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Prologue [e-reads]

Prologue

New Mexico Territory, 1863

he deep masculine voice woke her. It wasn't loud, but it was enough

to infiltrate the restless slumber of five-year-old Rayna Templeton

and bring her upright in her bed. She paused a moment, listening

carefully, hardly daring to breathe until she heard the voice again.
There was no mistaking it. Papa had finally come home!

Her face wreathed in a joyous smile, Rayna threw back the coverlet and
scrambled out of bed. Her bare feet were virtually silent as she flew across the
room and onto the balcony that overlooked the interior courtyard of the
hacienda. Overhead, the sky was awash with stars, and lanterns at the foot of
the staircases cast patterns of light and dancing shadows, but otherwise the
courtyard was empty. The voice was more distinct, though, and Rayna knew
she hadn't been mistaken.

Her father had left for Sonora to buy cattle five weeks ago, and every
day he'd been gone had been an eternity for Rayna and her mother. There
were so many dangers between Rancho Verde and Mexico—deserts and
mountains, scorpions and snakes, bears and mountain lions—but those
were simple hazards that Raymond Templeton was more than equipped to
handle. The Apache were far more dangerous than all the others combined,
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and every moment he'd stayed away had meant one more day of waiting
and praying.

But now he was home.

Imagining how he would sweep her into his arms and toss her into the air
with a big barrel-chested laugh, Rayna hurried down the stairs and into the
courtyard, straining to hear his voice. The way the sound carried up told her he
was in his study, and the second voice that joined his indicated that her mother
was with him. Colleen would be irritated when she learned that her daughter
was out of bed at this late hour, but Rayna didn't care. She was accustomed to
being in trouble, and besides, she knew from experience that the worst punish-
ment she was likely to get from her softhearted mother was a mild scolding.
Seeing Papa again would be worth that and much more.

Her feet barely touched the cool flagstone as she dashed across the court-
yard and down a darkened corridor toward the study. Her parents’ voices
grew louder, bringing Rayna to a halt a few feet short of the pool of light that
beamed out the half-open door of the study. She crept closer and listened.

"But, Collie, what else could I do?” Raymond Templeton was saying. "Look
at the poor thing. She's not even as old as our Rayna, and already she's been
through a hell you and I couldn't begin to imagine.”

"You can't know that,” Colleen argued.

"Of course | know it—and so do you. Those damnable Mexican slave
traders didn't just find the poor thing wandering alone in the mountains. She
wasn't rescued—she was stolen, probably after watching her parents be mur-
dered and scalped. | couldn't just leave her in Sonora, could I> God only
knows what would have become of her!”

"But, Raymond, she's—"

“She's a frightened little girl,” he said, overriding whatever objection
Colleen had been about to make. “What else matters? Rayna has been beg-
ging for a sister—"

"That's not fair,” Collie said quietly, her voice filled with pain. “I've tried to
give you another child.”

Heavy footsteps crossed the room, and when Raymond spoke again, his
tone conveyed nothing but love. ‘I know, Collie. And I also know how many
nights I've held you while you cried because you have so much love to give
and only Rayna to lavish it on. But look at this little one, Collie—really look
at her, and you'll see how much she needs you.”

"l don't want to look at her.”

"That's because you know you'll fall in love with her the same way I did.
Just look, Collie.”

There was a long pause and then the sound of footsteps softly padding
across the study floor.
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Tossing her long fall of golden hair over her narrow shoulders, Rayna held
her breath and peeked around the door. She spied her father first, but as much
as she longed to greet him, she was even more curious about the present he
had brought her. A sister! What could be more wonderful than that?

Rayna was the only child at Rancho Verde, and she was lonely. Now she'd
never be alone again. She would have a playmate and a friend, someone to
run wild with and to ease the boredom of the hours she spent doing her
lessons in reading and etiquette, someone to share her chores with and dream
with and talk to.

Her heart filled with hope and expectation, Rayna looked deeper into the
room, past her mother, who was moving toward the hearth, until her rapt
gaze finally fell on a small, dirty bundle of black hair and buckskin cowering
by the fireplace. A pair of enormous dark eyes stared up at Collie Templeton
out of a gaunt face covered with dirt. Despite the smudges, there was no mis-
taking the origin of that face. The hair, the high cheekbones, the square jaw,
the copper-colored skin, all told Rayna that her new sister was an Apachel!

With a pitying moan, Collie knelt by the hearth, but when she extended
her hand, the child scurried away like a cornered animal fleeing its would-be
captor. The wild-eyed little Apache threw herself at Raymond Templeton's
feet and clung to his leg, shielding herself from the strange white woman.
Collie followed, stopping a few feet away to look at her husband.

"Oh, Raymond, she's so frightened. How did you get her to come
with you?”

He looked sad and tired. “I wish I could say it was hard, but it wasn't. The
poor little thing had been whipped into submission long before | found her.
Some hot food and a few gentle words were enough to convince her she was
better off with me than with those slave traders.”

Collie looked down at the pitiful waif, her eyes swimming with unshed
tears. “You'll be all right, little one,” she said softly.

Raymond smiled. "Thank you, Collie.”

She shook her head. “Raising an Apache won't be easy, Raymond. How
much do you know about where she came from?"

"Not much,” he admitted. “The traders [ bought her from claimed they
purchased her and several other children from a band of renegade Chiricahua.
From the looks of her clothes, they guessed that she was from the White
Mountain tribe.”

Collie nodded thoughtfully. "Do you think she might be able to commu-
nicate with the Mescalero Apaches here on the ranch?”

"That's what | was hoping. Surely Gatana can help us.”

"We'll need all we can get.” She knelt, and the little Apache skittered away
again, this time moving unerringly toward the door. Raymond uttered a soft,
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firm no, and she froze, squatting on the floor with her hands wrapped tightly
around her knees, her head bent in submission.

Rayna, who had never been afraid of anything, could hardly believe what
she was seeing. Witnessing a display of hopelessness and fear like this was
more than she could bear. Acting with the same instinct she had used to tame
the menagerie of wild animals that were her only friends at Rancho Verde,
Rayna slid to her knees, gathered the tail of her nightgown in one hand, and
crawled into the room, heedless of her startled parents.

"Raynal No, don't!" Collie called out in alarm, but Raymond placed one
hand on her arm.

"Let her,” he counseled.

Rayna ignored them both. The frail Apache raised her head, and her eyes
widened. Her fear seemed to ebb away, replaced by cautious curiosity. She
lowered her knees to the floor and sat upright, motionless but poised for flight
as Rayna came closer and finally mirrored her position on the floor only a few
inches away:.

They studied each other for a long moment. The Apache looked terrible
and smelled even worse, but Rayna ignored the odor; she knew from expe-
rience it was nothing a good hot bath couldn't cure. The hard part would be
earning her trust enough to get her into a tub. It was the supreme challenge
to the adventurous five-year-old, and there was nothing she liked more than
a challenge.

"My name is Rayna.” The healthy blue-eyed blond child placed a hand on
her own chest. “Rayna.”

The solemn little Apache mirrored the movement, but made no sound.

Rayna smiled. "I am your sister.”

The little girl's matted black hair spilled over her shoulder as she cocked
her head to one side. Timidly, as though she feared she might be punished,
she reached out and touched one of Rayna's golden curls. A fearful glance
darted up to the adults nearby, but they only watched, and she grew bolder,
her curiosity getting the better of her fear. Wrapping the lock of hair around
her hand, she tugged gently and seemed mystified when nothing happened.
Puzzled, she raised the curl to her face and sniffed.

Rayna had to lean forward to keep the lock from being pulled out of her
head, but she patiently submitted to the examination. "She’s never seen blond
hair before, Mama,” she said quietly without looking at her parents.

"Rayna, be careful,” her mother cautioned.

"Oh, she won't hurt me,” she replied confidently. “You won't hurt me, will you?’

The little Apache studied the lock of hair and the child it was attached to.
Finally she released it and gathered a handful of her own hair into a tiny fist.
Tears appeared in her dark eyes, and her chin quivered. “Pr'ncess pretty?’

4



Prologue [e-reads]

Collie gasped and glanced at her equally amazed husband, but Rayna
never took her eyes off her sister. "Princess very pretty.” She held out her
hand. “Come.”

Dark eyes darted again to Raymond, and when he nodded his head the lit-
tle Apache took Rayna's hand.

Collie breathed a sigh of relief. "Raymond, you send for Gatana while |
heat some bathwater. It's going to be a very long night.”

Her prediction proved to be something of an understatement.
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New Mexico Territory, April 1882

ll hey're laughing at us, Samson, and it's all your fault,” Rayna
Templeton muttered as she trudged through the gates at
Rancho Verde leading her Appaloosa stallion. Samson
whinnied what could have been an apology, but his mistress
suspected that he wasn't at all sorry he'd thrown a shoe for the second
time this week. For the last four miles Samson had been quite content to
poke along unencumbered by his rider, but Rayna was disgusted and
bone-deep weary. She was also covered with dust from her wide-brimmed
felt hat to the toes of her leather boots. Since dawn she had been scour-
ing the countryside for calves that had escaped the spring roundup, and
now she wanted nothing more than a hearty meal and a hot bath.
But first she had to get past the cowhands who had gathered at the
corral to poke fun at her.
"Out fer another stroll, Miss Rayna?" Charlie McGinty hollered, making
no attempt to hide the smirk on his weathered face.
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"Yes, indeed, Charlie,” she replied facetiously. “The air is so invigorating at
this time of year I just don't seem to be able to resist.”

While Charlie scratched his head, apparently trying to figure out what
"invigorating” meant, Flint Piper took his turn. "Didja pick any pretty wild-
flowers, miss?”

Everyone guffawed at that, and even Rayna had to bite back a smile. Dainty
pursuits like picking posies were as foreign to her as words like “invigorating”
were to Charlie. "No, Flint, I'm afraid the verbena and Indian paintbrush are
past their prime. There'll be no flowers on Mother's dinner table tonight.”

"That's too bad,” Flint replied. “Miz Collie's gonna be mighty disappointed.”

Rayna stopped and affected an air of sadness. “No more so than I, Flint.
You all know how much I adore a pretty bouquet.”

The men were still laughing at that when someone else called out an
admonition against strolling in the sun without a parasol. He earned a back-
slapping guffaw because he'd done such a good impersonation of Rayna's
mother. The object of their mirth put an end to the laughter by dusting her
hat on her trousers, sending up a cloud of dirt that set everyone to coughing.

Chuckling, Guillermo Rodriguez jumped off the top rung of the corral
fence. "All right, vaqueros, the fun is over. The sun is high and there is still
work to be done.”

“Not the least of which is shoeing this horse,” Rayna muttered to the range
boss as the other men scattered. “Something has to be done about that new
blacksmith, Gil. | knew he was too good to be true when he showed up last
week looking for a job. I can do a better job of shoeing horses than he can,
and that's not saying much.”

Rodriguez grinned. “Do you want the job, sefiorita? I am sure Sefiora
Templeton would be happy to know that you are working closer to home
instead of being out on the range every day.”

Rayna slanted an exasperated glance in his direction. “Don't you start on
me, too, Gil."

"Oh, but the men, they love to tease you, sefiorita.”

She patted Samson’s neck. “That's because a walking target is easy to hit.”

He laughed and held out his hand for the reins. “Here, | will take care of
Samson—and the blacksmith.”

Though normally Rayna stabled her own mount, she handed the reins
over gratefully. “Thank you, Gil. And by the way, I struck gold this morning. |
rounded up ten head and drove them into the corral above Diablo Canyon.
There are two maverick calves and a sleepered yearling in the bunch.”

“Bueno!” he said, his eyes shining with respect. A sleepered yearling was a
calf with an earmark but no brand—indicating that the animal had escaped
spring roundup for two years in a row. That usually meant the herd he traveled
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in was quite wild, and single-handedly corralling a wild herd was no small feat.
"I will send Flint and Charlie out now to bring them in for the brand.”

"Thank you, Gil."

"Will you be riding out again today?”" he asked.

“No, I don't think so,” she replied, removing her rifle from its scabbard.
"I've eaten enough dust for one day.”

“Bueno.”

Slinging her saddlebags over one shoulder, she patted Samson's hindquar-
ters as the range boss led him away to the stable. The house lay in the oppo-
site direction, and Rayna headed for the nearest entrance, through the walled
garden that sheltered the hacienda's western exposure. The iron gate creaked
a scratchy welcome as she slipped inside and moved across the flagstone patio
toward the house.

The magnificent old two-story home had been constructed in the
Spanish style over sixty years ago. Shady galerias encircled it on both floors
inside and out, and each room had doors that led to the exterior galleries and
interior courtyard.

The stucco hacienda had a long and colorful history, having survived
Mexico's revolt against Spain and the American incursion that subsequently
wrested the territory from Mexico. What mattered to Rayna, though, was that
Rancho Verde was the only home she had ever known. She loved the house
and the lush green Rio Grande valley that sheltered it. She loved the moun-
tains and deserts beyond the valley, too. It was a harsh land that could be
cruel and unrelenting, but it was her home.

Her mother had insisted that she and her sister, Skylar, received a proper
education back east, so Rayna had seen other parts of the country—places
where water was never scarce, neighbors were plentiful, and the greatest dan-
ger to life and limb was being run over by a runaway carriage on a cobble-
stone street. Her brush with civilization had done nothing to change her
opinion of Rancho Verde. It was the most beautiful place on earth.

The house was quiet when Rayna slipped through the arcade that con-
nected the patio with the courtyard. Through the open doors of the dining
room on the other side of the enclosure she spotted one of the servants laying
the table for supper, and she heard muted voices drifted down from the upper
floor. Anxious to tell her father about the bonanza she'd corralled, she headed
across the courtyard to the study. The desk was littered with open ledgers, but
Raymond Templeton was nowhere to be seen.

Disappointed, Rayna ejected the shells from her Winchester, placed it in
the polished gun case by the door, and returned her cache of ammunition to
the drawer below the rack. She performed the ritual with the ease of someone
who had been well trained in the proper care of weapons, as indeed she had
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been. Rayna had been working the ranch alongside her father for as long as
she could remember, and only a fool roamed the countryside unarmed.

That chore completed, she returned to the courtyard and dashed up the
nearest staircase with her usual abandon.

“Unless you're trying to escape a stampede, | suggest you slow down, dear.”

Her mother's quietly spoken admonition brought Rayna up short, and she
turned. Collie Templeton was approaching the stairs with an armload of fresh
linens. “No stampede, Mother. | was just trying to see how quickly I could get
into my room and out of these dusty clothes.”

Collie gave her daughter a once-over as she started up the stairs. “In this
instance | could almost approve of your haste. Did you have trouble with
Samson again?”

"How did you know?”

Collie's blue eyes, so much like her daughter's, glittered with amusement.
"Marie spotted you walking in."

Rayna groaned. "Marie and everyone else on the ranch. | told Gil to get
rid of that new blacksmith. He's absolutely worthless.” She extended her arms.
"Here, let me help you with those.”

“Not until you've had a bath, young lady,” she replied sternly, shifting her
bundle out of Rayna's reach. “Consuelo would skin you alive if she had to
wash these over again.”

"No, she wouldn't,” Rayna argued good-naturedly as she turned and
strolled with her mother down the gallery. “She's been threatening that for
years and hasn't caught me yet.”

"Lord knows you've given us both enough excuses—muddy boots,
soiled gowns, disgraceful tattered Levi's that no woman should ever be
caught dead—"

"Yes, yes, Mother, | know,” she said, silencing her with a kiss on the cheek.
"I'm a wretched hoyden, the bane of your existence, and the most unrefined
lady in the entire territory of New Mexico.”

Collie sighed with exasperation. “You don't have to sound so proud of it.”

Rayna chuckled as she stripped off her gloves. “Mother, you've been trying
to domesticate me for twenty-four years and haven't succeeded yet. When are
you going to face the fact that I'll never be anything but the son you and
father always wanted? Skylar is the domestic one.”

Collie wished she could debate the issue. She loved both her children
dearly, but they were as different as night and day. Skylar was quiet and shy.
She had mastered the fine art of running a household and was in all ways a
dutiful daughter. Rayna, on the other hand, was stubborn, headstrong, and
willful. She had inherited her father's business sense, and her only desire was
to someday assume the responsibility of running Rancho Verde. If Raymond
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Templeton had ever once discouraged his daughter from such an unladylike
pursuit, Collie hadn't been within earshot when he'd done it.

"Marie is preparing your bathwater, dear,” she said, resigned to the knowl-
edge that nothing she could say would change her daughter's deportment. "I
may not be able to domesticate you, but [ can at least make certain you don't
appear at the dinner table smelling like a horse stall.”

"Thank you, Mother.” Tugging at the strip of rawhide that held her blond
hair into a tight queue, Rayna glanced into her sister's room and found it
devoid of life. “Where's Skylar>”

A small frown furrowed Collie's brow, but she kept her voice carefully neu-
tral. "I believe she went out to the Mescalero encampment.”

Rayna wasn't fooled by her mother’s even tone. “Why does that upset you?
She's always felt a special connection with the Apaches at Rancho Verde."

"I know that, dear. But she's spending more and more time with them
lately. She goes out to the encampment every day now.”

"Really?” Rayna stopped in front of her bedroom door.

"You didn't know?" Collie asked. Usually Rayna knew far more about what
her sister thought and did then either of her parents. Since the day Raymond
had brought Skylar home, the two girls had been virtually inseparable.

“No, I didn't,” she replied, her own brow furrowed with worry now. It was-
n't like Skylar to keep things from her.

"] believe Gatana is teaching her some sort of ceremony.”

Her voice was laced with sadness, and Rayna finally realized what was
upsetting her. Collie felt betrayed because she feared that all the advantages
she'd given Skylar hadn't been enough for her adopted daughter. She had
loved her and protected her as best she could from the inevitable prejudice
the girl had faced. She had seen to it that she received an excellent education
back east that had broadened Skylar's horizons far beyond the scope of most
other young women in New Mexico, white or Apache.

Unfortunately a connection to her heritage was the one thing Collie could-
n't give her daughter, but it was the one thing Skylar seemed to want most.

Rayna searched for something to say that would lift her mother's spirits,
but she couldn't think of anything. She knew that Skylar loved her adopted
family, but there was a certain sadness in her that seemed to be growing
stronger every day. Rayna thought she understood it, but she knew she could
never explain it to the woman who had raised Skylar with the same love and
devotion she'd bestowed on her flesh-and-blood daughter.

"I wouldn't worry about it, Mother,” she said, trying to sound reassuring.
"She's probably just looking for a little diversion to ease her boredom. I know
that if | had nothing to do but change bed linens and embroider sofa cushions
every day, I'd go stark raving mad.”
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"Yes, but you're not your sister,” Collie retorted, then fanned the air to
shoo away the words. "I'm sorry, dear. I'm just being silly."

"Yes, you are,” Rayna agreed. “Learning a Mescalero ceremony isn't going
to change the way she feels about you. You're her mother. She loves you."

"l know she does, dear.” She started to pat Rayna's arm, then remembered
the layers of dirt and the clean sheets she was carrying. She withdrew her
hand so quickly that both of them laughed.

"Oh, go ahead, Mother,” Rayna teased. "I'd love to see Consuelo threaten-
ing to skin you alive.”

"Collie!" Raymond's deep voice reverberated through the courtyard, star-
tling his wife and daughter.

"What is it, dear?” Collie stepped closer to the gallery railing and found
herself looking down on the top of her husband's balding head.

Raymond twisted around and looked up. “Riders coming in."

Rayna joined her mother at the rail, her unbound hair spilling over her
shoulders. "Who is it?" Visitors were rare and always a source of excitement
because they varied the routine of ranch life.

"Looks like Ben Martinez and that Hadley fellow from the newspaper in
Malaventura.” Raymond grinned up at his daughter. “Hullo, missy. Hear you
had a little trouble with Samson again.”

"You don't have to look so smug about it, Papa. You're the one who hired
that no-account drifter who claimed to be a blacksmith.”

"Live and learn, missy. Live and learn. Gil's already given him his
walking papers.”

"Well, if he leaves on a horse he shod himself, we can expect him back
by nightfall.”

Raymond’s hearty laugh bounced off the walls of the courtyard as he made
his way toward the parlor at the front of the hacienda. “Are you two ladies
going to come down to greet our guests, or not?”

"I'm on my way, Papa,” Rayna said, tossing her saddlebags and hat on the
chair just inside her door before heading for the stairs.

But Collie had other ideas. “Not until you've had a bath and changed into
proper clothing, young lady,” she said sternly. “You cannot receive visitors
looking like a common cowhand.”

"Don't be silly, Mother,” she replied without stopping. “I've worked the
herd right alongside Ben Martinez during roundup for the last six years. If he
saw me in anything other than Levi's and boots, he'd have a fit of apoplexy.”

She was right about that. Ben was Rancho Verde's nearest neighbor, and he
was well acquainted with Rayna's unusual habits. The man with Ben was
another matter entirely, though. “That may be, but Mr. Hadley is a fine gen-
tleman from Boston. You should greet him properly.”
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When Rayna realized what her mother was getting at, she stopped at the
head of the stairs and gave her the most wicked grin in her repertoire. "You
mean he's a fine unattached gentleman from Boston, and I should pretend to be
the delicate flower we both know I'm not.”

Collie sighed with exasperation. “You do have manners and breeding,
Rayna. It's just a matter of recognizing the appropriate time to display them.
This is one of those times."

"Sorry, Mother, but I'm not about to trot out my best behavior for that Boston
dandy,” she said, continuing down the stairs. “He can't even sit a horse properly.”

"There's more to life than sitting a horse!”

"Not my life," Rayna replied.

"I give up,” Collie muttered, hurrying down the gallery. She had raised two
of the most beautiful young women in the territory of New Mexico, and both,
it seemed, were destined to remain spinsters—Skylar by circumstance of birth
and Rayna by choice, or just plain stubbornness, Collie wasn't sure which.

For safety’s sake, Rancho Verde had been situated in the center of the val-
ley so that riders approaching from any direction would be visible long before
they reached the hacienda. That gave Collie ample opportunity to dispose of
the bed linens and instruct Consuelo Rodriguez, the Templetons' house-
keeper, to prepare refreshments for the guests. Then she went in search of her
husband and daughter. She found them on the front veranda watching the
riders approach. Rayna was telling her father about the unbranded cattle she'd
discovered and the merry chase they had led her on.

"It's fortunate Samson didn't lose that shoe until after I'd corralled the herd.”

"Fortunate for the blacksmith,” Raymond commented with a chuckle. "I'd
hate to see what you'd have done to him if you'd lost that yearling.”

Rayna didn't share her father's mirth. “Rest assured, Papa, if that had hap-
pened there wouldn't have been enough left of that charlatan’s hide to—"

"That's enough, Rayna.” Collie said, then turned a stern eye on her hus-
band. “"And that's enough out of you, too. If you didn't encourage her—"

"Oh, now, Collie . . ."” Raymond threw one arm over her shoulder. "You
oughta know by now that nothing either one of us says is going to discourage
Rayna from speakin' her mind or doing what she wants to do around the
ranch.” He winked at his daughter. “And she does it so well that I can't hardly
complain, now, can [?"

Though Rayna smiled at her father and the affectionate way he gathered
Collie to him, the mild disagreement between them made her uncomfortable.
The only real quarrels she'd ever heard them engage in had been over her.
Her earliest memories were of her father teaching her to ride and her mother
protesting because she was too young. The same had been true when he
taught her to use a rifle and a revolver.
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Raymond had allowed her to ride herd as soon as he was confident of her
ability to manage a cow pony from a sidesaddle, and Collie had objected to
that, too. They had fought over Rayna's determination not to be sent away to
school, and an even bigger argument had ensued when Raymond had sup-
ported Rayna's decision to abandon her inconvenient sidesaddle in favor of a
more practical stock saddle. Collie had given in on the issue of riding astride
only after her husband convinced her that cutting range stock from a sidesad-
dle was not only impractical but exceedingly dangerous. Collie had argued
that Rayna shouldn't be working alongside the men like a common cowhand,
but she'd lost that argument along with the original one.

In fact, with the exception of the issue of education, Raymond and his
namesake had won nearly every battle. Rayna knew that would never keep
her mother from trying to reform her, and she didn't mind. Collie might
protest her behavior, but she would never stop loving her. That was all that
mattered to Rayna. Being a bone of contention between her parents did dis-
turb her, though.

But Rayna knew this argument wasn't going to get out of hand because
their visitors were riding through the gates, and Collie would never have aired
the family’s quarrels in front of guests.

"Howdy, Ben. Mr. Hadley,” Raymond greeted the two men as they neared.
"What brings you all the way out here?”

Though Raymond’s greeting was friendly, the two riders showed no sign of
returning the affable welcome. They doffed their hats to the ladies, but their
faces were grim as they dismounted.

"We got trouble, Raymond,” Ben Martinez said.

"Oh?" He looked from one man to the other.

Samuel Aloysius Hadley nodded a confirmation. “Big trouble, Mr. Templeton.”

"Well, spit it out,” Raymond demanded.

Hadley looked at the two ladies uncomfortably, then made his decision.
"Geronimo's on the warpath again.”

"And he's headed this way,” Ben added.

Raymond sighed heavily. "Hellfire and damnation. Come on in, boys. We
got some plannin’ to do.”

The men adjourned to Raymond’s study, and though Collie tried to dis-
courage Rayna from participating in the conversation, a team of wild horses
couldn't have kept her away. Their guests settled into the twin armchairs oppo-
site Raymond's desk, and Rayna took a seat on the small sofa behind them.

With a minimum of embellishment, Hadley related what he'd learned of
the Chiricahua renegade’s bloody escape from the reservation at San Carlos in
Arizona. Telegraphed reports gave several different versions of the outbreak,
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some stating that as many as thirty and as few as ten civilians and soldiers had
been slaughtered.

Though Rayna had no direct knowledge of the attack, she would have been
willing to guess that all the reports were exaggerated. As a general rule, any-
thing that had to do with Apache depredations was blown out of all proportion
by the press. Still, having Geronimo on the warpath was a dead serious matter.
There wasn't a man, woman, or child in New Mexico who had forgotten the
massacres of the previous spring when Chief Nana, one of Geronimo's most
trusted allies, had terrorized the Rio Grande valley. His raids had lasted only
six weeks, but before he disappeared into Mexico he had killed nearly fifty
New Mexicans, taken several women captive, and stolen more than two hun-
dred horses and mules. All that . . . accomplished by a seventy-year-old chief-
tain and forty Apaches who had a thousand soldiers hot on their trail.

If Geronimo was headed for New Mexico, Nana would undoubtedly come
out of hiding to join him, and blood was going to flow like water.

Rayna was impressed by the way Hadley told the story of the recent out-
break. Obviously he had received several telegraph dispatches, sorted
through them, and come up with the best conclusions he could draw, consid-
ering the limitations under which he worked. And unlike Ben, who was punc-
tuating Hadley's tale by interjecting an occasional wild speculation, Samuel
was remarkably calm. But then, he'd been in the territory for only a few
months. He hadn't experienced the terror caused by Nana's raids or those of
the Mescalero chief, Victorio, before that. Rayna had seen firsthand what
destruction the Apaches could wreak.

"Tell 'im about the head,” Ben encouraged, getting carried away with
the story.

Hadley looked uncomfortable. “Well, it seems that . . . This is just an
unconfirmed rumor, you understand . . . But it seems that one of the men at
San Carlos was decapitated, and the savages . . . played football with the dis-
membered head.”

"“Dear God,” Rayna murmured, then instantly regretted having spoken. She
was behind them, and the men had forgotten there was a lady present or they
never would have spoken so freely.

Hadley was instantly apologetic. “I'm sorry, Miss Templeton. | shouldn't
have mentioned that.”

"It's all right, Mr. Hadley,” she reassured him. “I've heard worse.”

"That may be, ma'am, but such matters aren't—"

All her life men had been giving her the condescending speech about
matters that were unfit for ladylike sensibilities, and she didn't want to hear
it again. "How reliable are the reports that he's headed this way?" she asked,
cutting him off.
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Hadley cleared his throat. He was never quite sure what to make of Rayna
Templeton because she was so different from any woman he'd ever met. She
hadn't fainted dead away at the mention of the head, and since her father
showed no sign of being uncomfortable at having her in the room, he decided
to continue.

"As reliable as they can be at this point. Apparently word was slow coming
out of San Carlos because the telegraph lines had been cut, but the renegades
also killed five teamsters near Clifton. That means they headed due east from
the reservation.” He wiped a hand over his pasty white face, and Rayna won-
dered if he'd gotten more than he bargained for when he decided to pursue
his journalistic trade in this rugged, dangerous part of the country.

"This is a big territory, Raymond,” Ben commented, "but we can't afford to
take the chance that those savages won't come up this way. We'd better start
preparing now. I've got some of my men out already, warnin’ the ranches to the
south. We were hopin' you'd be able to spare a few to ride north and west.”

"I'll have Gil get some men out first thing tomorrow,” he replied. Ben started
to protest the delay, but his host overrode his objections. “Ben, you know as
well as | do that it would take nearly a week for Geronimo to get this far.”

"That may be, but what about the Mescalero?” he asked defiantly. “If they
hear that Geronimo is on the warpath, they might decide to join him the way
some of them did with Nana last year.”

"The Mescalero reservation is well south of here, Ben. I don't think we're
in any immediate danger.”

"Yeah, but those ain't the only Mescaleros in the territory, Raymond,” he
said significantly.

"Now, just a minute—" Rayna was on her feet instantly, but her father
silenced her with a wave of his hand.

"I'll handle this, honey. I think Ben knows he's gone too far.”

“No, Raymond. You're the one who's gone too far,” Martinez countered.
"You got nearly twenty Apaches workin' for you, and it ain't right.”

Raymond exchanged an exasperated glance with his daughter. He had lost
count of the number of times he'd had this argument with his neighbors.
When he purchased Rancho Verde he had inherited a small group of
Mescaleros and had quickly seen the advantages of befriending them just as
his predecessor had. Their leader was Consayka, who as a boy had broken
away from his own people after being converted to Christianity by Spanish
monks. When the land that was now Rancho Verde had been given to Don
Diego Sebastian in a vast Spanish land grant, the don had allowed Consayka
and his people to stay and had put them to work on the ranch.

Consayka was old now, and he had strong feelings about continuing the
traditions of his Mescalero ancestors, but Raymond had no doubts about his
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commitment to peace. There was no way the ancient Apache would give a
second thought to joining Geronimo on the warpath.

Unfortunately, getting his Johnny-come-lately neighbors to understand
that was another matter entirely. "Ben, Consayka's people haven't made any
trouble for sixty years. Most of them were born on Rancho Verde and have
never even lived among their own people.”

"Can you deny that they still hold their heathen ceremonies?”

"No,” Raymond answered reluctantly. "But that doesn't mean they have
any interest in joining their brethren on the warpath even if the reservation
Mescalero do revolt.”

Rayna could be silent no longer. “Ben, our Apaches are farmers, cowhands,
and house servants. | seriously doubt whether they could even survive among
their own people now.”

"All the same, you're taking a terrible chance,” Martinez warned them.

“I'm afraid I have to agree,” Hadley said somewhat apologetically as he
glanced between Rayna and her father. Rayna gave him a disgusted not-you-
too look, and the young journalist hurried to explain, "It's not that I doubt the
peaceful intent of your Apaches, Miss Templeton. You may be entirely correct
in your assessment, but not everyone in Malaventura agrees. I've noticed a ris-
ing tide of sentiment against them.”

"What have you heard?” Raymond asked, scowling.

"There have been no specific threats, but the community is growing
increasingly uncomfortable with having a band of non-reservation Apaches in
the area. Once word of Geronimo's depredations spreads, I'm afraid the citi-
zens of New Mexico will begin to retaliate. The history of this territory sug-
gests that they may not care whether the Apaches they retaliate against are
peaceful or not.”

A cold chill ran down Rayna's spine. Hadley may have been scrawny, pasty-
faced, and a poor horseman, but he had an excellent point. If a panic started,
no Apache would be safe from attack. During Victorio's raids several years ear-
lier, rumors had abounded that the Rancho Verde Mescaleros were secretly
aiding the renegade. Nana's raids last year had wrought similar rumors.

For that reason, neighbors—even good ones like Ben Martinez—had been
seeking the removal of the Rancho Verde Mescaleros for years, and this
recent outbreak would undoubtedly fuel even more unfounded rumors.
According to Samuel Hadley, the kindling for a conflagration was already
being laid.

Raymond launched into a vigorous speech about his commitment to pro-
tecting the Apaches on the ranch, then moved on to the topic of stationing
lookouts at strategic passes throughout the area. Hadley and Martinez appar-
ently felt it was wise to let the argument drop, and once they had a firm plan
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in mind, they took their leave. Rayna and Raymond escorted them to their
horses and watched as they rode away.

"This is going to upset Skylar,” Rayna said quietly as they turned back to
the hacienda.

"I know.” He shook his head. “When is this all gonna end, honey? [ feel
like I been fighting Apaches all my life, and for the life of me [ can't figure out
why. This country should be big enough for all of us.”

"But it's not. Mankind is basically greedy, Papa. We always want what our
neighbor has, and only laws and the constraints of civilization keep us from
preying on one another. Unfortunately those same laws don't apply where the
Apache are concerned, and they don't seem inclined to accept our views on
the value of civilization.”

“Very nicely put, honey,” Raymond said, his eyes twinkling with mirth as
he threw one arm over her shoulders. “And here | thought your sister was the
philosopher in this family.”

"Don't poke fun at me, Papa,” she said, slipping one arm around his ample
waist as they strolled inside. "I've had enough of that for one day.”

"All right. What other views of the Apache would you care to share with me?’

“None, because you'll only tease me about it later. I think, instead, I'll stroll
out to Consayka's camp and fetch Skylar. Word of Geronimo's outbreak is prob-
ably spreading all over the ranch already, and I'd rather she heard it from me."

"That's a good idea.”

"Tell Mother I'll be back shortly.”

It was a brisk ten-minute walk to the tiny encampment behind the
hacienda. Unlike most other Apache tribes, the Mescalero lived in tall, stately
lodges similar to those of the Plains Indians. The eleven homes were grouped
together in a seemingly haphazard fashion, no two exactly alike except that
each entrance faced the sunrise.

As Rayna approached, she saw her sister and two elderly women sitting
under the brush-covered ramada the ranch hands called a squaw cooler.
Skylar's head was bowed, and her hands were working busily on an object that
rested in her lap. Rayna had always envied those delicate hands and the gen-
teel way her sister carried herself. In fact, there were many things about her
sister that she envied, not the least of which was Skylar's gentle disposition.
But it had never occurred to Rayna to try to be more like her demure, ladylike
sister. [t would have pleased their parents no end, but Rayna didn't know how
to be anything but what she was.

Under the ramada, Consayka's wife, Gatana, was facing Skylar, deep in
concentration as she studied the young woman's every move. The third
woman, Tsa'kata, sat apart from them and seemed to be paying no attention to
the others. Rayna knew that was not the case. Tsa'kata's eyesight was poor and
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her hearing even worse, but little happened on Rancho Verde within her
sight—or out of it—that she was unaware of.

Of all the Apaches on the ranch, Tsa'kata was the one Rayna knew and
understood least, for she had never worked as a house servant, as her daughter
Gatana had. Her face was a leathery mask of deeply cut wrinkles and sagging
flesh, yet no one would have guessed her to be nearly a hundred years old. She
spoke enough Spanish to make herself understood when necessary, but she had
refused to learn English—or at least she refused to speak it; Rayna had always
suspected she knew far more of the white man's language than she let on.

As a child, Rayna had been secretly terrified of the old woman, and even
now Tsa'kata was one of the few people in the world who had the power to
intimidate her.

Though the women had undoubtedly seen her coming, no one acknowl-
edged her presence, so she slowed her pace as she neared the ramada. If
Gatana was teaching Skylar a ritual ceremony, it would be disrespectful for
Rayna to interrupt, and she had no desire to incur Tsakata's wrath. Instead, she
moved to a nearby outcropping of boulders and sat, giving every appearance of
someone who'd been out for a casual stroll and had decided to stop and rest.

Watching covertly, Rayna finally identified the object in Skylar's lap as a
necklace of some sort. Her small, graceful hands were carefully weaving beads
and strands of grama grass into an intricate bib that was suspended from a
beaded choker. Rayna could vaguely hear Gatana and Skylar speaking, but
their voices were too soft to allow her to catch any of the words. It was just as
well, she reasoned, for they were undoubtedly speaking Apache, and Rayna's
knowledge of the language was limited.

When Skylar had first come to Rancho Verde, Rayna had taken on the job
of teaching her new sister English, and Skylar had tried to reciprocate. Skylar
had proved to be the better pupil. Over the years, Rayna had kept trying, but
whenever she used her limited vocabulary with the Mescaleros she invariably
received snickers or outright laughs because she was so bad at it. She had
finally given up completely after she mispronounced a phrase that had con-
veyed some terrible insult and had received an incomprehensible tongue-lash-
ing from Tsa'’kata. Now she left the difficult language to Skylar.

Out of the corner of her eye, Rayna studied her sister. Her simple white
shirtwaist and beige skirt were a striking contrast to the loose overblouses and
colorful calico skirts of her companions. Only those clothes and her age set
her apart from the other women, though. Her hair, which she normally wore
in a loose chignon or a braided roll at the nape of her neck, was unbound
today. Jet black, it fell in gentle swirls around her shoulders and framed a face
of such delicate beauty that all who saw her felt compelled to comment on it.
Hers was an exotic, intriguing face—or so it had seemed to the easterners
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Skylar and Rayna had encountered while they were at school in Boston.
While no one had feared the Indian named Templeton, her appearance had
set her apart from the other girls, making her an outsider.

In this territory, however, Skylar's square jaw, high cheekbones, deep-set
black eyes, and light bronze skin labeled her an Apache. No amount of cul-
ture, grace, education—not even the considerable influence of Raymond
Templeton—could overcome the prejudice that kept Skylar from being
totally accepted. She was still an outsider.

Weas it any wonder that Skylar felt such a bond with the Rancho Verde
Apaches? Rayna wondered, remembering the pain she'd seen in her mother's
eyes earlier. As much as Collie loved Skylar, she couldn't understand her
daughter's need for a connection with her past. But Rayna understood. Skylar
was a beautiful, demure young lady trapped squarely between her vague mem-
ories of life as an Apache and the Anglo world she had been raised in. The
tragedy was that she could never truly belong to either.

Even the Rancho Verde Mescaleros, who had accepted Skylar and indoc-
trinated her in their ways, were not really her people. She had been stolen
from a band of White Mountain Apaches, whose culture was in many ways
different from that of the Mescalero. Over time, Skylar's memories of her first
family had fused with the beliefs of the Mescalero and the legends Consayka
told around the fire on winter evenings.

Rayna ached at the sadness she often saw in her sister, but she didn't pity
her. Skylar would never have stood for that, and Rayna loved her far too
much to demean their relationship with pity.

Never one to enjoy being inactive, Rayna soon grew tired of pretending to
admire the scenery. She kept still, trying not to fidget, but by the time the
ceremony was complete, Rayna had exhausted her meager supply of patience.
She sighed with relief when Skylar wrapped the necklace in a cloth and
placed it along with several other bundles in a beaded buckskin pouch. As she
rose, she spoke quietly with Gatana and Tsa'kata, then slipped out from
beneath the ramada.

"Hello, sister. What brings you back to the ranch so early today? Did
Samson throw another shoe>” Her dark eyes were twinkling merrily, and
though Rayna didn't know how it was possible, she suspected that Skylar
already knew the answer to her question.

She stood and stretched her legs. “Yes, he did, and if you're going to tease
me about it, too, you can walk back to the house by yourself.”

Skylar stopped in front of her. "You've had a difficult day,” she said
sympathetically.

"That is something of an understatement,” she replied, all hints of teasing
gone. For the sake of courtesy, she moved to the ramada and greeted Gatana
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and her mother. Tsa’kata did not deign to acknowledge her, but Rayna spent a
moment conversing with the old woman's daughter, who had long since
stopped working at the hacienda because of her advanced age.

"What brought you out here?" Skylar asked when she and Rayna finally
started for home.

Dreading having to tell her about Geronimo's outbreak, Rayna stalled for
time. "Mother said that you were learning a ceremony, and I thought I'd bet-
ter see what you were up to. What is Gatana teaching you?”

Skylar's eyes danced with excitement. “You won't believe it, Rayna. I've
been asked to participate in Mary Long Horn's maiden ceremony. Gatana is
teaching me the ritual prayers for making the necklace of the sons-ee-a-ray."

Rayna gave her a sidelong glance. “Would you care to translate that for
me? You know how good my Apache is.”

"It's the symbol of the morning star, one of many that will decorate Mary's
dress. Once | have learned the prayers, I'll make the actual necklace that she'll
wear in the ceremony. The one | was working on today is only an imitation.
We use several different necklaces for practice so that none will be invested
with the power of White Painted Woman."

Rayna needed no explanation of that. White Painted Woman was the
deity revered by the Apaches as the mother of their race. Apparently the
symbol of the morning star belonged to her. “When is the ceremony?”

“In July, four days before the full moon. | suppose that would make it
somewhere around the eighteenth.”

"Hmmm . . . That doesn't give you much time to learn the ritual and com-
plete the necklace.”

"l know,"” Skylar answered, growing pensive. “And there's more, Rayna. |
have been asked to attend Mary on each of the four days of the ceremony.”
She paused a moment. "Will Mother be upset, do you think?"

Rayna couldn't lie to her. “It's possible, but she won't try to stop you from
participating.”

"I know that. I hate to cause her pain, though.”

Rayna slipped her arm around her sister. [t made walking difficult, since
Rayna was several inches taller, but Skylar needed the comfort. “You're a
grown woman, Skylar. You have to do what you think is best.”

"Even if it hurts someone [ love?”

"Mother understands.”

Skylar shook her head sadly. “No, she doesn't.”

"Then we'll find a way to make her understand how important this is to you.”

Skylar glanced up at her, grateful for her support. For nearly as long as
she could remember, this sister had been her buffer against disappoint-
ment, frustration, and anyone or anything that tried to harm her. Skylar
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had vague memories of another sister, older than Rayna, who had also
watched over her—who had, in fact, died while trying to protect her from
the Indians who had kidnapped her. The memory saddened her, but she
couldn't imagine loving that sister in the shadows any more than she loved
this one.

"It is important to me, Rayna, but | don't think I could make anyone under-
stand why—not even you.”

"But I do understand,” Rayna insisted.

“No, you don't.” Skylar stopped suddenly and glanced at the high blue sky
near the horizon to the east. She seemed lost in thought, as though looking
for something that wasn't there.

Rayna stopped, too, facing her. “Then explain it to me."

Skylar did not look away from the horizon as she spoke. "It's the necklace,”
she said softly.

Now Rayna really did understand. Or thought she did. Years ago Consayka
had told Skylar the romantic tale of a young Apache brave who had married a
maiden from an enemy clan and united both their peoples. The brave had
defied custom and given his bride a magnificent necklace of turquoise and sil-
ver with a medallion carved in the image of the Thunder Eagle.

Consayka told the story often, and not always in the same fashion. In one
version the brave had been from the Jicarilla Apache tribe; in another, he was
White Mountain. Depending on Consayka's mood, the handsome brave and
his wife had many children and lived to a ripe old age, or died tragically at the
hands of a Chiricahua renegade. Rayna had heard so many versions of the
story that she found it virtually meaningless.

Skylar, on the other hand, believed the story was true. What was more,
she believed that somehow she had been a part of it. When she was fifteen,
she had even made a replica of the necklace Consayka had described. She
kept it hidden, and no one but Rayna and a few of the Mescaleros even knew
of its existence.

"Making this necklace has reminded you of the Thunder Eagle legend,
hasn't it>" Rayna asked.

"Yes, but that's not all.” She looked at her sister. “It's sons-ee-a-ray."

"Morning star> What has that got to do with the legend of . . ." She
searched her memory for the names of the couple in Consayka's story, but
drew a blank. “Oh, what were they called?” she muttered impatiently.

"He Stalks the Gray Wolf and She Sings by the Willow,” Skylar supplied,
her voice almost reverent as she spoke the names.

"Right. What has the morning star got to do with them?”

Skylar shook her head helplessly as tears shimmered in her eyes. "l don't
know. I can't remember. There's a memory in my head that tantalizes me like a
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mirage in the desert, but when [ reach out to touch it, it vanishes. All | know
is that sons-ee-a-ray should mean something to me.”

Rayna had no idea how to ease her sister's distress, and there was nothing
she hated worse than feeling powerless. “Perhaps the memory will come to
you in time,” she suggested lamely, and earned a small smile for her effort.

"l was taken from my people nineteen years ago, Rayna. It's not likely that
['ll suddenly wake up one morning with all those memories intact. My old life
will never come out of the shadows. | have learned to live with that.”

"Until something like this reminds you."

Skylar nodded. “The feelings will pass. Come. Mother will be wondering
what's keeping us.” She started again toward the hacienda, and Rayna fell into
step beside her. "All right, now, sister. You may tell me the real reason you
came to fetch me.”

Rayna laughed. "I never could fool you, could [>"

"Not for very long,” Skylar replied, sharing her sister's amusement. “Your
eyes betray your emotions. Others can't always see it, but [ can. Something
has troubled you deeply, and you don't want to tell me about it.”

Rayna took a deep breath. “Geronimo has fled the San Carlos reservation
and is rumored to be heading this way.”

"I see.” Though Skylar continued to walk, her body became very still, as
though she had somehow drawn into herself, and a curtain fell over her fea-
tures, making them unreadable. Rayna had seen it happen before. Her sister
had inherited the stoicism of her ancestors, and when she chose to shut out the
world, no one—not even Rayna—could penetrate the barriers she erected.

In an evenly modulated voice, Skylar asked questions, eliciting all the
information her sister knew. Most of it was speculation, but even that was
enough to cause concern. Where the Apache were concerned, everyone
always assumed the worst.

"Did Mr. Martinez try to persuade Father to send the Mescalero away
again?” she asked quietly.

Rayna knew Skylar wouldn't believe a lie. "He did mention it, yes. But
Father stood his ground. Nothing is going to happen to Consayka's people.”

It was a long moment before Skylar replied. "I pray you are right, sister.”

They completed the long walk to the hacienda in silence.
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Arizona Territory, April 1882

very window on the first floor of the modest two-story ranch house

blazed with light, and the strains of a vigorous fiddle tune wafted out

over the valley floor. There was no other sound for miles in any

direction save for the occasional lowing of cattle in the distance and
the haunting bay of a coyote somewhere up on Windwalk Mesa.

Keenly aware of the isolation of the Longstreet ranch, Major Meade
Ashford relaxed against a post that supported the porch roof and extracted
a slender cheroot from his pocket. His match flared briefly in the dark-
ness, then arched through the air as he flicked it into the front yard. It
landed in one of his sister’s flower beds, and Meade winced. If Libby found
it tomorrow, there would be hell to pay. She'd been trying her hand at
horticulture since the day he'd brought her to Arizona eight years ago,
and she protected her garden almost as fiercely as she protected her two
young children.

As far as the flowers were concerned, Meade had to admit that her results
had improved tremendously over that first dismal year at Fort Apache when
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her garden had consisted of a heavy wooden container that looked more like
a watering trough than a window box. She had placed it on the porch that
connected their quarters with the post hospital, and though people had told
her that flowers wouldn't grow in the baking Arizona sun, she had been
determined to prove them wrong.

Undaunted by her failure in ‘74, she had tried again the next year here at
the ranch . . . and the year after that. After years of diligence, irrigation, and
far more trouble than they were worth in Meade's opinion, she had finally
coaxed her roses into blooming.

Meade smiled down at the pitiful little bed of roses and realized that he
was going to miss watching them bloom this year, despite all the teasing he
had subjected his sister to over the years. He was going to miss the quiet soli-
tude of this ranch, too . . . and his niece and nephew. He would miss them
very much. Of course, it went without saying that he would miss Libby, and if
pressed to admit it, he might even have confessed that he was going to miss
his brother-in-law, Case Longstreet.

The one thing he felt certain he wouldn't miss, though, was Fort Apache.
Eight years as post surgeon at that misbegotten hellhole had taken their toll
on Meade. He had come to the position one year out of medical school at
Harvard eager for adventure and challenge. Instead, he had been forced to
witness more kinds of suffering than he had ever dreamed possible. Had it not
been for Libby, he would have transferred long ago to some more hospitable
climate and to a place where constant battles with the Apache wouldn't have
left so much blood on his hands.

But all that would be over soon. In four days he was being involuntarily
transferred to Fort Marcy in New Mexico, and six months after that, he was
leaving the army forever. Though he wasn't looking forward to the transfer, he
readily acknowledged that it would be nice to enjoy the relative quiet of
Santa Fe for a while. It was a beautiful old city, situated far enough north to be
somewhat removed—geographically, at least—from the army’s perpetual con-
flict with the Apache.

After that, he would return here, to the ranch he had helped his brother-
in-law purchase shortly before Case and Libby's wedding. Though he was
only thirty-six, Meade felt like an old man who had earned a quiet retirement,
and he was looking forward to becoming a gentleman rancher. In the back of
his mind was the idea that he might someday set up a small medical practice
somewhere, but that wouldn't be for a while yet. At the moment, his chosen
profession was anathema.

"Meade?> What are you doing out here?’

Libby's quietly spoken question startled Meade. "Good Lord, Lib, don't
sneak up on a man like that.”
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"Sorry. | suppose some of my husband’s skills at stalking have rubbed off
on me."

"Among other things,” he grumbled.

"Don't be contrary, Meade,” she said gently. "I know you'll never admit it
to me, but you and Case have become good friends. You can stop glowering
every time something reminds you that he's an Apache.”

Meade squared his shoulders with a hint of indignation and straight-
ened his dress-blue uniform coat. “My dear Liberty, | do not glower. | do, on
occasion, bristle, and | have been known to fume from time to time, but |
most emphatically do not glower." He turned his profile to her. “It would-
n't be seemly.”

Her gentle laugh drifted out over the rose garden, and she tucked her arm
through his. "Oh, Meade, I'm going to miss you. No one has ever been able to
make me laugh the way you do.”

Meade dropped a kiss on her forehead, a gesture that was an old and com-
forting habit for both of them. “I'm going to miss you, too, Libby."

"Then why did you sneak away from my party? [ invited all our neighbors
just to give you a magnificent send-off, and you pulled a vanishing act. It was
everything | could do to keep Drucilla Metcalf from coming to look for you
herself. She was positively frothing at the mouth when she realized you'd
escaped her clutches.”

"Why do you think I disappeared?” he asked as he sat on the porch railing.
"That hellcat has spent the better part of the last two years trying to rope me
into matrimony, and she seems to think that this is the last opportunity she'll
ever have.” Meade shook his head in bewilderment. “Why in the name of God
is she so intent on me? | just don't understand it. I'm nearly twice her age!”

"Yes, but you look incredibly handsome in your uniform.”

Meade groaned. “One more excellent reason to leave the military posthaste.”

"] agree with your goal, but not your reasoning,” Libby said, smoothing his
lapel. "You see, you may eventually leave the uniform behind, but that will not
keep you from being incredibly handsome. What's more, you're a respected
physician and a landholder of some repute. That makes you the finest catch in
this part of the territory.”

"To be a fine catch in this godforsaken territory, you need only be
breathing, Libby."

"Meade, you're being contrary again,” she scolded lightly, though in truth
she could hardly blame her brother for his attitude. There was a marked
scarcity of unmarried women in the territory, and it seemed that the ones
near Fort Apache always gravitated toward Meade. Over the years that num-
ber had included several officers’ wives as well. To the best of Libby's knowl-
edge, which might or might not have been accurate, he had successfully
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evaded those amorous women, and had also eluded the clutches of the
unmarried ones.

Yet she could scarcely blame the women for being attracted to Meade.
Not only was he a mannerly, educated gentleman, he was incredibly hand-
some as well. Even the rigors of his career had not changed that. He was tall,
with a lithe, athletic physique, and the youthful softness that had marked his
features when he arrived at Fort Apache was no longer evident. His face was
harder now, and deep lines framed his mouth when he smiled or frowned. His
eyes, an odd color of hazel, were much more piercing than before. They no
longer twinkled with gentleness and mirth except when he looked at Libby.
The sun had lightened his dark brown hair, giving it highlights of gold; the
things he had seen and done had added flecks of silver.

In many ways those changes had only made him more attractive. No
longer was he a boyishly handsome young man. Fort Apache had trans-
formed him into a ruggedly handsome man of depth and maturity.
Unfortunately it had also twisted his idealism into cynicism, and Libby
grieved for the parts of her brother that had been lost bit by bit with every
limb he'd been forced to amputate and every patient who'd died a hideous,
agonizing death before his very eyes.

Though Libby dreaded seeing Meade leave for Santa Fe, she was more than
anxious for him to retire from the army. He was weary of death, and only time
would heal the ravages of his soul. Time . . . and perhaps a loving woman—
though Libby knew she would never be able to convince Meade of that.

"] have a right to be contrary where Drucilla is concerned, Libby,” he was
saying. "She is a most determined young lady.”

"Then perhaps you should succumb to her charms.”

Meade looked down at her, frowning. “What charms? She has buckteeth,
and her eyes cross when she laughs. And that laugh! She sounds like a braying
army mule.”

"Meade! That's unkind and untrue,” Libby said, slapping his arm lightly.
"Drucilla is quite attractive, and you know it. Granted, her laugh is a little . . .
exuberant, but that only proves that she enjoys life to the fullest.”

He made a disgruntled harrumphing sound and flicked his cheroot into
the yard, making sure it fell far beyond Libby's rose bed.

"Tell me the truth, Meade. Why don't you like Drucilla?”

He sighed wearily. “I told you before, I'm practically old enough to be the
girl's father, and if [ were, I'd apply my hand liberally to her backside. She's
boisterous, loud, opinionated . . . Most of the time she dresses like a man—
and behaves like one. Frankly, I prefer more demure women, and Drucilla
Metcalf doesn't have a ladylike bone in her body.” He raised one eyebrow
sharply. “"Are those sufficient reasons for you? They certainly are for me.”
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"Meade—"

"Enough, Libby," he said placing his hands on her shoulders. “We've cov-
ered this territory before, and you're never going to wear me down. I'm too
old and set in my ways to ever marry.”

"Thirty-six is not old!” she said adamantly.

"It's not a matter of chronological age, Libby,” Meade replied, his voice
tinged with sadness as he stood and looked out over the still valley. "I feel pos-
itively ancient. All [ want from my life now is a little peace and quiet.”

For a moment, with his face couched in shadow, he looked as old and tired
as he claimed he felt. Libby's heart wrenched at the sight, but she knew there
was no way to ease his pain. Slipping one arm around his waist, she leaned her
head against his shoulder. “I wish you didn't have to go to Fort Marcy.”

"So do I, little sister, but | don't have much choice in the matter. ['ve been
reassigned to the One Hundred-fortieth, and whither they goest, | go, too.”

He said it blithely, but to Libby it wasn't a matter for levity. As post sur-
geon, unattached to any specific army unit, Meade had rarely been required
to venture out with the troops and engage in battle. Those occasions when he
had done so had always been devastating for him. This new assignment with
140th Regiment might place him almost constantly in the field . . . constantly
in danger. Libby didn't want to think about what could happen to him.

"“Damn him,” she muttered vehemently. “This is all Geronimo's fault. If that
accursed Chiricahua hadn't gone on the rampage, none of this would be hap-
pening. | don't know why the army didn't hang him back in ‘77 when John
Clum brought him in. We'd be at peace now, and you wouldn't be going away.”

Meade looked down at his sister in surprise. When it came to the
Apache, Libby was the most moderate and sympathetic supporter the
Indians had. Considering that she had married into the White Mountain
tribe, that was only to be expected. Generally when there was trouble, she
blamed corrupt Indian agents, unenlightened army officers, or inconsistent
government policies. He'd never heard her speak out so passionately against
any Apache before.

"] certainly wouldn't argue with you on that point, Libby, but there's no
sense in looking back. We have to deal with the situation as it exists now, and
that means preparing for a long and bloody war with Geronimo. When his
braves killed those two San Carlos policemen, his fate was sealed. He'll never
surrender, because he knows that if he does, he'll be hanged.”

"But so many good men are going to die because of him."” Libby felt tears
stinging her eyes. "I don't want you to be one of them."

"Libby, I'll be fine,” he insisted. "I swear it. In six months I'll have com-
pleted my obligation to the army and will retire for good. In the meantime, |
plan to be very careful.”
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She wasn't reassured. “Well, [ hope that course you took at Johns Hopkins
was worth it, Meade,” she said testily. “If it hadn't been for that, you could
retire any time you liked.”

"It was worth it, Libby. It gave me some much-needed time away from Fort
Apache, and I learned a great deal about the new surgical procedures that are
being introduced. At the time, trading attendance of that course for an addi-
tional two years of service to the army seemed like a good deal.”

"Well, it wasn't.”

“In your opinion.”

She glanced up at him. "Hasn't Case told you? In this house, my opinion is
the only one that counts.”

Meade laughed because he knew that was far from the truth. The love and
respect Case and Libby felt for each other had made their marriage one of
harmony and equality. In the beginning Meade had violently opposed his sis-
ter's relationship with the Apache army scout who had been raised and edu-
cated by frontiersman Jedidiah Longstreet after Case's parents were murdered.
Even after their love was put to the ultimate test and survived, Meade had still
had reservations.

He couldn't deny, though, that despite the prejudice they often encountered,
they had made a good life together. Case was respected and accepted by most of
their neighbors because they knew that his close ties with the nearby reservation
Apaches was responsible for much of the serenity they enjoyed at a time when
most ranchers in Arizona lived in constant fear for their lives and property.

"Laugh at me if you like, Meade, but | won't rest easy until you're back
here in October.”

Meade sobered as he studied his sister's worried countenance.
Thoughtfully he reached out and touched the medallion hanging from the
turquoise and silver choker that encircled her throat. Four eagle feathers
representing Case, Libby, and their two children were suspended from the
medallion, which was carved with the symbol of the Thunder Eagle, Case's
guiding spirit. The necklace had been a gift from her husband, a legacy left
to him by his parents, and Libby wore it only on special occasions.

"Libby, does your concern for me have anything to do with this?" he asked
as he fingered the medallion. "Has Case had a vision about me?"

The question surprised Libby so much that she couldn't keep from smiling.
"Why, Meade! I didn't think you believed in Case's visions.”

"l don't,” he said quickly, then hesitated. “But [ do have to admit that he
sometimes has an uncanny ability to foretell coming events.”

"Like Geronimo's outbreak?” she asked slyly, remembering the somewhat
heated discussion Case and Meade had engaged in when her husband tried to
warn her brother that the Chiricahua was stirring up trouble.
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"Oh, well, that . . . that could probably be attributed to rumors he'd heard
around the reservation.”

"Or a vision from the Thunder Eagle.”

Meade raised one eyebrow again. "Of the two explanations, | prefer
the former."

Libby laughed. “You are the most stubborn man | have ever known, but |
do love you."

She looked at him expectantly, as though innocently waiting for a new
topic of conversation to crop up, and the small silence extended into a long
one as Meade wrestled with his pride. Damn her, she was going to make him
ask for it.

"Well?> Has Case had a vision about me?" he finally demanded with a burst
of disgust at his own curiosity and superstition.

“No," she assured him with a smug chuckle.

"Would you tell me if he had?’

Libby thought it over. “Probably, though I doubt that Case would tell me
if he foresaw some tragedy ahead for you. He would be far more likely to
warn you directly.”

"l wonder about that,” he mumbled.

"“What?"

“Nothing," he said smoothly. “Nothing at all.”

The front door opened wide, spilling another patch of light onto the shad-
owy porch, and Case stepped into the doorway. "Cida'ké> I'm sorry to interrupt,
but our guests are beginning to ask about you.” The tall, broad-shouldered
Apache smiled at his brother-in-law. "And Miss Metcalf is organizing a scout-
ing party to track you down."

"Typical,” Meade muttered as Libby went to her husband and slipped her
arms around his waist.

“I'm sorry | abandoned you, beloved. I'll see to our guests while you talk to
Meade.” She turned a pair of sparkling brown eyes on her brother. “I believe he
has a question to ask you.” She stretched up, brushing her lips lightly against
her husband’s, and Meade felt a swift stab of envy. He didn't really believe in
the kind of romantic love Case and Libby felt for each other, yet lately he
found himself becoming more and more envious of their relationship.

Of course he rationalized the emotion by convincing himself that it had
only to do with the kind of woman Libby was. She was truly a lady—a gentle,
loving, nurturing spirit who seemed too fragile for this world, or any other.
Yet beneath that gentility lurked a core of iron, capable of withstanding the
worst the world could throw at her. Case Longstreet was a very lucky man.

Meade had often reflected that if he had found a woman like his sister, he
might have considered marriage despite his dislike of the institution. That
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hadn't happened yet, though, and it seemed unlikely that it ever would, since
Libby was one of a kind.

She disappeared into the house, closing the door behind her, and Case
joined his brother-in-law at the porch rail. “What did you want to ask me?>”

Wild horses couldn't have dragged his question about Case's visions out of
him this time. “Nothing. Libby was just teasing me.”

"She's very concerned about you,” Case noted.

"I know. Frankly I'm concerned about her, too. Are you sure Libby and the
children are going to be safe here, Case?" he asked bluntly. “Perhaps you
should send her to Fort Apache until Geronimo is captured.”

"That's not necessary,” Case replied with the certainty that never failed to
irritate Meade. He was always so damned sure of himself. And most of the
time he was right, which irritated Meade even more.

"How can you guarantee that?’

"Because Geronimo will not come back here for a very long time."

"But what about the rumors that the Chiricahua who stayed behind will
take to the warpath, too? If that happens, there could be trouble here.”

Case's dark eyes met Meade's. "I give you my word that no harm will ever
come to Libby or our children.”

Meade didn't see any way to argue with that. If anyone could live up to
that promise, it was Case Longstreet. He glanced up at the shining silver-slip-
per moon on the horizon. "“Do you have any predictions about what the
future holds, Case?"

Case smiled into the darkness. “I'm not a soothsayer, Meade.”

He sighed irritably. “Is that a yes or a no?"

The Apache was silent for a long moment as he tried to decide how much,
or how little, to tell his skeptical brother-in-law. The fact that he had asked
the question was remarkable in itself, but Case knew that Meade didn't really
believe that a phantom Apache spirit sometimes visited him, showing him
shadowy visions of the future. Case was hesitant to relate the visions he had
experienced recently, but not because he feared Meade's ridicule. Case simply
didn't understand them all himself, and until he did, he would never speak of
them to anyone. Not even Libby.

There was one thing he could relate, though. “The Gray Fox is coming
back,” he said finally.

Shocked, Meade turned toward him. “"General Crook is being reas-
signed? When?"

"That I do not know,” Case replied. “But I believe it will be soon.”

Though he wanted very much to believe it was true, Meade found it diffi-
cult—not because it was one of Case's visions, but because he didn't credit the
army with enough good sense to bring the general back. George Crook was
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the only military man who had ever engineered any kind of meaningful peace
with the Apaches. The Indians trusted him because he had proven himself a
man of his word during his campaigns against them in the mid-1870's. Had he
been left in charge, Meade had no doubt that the Apache menace would have
ceased to exist long ago.

Unfortunately the army had transferred him to the Department of the
Platte to fight the Sioux in 1875, and the corrupt “Indian Ring” of bamboo-
zlers and outright thieves had systematically destroyed what little confidence
the Apache had in the word of the white man.

"I sincerely hope you're right about that, Case. With Geronimo on the
warpath, bringing Crook back would be the smartest thing the army ever did.”
He grinned at his brother-in-law. “You think they've got that much good sense?”

Meade was treated to one of Case's rare laughs. The deep, melodious
sound started deep inside him and overflowed into the night. "Frankly, my
brother, [ don't,” he said with a smile once his laughter had subsided. "But I
believe in my vision. Crook will return.”

"If he does, you know he'll come to you,” Meade commented, his tone serious.

Case's smile faded. “I no longer wish to scout for the army.”

"But will you be able to refuse the Gray Fox? He's a very persuasive man,
and he trusts you implicitly. You know as well as [ that the first thing he'll do
is recruit Apache scouts for the campaign against Geronimo, and he'll want
you to lead them.”

"I'm a rancher now, not a soldier.” Case’s voice was very quiet as he added,
"And sometimes [ am not even sure | am an Apache any longer.”

Meade allowed the comment to hang in the air. One of the things he
respected most about his brother-in-law was his ability to walk the fine line
between his Apache heritage and the white world he had chosen to live in.
For Libby's sake, Meade didn't even want to consider the possibility that Case
would ever doubt the choices he'd made.

The fiddle music in the house seemed very far away as a companionable
silence stretched out between the two men. Meade lit another cheroot, then
offered one to Case, who refused it with a simple shake of his head. On
Windwalk Mesa the mournful coyote bayed again.

"We should return to your party now,” Case said when the cheroot went
sailing into the yard.

Meade nodded. “Yes. Libby probably has Drucilla hogtied to a chair.”

"That's unlikely,” Case replied as they turned toward the door. “Libby is
terrible with a lasso.”

It was Meade's turn to laugh. Case's quiet humor always caught him off
guard. But he was in for another surprise, too. Just as he opened the door,
Case stopped him by placing one hand on his arm.
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"In case you are wondering, brother, you will be returning to us unharmed
in October.”

Meade didn't bother denying that he'd been curious. “Thank you . . .
brother.”

Case's normally stoic face was suddenly softened by a devilish grin. “But
you will not be alone.”

With that, he disappeared into the house, leaving Meade to wonder just
what the devil he meant. Case's knowing smile troubled him a lot more than
the prediction itself.

The camptfire crackled and shifted, sending a shower of tiny golden sparks
into the air. None of the braves at the Mescalero war council noticed. Calm
voices and reasonable words had deserted them hours ago; now they shouted
at one another and hurled insults. They made threats. One stalked off in
anger, then returned minutes later, ready to take up the fight again.

The old ones, who had seen too many of their people destroyed, coun-
seled for peace. The young ones, who were outraged by confinement to the
reservation, wanted to join Geronimo on the warpath. Fed by the fuel of their
rage, the young voices were much louder than the old ones—with one excep-
tion. Sun Hawk sat in the midst of the fray watching the others expend their
wrath. His face was an impassive mask, but his dark eyes were alert to every
move and gesture his Apache brothers made. He had spoken once, earlier,
before the talk had decayed into a contest to see who could shout the loudest.
Now he was waiting until the time was right to speak again.

"How long must our children go hungry because there is not enough
food?" Dull Knife asked, his voice raised with the passion of his oratory. The
guttural traits of the Apache language made him sound all the more fierce.
"When the White Eyes told us we must live in this valley and nowhere else,
we believed their promises to give us blankets, horses, and beef! They robbed
us of our right to feed and clothe ourselves, but do they keep their promises?
No! They give us one steer to feed a family of twenty for a month!”

"And how many beeves will Geronimo give us?" one of the elders asked.

"Enough to feed our families, Grandfather!” Dull Knife said, though the
old man was not related to him. He used the term only as a token, since it was
considered an insult to use an Apache’s name when addressing him.

Klo'sen shook his head. "I do not think so. Even now the horse soldiers
are hunting him like an animal. They will chase him and his people into
the mountains—"

"But they will never find him!" Dull Knife insisted.

"Perhaps, but Geronimo will not find cattle in the mountains, either. The
deer he Kkills will be barely enough to feed those who follow him now. His
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women will not be able to gather juniper berries or harvest the mescal. His
children will go hungry, too, and for what?"

"For freedom!" Dull Knife shouted.

"At what price?”

The hot-headed brave leapt to his feet and glared down at the old man.
"At least he is a warrior, not an old woman.”

Sun Hawk could be silent no longer. "Enough, cousin,” he said quietly as
he rose and faced the would-be renegade. His height and the breadth of his
shoulders gave him an advantage over the other brave, but Dull Knife did
not back away. “You will not speak to our grandfather with disrespect. The
battles he has led have brought glory to our people. He deserves better
from you."

"That was long ago,” Dull Knife replied, unintimidated by the reminder
that the others regarded his distant cousin with great respect. "He has
forgotten—"

"He has forgotten nothing,” Sun Hawk said forcefully, but still he did
not raise his voice. When he turned and surveyed the faces around the fire,
everyone including Dull Knife fell silent. “Listen to me, and mark the words
well, my friends. To follow Geronimo would be madness. Once our people
numbered in the thousands. We hunted buffalo and traded blankets for
horses with our sometime friends, the Sioux. Our hunting grounds stretched
farther than an old man could walk in a year.

"But now"—his voice took on a haunting sadness—"now we are only a few
hundred, and I could run the length of our land between the rising and setting
of the sun.”

Dull Knife smiled triumphantly. “What better reason do we need to
join Geronimo?”

"It will change nothing for the good,” Sun Hawk replied calmly. "If we fol-
low the way of the Chiricahua, we will no longer be Mescalero. Too many of
our people will die, and what little land we have now will be taken from us.
For the sake of our children, we must not fight.”

Dull Knife spit on the ground at Sun Hawk'’s feet. “What do you know of
our children, lya'itsa> You have none to awaken you in the night with their
tears of hunger, and you allowed your own to die unavenged.”

A gasp of shock went around the fire, and a shadow of sadness passed over
Sun Hawk's face before it hardened into stone. “"You go too far, cousin,” he
said, his quiet tone edged with steel.

"He is right, Dull Knife,” Klo'sen said, deliberately insulting the young
brave by using his name. “We do not speak of the dead, nor do we remind the
living of the pain they have suffered. Leave the council. We no longer wish to
hear your words.”
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"I will not leave!” Dull Knife shouted in outrage, but when he looked to
the other men in the council for support, he found no one willing to meet his
eyes. Even his friends who believed as he did would not look at him.

Only Naka'yen, the oldest and most revered of the Mescalero chiefs, met
his intense gaze, but support was not on the old chief's mind. "Go, Dull Knife.
Return when your blood is not so hot that it clouds your mind, and hope that
your cousin will forgive you.”

Shame and anger warred within the young brave, and after a moment he
whirled away from the fire and disappeared into the night. With the most
outspoken dissenter gone, the war council ended soon after. Though many
still believed they should join Geronimo, all agreed to abide by the decision
of the elders.

As the others dispersed into the night, Naka'yen stood and looked with
pride at Sun Hawk, his youngest child, who was a child no more. He was a
great medicine chief who would in all likelihood lead their band when
Naka'yen no longer walked the earth. “You spoke well tonight, my son. [ am
proud of you."

"] spoke what was in my heart, Father,” Sun Hawk replied. ‘I have no more
reason than Dull Knife to trust the white man's promises, but following
Geronimo will not help our people.” The shadow of sadness passed over his
face again. "Or feed our hungry children,” he added quietly.

Naka'yen ached for him—and for himself. The wife and two sons Sun
Hawk had lost had been a part of Naka'yen, too. “You have the right to chal-
lenge Dull Knife for the thing he said to you,” the old man said softly. “Some
might even say it is your duty.”

Sun Hawk's eyes were as black as the night as he looked at the old chief-
tain. "Father, when it becomes my duty to kill one of my Apache brothers, |
will no longer be an Apache.”

He turned away from the fire and became one with the darkness.
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eade had almost forgotten what civilization looked like—and

felt like. Santa Fe wasn't as cosmopolitan as Washington or the

other eastern cities where he'd lived in his younger years, but

compared to Fort Apache, it was sheer heaven. It was a charm-
ing old city with the Military Department of New Mexico sitting squarely in
the middle. Fort Marcy itself stood on a hill overlooking the town, but
Meade's assignment placed him in the Military Headquarters. His quarters
were on Grant Street less than a block away from the finest hospital in the
southwestern territories, and there were excellent restaurants, gaming halls,
and a new opera house within walking distance of the post.

In the three months he'd been in Santa Fe he had put each of those ameni-
ties to the best possible use. He'd been out on brief details with two cavalry
companies, but both assignments had consisted of nothing more than escort-
ing visiting dignitaries to the elegant Montezuma Hot Springs Hotel near Las
Vegas. Since there had been no Indian trouble in that area since the Pueblo
uprising several decades ago, the details had been less than hazardous.

Meade was far from bored by the lack of official duties. He had made
good use of his time by persuading General Whitlock, commander of the
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Department of New Mexico, to allow him to teach a class on new surgical
techniques to the hospital staff.

Having just completed one such lecture, he left the hospital and paused a
moment to consider his options. He had been considering walking down to
the Palace Hotel for supper, but the late afternoon heat made the very
thought intolerable. Captain Manlove and his wife were hosting a card party
later in the evening . . . That was a possibility. The Manloves were pleasant
enough, and there was always a last-minute need for a fourth at whist.

Then again, he could always—

"Major Ashford! There you are, sir.” Colonel Collingswood's young aide-
de-camp hurried out the hospital door and offered him a brisk salute. “I've
been looking for you everywhere, sir,” he said pleasantly as soon as Meade
had returned the salute. He seemed slightly out of breath. “It's a big hospital.”

"That it is, Lieutenant . . . Bascomb, isn't it?"

"That's correct, sir.”

"Well, now that I've led you on a merry chase, what can [ do for you,
Bascomb?”

The fresh-faced officer pulled a folded sheet of parchment from his coat
and handed it to Meade. “The colonel requested that I deliver this to you.
New orders, I believe, sir.”

So much for my daily lectures, Meade thought as he opened the direc-
tive, which was nothing more than a request for him to attend the colonel
immediately. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Any idea what those new orders might
be?" he asked, though he thought it unlikely that the officer would tell him,
even if he knew.

“None, sir. If you'll excuse me, | have other duties to attend to.”

"Of course, Lieutenant. You are dismissed.”

Bascomb hurried off, most likely to deliver another message like the one
he'd given to Meade.

Knowing it was pointless to speculate on the new detail to which he was
about to be assigned, Meade turned down Grant Street past his own quarters
and then moved along the edge of the parade grounds to post headquarters.
Several minutes later he was ushered into Colonel Collingswood's office.

The colonel was a brisk, no-nonsense fellow with graying muttonchops
that added to the already considerable width of his face. Privately Meade con-
sidered him a pompous ass, and though he kept the opinion to himself, he
knew others who were less discreet in voicing similar opinions.

They went through the ritual amenities; then the colonel got right down to
business. “Major, | want you to make ready to depart tomorrow at dawn. We
have finally received authorization to move against the Mescalero. You'll be
attached to Company B and will take your orders from Captain Greenleigh.”
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[t was everything Meade could do to keep from groaning. If
Collingswood was an old pompous ass, Greenleigh was a young one. In
Meade's mind, that was much worse. At least Collingswood was a seasoned
soldier whose experience could sometimes be counted upon to keep him
from making foolish decisions. But only sometimes. Greenleigh was just
plain arrogant.

"Yes, sir,” Meade said, trying not to grit his teeth. “May [ ask a question,
though?”

"Of course.”

"I was under the impression that the Mescalero were living peacefully on
their reservation. Has there been an outbreak of violence?”

“No, no, no,"” the colonel said irritably, plucking at his muttonchops.
"There are a few agitators on the reservation, but so far old Naka'yen and his
son have kept their people in line.”

"Then why are we moving against them? Sir,” he added quickly.

"It's not the reservation Mescalero we're concerned with, Major. For a
number of years now we've been receiving citizen complaints about a large
group of Apaches who have been working on a ranch south of Albuquerque.
General Whitlock has finally decided that it would be prudent to incarcerate
them with their fellow Mescaleros on the reservation.”

His smug expression and the way he emphasized "finally” led Meade to
conclude that Collingswood had been lobbying for this action for some time.
It didn't make much sense to Meade. "Have they made any trouble, sir?”

"They're Apaches, Major. That alone makes them trouble,” the colonel
replied, giving him a withering look that might have sent a lesser man scurry-
ing for the door. "Of course, your perspective may be a little different,
Ashford. Your sister is married to one of them, isn't she?"

"That's right, sir,” Meade said pleasantly, though inside he was seething.
"And I'm happy to say that my brother-in-law is one of the finest men I've
ever known.”

Collingswood clearly wasn't impressed. "How fortunate for you. Have you
any other questions?”

"No, sir."

"Good. You will accompany Captain Greenleigh and subdue the
Mescaleros. Offer any medical assistance to the hostiles that may be neces-
sary, but in the event that they resist, | trust you will remember that tending
to our own wounded men comes first>”

The sarcastic question went through Meade like a hot poker. "Having
served for eight years in the Apache war theater, Colonel, I can assure you
that [ know my duty.”

"Good. Dismissed.”
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Meade offered a brisk salute and departed quickly, reminding himself that
in three months he'd never have to smile at another pompous ass for as long
as he lived.

After hours of standing in the miserable July sun, the shade offered by the
cottonwood looked like heaven to the Templetons. Rayna had been eyeing it
covetously through most of the last maiden ceremony ritual, and as soon as
Mary Long Horn disappeared into her lodge to rest, Rayna tried to usher her
mother and father toward the tree. Raymond hung back, engaging in conver-
sation with Consayka and several other Mescalero ranch hands, but Collie
and Rayna headed directly for the shade.

They were only midway through the third day of the ceremony, and
though Rayna had done very little but watch, she was exhausted. For Skylar's
sake she had been on hand for every ritual from sunup to sundown, and
tomorrow she would do her best to stay awake during the final event, a dance
that would last all night long. She had attended other maiden ceremonies, but
only in bits and pieces because Skylar had not been a major participant in
those events. Since this was such a special occasion for her sister, Rayna felt it
was important to support her.

At least once a day Collie also came out to watch the ceremony. For the
past two nights she and Rayna had given Raymond an account of the rituals
his daughter was participating in, and he had decided this morning that he
would attend, too. Had it not been for the intense heat, they all would have
been enjoying themselves tremendously, but Rayna could tell that her par-
ents were getting tired. She couldn't imagine how Skylar was going to sur-
vive the ordeal; yet from all outward appearances, she was thoroughly
enjoying herself.

"How much longer today, dear?” Collie asked as they settled onto a blan-
ket under the cottonwood.

Rayna spread her skirt out around her, leaving her ankles exposed, then
unpinned her wide-brimmed straw bonnet and used it to fan herself.
Neither effort cooled her off even a little. “If | remember Sky's description
correctly, there's only one more song this afternoon. Then there will be
feasting until sunset.”

Collie's smile was strained as she closed her parasol and laid it aside. "Do
you think Skylar would be very upset if Raymond and [ skipped the feast?”
She glanced at her husband, and her smile faded altogether. “I don't like your
father's coloring, Rayna. He would never admit it, but he hasn't been feeling
well lately. I think I should get him out of this sun.”

Though Rayna had always viewed her robust father as invulnerable, she
had to agree with Collie. He hadn't been looking well for quite some time,
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and she was beginning to worry. "Mother, if you and Papa want to leave now,
I'm sure Skylar would understand. Having you here has meant a lot to her, but
she wouldn't want either of you to suffer.”

"Then I think we'll ride on back to the house. I'll have one of the hands
bring the buggy back for you.”

"Oh, don't bother with that. I can walk.”

Collie patted Rayna’s arm in her most motherly fashion. “Not in this heat, dear.”

Rayna was too hot to argue. She glanced around, looking for her father,
and was surprised to see Skylar coming toward them. Though this was the
third day Rayna had seen her sister in her ceremonial dress, she was struck
again by how beautiful Skylar looked in her costume. As Mary Long Horn's
attendant, she wore a buckskin dress very similar to the celebrants. The waist-
length cape and calf-length skirt had been tanned and bleached in the sun
until they were nearly snow white. Layers of fringe adorned with tin cones
and beads hung from the waist of the cape and down the sleeves, and the
fringe of the skirt dangled to the tops of her beaded moccasins.

As she walked, the fringe swayed gently, creating swirls of motion around
her. Her unbound hair hung to her waist, adorned only by a single feather
that had been braided into her hair so that it fell onto her right shoulder.
What had surprised Rayna most about her appearance was that she had also
donned the necklace she had made years ago. The bone, silver beads, and
turquoise choker fit her throat snugly, and the crudely carved Thunder Eagle
medallion that hung down between her breasts swayed lightly as she walked.

Whatever its significance to her, whether real or imagined, it was a lovely
adornment. In this native costume, Skylar was stunningly beautiful. She was
also thoroughly Apache.

The strained smile on Collie's face told Rayna that her mother was think-
ing the same thoughts. “Is something wrong?" Rayna asked as Skylar knelt on
the blanket in front of them. "I didn't think you were supposed to leave
Mary's side.”

"White Painted Woman is resting,” Skylar said, careful to follow the pro-
scription that during the ceremony Mary be referred to only as the Apache
deity she represented for these four days. Skylar looked at her mother. “I am
concerned about you and Father. | know that you came to show your support
of me, and that means more than you can ever know. You mustn't feel oblig-
ated to stay, though. It's much too hot to stand in the sun all afternoon.”

Collie reached out and brushed a lock of hair over her daughter’s shoulder.
"It's hot for you, too, dear.”

A radiant smile lit Skylar's face. “I've hardly noticed the heat, Mother.
Attending White Painted Woman has kept me too busy. And besides’"—she
gestured toward a tall ceremonial lodge that was open at the bottom but cov-
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ered with brush and yucca leaves at the top—"I spend most of my time in the
shade. You and Father are suffering far more than [."

"What about me?” Rayna asked, affecting a teasing pout. "Don't [ get any
credit for suffering, too?”

Skylar laughed and took her sister's hand. “Not a bit. If you weren't here,
you'd be out scouting the herd, and you wouldn't feel the heat, either.” Her
look of gratitude was enough to tell Rayna that Skylar understood why she
was here and that she appreciated the sacrifice.

"Actually, dear, | was thinking of taking your father home after the next
ritual,” Collie said.

"Good. He doesn't look well.” Skylar glanced around. "If you can drag him
away from Consayka, you should take him home immediately.”

"Thank you, dear. I believe [ will."

"I should be getting back now,” Skylar said. As she rose, she glanced in the
direction of the house, barely visible in the distance, and she frowned. “What
is that, | wonder?”

Collie twisted around and Rayna stood. A cloud of dust was rising out of
one of the shallow flats between the Mescalero encampment and the
hacienda. A murmur of voices nearer to the ceremonial grounds suggested
that the Templetons were not the only ones to notice the phenomenon.

"Looks like company’s coming,” Raymond said as he joined his family
under the cottonwood. A moment later that prediction was borne out as
two flags appeared on the rise, announcing the arrival of a long column of
cavalry troops.

"What the devil are they doing here?” Rayna muttered.

Collie chided Rayna for her language, and Skylar glanced nervously
behind her at the cluster of Mescaleros who were gathering near the ceremo-
nial lodge. "I must get back to White Painted Woman.” She placed one hand
on her father's arm, drawing his attention down to her. “You won't let them
disrupt the ceremony, will you, Papa?”

Raymond wrapped one arm around his daughter and gave her an encour-
aging hug. "Of course not, princess. Don't you worry about a thing. They
probably just want to ask permission to make camp nearby.”

Wanting to believe it was that simple, Skylar hurried off, the cones on her
dress tinkling lightly as she walked.

As the cavalry drew closer, Rayna spotted Gil Rodriguez riding alongside
the officers at the head of the queue. That made sense, since Gil would have
been on hand to greet them when they arrived at the hacienda. He had
undoubtedly offered to take them to Raymond, but if they only wanted per-
mission to camp on Rancho Verde land, why hadn't the officer in charge
come out here alone? Why bring his hot, dusty troops along?
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Whether their slow pace was a concession to the heat or a sign of the lack of
urgency, Rayna couldn't have guessed, but it seemed to take them forever to arrive.
As they drew close, Raymond finally stepped out of the shade to greet them, and
though Collie hung back a few paces, Rayna was right at her father’s side.

At the head of the column, Meade Ashford studied the scene before him
with dread. He had disliked this detail from the moment he had been assigned
to it three days ago, and what he saw now made him detest it all the more. A
man was coming toward them with an attractive young woman at his side and
another lady slightly behind. All three were tall and fair-haired with complex-
ions more suited to Nordic winters than to desert summers. They looked like
a pleasant family out for an afternoon picnic.

The fact that they had permitted a group of Apaches to live and work on
their land indicated that they had some attachment to the Mescalero the cav-
alry was about to incarcerate. This wasn't going to be a pleasant confrontation
for anyone, with the possible exception of Robert Greenleigh. In Meade's
opinion, the captain was displaying far too much relish for the task at hand.
His intolerance of all Apaches, friend or foe, was well known, and Meade was
certain he couldn't be counted on to bend an inch.

The ranch foreman, Rodriguez, had said the Mescalero were engaged in
some sort of ritual, and from the looks of things, Meade guessed that it was a
maiden ceremony. Over the years, Libby had coerced him into attending a num-
ber of Apache rites, and the maiden ceremony had been his first. It wasn't one of
his fondest memories, but neither was it something he was likely to forget.

Looking beyond the man and two women near the cottonwood, Meade
studied the cluster of Mescaleros near the ceremonial grounds. A maiden cer-
emony indicated the presence of a teenaged girl, but Meade was struck imme-
diately by the noticeable absence of young children. Usually they were
everywhere at events like this. The Indians he saw were mostly old men and
women, and a few middle-aged couples.

These were the Apache he'd been sent to subdue? It was absurd. These
people weren't about to make trouble for anyone.

Captain Greenleigh, whose pomaded muttonchops and bushy mustache
had long since wilted in the heat, gave a signal to the sergeant behind him,
and the troops came to a halt a short distance from their welcoming party.
“Mr. Raymond Templeton?”

"That's right, Captain,” Raymond said cautiously.

"Mr. Templeton, | am Captain Robert Greenleigh, and this is Major
Meade Ashford of the One Hundred-fortieth Regiment of the United
States Cavalry.”

"Gentlemen,” Raymond said with a nod. "My wife, Colleen, and my
daughter, Rayna.”
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Both officers touched their hats in acknowledgment of the ladies, then dis-
mounted. As they came off their horses, Rayna noticed the gold oak leaves on
the shoulder of the second officer and wondered why a major would allow a
subordinate to do the talking. They handed their reins to a waiting sergeant
and stepped forward.

Meade removed his hat. “It's a pleasure to meet you, sir, ladies. We apolo-
gize for the interruption.” He gestured toward the brush-covered lodge. “This
is a maiden ceremony in progress, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is," Rayna replied, surprised by his knowledge. "How did you know?"

"l recognized the maiden lodge and some of the other accoutrements,”
Meade replied, looking at her closely for the first time. She wasn't quite as
young as he'd first thought, but she was even more attractive. She was, in fact,
quite beautiful. Her simple skirt and shirtwaist highlighted a trim but well-
curved figure, and delectable wisps of her upswept blond hair clung damply to
her face, framing her lightly tanned skin and arresting blue eyes.

"You've seen this Mescalero ceremony before?” she asked.

"No,"” Meade replied. "My knowledge of Apache rituals comes chiefly from
the White Mountain tribes. The similarity is inescapable, though.”

Since the moment she had seen them approaching, Rayna had been
gripped by a feeling of impending disaster, but this courteous, knowledgeable
officer gave her hope that nothing was amiss. He was considerably older than
the captain, but he appeared far more approachable than the arrogant,
wooden-faced officer at his side, who seemed irritated and impatient with the
exchange of pleasantries.

Major Ashford was also much more handsome than the captain, Rayna
noted in a purely analytical manner. His face, lacking a fashionable mustache
or beard, had a rugged quality to it that appealed to her—as did his eyes.
There was an innate kindness in them.

The tiny caduceus on the choke collar of his tunic indicated that he was a
physician and, as such, was only an addendum to the military detail rather
than an important part of the command structure. That explained why the
captain appeared to be in charge.

"Our friends are preparing for the next ritual,” she informed the major. “It
is Cane Set Out, [ believe. You're more than welcome to watch, gentlemen.”

"Thank you for the invitation, Miss Templeton, but that won't be possible,”
Greenleigh said tersely, darting an irritated glance at Meade.

"Then what can we do for you, Major Ashford>” Raymond asked.

"We're here about these Mescaleros,” Greenleigh said, drawing the atten-
tion back to himself. Clearly he didn't want anyone attaching importance to
the presence of a superior officer.

"What about them?" Raymond asked.
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Greenleigh dug into his tunic and produced a packet of papers. "By the
order of General Samuel Whitlock, commander of the Department of New
Mexico, I have been instructed to round up these Apaches and transport them
directly to the Mescalero reservation.”

Rayna’s feeling of dread blossomed into fear. Skylar would be devastated if
they took her friends away. "You can't be serious,” she said as her father
reached for the official documents. “These Indians have been living peacefully
on Rancho Verde for three-quarters of a century.”

"That oversight is about to be corrected, Miss Templeton,” Greenleigh said
haughtily, as though he didn't wish to be bothered speaking with a woman.

"Over my dead body,” Rayna replied hotly, incensed by his condescend-
ing attitude.

"Rayna, please. I'll handle this,” Raymond said softly. He glanced through
the papers, then handed them back to the captain. “These seem to be in order,
but frankly I don't understand why such a drastic action is being undertaken,
Captain Greenleigh. The Mescaleros you see here are no threat to anyone.
They never have been.”

"That is a matter of opinion, sir. Your neighbors see things quite differ-
ently. Having these Apaches free to roam the country is a source of concern
to all of the settlers in these parts, and they have a right to expect the army to
deal with the problem.”

"But there is no problem!”

"General Whitlock feels differently. What with Geronimo on the warpath—"'

Rayna could be silent no longer. “Geronimo is in Mexico, and even if he
were camped on the outskirts of Albuquerque, it wouldn't have anything to do
with these Indians.”

"There is concern that they may be abetting the renegade.”

"Or, for God's sake, Captain, how could they possibly be giving aid to a
man who is several hundred miles away?”

Greenleigh sighed heavily. “Miss Templeton, | have no desire to debate
this issue with you. We are here to subdue the Mescalero and take them to
the reservation.”

"Subdue!”

"Rayna, that's enough,” Raymond said sternly.

If the situation hadn't been so dismally serious, Meade might have
laughed. Miss Templeton was not at all the demure young lady she had
appeared to be at first glance, and she seemed more than adequate to the task
of bringing Greenleigh down a peg or two. Despite her father's warning, she
showed no sign of calming herself.

“No, Papa, it is not enough,” she argued, though her angry glare never left
Greenleigh. "Captain, these people do not need to be subdued. They are house
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servants and ranch hands! Most of them have never even lived among their
own people. You can't uproot them from the only home they've ever known!”

"I can, and I intend to, Miss Templeton.” He looked at Raymond. "I see no
reason for further discussion of this, sir. We will give the Mescaleros one hour
to collect whatever belongings they might need, and then we will move out.”

"Now, just a—"

Greenleigh overrode Raymond's protest. “Do you have someone who can
act as an interpreter to explain to them, or would you prefer our interpreter
break the news to them?”

"They speak English,” Rayna said viciously, spitting out every word. "And
most of them probably read the language better than you do, you ignorant clod!”

This time the captain didn't look at her. “Mr. Templeton, will you control
your daughter, please?”

Meade had finally had about all he could stand. “That's enough, Captain.
We're not here to bully these civilians—or the Mescalero, for that matter.”

"Then do something to stop this,” Rayna snapped.

Greenleigh clenched his hands into fists. “"Major Ashford is—"

"Major Ashford is perfectly capable of speaking for himself, Captain,”
Meade said briskly. He took a step toward the Templetons, but his gaze was
on Rayna. "l am sorry to say, miss, that while | disagree with this action, there
is nothing I can do to stop it. General Whitlock's orders are very specific, and
irrevocable. I'm sorry.”

Raymond knew a reasonable man when he saw one, and he was grateful.
"Major, is there anything in those orders that would make it possible for you
to delay this action long enough for me to get to Santa Fe and talk to
Whitlock? I've met the general a number of times, and I feel certain that if |
could speak with him personally we could clear this matter up.”

Meade hesitated. If it had been up to him, he would gladly have given
Templeton the time he needed, but it wasn't. Greenleigh jumped in at once
to make that clear. “"Major Ashford is not in charge of this detail, Mr.
Templeton. He is a surgeon, here only to render whatever medical assistance
might be necessary.”

"Expecting a lot of casualties, are you?” Rayna asked Meade sarcastically,
cutting him dead with a killing glance.

"Rayna, be still,” Raymond ordered. “In case you hadn't noticed, Major
Ashford is on our side.”

"Yes, but he isn't doing anything constructive, is he?" she asked, too
angered by the injustice of it all to distinguish between friend and foe. "You
can spout all the pleasantries you want to, Major, but unless you can take
action to stop this, you're just as bad as he is,” she said with a jerk of her head
toward Greenleigh.
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Meade stiffened. Being lumped into the same category with officers like
Greenleigh didn't sit too well. Still, he couldn't blame the lady for her opin-
ion. “I'm sure that's how it must appear to you, Miss Templeton.” He looked at
his companion. “I'd like a word with you, Captain. Will you excuse us>" he
asked the Templetons, then turned on his heel and walked toward the horses.

Though it obviously galled Greenleigh, he didn't have any choice but to
obey this particular request of his superior officer. “Yes, Major?”

"I want you to consider granting Mr. Templeton's request,” Meade said.
"Give him time to speak with Whitlock.”

"My orders are specific, Major, and I have no intention of disobeying them.”

"Damn it, Robert, I'm asking for latitude, not disobedience. For the love of
God, look at those people,” he said, pointing toward the Mescalero. “Those
old men and women are no more of a threat to this territory than [ am.”

"They're Apaches,” Greenleigh argued. "Are you forgetting that Chief
Nana was nearly ninety years old when he went on the warpath last year? He
and his braves butchered dozens of innocent citizens, and | don't blame
General Whitlock one bit for incarcerating these Mescalero, regardless of
their age. | wouldn't want their depredations on my head, either.”

"Be sensible, Robert.”

"l am, sir," he said, using the most sarcastic tone he dared. "It is you who
are out of line here. If | may respectfully remind you, this is my detail, and you
have no right to interfere. I will not hold my men over while Templeton puts
his suit to the general. I consider that the end of this discussion.”

With a brisk salute, he turned away and rejoined the Templetons. Feeling
as thoroughly ineffectual as Miss Templeton had accused him of being,
Meade followed.

"I'm sorry, sir,” Greenleigh said to Raymond, "but my orders do not allow
for the type of latitude you requested. These Indians have one hour to collect
their belongings and be ready to move out, or we will take them forcibly.
Now, sir, do you want to tell them, or shall I>"

"I will,” Raymond said after a moment.

"Papa!” Rayna whirled toward him and discovered that her father had
aged a dozen years in a single, telling second. The sight of him nearly broke
her heart.

“I'm sorry, honey,” he said quietly, placing his hands on her shoulders.
"Short of fighting the U.S. Cavalry, there's not a damned thing we can do for
now. I'll be on the next train to Santa Fe, and we'll get the Mescalero back, but
in the meantime, Consayka's people are going to have to go.”

"You know what this is going to do to Skylar, don't you?" she asked,
gentling her voice. "Consayka's people are like family to her. Almost as
much as we are.”
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"I know that, honey. I just don't see any other way.” His face paled as he
glanced over her shoulder. “I'd better tell Consayka, although I suspect he's
already figured it out by now.”

"I'll go with you, dear,” Collie said, stepping closer to his side, her face
deeply etched with concern.

"Your father has made a wise decision,” Greenleigh told Rayna arrogantly.

"Oh, shut up,” she snapped. “You don't know anything about my father or
me or these people you're treating like a herd of cattle.”

"That is quite true, and quite regrettable,” Meade said. “For whatever it's
worth, Miss Templeton, I can assure you that your friends will be well cared
for on the journey. I'll see to that personally.”

Rayna wasn't comforted. "Oh, really? Did you bring army ambulances to
transport them in?" she asked, looking down the rank and file to the two wag-
ons that brought up the rear. One was a chuck wagon, and the other appeared
to be loaded to the brim with supplies.

"Of course not,” Greenleigh replied. “They will walk.”

"You would make those old men and women walk a hundred miles in this
heat?” she asked, aghast. “That's inhuman.”

"They're Apaches,” the captain said negligently, as though that explained
everything.

Rayna stepped closer to him, and Meade realized that she was really quite
tall for a woman. She was nearly able to meet Greenleigh eye to eye. “You, sir,
are a bastard,” she said, shocking both officers. She turned on her heel and
called to the foreman. “Gil, get back to the house. Hitch up both of our sup-
ply wagons and see if you can rig some sort of canvas covering for one of
them. And have Consuelo throw together some food supplies—as much as
she can manage in what little time we have."

Meade wasn't surprised that the foreman didn't question the order or
the young lady's authority to issue it. She was obviously a strong-willed
hellion who was accustomed to getting her own way. Though Meade sym-
pathized with her predicament, his initial attitude toward her had changed
somewhat during her heated exchange with Greenleigh. At first she had
reminded him of his sister, whose outspokenness was something Meade
had learned to live with—and occasionally enjoy. But unlike Libby, who
was a lady through and through, Miss Templeton was a little too outspoken
for Meade's taste.

Still, he felt obligated to give her what little reassurance he could. When
she stalked away, heading toward the ceremonial grounds, he hurried to catch
up with her. “Miss Templeton?”

She stopped and turned, her expression impatient. “What?"

"Your loan of transportation is very generous.”
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"Well, it's kind of you to say so, Major, but I'm not lending you the wag-
" she responded scornfully. “They're for Consayka and his people.”
Meade was getting a little fed up with her hostility. “I understand that,
miss. | just wanted to assure you that [ will take personal responsibility for see-
ing that the wagons and teams are returned.”

"That's very reassuring, Major . . . Ashford, isn't it> Forgive me if [ don't go
down on my knees in thanks.”

He stiffened. “No thanks are necessary,” he said tightly. “I'm just doing
my duty.”

Rayna gave him a thoroughly insincere smile. "And you're doing it
admirably, too.” The smile disappeared. “Now, if you'll excuse me, | have to
speak with my sister. This is going to devastate her.”

"I'm sorry."

"I'll be sure to tell her that.”

She whirled away, and Meade cleared his throat, fighting down a surge of
anger. In the space of thirty minutes, Miss Rayna Templeton had gone from
attractive to outspoken to offensive to downright infuriating.

He turned and came face to face with Greenleigh, whose smug expression
suggested that he'd heard the exchange. “So much for trying to do a good
deed, eh, Major? These Indian-lovers are all alike. If they think so highly of
the Apache, they ought to go live on the reserve, too.”

Meade took a step closer to the captain, but unlike Rayna, he was able
to look down at the obnoxious ass. “The lady is right, Robert. You really
are a bastard.”

ons
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y the time Rayna arrived at the maiden lodge that had been con-
structed for White Painted Woman, Skylar was standing just outside,
waiting for her. The other Mescalero were still deep in discussion with
Raymond.

"Rayna, what's happening?” Skylar asked, her voice tinged with despera-
tion. "l saw you and Papa arguing with the officers.”

"I'm so sorry, Sky.” Rayna took her sister's hands. “We couldn't stop them.”

Skylar's jaw stiffened with the twin emotions of grief and fear. “The sol-
diers have come to take Consayka's people, haven't they?"’

Rayna nodded. "Yes. Apparently Ben Martinez and our other good neigh-
bors succeeded in convincing the military that the Rancho Verde Mescaleros
are a threat to everyone's safety,” she said with disgust. "Papa is going up to
Santa Fe to see what he can do about getting them back, but for now we
have no choice but to let them be taken to the reservation.” She went on to
explain her orders that would supply the Rancho Verde Mescaleros with
wagons and food.

"This is so unfair,” Skylar said. “These people have done nothing wrong.
They're decent and hardworking.”
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"And they're your friends,” Rayna added softly.

Skylar nodded mutely, trying to fight back the tears burning her eyes.
"There's nothing I can do to stop this, is there?” she asked after a moment.

“No."

"Perhaps if | went with Papa to Santa Fe?" she suggested hopefully.

Rayna smiled. Skylar was gentle and tenderhearted, but there was nothing
weak about her. In her own quiet way she was every bit as much of a fighter
as Rayna. “That's an excellent idea. In fact, I'll go, too. Faced with all three of
us, General Whitlock won't stand a chance.”

Skylar actually managed a smile, but it faded quickly. “I'd better tell Mary
what's happening, and help her and the others prepare for the trip.”

"You'd better hurry,” Rayna advised. “We don't have much time.”

"Why don't you go to Gatana and see what you can do to help her. I'll take
care of Mary.”

The girls separated, and as Rayna skirted the ceremonial grounds she
noticed that Consayka was now talking to Greenleigh, but even from a dis-
tance she could tell he was having no luck changing the officer's narrow mind.
The women were hurrying toward their lodges, but some of the ranch hands
were still clustered together, deep in conversation.

Were they thinking of trying to escape? she wondered. The younger
ones could disperse and disappear before the cavalry knew what was hap-
pening, but would they leave the old ones? Rayna doubted it. They had too
much honor to desert their elders, leaving them to the privation of the diffi-
cult journey and life on the reservation. It would be up to them to provide
for and protect the old ones, and Rayna couldn't believe they would shirk
their duty:.

And besides, Raymond had undoubtedly promised them that he would do
everything he could to effect their release. They had good reason to trust
him, but the grim looks on their faces told Rayna they had little hope that he
would succeed.

An eerie silence had settled over the encampment, and as Rayna tried to
help the Mescalero women prepare for the journey, she saw a kind of sad
bewilderment and resignation in the old faces and deeply burning anger in the
younger ones. Only Tsa'kata seemed unsurprised by the tragic turn of events.
Her ancient eyes held a spark of fire that betrayed her dislike of all whites,
even the ones she had lived among most of her life.

As the shock began to wear off and the deadline grew nearer, the
unearthly quiet of the camp turned into utter confusion. The Mescalero began
bringing their belongings to an area Captain Greenleigh had designated. Gil
returned with the wagons, one shaded by a canvas canopy, the other heavily
laden with supplies.
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The captain had deployed his men so that they formed a semicircular
perimeter around part of the camp, and several soldiers had gathered near
the wagons to “assist” the Apaches. All of the ranch hands had their own
horses, and there had been a brief disagreement over whether they would
be allowed to take the animals with them. At Meade's insistence,
Greenleigh had finally relented on this one point, and the men had gone
off under heavy cavalry escort to collect their animals from the corral
behind the encampment.

The tepees were stripped of their outer coverings, and by the time the
deadline expired, the Mescalero camp looked like a barren valley littered
with the bleached bones of some prehistoric animal. The soldiers grew
impatient with their slow-moving captives and began throwing their bun-
dles unceremoniously into the supply wagon. When the braves finally
returned, mounted on their horses, the soldiers herded the women toward
the canopied wagon.

Rayna was too angry to even consider crying as she helped Gatana climb
into the wagon, but next to her, Skylar was valiantly fighting the crippling
weight of her emotions. Mary Long Horn was weeping openly as the two
Apache women embraced, and the tears were nearly Skylar's undoing.

"Everything will be fine, Mary,” Skylar promised, stroking the young girl's
hair. “You'll be back here soon.”

"] do not think so,” Mary replied, raising her head from Skylar's shoulder.
"I will never see you or my home again.”

"You mustn't say that,” Skylar told her sternly. “You must be strong.”
Lapsing easily into Apache, Skylar told the girl it was her responsibility to
help care for the old ones.

Though Rayna understood little of what her sister said, she was amazed at
the transformation in Mary as pride overcame her fear.

"Come on, squaws, get in,” one of the troopers said gruffly, giving Mary a
shove that nearly sent both her and Skylar stumbling into the wagon gate.

Outraged, Rayna shouldered her way between her sister and the soldier,
forcing him back a step. "Stop that! There's no reason for brutality. She's just a
frightened young girl!"

"Sorry, miss, but | got orders to get these squaws loaded so's we can pull
out, and that’s just what I'm gonna do.”

"Then do it without pushing anyone around,” Rayna snapped.

"It's all right, Miss Rayna,” Mary said quickly. “I'm ready to go.”

With Skylar's help she scrambled into the wagon and Rayna stepped back,
looking around. Mary was the last. The braves were mounted, and all the
women were in the wagon. Raymond and Collie were some distance away
conversing with Captain Greenleigh and Major Ashford, and from their ges-
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tures, Rayna guessed that her father was making one final attempt to change
Greenleigh's mind. He didn't appear to be having any success. Nothing was
going to stop this travesty.

“Rayna, I have to speak with Consayka,” Skylar said, moving toward her sister.

But the trooper's patience was gone. "Oh, no, you don't, squaw,” he said,
grabbing her arm as she moved past him. “There's been enough lollygagging.
Into the wagon, now!”

"What?" Skylar gasped, straining against his rough grasp as Rayna whirled
toward them.

"You heard me, squaw. Get in the wagon.”

Incensed, Rayna flew toward the trooper and gave him a stout shove that
sent him stumbling back a pace just as Skylar wrenched her arm away. Her
ceremonial dress tore at the shoulder, and the trooper was left with a handful
of beaded fringe.

"You keep your filthy hands off her, soldier!” Rayna said hotly, stepping
between them.

Disgusted, the trooper hurled the buckskin fringe away and made another
grab for Skylar. "I got my orders, miss.”

"Your orders don't include my sister!” She brought her fist down hard on
his hand and rammed her elbow into his ample midsection. He buckled over
with a soft “whoof,” and Rayna whirled toward her sister. “Get out of here,
Sky. Go to Papa quickly!”

"But—"

"Go!" Rayna gave her a push, but by that time other troopers had seen the
tussle and stepped in, blocking her path. One of them grabbed Skylar and
propelled her back toward the wagon.

"What the devil's going on here, Gless>” Corporal Lawton demanded of
the trooper who was rubbing his stomach and glowering at Rayna.

"That squaw won't go into the wagon, and that one punched me,”
Gless replied.

"He was manhandling my sister,” Rayna said, moving toward the corporal
who was holding Skylar. “Now, let her go!”

"Sister?” Lawton looked around in confusion. "What sister?”

"This one, you oaf!"

Though her eyes were wide with fear, Skylar tried to keep her voice even.
"Rayna, please, calm down. Considering the way I'm dressed, I'm sure this
must be very confusing to these gentlemen, but if we explain—"

"You ain't explainin' nothin’, squaw,” Gless said. “You're goin’ in that
wagon with them other heathens.” After shoving Rayna out of the way, the
trooper snatched Skylar away from the corporal and propelled her roughly
toward the wagon.

51



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

Acting on outrage and instinct, Rayna lunged toward Gless, her hand
moving unerringly toward the revolver holstered at his waist. Before anyone
could react, she had the Colt pressed firmly into the nape of his neck. “You let
her go, you bastard, or you're dead,” she said softly.

The dangerous quality of her voice might not have been enough to stop
Gless, but the sound of the hammer being cocked and the feel of the warm
steel on his neck was more than sufficient to freeze him where he stood.

Around her, Rayna heard the sound of other guns being drawn and
cocked, and these, she knew, were leveled at her. She didn't move an inch.
Someone shouted for Captain Greenleigh, but that made no difference to
Rayna. Her only objective was freeing her sister. “Let her go, trooper.”

"Rayna, stop this!" Skylar cried, wincing against the pain of Gless's brutal
grip. "They'll kill you!"

Lawton stepped forward. “Miss Templeton, please put that revolver away
before someone gets hurt.”

"Corporal, the only one who's going to get hurt is this trooper if he doesn't
let my sister go this instant,” Rayna replied without taking her eyes off Gless.
"Skylar is not a Mescalero, and no one is going to take her off Rancho Verde.
Now, you order this man to release her, I'll uncock this Colt, and we'll con-
sider the matter settled. Otherwise, you'll be taking Private Gless back to Fort
Marcy over the saddle of his horse!”

"What the devil is going on here?" Greenleigh shouted, muscling his way
through the knot of soldiers at the back of the wagon. The crowd parted, and
the captain, Meade, and the Templetons moved into the circle. “Miss
Templeton! Put that revolver down at once!”

"For God's sake, Rayna, have you gone mad?” Raymond asked, moving to
her side. "Give me that Colt."

Rayna felt a surge of relief now that her father had arrived, but she wasn't
about to back down until she had a few assurances. "Papa, this idiot is trying
to take Skylar away with the others.”

"What?" Raymond said with a gasp, and Rayna heard her mother mutter a
fearful "Oh, dear God.”

"Corporal Lawton, explain this situation at once,” Greenleigh ordered.

"Yes, sir. Private Gless was attempting to place this squaw into the
wagon when Miss Templeton attacked him. She claims the squaw is her
sister, sir.”

Raymond rounded on Greenleigh. “She's my daughter, Captain, and [ want
her released at once. Those papers in your pocket give you no right to kidnap
an innocent American citizen.”

"Citizen?" Greenleigh's arrogant brows went up in surprise as he looked
Skylar over, taking in everything from her raven-black hair to her beaded
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moccasins. “l don't know what you're trying to pull, Templeton, but this
squaw is obviously an Apache, and as such, these papers give me the right to
take her into custody. Now, take that gun away from your daughter, and let us
be on our way.”

“No!" Rayna shouted. "Papa, do something!”

"Private Gless! Release Miss Templeton at once,” Meade demanded, mov-
ing around Rayna and Raymond.

Beads of sweat that had nothing to do with the heat were streaming down
Gless's face. "Beggin’ your pardon, Major, but [ ain't got Miss Templeton. The
little she-witch has got me.”

"I meant this Miss Templeton.” Though his voice was angry, Meade's hand
was gentle as he touched Skylar's arm. When Gless released her, Meade ush-
ered her away a few paces and looked down into one of the most beautiful
faces he had ever seen. Wide dark eyes like those of a startled doe looked up
at him with gratitude.

"Thank you, Major.”

"Are you all right, Miss Templeton?”

"I will be once this matter is settled.”

Meade nodded and turned to Rayna. Her expression was grimly deter-
mined, and she showed not the slightest sign of being afraid of the weapon in
her hand. Clearly she knew how to use the revolver and wouldn't hesitate to
do so. Her hair had come unpinned in the struggle and was now a mane of
molten gold flowing around her shoulders.

Despite his dislike of her, Meade couldn't help but admire the way she'd
defended her sister, even if pulling the trooper's gun had been a damn fool
thing to do. “Your sister has been released, Miss Templeton,” he said calmly,
careful not to make any sudden move toward her. “You may return Private
Gless's gun to him now.”

Rayna cocked her head toward Greenleigh. “Not until | have his assurance
that Skylar won't be taken away.”

Meade looked at the officer in charge. “Captain? I believe Private Gless
would be grateful if you would apologize for the misunderstanding.”

"There has been no misunderstanding, Major,” Greenleigh said haugh-
tily, glancing toward a soldier who had quietly sneaked up behind Rayna.
Meade turned just in time to see the man lunge for the young woman,
sweeping her gun hand into the air. The jolt caused the revolver to dis-
charge harmlessly in the air, and before Rayna could recover from the
shock, the soldier had wrenched the gun from her hand and pinned her
arms to her sides.

"Let her go!" Raymond demanded, grabbing at the trooper who held
Rayna, but another soldier restrained him while a third seized Skylar.
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"Captain, please!” Collie shrieked, horrified by what was happening. “Stop
this at once!” She tried to move to her husband, but Greenleigh waved his
hand and a fourth trooper stepped forward to restrain her.

"Put that squaw into the wagon!” the captain ordered.

"Greenleigh, you can't do this!” Raymond shouted, straining against his
captor. “You have no right! | have papers! She's my adopted daughter! Listen
to—ah, ah—" Suddenly unable to breathe, Raymond clutched at a fiery pain
in his chest and collapsed, nearly taking the soldier down, too.

"Papal” Clawing at her captor, Rayna finally wrenched away and flew to
her father’s side. “Someone help him!” she screamed as she knelt, but Meade
was already there.

"Corporal Lawton, get my medical bag!” The buttons on Raymond's shirt
gave way as Meade ripped the garment open and began a hasty examination.
"Is there a sharp pain in your chest, Mr. Templeton?"’

Too racked with pain to speak, Raymond nodded.

"And down your arm?”

Raymond nodded again.

Meade looked over at Greenleigh. “Clear these men out of here, Captain.
And have that man release Mrs. Templeton.”

"You have no authority here, Major,” Greenleigh argued.

"This is a medical emergency, and that gives me absolute authority. Now,
do as I say! Get me a wagon so that | can take Mr. Templeton to the house.
That's an order!”

Reluctantly Greenleigh detailed one of his men to fetch the Templetons'
buckboard, which was tethered under one of the cottonwoods near the camp.
As soon as Collie was released, she hurried to Raymond and knelt beside
Rayna opposite the doctor.

"What's wrong with him, Major?” she asked, her voice surprisingly strong
despite her fear.

"l believe he's having a heart seizure, ma'am,” he answered just as the
corporal returned with his medical kit.

"Will he be all right?" Rayna asked.

"I'll do everything [ can for him" was all Meade could say. Stethoscope
in hand, he continued with his examination. Collie opened her parasol to
provide some shade for her husband until the buckboard arrived. Several
soldiers were enlisted to carry Raymond to the buggy, and Collie never left
his side.

Sickened with fear and still trembling from her scuffle with the soldiers,
Rayna hung back, knowing there wouldn't be room for her in the buckboard.
Stricken, she watched as the major climbed aboard and took the reins.
Seconds later the carriage pulled away.
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Knowing it would be futile to ask for the loan of a horse to carry her to
the house, she looked around for Skylar so that they could go back to the
house together. What she discovered made her blood boil anew. Greenleigh
had used the moments of chaos after Raymond’s collapse to have his men
shove Skylar into the wagon with the Mescaleros. The wagon had been
pulled some distance away, and a dozen soldiers now formed a close guard
around it. With a hoarse cry of anger and frustration, Rayna flew toward her
sister, but the soldiers blocked her way.

Tears were streaming down Skylar's face as her sister struggled uselessly to
get past the armed guards. “Raynal Is Papa dead?” she cried.

“No! No, he's not dead. He's not going to die!” She shoved at one of the
guards, but he used his rifle like a staff to keep her at bay.

"That's quite enough, Miss Templeton,” Greenleigh said as he stalked
toward her leading his horse. “You've created enough trouble for one day.”

Rayna whirled on him. "You bastard. This is all your fault. Let my sister go!”

"Sister or no sister, that squaw is coming with us.”

"But I told you, she's not a Mescalero. My parents got her from Mexican
slavers nearly twenty years ago. She was raised as my sister,” Rayna told
him desperately.

"That doesn't change the fact that she's an Apache, and all Apaches are to
be confined to the reservation.”

"But we have legal papers to prove that she was adopted.”

"That's a matter you'll have to take up with General Whitlock, miss. My
orders are clear.”

Rayna took a step back. Nothing she could say would make a difference to
this arrogant ass. “You really are enjoying this, aren't you, Captain?” she asked
with disgust.

"Actually I am,” he said with an unconscionable smile.

Rayna's hands knotted into fists. “And if my father dies because you've kid-
napped his daughter> Will you enjoy that, too?”

Greenleigh's smile faded. "Your father's illness is regrettable, Miss
Templeton, but his poor health is not the fault of the United States Army. If
it's any consolation to you, | will be leaving Major Ashford here to tend to
your father until another physician can be located. The major can rejoin the
company as soon as it is convenient for him."

"How very generous of you,” she said sarcastically. "However, you're over-
looking one important detail: You're not leaving here with my sister.”

"And just how do you propose to stop us? Any further resistance on the
part of these Apaches or anyone on this ranch will be met with force.” He
fixed her with an arrogant gaze. "Now, do you want to be responsible for the
resulting casualties?”

55



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

Rayna had never felt so helpless in her life, and that feeling fueled her
anger even further. "I will get my sister back, Captain,” she vowed. “And if one
hair on her head has been harmed, you will pay for it personally, sir. Do you
understand me?”

"Quite,"” he replied, completely uncowed.

The laughter in his eyes was almost more than Rayna could bear. At that
moment she realized that she was fully capable of committing cold-blooded
murder. Stiffening her jaw against the violent emotions flooding through her,
she took another step back and squared her shoulders. “I'd like to speak with
Skylar before you take her,” she said, mustering all the dignity she could locate.

"I'm afraid that's not possible. We are pulling out.”

"Please! Our father may be dying. At least let me tell her that he's being
cared for.”

Greenleigh gathered up his horse's reins and mounted. "Miss Templeton,
that squaw’s father is an Apache, and your father could probably benefit from
having you at his side. Good day to you.” He wheeled his horse around and
galloped off, bellowing an order for the company to mount up.

Rayna darted back to the wagon, but there were more soldiers surrounding
it now. Horses had been brought up, and Rayna found that she couldn't pene-
trate the barrier of men and mounts. Her breath came in hot gasps, and tears
scalded her eyes as the wagon began to inch forward.

"Skylar!” Her hoarse, agonized scream was drowned out by the creak of
the wagons and the hooves of a hundred horses clattering into motion.

"Rayna! Rayna, stop them!” Skylar shrieked. "I have to see Papa! Rayna,
help me!”

Inside the wagon, Tsa'kata plucked harshly at Skylar's arm, forcing her to
look at the Mescaleros she called her friends. “You are an Apache, child,” the
old woman said sternly in her native language. "An Apache does not look
back. The wild one cannot help you.”

Tears streamed down Skylar's face. “My father may be dying. | must go
to him.”

Tsa'kata shook her head. “No. We are your family now. You are one of us.”

Trying to muffle the sobs that welled up in her throat, Skylar looked
toward her sister, knowing how much Rayna's inability to prevent this was
costing her. She had always been Skylar's protector, her buffer against hatred
and prejudice. With Rayna at her side, Skylar had always known that she
would be safe.

Now Rayna was gone, and Skylar was alone. A deeply buried memory
came back to her, and she felt more than remembered another time when she
had been taken against her will. The smoke of her burning village hung in the
stifling air, and her Apache sister placed herself between the five-year-old
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Skylar and the grinning Apache renegade who had slaughtered the entire
population of their village.

"She will make trouble. Kill her,” the renegade had said. He was standing
over the bodies of her parents, and a shiny necklace dangled from his hand as
he pointed to Skylar's sister. “The other one will come with us.” He had turned
his back as his order was carried out, and Skylar had screamed and screamed
as she watched the renegades club her sister to death.

Skylar closed her eyes tightly, trying to shut out the hideous memory, but
it stayed with her. When she opened her eyes again and looked out of the
wagon, Rayna was gone. Skylar was alone.

All of her life she had wondered what her life would have been like had
the Templetons not taken her in. She was about to find out . . .

And she was terrified.

Rayna paced the courtyard, her fists clenched almost as tight as the knot
of fear and uncertainty in her stomach. Major Ashford had been with her
father for an hour, and he had banished everyone but Collie from the study
that had been turned into a makeshift sickroom. Rayna hadn't seen either of
her parents, and she had no idea how serious her father's illness was. For all
she knew, he was dying, and she was powerless to do anything to help him—
just as she'd been unable to help Skylar.

"Miss Templeton?”

Rayna turned and found the major at the study door. "How is he?” she
asked, hurrying toward him.

"He's resting now,” Meade replied, taking in the young woman’s
disheveled appearance with a single glance. After what she had been
through today, it wasn't surprising that her clothes were torn and her face
smudged. What astonished him was that her red-rimmed eyes gave mute
testimony to the fact that she had been crying. Meade found it impossible
to imagine this woman weeping and vulnerable, particularly when she was
glaring at him so fiercely.

"May I see him?" she asked, her voice as tightly strung as a bowstring.

Meade nodded. “"He's asking for you and your sister.”

Rayna looked away from him as she struggled to control her emotions.
"My sister is gone. Captain Greenleigh took her with him."

"What?" Meade couldn't believe it. "Greenleigh is gone?”

"That's right,” Rayna said viciously. “But I'm sure you'll be happy to know
that he left your horse and a trooper in case you needed assistance in locating
the regiment. Private Baker is outside.”

"“Damn him,” Meade swore, moving away from the study door. “How could
he do that? I understood there were papers proving that Skylar was adopted.”
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"The captain wasn't interested in legalities,” Rayna snapped, then tried to
calm herself. Her father's life was in this man's hands, and there might be
other ways that he could help, too. Though it galled her to beg for anything
from a man in uniform, she managed to soften her voice and ask, "Can you do
anything to get her back?>”

Meade could see what it had cost her to ask the question. He wished he
could give her a better answer. "I don't know, Miss Templeton. It's unlikely
that Captain Greenleigh will listen to anything I have to say, but [ can send a
dispatch to General Whitlock explaining the situation and asking for your sis-
ter's immediate release.”

"And that's all>" Rayna asked scornfully.

Meade's face hardened against his anger at his own impotence. "For the
time being, yes,” he said tightly.

"And what are we supposed to do in the meantime, Major> What do [ tell
my father when he asks why Skylar isn't at his bedside?”

Meade hadn't considered that, and it worried him. He wasn't sure that
Raymond Templeton's heart could stand the strain of knowing his adopted
daughter had been kidnapped. "It would be in your father's best interests to
forestall giving him the news as long as possible.”

Rayna felt her heart turn over painfully. “You mean the shock could
kill him?"

"Yes."

She barely found the breath to ask her next question. “Is he going to
die anyway?”

Meade found it difficult to look at her. "It is possible that he won't survive
the night, Miss Templeton,” he said as gently as he could. "However, if he can
make it through the next few days, he might very well live to a ripe old age if
he avoids strenuous physical activity.”

Tears stung Rayna's eyes, and she turned away quickly before the major
could see them. “Then I ask you again, what should I tell Papa when he wants
to see Skylar?”

He thought it over. “Perhaps | could tell him it's in his best interests to
have no visitors at all for the time being.”

"Then [ wouldn't be able to see him, either?” she asked, her voice strangled.

"I'm sorry, but it's the only way I can think of to keep him from question-
ing Skylar's absence.”

Rayna thought about the coming night, knowing that her father might die
without having seen either of his daughters. There would be no chance for
her to tell him how very much she loved him, no chance to hold his hand or
to gather strength from just being in his presence. But for his sake she had no
other choice.
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Choking back tears, she nodded mutely, then cleared her throat and
turned to Meade, her eyes dry. "Very well. Tell him that Skylar and I love him
very much, and we are praying for him."

Meade's admiration for her rose another notch. “I'm very sorry, Miss
Templeton. | know what that decision cost you.”

His sympathy was more than Rayna could stand. "Just deliver my message,
Major Ashford. Save your sympathy for someone who needs it."

So much for his growing admiration. "Yes, ma'am,” he said briskly, turning
toward the study.

Rayna regretted her outburst before he'd made it halfway to the door.
"Major, I'm sorry,” she said, hurrying after him. “I do appreciate everything
you're doing for my father.”

Meade touched the caduceus on his collar. “I'm a doctor, Miss Templeton,
and I take my Hippocratic oath very seriously. Considering how ineffectual
['ve been in other areas today, this is the least [ can do.”

For the first time, Rayna caught a glimpse of his self-loathing and realized
that he was frustrated and angry, too. It made him seem a little more human to
her, and she didn't like it. If she acknowledged that this wasn't Ashford's fault,
she would no longer have anyone to vent her rage on; and at the moment,
having someone specific to blame was oddly consoling.

"Major, Captain Greenleigh said that you were to rejoin the regiment as
soon as another doctor could be brought out to take charge of my father.”

He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “And?>”

Rayna hesitated. “The nearest doctor is in Albuquerque, and he has made
it clear in previous emergencies that he doesn't travel outside the city.”

"Don't worry, Miss Templeton. I'm in no hurry to rejoin the regiment. |
had already planned to stay through the night.”

Rayna nodded and gave him the closest thing to a smile that she could
muster. "Thank you. I'll prepare rooms for you and Private Baker.”

"A room for Baker won't be necessary,” Meade replied. "As soon as ['ve
checked on your father again, I'm going to prepare a dispatch for the private
to deliver to Fort Marcy.”

"Thank you, Major.”

"It's my pleasure, Miss Templeton.” He turned again and disappeared into
his makeshift hospital.

Somewhere in the house a clock had just struck midnight, and the full
moon was almost directly overhead as Meade stepped into the courtyard
and stretched his arms. He was getting too old for late night vigils like this
one, but there was consolation in the knowledge that his patient was sleep-
ing comfortably.
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Exhausted, Meade dropped into the nearest chair and ran one hand
wearily over his face. Lanterns suspended from the balcony made pools of
warm golden light that contrasted sharply with the cool silver moonlight. In
this lovely shadowed setting, it would take only a little imagination to envi-
sion elegant ladies in ball gowns dancing in the arms of their gallant escorts or
strolling through the arcade into the garden.

But there was no music in the hacienda tonight, and Meade was afraid that
gaiety had been forever banished from the Templeton home. An eerie silence
pervaded the house, and with good reason. In the course of a single day the
pleasant, peaceful life Raymond Templeton had carved out for his family had
been irrevocably shattered. A decent, hardworking man was lying at death's
door, his wife at his side, emotionally crippled by her husband’s illness and by
the heartless kidnapping of her adopted daughter.

Though Raymond had been kept in the dark about Skylar's abduction,
Colleen had known something was wrong the first time she stepped out of
the sickroom. Meade hadn't envied Rayna having to give her mother the
news. Collie was carrying on as best she could, keeping up the charade for her
husband's sake, but Meade knew she was too numb to truly comprehend what
had happened.

And what of the lovely Skylar? What was she going through tonight?> he
wondered. From what little he'd gleaned this afternoon and evening, Miss
Skylar Templeton had been rescued from slavery and raised in this genteel
atmosphere, sheltered from many of the cruelties the rest of her people had
been subjected to over the years. Meade had no doubt that eventually the
Templetons would succeed in getting her released, but that could take days or
weeks. In the meantime, the young woman would be living a nightmare.
Ripped from her family, not knowing whether her father was dead or alive . . .
Meade couldn't help but pity her. Tomorrow when he rejoined the regiment,
he would be able to report to her on her father's health. He only hoped the
news he had to give her would be encouraging.

As for Skylar's sister . . . Meade wasn't quite sure what to make of Miss
Rayna Templeton. She was salt and vinegar, pepper and spice. She had a tem-
per unlike any he'd ever seen before, but she also had a wellspring of strength
and courage that kept her disposition from being childish or petulant. During
the course of the evening he'd found out what a competent woman she was.

With her mother totally occupied with Raymond, Rayna had taken charge
of the household—indeed, the entire ranch. More than once Meade had seen
her conferring with the ranch foreman, giving orders and assuaging everyone's
deep concern. Most of the house servants had been taken away, but Rayna's
firm hand had turned chaos into order in the hacienda. At her bidding, the
remaining servants had prepared meals and converted a small parlor near the
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front of the house into a bedchamber. As soon as he'd felt it was safe, Meade
had moved his patient into the more comfortable surroundings.

Rayna had prepared a room for him, too, as promised, but Meade had
yet to make use of it. He was considering doing just that when a noise on
the upper balcony captured his attention. He looked up and saw a ghostly
figure in diaphanous silver robes floating toward the stairs. Startled by the
apparition, he was on his feet before he realized that his ghost was actually
Rayna Templeton.

As she came down the stairs, her flowing robe turned from silver to gold
when she passed through the light of a lantern, and by the time she reached
him, Meade could tell that the dressing gown was actually an unrelieved white
that reflected the colors around her. A high lace collar encircled her throat,
and more lace spilled from her sleeves onto her hands, making her look as
demure and fragile as a nun.

Her golden blond hair was tamer now. It fell in soft waves around her shoul-
ders like a cape of molten gold framing a freshly scrubbed face that looked more
vulnerable than Meade would have ever imagined possible. Her blue eyes, the
color of priceless sapphires, were softer than before, too. The rage that had
made them flash with fire had been drained from her by exhaustion.

Meade's heart went out to her, but his far more surprising reaction to her
was a purely physical one. He felt his body tighten in an instinctive male
response to her incredible beauty. Irritated with himself, he tried to tamp the
feeling down. Miss Rayna Templeton might look like a vision from heaven
itself, but she was no angel, and she was far too young for him. Just looking
at her made him feel like a lascivious old man.

"Good evening,” Rayna said quietly, puzzled by the strange look the major
was giving her. Though she knew better, she thought she saw a flash of desire
in his dark eyes. It must have been a trick of the moonlight. “Did I startle you?’

"For a moment,” he replied, trying to get a grip on his unexpected emo-
tions. Even her voice was different tonight—softer, like a lover's gentle caress.
"When you appeared on the balcony, | thought [ was seeing a ghost.”

"There are no ghosts here, Major. Only the restless souls of the living.”

"Understandably so,"” he replied.

He was still looking at her most strangely, and Rayna found his gaze dis-
quieting. "How is my father?”

"Sleeping comfortably,” he was happy to be able to tell her. "He's very
weak, but [ have reason to believe that the worst has passed.”

Her eyes lit up with hope. “Then he'll live?”

"I'm sorry, Miss Templeton. | can't promise you that.” The expectation in
her eyes died, and Meade hated himself for having killed it. "I thought you
had turned in for the night."
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Rayna moved to one of the wrought-iron benches flanking the silent foun-
tain that flowed only in the spring and winter. "I couldn't possibly sleep,
Major. I have been packing instead.”

"Packing?” Meade asked as he settled onto the bench next to hers.

"Yes." Rayna clasped her hands together and forced them to be still in her
lap so that the major wouldn't see how they trembled. "I mean no offense, but
[ can't assume that the dispatch you sent to General Whitlock this afternoon
will be sufficient to secure Skylar's release. | fear the only solution to this
absurd dilemma is for me to go to Santa Fe to speak with the general person-
ally and to show him Skylar's adoption papers.”

"That's probably a wise course,” Meade replied, not surprised that she
would take the initiative. “l would be happy to write you a letter of introduc-
tion and reiterate my objections to Captain Greenleigh's action, if you think
that would be of help.”

"Thank you, Major Ashford. | would appreciate that.”

"When will you leave?”

Rayna glanced away from him, hesitating, wondering what he would think
of her decision. What dutiful, loving daughter would abandon her father,
knowing full well that he might not be alive when she returned? This was the
hardest decision Rayna had ever made in her life. I plan to leave first thing in
the morning. There is a train leaving Malaventura at ten o'clock that will put
me in Santa Fe before nightfall.”

"Have you any suggestion regarding what we should tell your father?”

Rayna was absurdly relieved that she detected no censure in his voice. “I've
thought about that a great deal. I suppose you or Mother could tell him that
Skylar and [ were so encouraged to hear about his recovery that we felt it
would be safe for us to go to Fort Marcy to see about getting the Mescaleros
returned. He may be disappointed that we left without seeing him, but the
shock won't kill him.” Emotion clogged her throat, and it was a moment
before she could go on. "l don't recall ever having lied to Papa before,” she
said softly.

Meade couldn't restrain himself from reaching over to gently place his
hand on hers. “You've never had a better reason than this, Miss Templeton. It's
for his own good, and this way he won't question your sister's absence.”

The kindness of his touch and his voice were more than Rayna could han-
dle. Her emotions were being held in check by a fragile thread that could be
too easily severed. “Thank you,” she said, slipping her hands away from his
and rising.

Meade straightened abruptly, cursing himself. He had meant only to be
comforting, but instead he had obviously betrayed his curiously tender feel-
ings toward this woman. She probably thought he really was a lecherous old
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man. "My apologies, Miss Templeton,” he said as he rose. "I didn't mean to
be presumptuous.”

Rayna had difficulty facing him, but she did so anyway. “You weren't,” she
assured him. "You've been far kinder to me than I deserve, after the way |
treated you this afternoon, but kindness is something I'm not sure I can deal
with at the moment.”

Meade thought he understood what she meant, and he smiled. “You mean
you'd be more comfortable yelling at me?”

Caught off guard by his candor, Rayna couldn't keep from smiling.
"Precisely. It seems you know me too well already.”

I'm learning, he thought, and at that moment he couldn't recall having
wanted anything in his life more than he wanted to take this lovely young
woman into his arms. Instead, he offered, “You may yell at me if you like. |
don't bruise easily.”

“Nor do I," Rayna replied, her smile fading. “Yet [ seem to hurt all over tonight.”

"That, too, is understandable.”

A small silence fell between them. A cool breeze wafted through the
arcade, rustling Rayna's gown, and Meade had to take a step back to prevent
himself from taking two steps toward her. “Would you like to see your father,
Miss Templeton?”

"Could I?" she asked, hardly daring to hope. “But you said—"

"He's sleeping now. If he should awaken, we can tell him that Skylar has
already retired for the night.”

It was a moment before she could answer. “Yes, | would like very much to
see him."

The tears of gratitude that suddenly shimmered in her eyes were nearly
Meade’s undoing. He took another step back and gestured toward the parlor.
She preceded him, moving like a wraith floating on a cloud of white silk.
Meade's heartbeat quickened again, and he sent up a fervent prayer that
morning would come quickly so that he could leave Rancho Verde and escape
this misbegotten attraction to Rayna Templeton.

63



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

kylar could see very little difference in the landscape as the caval-

rymen and the wagons moved slowly through a pass in the moun-

tains that bounded the Mescalero reservation, yet she seemed to

know instinctively when they reached the land that had been set
aside for this small tribe of Apache.

For three days they had followed the winding trail alongside the Rio
Grande before veering east across the northern limits of the Jornada del
Muerto, a section of desert aptly named the Journey of the Dead. Water had
been carefully rationed during the crossing, but it had escaped no one's
notice that the soldiers received the lion's share of the water from the great
barrels attached to the army supply wagon.

Skylar suspected that she should have been grateful to receive any water
and rations at all, and she knew that Major Ashford was responsible for the
relatively decent treatment she and her people—as she had come to think of
them—had received. The doctor had caught up with the company the
evening before they left the Rio Grande valley, and his first act upon enter-
ing camp had been to seek Skylar out and report on her father.
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Though he had not sugarcoated the news, he had encouraged her to hope
that her father would survive. He had also told her about Rayna's departure
for Santa Fe. “If anyone can secure your release, she can,” he had said with a
wry smile. “Your sister is a most determined young woman.”

"That she is, Major Ashford. I've never known her to fail at anything she
tried—well, almost anything,” she had added with a shy smile.

Meade cocked his head to one side curiously. “And what might that be>"

"Her needlework is atrocious,” she whispered, as though revealing an
embarrassing secret. “"And her biscuits have been known to choke a mule.”

Meade laughed. “Why do I not find that difficult to believe?”

Skylar's smile faded as she thought of her family and how much she missed
them already. "Rayna’s strengths lie elsewhere, Major. She has a loving, loyal
heart, and that's worth more than all the petit-point pillows and flaky biscuits
in the world.”

"Her sister has great strength, too,” Meade had said with a tender look that
had bolstered Skylar's flagging spirits.

Throughout the journey she had gathered a great deal of comfort from the
doctor's presence. He was almost always on hand to act as a buffer between
the soldiers and the Apaches, and he was always quick with an encouraging
smile or word for Skylar in particular. Often she found herself searching for a
glimpse of him. He became almost a talisman for her, the only tangible cord
that connected her to her family.

After two days of searing desert heat they had reached the foothills of the
Capitan Mountains and turned south; within another day they reached the
reservation. The arrival of a full cavalry company caused a great stir in the small
Apache camps they passed, and long before they reached the cluster of rickety
wood and adobe buildings that housed the offices of the agency, Buck
Newsome, the Indian agent, had been warned of their arrival.

It was apparently ration day, and a considerable number of Mescalero had
gathered at the agency. They stood in long lines in front of two wagons at the
end of the compound, and Skylar wondered how two small wagons could
possibly hold enough food to feed so many people.

The cavalry line eventually veered away from the agency buildings, and
the wagon jolted to a halt. Somewhere in front of the team, Skylar could
hear Captain Greenleigh's voice, but his words were indistinct. Private
Gless, however, was all too understandable as he stepped to the end of the
wagon and unceremoniously ordered everyone out. Some of the old women
moved too slowly to suit the trooper, and he took a perverse pleasure in
hurrying them up by grabbing them roughly and all but slinging them onto
the ground.
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Throughout the journey Skylar had stayed close to Tsa'kata, and she did
the same now, holding the old woman's arm to balance her as she moved to
the wagon gate. They were the last out, and when Gless yanked at Tsa'kata's
arm, Skylar tried to protest.

"Please, Private. There's no need to hurt her. I'll help her out.”

"You just get out here yourself, squaw, and let me worry about the old
woman,” he growled.

"That's enough of that, Private. Let her go.”

Skylar looked up and wasn't at all surprised to see Major Ashford, still
mounted, scowling down at Gless. She flashed him a grateful smile. “Thank
you, Major.” Moving quickly, she jumped out of the wagon and helped
Tsa'kata down.

"That will be all, Private Gless,” Meade said as he dismounted. “I'll handle
it from here.”

Gless hesitated a moment, then joined his fellows some distance away.
Skylar watched him go. “I'll be glad to see the last of him,” she told Meade.
"He enjoys hurting people.”

"I'm sorry to say he's not the only such man in the army,” Meade replied.

Skylar looked toward the agency and caught sight of Captain Greenleigh.
“No, he isn't.”

Meade followed her glance. “I'm sure you'll be happy to see the last of
him, too.”

Skylar's answering smile was gentleness personified. “That I will, but I shall
regret your departure, Major Ashford. I shudder to think how much more dif-
ficult this journey would have been without you along. You have been more
than kind."

Meade smiled down at the young lady who had become a study in para-
dox to him. Except for her youth and beauty, she looked no different from
any of the other Apaches, yet her manner rivaled that of any gently bred lady
of his acquaintance. Even Libby, for all her quiet compassion, couldn't hold a
candle to Skylar Templeton.

Unbidden, Meade thought of the other Miss Templeton and wondered
how two young women raised in the same household by the same loving par-
ents, given the same education, could be so different in personality and tem-
perament. Given Skylar's brief Apache upbringing, he would have expected
her to be the more aggressive of the two, and yet she was not. Rayna was fire,
and Skylar was a draft of cool, soothing water.

But that wasn't his concern, he tried to remind himself. In a short while
both the Templeton ladies would be out of his life forever. To his great irrita-
tion he suspected that Rayna would be more difficult to forget. She hadn't
been far from his thoughts for a minute since he'd left Rancho Verde.
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"Come," he said, offering Skylar his arm. “I think we should have a talk
with Mr. Newsome, the agent. | want to explain your situation to him."

"“Does he have the power to release me?”

Meade shook his head. "I don't believe so, but he should be made aware
that your incarceration is unfounded and possibly even unlawful. It might
secure better treatment for you and your friends.”

"I wonder if that would be wise, Major,” Skylar said with concern. “If we
are treated differently, it might cause resentment among the other Mescalero.”

"I don't believe talking to Newsome can hurt anything. From what ['ve
heard about him, it's unlikely that he'll be more generous with your friends,
but your sister made it clear to me that we were to leave the wagon and
teams with you, and I want to be certain that Newsome doesn't try to con-
fiscate them. I also want it made clear that you aren't to be mistreated in
any fashion.”

Skylar lifted her head, trying to replace fear with pride. "Once you are
gone, Major Ashford, | fear nothing will guarantee that.”

Meade didn't know how to respond, because she was absolutely right.
Anything could happen. Encouraging words failed him, and all he could do
was introduce her to Buck Newsome and hope for the best. With any luck,
Rayna had already secured her sister's release and someone would arrive
soon with the appropriate papers to get Skylar off the reservation and back
where she belonged.

By the end of the day everyone on the reserve knew of the newcomers
and of the wealth they had brought with them. Few braves on the reservation
had horses, but the ones who called themselves Rancho Verde Mescaleros
had fine mounts and good saddles. They also had a wagon, a team of mules,
and a fine load of blankets and food. Few who were brought to the reserve
came with such wealth, and it created suspicion among many.

In full view of the Apaches in the rations line, the Verdes—as they soon
came to be called—were processed by the Indian agent and assigned tag-band
numbers. To the astonishment of those watching, nearly all of them spoke the
white man's language and could even write their names in Newsome's ledger.
Once they had been given their meager share of agency rations, they were
told to disperse and make their camp.

Normally the resident Mescaleros would have helped the newcomers find
a place for a temporary encampment, but the Verdes were strange, and no one
wanted anything to do with them. The others were all reserving judgment
until they could study and understand the strangers. If they were truly
Mescaleros, the Verdes would take the initiative to make themselves part of
the tribe by presenting gifts to the elders and sharing their wealth. If they did
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not, they would be shunned and might very likely perish, for cooperation was
the key to survival on the reservation.

Sun Hawk had collected his rations early that morning and had spent the
afternoon hunting in the southern foothills of the Capitans. There was little
game at this time of year, but he had snared several rabbits that would help
feed one or two of the larger families whose rations did not go far enough to
fill the hungry bellies of their children.

When he returned at dusk and began distributing his gifts, he was told
about the Verdes at every camp he visited. By the time he reached his father's
camp, it was old news, but he sat by the fire and listened as though hearing it
for the first time.

"Ten horses and two mules?” he queried as though asking for verification
that he had heard his father correctly.

"And a wagon,” Naka'yen said with a nod of his head.

"Do you know the name of their chief?” Sun Hawk asked. This was one bit
of information he hadn't yet learned.

"The name Consayka was overheard by your uncle's wife,” Naka'yen
replied, and Sun Hawk looked across the fire to Klo'sen.

"This is true,” his mother's brother said with a nod.

"I have heard of Consayka and his people,” Sun Hawk said. “They have
not lived among us for many years."

"Consayka chose the white man's way long before you were born,”
Naka'yen replied. "It did not spare him their wrath. Now he must learn to be
one of the People again.”

Sun Hawk considered this for a moment. His own contact with the
white man made it inconceivable that any Mescalero would want to live as
they did. He could not escape a feeling of sympathy for them, though.
Whatever their lives had been, they were no more, and he understood that
only too well.

"Who among us greeted them when they arrived, Father?’

Naka'yen seemed surprised by the question. “No one.”

"You did not speak with Consayka or help his people find a place to build
their camp?” Sun Hawk asked, astonished.

The old chieftain drew his shoulders back proudly. “I am the leader of all
our people. It is Consayka who should come to me.”

Sun Hawk hid a smile. “But, Father, if no one will speak to the Verdes, how
is Consayka to know who you are and where you can be found?’

Naka'yen's weathered face wrinkled in concentration. Then he looked at
his brother-in-law. “My son is right. Perhaps that is why Consayka has not
come to me with presents.”

"I could send my wife to speak with some of their women,” Klo'sen suggested.
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"That is not necessary,” Sun Hawk told him. "I will go and say words of
welcome to Consayka. If he has questions, [ will answer them.”

"They may not understand you, my son,” Naka'yen warned. "It is said
that they speak the white man's language so well that they have forgotten
their own.”

This was a surprise to Sun Hawk. He had not considered the possibility of a
problem communicating with his own kind, but more than that, he was
intrigued by the Verdes' knowledge of the white man's language. In this one
thing he envied them. Though his father was the chief, Sun Hawk was often
called upon to deal with the agent, Newsome, or with his assistant or one of the
reservation policemen. Only the assistant spoke Apache, and that he did so
poorly that Sun Hawk was never certain his words had been understood.

He had made an attempt to learn a few of their words, but when he
used them, the white men often laughed at him. It was a constant source
of frustration and humiliation to him that he could not deal with the
Indian agent and other white men as an equal. Consayka's band would
not have that problem. They would not be laughed at when they spoke
to Newsome, and they would never have to fear that their words had
been misunderstood.

Perhaps at least one good thing had come from Consayka's break with the
People. Meeting Consayka, which had before seemed like a duty to Sun
Hawk, was now something he anticipated with relish.

He listened patiently to a few words of advice from his father and uncle,
then went off to find the Verdes' encampment.

Though Skylar was trying very hard not to be sad, it was difficult for her
to look around the pitiful excuse for a camp she and her friends had made and
not feel the tug of that emotion. Their departure from Rancho Verde had
been so swift that they had not had time to dismantle the poles of their
lodges, and this afternoon they'd had no chance to search for stout saplings to
replace them. Instead, they had constructed several brush-covered wickiups
like those the Mescaleros used when they traveled. There were not enough
shelters to accommodate everyone, but at least the elderly would have some
protection from the chill night air as they slept.

The departure of Major Ashford with the other soldiers had also saddened
Skylar, but she tried not to dwell on his absence. She had to rely on herself
now that there was no one to act as her protector, and she tried to imagine
what Rayna would do if their situations were reversed. Knowing her sister as
she did, she found it easy to visualize her taking charge, telling people where
to construct their wickiups and deciding who should collect firewood and
who should carry water from the trickling stream nearby. And Rayna, in the
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midst of the noise and confusion she had created, would be doing as much
work as anyone, if not more.

Skylar couldn't imagine herself taking over as Rayna would, but she found
it easy to take the initiative in one area. Since she had never made a wickiup
before, she knew she would only get in the way if she tried to help Gatana, so
she focused instead on preparing supper. Foraging through the supplies Rayna
had sent, she found flour, sugar, beans, dried beef, and even some rice, which
she knew Tsa'kata was quite fond of. Consuelo, the Templetons’ housekeeper,
had even thought to send along cooking utensils to supplement those the
Mescaleros had brought.

While Gatana and the others finished constructing the wickiups, Skylar
prepared a fire and began cooking beans seasoned liberally with strips of beef.
With Mary Long Horn's help, she rolled out tortillas, and by the time dark-
ness fell, the Mescalero braves were seated around the fire eating. The women
served their men in the traditional fashion, then retired to a separate fire,
almost too exhausted to eat.

"You have done well today, Skylar,” Gatana told her when they had fin-
ished the meal. “Your mother would be proud.”

"Thank you,” she replied, trying to smile. "l know my mother would be
grateful to you for all you have done to help me.”

"That is nothing,” Gatana said with a shake of her head. "l wish I could do
much more. You should not be here.”

"Grandmother thinks otherwise,” Skylar said with a nod toward
Tsa'kata, who appeared to be nodding off to sleep but was probably listen-
ing to every word. "She believes it is time | learned what it truly means to
be an Apache.”

Gatana stroked Skylar's hair and gently touched her cheek. “If that is your
destiny, so be it. Perhaps it was meant for you to journey in this full circle. No
one can say what Usen has planned for you.”

"Then I can only await his will."

Gatana smiled. “Good. You are already learning—but that has always been
so, little one. From the time you were first brought to Rancho Verde you
learned what was expected of you very quickly. Once you understood that
you were in a place of safety, you were eager to please. You have done what
you were told and behaved as you were expected to behave.”

"l had no place to go, Gatana. | did not want to be sent away. The
Templetons provided me with the same kind of warmth and security | remem-
ber receiving from my first mother and father. I would have done—and would
still do—anything to keep from dishonoring them.”

Gatana shook her head. “That would not be possible for you, child.”

Tears stung Skylar’s eyes. "I miss them, Gatana.”

70



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

"I know. If Usen wills it, you will see them again soon. But my husband
and I have talked and agreed that between now and then we should take you
into our family until you can return to yours. If you will allow it, [ will be
proud to call you daughter for a little while.”

"That would be a great honor.”

Gatana smiled and wiped at the wetness on Skylar's cheeks. “"Then dry
your eyes, daughter. There is work to be done.”

"Yes . . . indé'cimd," she said. My Apache mother.

Gatana was pleased. After handing Skylar a bowl of rice and beans, she
gestured to Consayka. "Here. Take this to your Apache father so that he can
share it with the others. It will tell them all that you are his daughter and that
you have his protection.”

Though Skylar knew she had nothing to fear from the men who had
worked as cowhands on Rancho Verde, she did as Gatana bade her, partly out
of obedience, but primarily because it was comforting to feel that she was part
of a family again. She loved these people very much, and being one of them
would make her separation from her real family a little easier to bear.

She moved to the brave's fire, and with only a softly spoken “indé¢'cita,”
acknowledging Consayka as her Apache father, she knelt and handed him the
bowl. He glanced at her, his eyes smiling warmly, and for a moment Skylar
was transported back in time to the nights on Rancho Verde when she had sat
across a campfire from this kind old man, listening to the wonderful stories he
told. She hesitated a moment, caught in a web of sweet memories of a time
that could never come again.

When she finally realized that the other men were looking at her strangely,
she stood, and it was everything she could do to keep from crying out as a
huge shape materialized in the darkness just beyond the glow of the fire. It
moved to the rim of firelight, stopped, and coalesced into an Apache brave.

Skylar's fright passed quickly, but she was assailed by other, more confus-
ing emotions. She had never seen any man this handsome before. Tall, with
broad shoulders and narrow hips, the half-naked brave would have been
enough to make any maiden swoon. His coal-black hair, parted in the center,
hung loose on one side of his face, flowing around his shoulder. A single braid
hung from the other side, the end tipped with a feather that dangled onto the
intricate bone breastplate that covered his chest.

His long legs were encased in buckskin leggings with broad flaps on either
side, similar to the chaps worn by cowhands, and a small breechclout hung
from his waist to cover the area that would otherwise have been exposed by
the cut-away leggings.

The light dancing on his chiseled features made him seem like something
from another world, like one of the fearsome Mountain Spirits Consayka had
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often told her about. Skylar could barely see his eyes in the darkness, but
somehow she sensed that he was looking directly at her. She suddenly found
it difficult to breathe.

"A friend might come to sit by the fire of other friends if he knows that he
would be welcome,” the brave said in deep-throated Apache.

"A friend would never be turned away from my fire,” Consayka replied in
kind. “Sit, my young friend, and share what we have.”

Wordlessly the Apache moved to the fire, choosing a vacant space
between two Verde Mescaleros who were dressed in white man's trousers and
calico shirts.

"Daughter, give this to our friend,” Consayka said. He held the bowl up to
Skylar, but she didn't move. "Have you grown roots, daughter?”

The laughter of the braves brought Skylar out of her trance, and she took
the bowl, chiding herself for her foolishness. Their visitor was only a man,
after all. He was not a Mountain Spirit or any kind of a deity, despite his dra-
matic, seemingly mystical appearance from out of nowhere. It was only the
stress of a long journey and the tension of this difficult day that quickened
her heartbeat.

She skirted the circle and knelt beside the visitor. A true Apache maiden
would have bowed her head as she offered food to a stranger, but Skylar's
curiosity overwhelmed her knowledge of Mescalero customs. Eager to dispel
her image of him as a handsome god, she looked into his face as he turned to
her and became instantly lost in a pair of eyes that were as black as the night
and as soft as the moon shining on dark water. The eyes regarded her curi-
ously; then a veil fell over them, and he glanced away.

Expecting no thanks for her good deed, for it was not the Apache way, she
quickly rose and left the fire.

"Who is he?" Gatana asked as she returned to the women's camp.

It was difficult for Skylar to remember how to speak. “A visitor who calls
himself a friend,” she said finally.

Gatana looked at her questioningly. “Daughter? What is wrong? You
sound strange.”

"Nothing, indé'cimd," she replied. "The brave appeared so suddenly that he
startled me. That's all.”

"I see,” Gatana said, smiling into the fire as she began clearing away the
remnants of their meal.

For the twelfth morning in a row, Rayna walked from her rooms at the
Palace Hotel down Washington Street to the headquarters of the Military
Department of New Mexico on Palace Avenue. It was a short jaunt she
could have made in her sleep, but nothing about her bearing suggested any-
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thing even remotely resembling somnambulation. Though this daily routine
was wearing thin, Rayna had lost none of the ire that she had brought with
her to Santa Fe. If anything, the events of the last two weeks had increased
her rage.

The moment she arrived in the city, she had gone directly to General
Whitlock's office and discovered that he was gone for the day. She had left a
terse message requesting an appointment at his earliest convenience, and she
had returned the following day, only to be pawned off on a dim-witted aide-
de-camp named Bascomb who didn't know his hat from a hole in the ground.
The aide had referred her to a Colonel Collingswood, the commander of Fort
Marcy, who was not only unsympathetic but downright rude.

Rayna could have tolerated his brusqueness if there had been any chance
that he could help her secure the return of her sister and the Rancho Verde
Mescaleros, but even if he had wanted to, the colonel did not possess the
authority to countermand General Whitlock's order.

After another day wasted, she had returned to department headquarters
and threatened bodily harm to the next person who prevented her from see-
ing the general. Her threat had been to no avail. She was told that the general
had left Fort Marcy and no one was certain when he would return.

It had taken nearly a week for Rayna to ferret out the information that
Whitlock was on a holiday with several visiting dignitaries from Washington.
While Skylar endured God only knew what on the reservation, the general
was bear hunting in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.

Rayna's first impulse had been to follow Whitlock's trail and track him
down in the mountains, but she had quickly realized the folly of such an act.
She could sooner find a needle in a haystack than a small hunting party in the
mountains. Her only alternative had been to wait, making daily visits to his
office and growing more frustrated with every wasted day.

She had, of course, called on all of her father's friends in the territorial
government, including the governor himself. All had been sympathetic and
supportive, but short of writing letters on her behalf there was nothing they
could do to countermand General Whitlock's edict.

Telegrams from her mother reported that Raymond was weak but mend-
ing. Though Collie never said so directly, Rayna inferred that he was growing
suspicious about his daughters' long absence. When he had learned that the
"girls” were waiting for General Whitlock to return from his hunting trip,
Raymond hadn't understood why they didn't come home to wait. He had
slipped into a state of melancholy, and seeing his daughters would have been
a boon to his recovery.

Had Raymond known the truth, Rayna would have gone home for at least
a day or two to see him, but she hadn't been willing to take the chance that

73



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

learning of Skylar's abduction would cause him to have another heart seizure.
So she had stayed in Santa Fe, sick with worry about her father and her sister.

And she was beginning to worry about her mother, too. Collie was such an
innately honest person that it must have been difficult for her to lie to her
husband. What was worse, though, was that Collie had no one with whom to
share her deep concern for Skylar. Rayna had no doubt that her mother was
keeping up the pretense, but the strain had to be taking a dreadful emotional
toll on her. She prayed that on this, her tenth daily visit to Whitlock's office,
she would finally find him there and put an end to this nightmare.

When she arrived, she found instead a kind of frenetic chaos, as though
something had thrown everyone into a panic. Officers were moving quickly
through the halls, doors were slamming, men were shouting orders. In
Whitlock's outer office, his aide told Rayna that the general would certainly
be back within a day or, at most, two days. For the first time, Rayna actually
believed him, because it was clear that something had happened to upset the
quiet routine of the military post. But of course no one would tell her what
that was.

Frustrated, she left the office with a promise to return again that afternoon.
As she left the building she was nearly bowled over by an officer bounding up
the steps. He muttered a hasty but heartfelt apology, then disappeared inside.
The parade ground stretched out in front of the building, and to the right of
that were the officers' quarters, soldiers’ barracks, and the office of Fort
Marcy's commander, Colonel Collingswood. Far beyond that, at the top of
the hill that formed the northern boundary of Santa Fe, stood Fort Marcy
itself, a small walled fortress that acted as a guardian of the city.

What was it guarding today? Rayna wondered as she paused to study the
fort in the distance. What had happened to set everyone in such an uproar?
The most obvious answer was Indian trouble. Had Geronimo come out of
his stronghold in the Sierra Madre, or had another tribe of Apaches gone on
the warpath?

Despite the intense August heat, the question chilled Rayna to the bone. If
there was trouble on the Mescalero reservation, Skylar could be in terrible
danger, and there wasn't one blessed thing Rayna could do about it.

Immobilized by fear and frustration, she stood by the white picket fence
watching an infantry drill on the parade grounds without actually absorbing
any of the intricacies of the soldiers’ movements.

74



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

kirting the edge of the parade ground, Meade moved briskly toward

the headquarters building, ignoring the infantry drill taking place on

his left. He'd seen the routine far too often to be impressed by the

pageantry. He tipped his hat to the ladies strolling along Palace
Avenue and waved away the cloud of dust that poured over him when a car-
riage went careening down the street.

Halfway down the long block he glanced at the headquarters, and when
he spotted the woman at the foot of the steps he cursed his foolish imagina-
tion. He'd been back in Santa Fe less than twenty-four hours, and already
every fair-haired woman he saw made him think of Rayna Templeton. This
elegantly dressed lady in the slim-skirted walking suit and feathered boater
was probably the wife of a visitor or some new officer. She was not the hot-
tempered hellion who had been plaguing his sleep for the last fortnight. Miss
Templeton was long gone, having most likely completed her business with the
general before Meade had caught up with the men of Cavalry Company B on
their way to the Mescalero reservation.

Unfortunately that near-certainty couldn't keep Meade from glancing in
the lady’s direction again and again as he progressed down the walk. By the
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time he reached the picket fence that framed the headquarters building, he
was surprised and irritated to discover that his heartbeat was quickening like
that of a randy schoolboy in the throes of his first bout with puppy love. The
woman ahead of him gazing with apparent concentration at the infantry drill
was indeed Rayna Templeton.

Meade's first clear thought was that he should do an abrupt about-face
and slink off like a thief in the night. His feet—and other parts of his
anatomy—had other ideas, though, for his pace quickened rather than
slowed. He managed to convince himself that curiosity fueled his haste,
since he had been coming to headquarters in the hope of finding out how
General Whitlock had resolved the injustice that had been done to the
Templeton family.

"Miss Templeton?”

Startled, Rayna pulled her thoughts away from her dismal speculations
about her sister and turned. When she saw the officer at her side, nothing
could have quelled the flush of pleasure that coursed through her. “Major
Ashford! Thank God you're back.”

She grabbed his hands and squeezed them as though clutching a lifeline,
and Meade was too shocked by her greeting to even consider pulling away. “I
arrived last night,” he informed her. "But I'm amazed to find you here, Miss
Templeton. I assumed you were well on your way to the Mescalero reserva-
tion with an order to free your sister.”

"General Whitlock left on holiday before I could get an appointment to
see him. ['ve been waiting ever since,” she said hastily, then with a touch of
desperation asked, "How is Skylar? When did you last see her? Was she well?”

Meade smiled reassuringly. “I last saw her six days ago, and she was fine
when I left her. She's understandably a little frightened and anxious to return
home, but she was making a valiant attempt to keep her spirits high. [ don't
believe she's in any danger, if that's your concern.”

"Are you certain of that, Major? Your military headquarters are in absolute
chaos today, as though something dreadful had happened. Has there been
another Apache outbreak?”

Meade chuckled. “As far as General Whitlock's staff is concerned, some-
thing dreadful has happened, but it has nothing to do with the Apaches. At
least not directly.”

Rayna couldn't imagine anything that would be a subject for levity at a
time like this, and she retracted her hands from his. “Then what is going on?”

"We learned today that the military departments of New Mexico and
Arizona have been combined into the Department of the Border, and that
new division has been placed under the control of General George Crook."

"You mean General Whitlock has been stripped of command?”
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"Something like that,” Meade replied. “It is expected that Crook will make
his command headquarters in Arizona, nearer to the heart of the Apache con-
flict. No one knows for certain yet whether this office will be closed and
everyone reassigned. Hence, the chaos you witnessed.”

Rayna couldn't have cared less whether the insensitive officers she'd
encountered were out of a job or not. Skylar was her only concern. “But will
Whitlock have the authority to countermand his order and free my sister?”

Meade hadn't considered that complication because he'd assumed Skylar's
problem had already been solved. “I don't see why not,” he replied after a
moment. "It was his order. He certainly has the power to remand it.”

Rayna turned her profile to him, wishing she had someone to vent her
frustration on. "Damn him, why doesn't he come back?"

"You may rest assured that he's already en route, Miss Templeton. A
telegram was sent to him early this morning at the Montezuma.”

Rayna whirled toward him. “The Montezuma? He's taking the waters at a
luxury spa? I thought he was bear hunting.”

"He hunted for only a few days, from what | gather,” Meade replied.
"Apparently his hunting party, which includes two senators and a European
prince, got tired of roughing it in the mountains.”

“Damn him to hell. And damn all those bloody clerks who've been telling
me they had no idea where he was!" Furious, Rayna pivoted toward the steps,
hiked up her skirt, and was halfway up before Meade caught her.

"What are you going to do?" he demanded.

"I'm going to give those bastards a piece of my mind!"

“No, you are not,” Meade said sternly, taking her arm.

"Let go of me, Major! If Whitlock's aide had told me where the general was
staying, | could have ended this ordeal days ago! Skylar could be home now!”
She tugged at his grip, but Meade was unyielding. “Let go, damn you!”

"And what will that accomplish? If you storm in there and blast Lieutenant
Bascomb, you'll only alienate him—if you haven't managed to do that already.
Now calm down and think this through rationally.”

Rayna stopped struggling and glared up at him, her jaw stiffened with
rage. "l don't need your advice, Major, nor do | appreciate your low opinion
of me."

"My opinion is neither here nor there,” Meade answered, dropping her
arm as though he'd been scalded. “What counts is getting your sister back into
the bosom of her family. Giving Bascomb a piece of your mind might be a
great comfort to you, but it won't help Skylar one iota. Bascomb is the keeper
of the keys, so to speak. No one gets in to see the general without going
through the lieutenant, and if you get Bascomb's dander up, you'll be twid-
dling your thumbs in Santa Fe well into the next century!” He took a step back
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from her. “Think that over, Miss Templeton, and then tell me you don't need
my advice."

He turned on his heel and marched down the steps, leaving Rayna stand-
ing there, her cheeks flaming and her hands knotted into fists. He was right,
of course. She needed Bascomb. Unfortunately Ashford was also right about
her already having alienated the general's aide. So far, she had been none too
diplomatic in her handling of any of the officers she'd encountered.

Major Ashford, on the other hand, had been kind and courteous, despite
his apparent dislike of her. The quiet moments they had spent in the
courtyard at Rancho Verde had forged a kind of fragile truce between them,
and Rayna realized she had just shattered it to pieces. He was the closest
thing she had to a friend in the military, and it would be moronic to let him
slip away.

Swallowing her pride, she hurried after him. “Major Ashford, wait!" she
called, and added as an afterthought, “Please.”

It was the “please” that stopped him. He waited a moment, then turned,
wondering what expression he would find in her beautiful eyes. Contrition?
Humility? Remorse?

Hardly. She was looking up at him with a mixture of defiance and defen-
sive pride. This was a woman who didn't back down from anything, even
when she was wrong.

Meade raised his eyebrows questioningly, waiting. "“Yes>"

Rayna took a deep breath. “I'm sorry,” she said tersely. “You're quite right.
Telling Bascomb to go to hell won't do Skylar a bit of good.”

Meade sighed and shook his head in amazement. "How can any woman
look as sweet as you do and be so accursedly unladylike? Didn't your mother
ever take a bar of soap to that foul mouth of yours?’

"I am not foul-mouthed,” she snapped, getting her back up again. "Any
man could use the words I've used and be called hail-fellow-well-met.”

"Yes, but you're not a man. Good Lord, it's no wonder you're long past the
age when most young women are married and you still haven't snared a hus-
band. Who would want you?"

Rayna had suffered many insults in her life, but few as blatant as this.
"Why you bas—"

"] assure you, Miss Templeton, my parents were married. It wasn't much of
a union, but it was legal, so there's no reason for you to question the circum-
stances of my birth.”

Rayna ground her teeth together to keep from spewing a string of invec-
tive that would have turned the major's sensitive ears blue. It was a very long
moment before she finally had enough control to speak without her voice
quavering too much. “Since you find me so offensive, Major, I'll take my leave
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of you now. I wouldn't want to tax your delicate sensibilities any more than I
already have.”

She stalked off, and Meade watched her go, cursing himself and won-
dering what the blazes had come over him. He'd never been that rude to a
woman in his life . . . but then, he'd never met anyone quite like Rayna
Templeton, either. When he wasn't fighting the urge to turn her over his
knee, he was wrestling with the far more powerful desire to take her into
his arms.

It took only a moment for him to realize that it wasn't ber he was dis-
gusted with—it was himself. Rayna Templeton was too young and too head-
strong for a man of Meade's age and temperament who wanted nothing more
from his life now than to lead a quiet existence as a gentleman rancher. Yet
he was drawn to Rayna like a moth to a flame. It was outrageous and totally
out of character for him. Passions were something he had always controlled
easily, but it seemed that he'd finally met a woman who turned that restraint
upside down.

By far the best thing he could do was allow her to sashay away from him
and consign her to the past where she belonged.

But of course he couldn't do that. Skylar Templeton was a gracious young
lady who was suffering from a grave injustice, and Meade couldn't turn his
back on her, no matter what he thought or felt about her sister.

With a resigned sigh he took off down the concourse. Despite the con-
straints of her draping, layered skirt, she was moving quickly. He finally
caught up with her at the intersection of Palace Avenue and Lincoln. "Rayna,
wait,” he said, matching his gait to hers as she crossed the dusty street.

She was surprised that he'd come after her and even more astonished that
he'd addressed her by her given name. “What's wrong, Major? Did you sud-
denly remember some insult that escaped you a moment ago?” she asked
without bothering to look at him.

Damn her sharp tongue! “No, | remembered that your sister needs help
and that [ may be able to provide it."

Rayna stopped dead in the middle of the street, looking up at him eagerly,
her anger forgotten. “What can you do?”

"l can get you past Lieutenant Bascomb and arrange an audience with
General Whitlock when he returns.”

"You would do that?”

"Yes. If you don't get us both run over in the meantime,” he said, taking her
arm to usher her out of the way of an oncoming carriage.

"Thank you,"” she said when they were safely on the boardwalk in front of
the old Spanish palace.

"For rescuing you from the carriage or for offering to help with the general?’
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"The general,” she replied, a strained smile wisping around the corners of
her mouth. “I wouldn't have been in front of that carriage if you hadn't
accosted me in the street.”

Since she was teasing, Meade let the saucy remark pass and offered her his
arm. "Come on. Walk with me through the plaza. | want to know what you've
done so far to secure your sister's release. | can't imagine that you've spent all
your time camping on the doorstep of the headquarters.”

Rayna considered his crooked arm with a critical eye. "Are you sure your
reputation can survive a stroll in the park with a desperate, foul-mouthed spin-
ster? | might try to ensnare you.”

"Yes, and | might be elected President tomorrow.” He lifted his elbow
another notch. "Now, shall we walk> | need to know how many feathers
you've ruffled before I start smoothing them over.”

Reluctantly she took his arm, and he led her across the street into the tree-
lined plaza. “You really don't like me, do you, Major?" she asked, keeping her
voice carefully neutral because she wasn't quite sure how she felt about his low
opinion of her.

Meade considered the question and decided he should be honest with her.
Well, partially honest, anyway. Since he had no intention of ever pursuing his
inappropriate carnal interest in her, he saw no reason to reveal that. "Actually,
Miss Templeton, | have a certain grudging admiration for you.”

She looked up at him with surprise. “The key word being 'grudging,’ |
take it."”

"Yes. | understand that this is a harsh land and it has yielded a new breed
of Americans—a much rougher lot than those | was reared among back east.
But a young woman of your background and breeding shouldn't be one of
them, Miss Templeton.”

"According to you,” she accused lightly. “Who made you the arbiter of
what's proper and what's not?”

"We are discussing my opinion, no one else's,” he reminded her. "And you
did ask.”

"Hmmm. Tell me, Major Ashford, have you ever pulled a bog?’

His eyebrows went up. “I beg your pardon?”

That was all the answer Rayna needed, but she elaborated, anyway. "Have
you ever pulled an irate, frustrated longhorn steer out of a waist-deep mud
bog, only to have the animal turn on you once it was free, cuff the seat of
your pants, and send you flying?”

[t was everything Meade could do to suppress a smile as he visualized
Rayna in the predicament she described. “No, I've never had that pleasure.”

"Try it sometime, Major, and if you can accomplish it without muttering a
single swearword, I will gladly mend my wicked ways."
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He seriously doubted that it would be possible for her to live up to that bar-
gain. "Miss Templeton, my point is that a real lady would never participate in the
type of activity you described. Have your mother or sister ever . . . pulled a bog?>"

“No," she admitted reluctantly.

" rest my case. You were raised by a lady to be a lady, but for some reason,
the lessons didn't take. You had the benefit of a genteel upbringing, and it's
obvious that no expense was spared to educate you.”

"You gleamed that from my refined speech, | presume?” she asked wryly.

Meade tried not to laugh. It wouldn't have surprised him if she'd added a
"hell” or "damn it" after her question just to tweak him. “Let’s just say [ know a
finishing school graduate when I see one.”

"Well, I'm sure Mrs. Purdy would be happy to know that some of her train-
ing wore off on me.”

"Actually I was referring to your sister. | just assumed that if your parents
sent one of you off to school, they'd have sent both of you.”

"I went reluctantly,” she told him. "l was dragged away kicking and scream-
ing. You'd have loved that sight, I'm sure.”

Meade didn't rise to the bait this time. “You tolerated the experience for
the sake of your sister, didn't you?” he asked quietly.

His insight into her personality caught Rayna off guard. “Yes."

"That's where my admiration for you comes from, Miss Templeton. | may
not approve of your methods, but | admire devotion and loyalty. Here." He
guided her to a bench beneath a shade tree, and they sat down. “Now, tell me
how you've been keeping yourself busy these last weeks. And what word have
you heard on your father?”

Rayna was grateful for his questions, because she had no idea how to
respond to his compliment. What she did realize in that moment was that his
opinion had somehow become very important to her. “"Papa is still weak, but
apparently there have been no more seizures,” she replied, arranging her
skirts around her.

"Does he still believe Skylar is with you?”

She nodded. "“Mother has managed to keep up the charade, but I'm afraid
it can't go on much longer. Skylar is an inveterate letter writer. Always before
when we've been away from home, she's written our parents every day. If Papa
hasn't caught the inconsistency yet, he will soon.” A hopeful thought occurred
to her. "I don't suppose Skylar gave you any letters to post, did she?"

He was sorry to disappoint her. "No. Writing materials weren't available to
her on the trip, and [ never thought to offer her mine. I'm sorry.”

Rayna shrugged. “Well, that's Skylar for you. She wouldn't have asked for
fear it would be an imposition. Sometimes | think my sister is too good for
this world.”
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"Have you always been her protector?’

"Yes," she replied wistfully. "And she was my salvation. It was a more than
fair trade.”

Meade frowned. “Salvation?”

"l was six years old when Papa brought Skylar home to live with us, and
when you're six, a ranch in the middle of nowhere is a very large and lonely
place. When Skylar came, the loneliness went away.”

Meade understood that only too well. When he was a child, Libby had
been his salvation. Their father had been away pursuing his military career
most of the time, and their mother had cared more for the social whirl than
for her two children. Libby and Meade had felt isolated and alone long
before their parents died. They had taken care of each other, forging a bond
that could never be broken. If Rayna loved her sister half as much as he loved
his, she was most certainly in agony now; and one thing Meade knew posi-
tively about Rayna Templeton was that she loved her sister.

"What happened to Skylar's Apache parents?” he asked.

"We're not completely certain,” Rayna replied. “Skylar has very few memo-
ries of that time, and the Mexican slavers Papa bought her from were under-
standably loath to explain how she came to be in their possession. We do
know that her entire village was massacred. Papa believed it was the slavers
who committed the crime, but Skylar has a vague memory of other Apaches
being on the scene.”

Given Meade's knowledge of the history of the southwest territories,
either version seemed completely plausible. Even before the arrival of the
first white settlers, the Apaches had been preying on one another, and the
hostilities between them and the Mexicans were legendary. It wasn't out of
the realm of possibility that the culprits could have been a contingent of
Americans, either. Senseless massacres of peaceful Apaches were still being
committed by groups of “concerned citizens."

"She's very fortunate to have encountered your father,” Meade commented.

"I know. I shudder to think what might have happened to her otherwise.”

The sadness in her voice tugged at Meade's heart. "And what's happening
to her now?"

Rayna nodded and looked away from him. “Yes."

"Why don't we go back to my original question?” Meade suggested,
wishing he could banish her sadness. He liked it much better when she was
prickly and obnoxious, because it was easier for him to erect barriers
against her.

"What have | done to alienate everyone in Santa Fe?> That question?” she

asked with a hint of a smile.
“Yes."
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Rayna thought back over the last two weeks. “To the best of my knowl-
edge, the only people I've insulted were wearing uniforms similar to yours,
give or take a few stripes and gewgaws.”

Meade glanced down at the gold-rimmed stripe on the shoulder of his
tunic. "I've never heard gold oak leaves described as gewgaws.”

"Forgive me if | fail to show the proper degree of respect, but I don't have
much respect for anything military these days.”

"Perfectly understandable. Have you been able to gain access to anyone in
the territorial government?” he asked, getting back on track.

"Of course. Believe it or not, I'm welcome in many of the best homes in
the city.”

"That makes sense. You have a wealthy and probably somewhat power-
ful father.”

"Thank you for giving me the benefit of the doubt,” she said dryly.

Meade grinned. “You're welcome. All right, go on.”

Rayna shrugged. “I've spoken to every friend of my father's who might be
even remotely able to help, but so far all | can boast of is a rather limited let-
ter-writing campaign. Correspondence has been sent from several sources to
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, senators, congressmen, the War Department,
even the President himself. So far no one has responded.”

"Letters take time, especially when you're dealing with the government.”

"Really? I hadn't noticed.”

"Don't be glum, Miss Templeton. We'll get Skylar back.”

Rayna appreciated his confidence and his support. She was curious about
one thing, though. “Why is it, Major, that you call my sister Skylar but refer
to me as Miss Templeton?’

The question surprised him, and it took a moment to find an answer. ‘I
suppose it's less confusing than referring to both of you as Miss Templeton,
and addressing you thus is a form of courtesy and respect.”

"Grudging respect,” she reminded him.

Meade cleared his throat. Apparently she was never going to let him for-
get that comment. “Yes."

Rayna thought it over. "It's odd. Earlier you called me a foul-mouthed,
unladylike spinster. Addressing me as Rayna seems almost deferential
in comparison.”

"Is that your roundabout way of inviting me to call you Rayna?>"

"You did it once before and it didn't choke you to death,” she reminded
him, and was surprised when he began chuckling. “What's so funny? My com-
ment was meant to be a clever barb, not a joke."

"It's not you,” Meade assured her. ‘I was remembering something your sis-
ter—the other Miss Templeton—said to me.”
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"What?"

The laughter still sparkled in Meade's eyes as he informed her, “She told
me that you are such a horrendous cook that your biscuits had been known to
choke a mule.”

Rayna glowered at him. "What else did she tell you about me?>”

"That you're terrible at needlework.”

Rayna threw up her hands. “Well, there you have it. All my dirty little
secrets. You might as well take me out and shoot me now. I don't deserve
to live."

Her rapid-fire delivery had Meade buckled in half with laughter that car-
ried far across the plaza and caused passersby to stop and look. “You are a
caution, Miss Templeton,” he said, still chuckling as he straightened.

"A foul-mouthed—"

"Enough! Enough! [ surrender,” he said, straightening up and extending his
hand to her. “Come on, I'll take you to lunch at the Palace and apologize.”

Rayna looked at his hand, then directly into his eyes. "I don't want an
apology unless you mean it sincerely.”

"Do you want lunch?” he asked, raising one dark eyebrow.

She hesitated a moment. “Yes."

"Then take my arm, and we'll go. If you can manage to get through
the meal without questioning anyone's parentage, I'll apologize sincerely
over dessert.”

"I should warn you, Major. ['ve never lost a dare,” she informed him, slip-
ping her hand into his as she rose. The innocent contact suddenly seemed
very intimate to them both. Their eyes met, questioning the odd sensation,
and several seconds passed before Meade found the presence of mind to
release her hand.

They began strolling toward the Palace Hotel, and neither of them could
think of a single thing to say.
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kylar was accustomed to hard work, but her daily chores at Rancho

Verde had not prepared her for the harsh realities of her new life. After

a simple exchange of gifts with Naka'yen, the old chief had helped the

Verde Mescaleros find a suitable location for a permanent camp, and
since then the work had been unending. Alongside the other women, Skylar
had cleared brush and helped erect sturdy lodges. From dawn to dusk she
cooked, carried water, collected firewood, tended the livestock . . . and in her
spare time she made clothes for herself from scraps of cloth and blankets
given to her by her friends. Having had so little time to prepare for their jour-
ney, no one had much to spare. Mary Long Horn had given some of her
clothing to Skylar, but her dress from the maiden ceremony and the calico
skirt and overblouse Mary had given her wouldn't last long. It wasn't surpris-
ing to her that nearly everyone she saw on the reservation was dressed in oft-
mended clothing that amounted to little more than rags.

Skylar knew that cleanliness was highly prized by the Mescalero, but
under these conditions keeping clean was next to impossible. Water was
scarce, and while the other women were able to make soap from the aloe
plant, that skill had long ago been lost to the Verde Mescaleros. Even if one
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of them had known how, Skylar couldn't imagine when anyone would have
had time to do something as mundane as making soap. Tending a camp was a
full-time occupation.

As difficult as it was, Skylar didn't mind the work. Having so much to do
helped distract her from her constant worry about her father and her desper-
ate longing to go home. With every day that passed, that dream seemed to
slip a little further away from her, though. She knew she had not been for-
gotten or abandoned, and that Rayna was doing everything humanly possi-
ble to secure her freedom; but at the end of each day when no one had come
to take her home, she felt a little more hopeless and lost than she had at the
start of the day.

Little by little she was learning about the other Mescaleros on the reserva-
tion. Like other Apache tribes, the Mescaleros were broken into small bands
comprising several family units. Joe Long Horn, Mary's father, had found a
few distant relatives, but so many of the Mescaleros had been exterminated
over the last few decades that there were few other connections between the
Verdes and the other bands.

Their chief was Naka'yen, and Skylar had eventually learned the name of
the brave who had so startled her that first night. He was Naka'yen's son, and
his name was a complicated phrase that had taken a considerable amount of
study to translate. Skylar still wasn't sure she had it right. To the best of her
knowledge, he was called Angry He Flies Like a Hawk into the Sun. She had
also heard him referred to as lya'itsa—Sun Hawk—and it was far easier for her
to think of him by that name. To her great surprise, she thought of him often.

She had seen him many times since that first night, and each time she fully
expected that the breathless jolt of excitement she experienced would dissi-
pate. It didn't. Every time she caught a glimpse of him her heart began to race
as it had when he appeared in the darkness.

The Verdes' camp was situated less than a half mile from Naka'yen's, and
Sun Hawk often passed by, occasionally with other braves, but most of the
time he was alone. If Consayka was outside his lodge, Sun Hawk would stop
and speak with the old man; if not, he would pass by, rarely looking at any of
the women in the camp, for that would have been bad manners.

Many times Skylar had caught herself watching for him, and it always
took considerable effort not to stare. He wasn't just handsome, he was mes-
merizing. His every move bespoke a quiet power that drew Skylar like a mag-
net. She had never exchanged a word with him, but several times she
overheard parts of his conversations with Consayka, and she knew that he
was a man committed to peace.

To her great surprise she had found Sun Hawk watching her several times
when he thought she was not looking. Her heart would quicken in those
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moments, but if she dared look directly at him, his glance would dart away.
She suspected that his interest was merely curiosity, or perhaps even amuse-
ment. It was obvious to anyone who cared to study the workings of the Verde
camp that Skylar was different from the other women. She had learned many
things about her friends over the years, but she'd had little opportunity to put
her knowledge to practical use.

As a result, Skylar was clumsy and slow at almost everything she did. On
the day she attempted to erect her own lodge, Sun Hawk had been a witness
to her ineptitude, and the memory of it still made Skylar smile. She had been
grappling with the poles, trying to align them in an even circle when Sun
Hawk passed nearby. He had given no appearance of being aware of anything
taking place in the camp, but when Skylar caught sight of him she had tripped
over one of the poles, causing the entire framework to come tumbling down
around her.

Embarrassed, she looked up and found Sun Hawk still strolling along, but
his shoulders had been jerking with what could only have been laughter. It
was clear that he had been trying hard not to look at the spectacle openly,
and despite her exhaustion and frustration, Skylar had laughed, too—for the
first time since she had been abducted from Rancho Verde. She had Sun
Hawk to thank for that brief respite from her despair, and her gratitude only
increased her warm feelings for him.

Under other circumstances, Skylar might have been amused by her fasci-
nation with the brave. She had had schoolgirl crushes before. When she was
thirteen, she had thought Gil Rodriguez’s son was the handsomest man she
had ever seen. Of course, the word "man” had been loosely applied, since
Tomaés was barely sixteen at the time. Rayna had teased Skylar mercilessly and
threatened to tell Tomés of her infatuation with him, but blessedly Skylar had
outgrown her crush and Tomés had married a few years later without every
realizing that he had been the object of her childish affections.

There had been other infatuations in her life, and once she had thought
herself truly in love. Skylar had been in school in Boston at the time, and
she had met Stephen Dodd through friends of the Templetons whom she
and Rayna often visited. There had been nothing particularly handsome
about Stephen, but he had been a quiet, considerate gentleman who loved
poetry and knew how to flatter all the young ladies of his acquaintance.
Skylar had adored him, and had allowed herself to believe that he loved her
in return.

Though she rarely thought of him anymore, Skylar liked to imagine that
Stephen had loved her—in his own peculiar way. Unfortunately that way
hadn't included marriage, at least not to a young woman of Indian blood,
though he had been perfectly willing to offer her a position as his mistress.
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After that crushing blow, Skylar had forced herself to face the reality of
her situation: No white man was ever going to see her as a suitable wife. She
had sworn never to open herself to such pain again, and so far she had kept
that promise.

Sun Hawk was an unexpected—and decidedly unwanted—obsession. He
was a bija'n, a widower, but that made no difference to Skylar. It was still fool-
ish for her to long for a glimpse of him. He was a medicine man, greatly
respected by his people, and since his father was a chief, he would likely be
one, too, someday. He was a full-blooded Mescalero warrior who would even-
tually take an appropriately reared Mescalero wife; Skylar was an educated,
fully Americanized Apache who wanted nothing more than to get back where
she belonged as quickly as possible. The only thing she had in common with
Sun Hawk was the color of her skin.

On the fourteenth day of her captivity she was giving herself that very lec-
ture as she walked to the stream where the Verdes drew their water. The sun
was low, the day was nearing its end, and the mantle of depression that always
settled over her at this time of day was coming again. When night fell, there
would be no more work to do and hence nothing to distract her from the
hopelessness of her situation. Night had become her least favorite time of day.

Using a cut-out gourd, she filled both buckets from the trickling stream
and then paused; her head bent over the wooden pail. She caught a glimpse of
herself in the dark surface of the water and sighed. The woman looking back
at her was a stranger, someone she barely recognized. Had she not been so
exhausted, she might have wept.

"Hurry, Rayna,” she murmured sadly. "Please come quickly and take us
away from here before I lose myself completely.”

With a weary sigh she eased back onto her heels and discovered that her
reflection had been replaced by another. Startled, she looked up and found
Sun Hawk standing over her, his arrival as dramatically unexpected as the first
time she'd seen him.

"Why do you speak to the water?” he asked without ceremony or intro-
duction, his head cocked in curiosity as he looked from Skylar to the bucket
and back again.

Though Skylar had discovered many gaps in her knowledge of the Apache
language, it was easy for her to slip into speaking it because her friends rarely
spoke English any longer. She also knew from long experience that the
Apache rarely wasted time with pleasantries. They spoke their minds and
expected others to do the same. Skylar was finding that more difficult to
adapt to than the constant use of their language, and locating her voice and
her wits with Sun Hawk towering over her made it even harder. ‘I was speak-
ing to my sister,” she replied after a moment.
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Sun Hawk's dark brows went up in surprise. All of his people claimed kin-
ship with various animals, but he had never known anyone related to water
before. “The water is your sister?” he asked, crouching beside her.

“No," she answered, wondering how she could explain her way out of this
when her mind had turned to muddled mush. “When I looked in the water, |
thought of my sister, and the words in my heart were spoken aloud.”

Sun Hawk nodded thoughtfully. “Why do you not say the words to her
yourself rather than asking the water to do it for you?”

"Because she is far away.”

"She is free> Living in the mountains?” he asked with a kind of envy that
Skylar might not have understood a fortnight ago.

“She is free, but she lives on a ranch far above this place.”

"Why was she not brought here with you and your father?”

Skylar was finding it increasingly difficult to remain still with Sun Hawk
so close. His deep voice aroused feelings inside her that she didn't want to be
having. He was dealing with her matter-of-factly, and she wanted to be able
to respond with the same detachment. “Because my Apache father is not hers.
My sister is not of the People.”

Sun Hawk frowned. He had heard this woman call Consayka “my Apache
father” once before, and this puzzled him. And now he learned that she had a
sister who was not a sister. Odd. There was so much about the Verdes that he
did not understand, and this woman was the greatest mystery of all. Since the
night he had first seen her in the glow of the fire, her eyes as wide as those of
a startled doe, Sun Hawk had watched her. She was as beautiful as a sunrise,
and her people treated her with great deference, yet it did not seem to Sun
Hawk that she belonged here. He had learned that she was called Skylar, but
the name was even more incomprehensible than she was.

That was why he had approached her when he saw her kneeling by the
stream. He did not like mysteries. He wanted to understand her and the other
Verdes so that he would know how to react if trouble sprang up between this
woman'’s people and his. Gradually he was learning about the others through
his conversations with Consayka, but the old man had never volunteered any
information about his daughter, and Sun Hawk could not ask for fear that his
curiosity would be misinterpreted.

The best course, it had seemed to him, was to talk to the woman called
Skylar directly.

"Why do you refer to your father so strangely?” he asked.

Skylar wasn't sure how to answer him. "l have had three fathers,” she
finally told him, unable to hide her sadness. “The first was a White Mountain
Apache, but I do not remember him very well. | was taken from my village
and sold as a slave to a white man named Templeton who took me home and
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loved me as much as he did the daughter of his blood. Now I have been taken
from that family, and my good friend Consayka has given me his protection
by calling me his daughter. It is an honor I carry proudly.”

Now Sun Hawk understood why she seemed so different. “You lived
among the white men willingly?”

"I was only five years old, and these people were kind to me. What choice
did I have?”

Sun Hawk nodded, but he did not think the white man Templeton had
done this woman a real kindness. “Is it hard for you to be an Apache again?”

"You have seen that it is.” She lowered her eyes. “l want very much to
go home."

Sun Hawk looked down at her, studying the way her dark lashes brushed
against her cheeks. She was beautiful and sad, but there was nothing he could
do to help her. It surprised him to realize how deeply he regretted that, and
how profoundly she touched him.

Perhaps | have been in mourning too long, he thought. The thought star-
tled him so much that he stood up abruptly, drawing Skylar's questioning gaze
up with him. Her eyes were soft, but Sun Hawk had been immune to soft eyes
for nearly two years.

If it was indeed time for him to lay his beloved wife to rest, it could not be
for this woman whose heart yearned to be far away:.

Without another word he turned on his heel and departed, leaving Skylar
wondering what had happened and why he had looked at her so strangely.

"If I didn't know better, I'd think you were nervous,” Meade said, looking
down at Rayna's hands. They were clasped together, resting demurely in her
lap, but her knuckles were white and there was nothing serene about her pos-
ture. Her whole body fairly radiated tension.

"l am nervous, Major, and this isn't a good time to tease me about it,” she
said matter-of-factly as she looked across the room to General Whitlock's
office door.

"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to make light of your dilemma,” he said, then fell
silent again. He really hadn't meant to be callous; it was just that he always
had difficulty controlling his burgeoning feelings for her when she looked
vulnerable like this. In the last two days he'd spent a considerable amount of
time with her, and in that time he'd experienced more emotional ups and
downs than he had at any other point in his life. One moment he wanted to
strangle her; the next, she had him laughing out loud with her tart repartee. A
single glance from her could reduce him to speechlessness. She could flay him
alive with her razor-sharp tongue, and the absurdity was that he had begun to
look forward to the lashings. It was insane.
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General Whitlock had returned to Fort Marcy within twenty-four hours of
learning that he was no longer the king of this particular hill. Meade had tried
immediately to set up an appointment for Rayna, but to no avail. And it was
just as well, he'd reasoned. Whitlock had arrived in a high dudgeon and had
gone on an uncontrolled rampage, like a child whose favorite toy had been
taken away. His bellowing and barking could be heard throughout the build-
ing as he took out his wrath on everyone who crossed his path. It wouldn't
have been a good time to try to get him to admit that he or anyone in his
command had made a mistake.

Fearing that the general's temper hadn't had nearly enough time to mellow,
Meade had counseled Rayna to wait another few days before putting her suit
to Whitlock, but naturally she hadn't listened. With or without Meade's help
she had been determined to get an audience with the general at the first pos-
sible moment, and Meade had been too much of a gentleman to abandon her.
He had pressed Lieutenant Bascomb to schedule an appointment and had
demanded that Rayna allow him to accompany her to the meeting. To his
amazement, she had agreed without a fight.

And now they were waiting in Whitlock's anteroom, Rayna with her hands
turning white in her lap and Meade trying to ignore his sympathy for her—as
well as other, stronger emotions.

"Then send another telegram, damn it Get me an answer! Dismissed!” The
general's booming voice shook the whole room, and a split second later a
harassed-looking captain came out of Whitlock's office looking as if he'd gone
ten rounds with a boxing kangaroo. He closed the door behind him, but it
flew open a moment later and a florid General Whitlock stepped into the
opening. "And [ want that report by the end of the day, Captain!”

"Yes, sir,” the officer said, making a hasty exit.

Whitlock turned away, but Rayna was already on her feet. “General
Whitlock, a moment, please,” she said, hurrying across the room. Meade had
no choice but to accompany her.

"Yes, what is it?" Whitlock snapped.

"I have an appointment, sir,” she said, careful to keep her voice polite. "I've
been waiting for two weeks, and it's a matter of great urgency.”

"You're Miss Templeton, aren't you? From Rancho Verde?" he asked.
"You're the one who's been plaguing my staff.”

Rayna managed a strained smile. "Yes, sir. | fear I've taken my considerable
frustration out on some of your men.”

Whitlock nodded curtly. “Yes, I've heard all about it, and that was a
damned fool thing to do.”

A comment about the pot calling the kettle black sprang into her mind,
but she had the good sense not to voice it. ‘I realize that, General,” she said
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contritely, “but my family has become ensnared in a very desperate situation,
and you're the only man in the territory who can possibly come to my aid.”

Meade was astonished by the honey in her voice. He hadn't thought
Rayna capable of the kind of feminine flattery she had suddenly slipped into.
On any other day Whitlock might have been susceptible to it, but not today.

"If this is about those Mescaleros I ordered onto the reservation, [—"

"Only peripherally, General," she said hastily. She'd sensed an automatic
rejection coming on, and she wanted to cut him off before he took a stance he
couldn't back away from. “If you'll just hear me out, I believe the reason for
my impatience these last weeks will become obvious.” She removed a packet
of letters from her reticule and extended them to him. "I have letters of intro-
duction from the governor and a number of other officials who hold you in
high regard.”

Whitlock cleared his throat and took the letters. “Very well, Miss
Templeton. Come in and we'll discuss this problem of yours.” He looked
sternly at Meade. "I take it you're with the lady, Major?”

"That’s right, sir.”

"What is your role in this?"

“I'm merely a friend of the Templeton family, sir. I attended Miss
Templeton'’s father, Raymond, after his recent heart seizure.”

Whitlock was clearly surprised. “Raymond Templeton had a heart seizure?
[ didn't know that. When did it happen?”

"When your Captain Greenleigh kidnapped my sister,” Rayna replied, her
pleasant tone slipping a bit. She'd told this story to everyone at the post who
would listen and a few who wouldn't. Why in blue blazes hadn't anyone
informed the general?

Whitlock's pudgy face reorganized itself into a scowl. “Kidnapped> What the
devil are you talking about? Greenleigh would never do something like that.”

"Oh, but he did,” Rayna argued, and would have said more if Meade hadn't
placed a restraining hand on her arm.

"General, please. If we could discuss this in your office?” he suggested mildly.

"All right. Come in, come in. | suppose | should clear this matter up before
you damage the good name of one of my best officers.” He marched toward
his desk, leaving Meade and Rayna to follow.

As soon as the general's back was turned, Meade lowered his head to
Rayna’s ear. “Calm down, or we're sunk before we sail,” he muttered, then
placed his hand at her waist and ushered her into the office.

"Now, what's this about a kidnapping of your sister?” Whitlock demanded
as soon as they were all seated.

Meade could see that Whitlock had gone on the defensive, and he
decided it was time to take charge before Rayna could do her cause any more
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damage. "At the time Captain Greenleigh seized the Rancho Verde
Mescaleros a grave misunderstanding took place, sir. Raymond Templeton has
a legally adopted daughter of Apache blood who was participating in a cere-
mony with the other Indians when we arrived. She was dressed in Apache
fashion, and Greenleigh understandably assumed she was one of the
Mescaleros. However, when the mistake was pointed out to him he refused to
acknowledge the error.”

"Well . . " Whitlock was at a loss, but he seemed determined to defend his
man to the very last. "As you said, Major, his mistake was understandable.
Greenleigh had orders to round up all the Mescaleros.”

"That’s right,” Rayna said argumentatively. "But my sister isn't a Mescalero.”
She handed him another set of papers. "Here are her adoption documents.”

Whitlock looked them over reluctantly and handed them back. “Well, I'm
no lawyer, but they do seem to be in order.”

"It was a perfectly legal adoption, I assure you,” she told him. "My sister is
as much a citizen as you or |, sir, yet she is being forced to live on the
Mescalero reservation against her will."

Whitlock frowned and pulled at his muttonchops. "Actually, Miss
Templeton, the question of your so-called sister's citizenship might be debat-
able, since the Apache people have no legal standing in this country.”

Rayna's composure slipped another notch. “General, my so-called sister is—"

"Is a gently reared young woman ill-equipped for life on an Indian reserva-
tion,” Meade said placidly. "I had the good fortune of being able to speak with
her a number of times on the journey to the reservation, and she wants very
much to go home. Naturally she is deeply concerned about her father's health.”

"Templeton is quite ill, is he?" the general asked.

Meade nodded. “Yes, sir. The strain of seeing his daughter taken away was
too much for his heart to bear. From what [ understand, he is slowly regaining
strength, but [ am deeply concerned about the effect this will have on him if
Miss Skylar is not returned.” He went on to explain the charade that was
being carried out to protect Raymond from the shock of knowing Skylar had
been taken away.

Whitlock was leaning back in his chair, plucking at his whiskers again, giv-
ing every impression of a man who had much better things to do with his
time. Even before the general began to speak, Meade realized he and Rayna
had been wasting their time.

"Well, that's all very unfortunate, Major, but I don't see how I can possibly
be of any assistance to you,"” he informed them.

"What?" Rayna gasped, coming to the edge of her seat.

"You heard me, Miss Templeton. There's nothing | can do. Military control
of this territory has been passed into the hands of General George Crook. All
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matters regarding the Indians of the new Department of the Border are to be
referred to him. This is now his problem to deal with."

"You can't be serious!” Rayna was on her feet in an instant, her hands
planted on the general's desk. “You caused this problem with your ridicu-
lous order to incarcerate the Rancho Verde Mescaleros—now you can
damn well solve it!"

"Rayna, calm down,” Meade ordered, coming to his feet.

"I will not calm down! This pompous ass—"

"I beg your pardon?” Whitlock said, rising indignantly.

"You heard me. You're a pompous, unfeeling—"

"Rayna, shut up!” Meade demanded, grabbing her arm before she could do
something stupid, like flying across the desk to punch Whitlock in the face.
"General, please forgive her. As you can imagine, this ordeal has put an
incredible strain on—"

"Damn it, don't apologize for me,” Rayna snapped, jerking her arm away
from him. “How can you possibly toady to a man like this>”

"I am not toadying!” Meade snapped as his perspective on the situation
slipped away from him. “This is my commanding officer, and he is to be
treated with respect.”

"Well, you may have to kowtow to this petty martinet, but [ certainly don't!"

"You do if you want Skylar back!"

"That's enough!” Whitlock thundered. "I have given you my answer, Miss
Templeton, and you will have to live with it. Now get her out of here,
Major Ashford.”

Meade managed to calm himself. “General, | beg you to reconsider. Since
it was your order that resulted in Miss Templeton's abduction, surely you have
the power to rescind it regardless of the reorganization of the department.”

Whitlock glared at him. “Major, | gave you an order and | expect you to
carry it out. | want this woman out of here. If she wants that Indian back,
she'll to have to write George Crook. | believe he'll be arriving in Arizona
shortly to take charge.” He plopped into his chair. “Dismissed, Major.”

It was everything Meade could do to force himself to offer the general a
brisk salute. "Good day, General. Come on, Rayna,” he said, taking her arm.
"There's nothing more to be done here.”

Rayna couldn't believe it. Whitlock was blithely dismissing her as though
Skylar's welfare—indeed her very life—meant nothing. Epithets and accusa-
tions sprang to her lips, but Meade was bustling her out of the office before
any of them could form. Trembling with barely suppressed rage, she allowed
Meade to lead her out of the building.

"How could you let that happen?” she demanded, jerking her arm out of
his grasp.
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"Me?" Meade gasped. "If you'll recall, I'm the one who warned you to wait
until Whitlock was in a better mood. Having his military command usurped
by General Crook has been tantamount to being told that he's incompetent to
handle the job of controlling this territory.”

"Considering the decisions he's made, I'd say that's a pretty accurate assess-
ment,” she replied hotly.

"Oh, why don't you go back in there and tell him that?> I'm sure that'll
make him relent.”

"“Damn you, Meade Ashford, don't you understand what's happened here?’

"Yes, I do. Quite well, in fact. You're angry at Whitlock and you're taking
it out on me.”

"Well, who else am | going to take it out on?”

She had a good point. "You're right,” he said calmly, spreading his arms
wide. “Fire away.”

His feeble attempt at humor was Rayna's undoing. Her failure and the dev-
astating repercussions it was going to have, not only on Skylar but on their
father as well, came crashing down on her. A sob of anger and anguish caught
in her throat, and tears flooded her eyes. "Oh, God, Meade. What am | going
to do? How do I tell Papa? What if he dies>”

"He won't die, Rayna,” Meade said gently, pulling her into his arms as he'd
longed to do so many times since he'd met her. To his surprise she didn't pull
away but instead lowered her head to his chest and let the tears spill out.

He held her close, trying to ignore his body's intense and immediate reac-
tion to having her pressed against him. The fact that he shared her concern
and understood her sorrow only enhanced the sensations.

Be paternal, Ashford, he told himself sternly. After all, you are old enough
to be her father. Well, nearly old enough. The twelve-year chasm that sepa-
rated them was far too wide for either of them to cross. Unfortunately he
couldn't make himself feel paternal or even brotherly about Rayna Templeton.

He crooned comforting words to her, and to his great relief—and disap-
pointment—she quickly regained control of her emotions. She allowed him
to hold her until her sobs had subsided; then she pulled away. "I'm sorry,”
she said, still not fully in command of her breathing. “I'm not normally a
weepy female.”

"I would never have mistaken you for one,” he said charitably, hoping it
would alleviate her embarrassment. For the first time, Meade noticed that a
number of soldiers on the parade ground were watching them. He encour-
aged Rayna to allow him to walk her back to the hotel, and she didn't argue.

"What will you do now?" he asked as they moved down the walkway.

Rayna tried to collect her thoughts. “Go home, I suppose, and write to

Ceneral Crook.”
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"I'll make some inquiries this afternoon and see if [ can find out where he'll
be making his headquarters.”

"Thank you."” She glanced up at him, but her eyes darted away quickly. She
was too embarrassed about her ridiculous bout of weeping to hold his gaze.

"If you like, I'll write a letter to Crook that you can include in your packet
to him. I campaigned under the general during his first tour in Arizona, and
I'm certain he'll remember me.”

Rayna sighed. She didn't deserve his kindness. “It seems that whenever I'm
not cursing you, I'm thanking you. | am already deep in your debt, Major, but
[ won't refuse this favor.” She fell silent a moment as they walked. "Do you
think Crook will help me?>”

"I'm positive of it, and you should be, too. General Crook is one of the most
fair-minded men I've ever met. He'll be as outraged about this as Whitlock was
apathetic. But, Rayna . . ." He hesitated until she looked at him expectantly.
"This is going to take some time. Crook will act the moment he receives your
letter, but there's no telling when your dispatch will catch up with him.”

"Is that your way of telling me to be patient?” she asked without rancor.

"Yes."

"Patience doesn't come easily to me.”

“Neither does restraint nor prudence, but you're going to need all three to
get through this ordeal.”

Rayna didn't have enough fight in her at the moment to be offended.
Instead, she felt an overwhelming surge of guilt wash through her, and she
averted her face, looking across the street without seeing anything that was
transpiring there. "Is this my fault>” she asked, her voice small and far away.

Meade wanted to take her into his arms again. "No, Rayna. You mustn't
blame yourself.”

"But if | hadn't gotten angry—"

"It still wouldn't have made a difference,” he insisted. "Nothing you could
have said or done would have changed Whitlock's mind. He is a pompous ass
even on the best of days. Calling him one didn't make it less than true, nor did
it change the outcome of the meeting.”

She gave him a weak but grateful smile. “You're only saying that to make
me feel better, but I appreciate it."

If he had thought she'd believe him, Meade would have protested, but it
didn't seem worth the effort. For the moment all of Rayna’s fighting spirit had
deserted her, but he knew she wouldn't stay down long.

"When are you leaving?” he asked. The hotel was just ahead of them, and
he was already dreading their parting.

"Tonight. There's a train leaving for Albuquerque at six o'clock. I can stay
there overnight and be home tomorrow.”
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"You have the train schedule memorized>”

She nodded. “I've had two weeks to plan my speedy, triumphant departure.
[ hadn't allowed myself to consider the possibility that [ might return home in
utter defeat.”

"You're not defeated, Rayna. Merely delayed.” Meade pulled a pocket
watch from his tunic. It was nearly 2:00 P.M. "If you're leaving at six, | have
plenty of time to write that letter to Crook and get it to you at the hotel. |
have to stop by the hospital to check on a patient, but [ can be back in two
hours. Will that be all right with you?”

"Of course,” Rayna said as they stopped at the entrance to the Palace.

"Then I'll see you shortly.”

"All right. Thank you again, Major.” She turned to the door.

"“Rayna ...

She stopped and looked at him. “Yes.”

"It really wasn't your fault. Believe that.”

The gentle look in his eyes was almost more than she could bear. “I'll try,”
she said, then disappeared into the hotel.
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y the time Meade's two hours had expired, Rayna's bags were packed

and she had nothing to do but pace and think. She had considered

sending a telegram to her mother, but delivering this dreadful news in

that fashion seemed too cruel. Somehow she and Collie would have to
find a gentle way to break the news to Raymond, for once she arrived home
there would be no way to continue the charade.

Rayna wished desperately that Major Ashford could come back to Rancho
Verde with her. Though she told herself it was only because she wanted a doc-
tor on the scene when she told her father the news, she had to admit that there
were other reasons as well. In the last two days the major had made himself
almost indispensable to her. He had been kind and helpful, but he had also
been a much needed distraction. Most of all, he had bolstered her flagging
spirits and given her a strong arm to lean on when she had needed it most.

She knew that he was doing all of this only out of sympathy for Skylar,
not because he had any particular affection for Rayna. He'd made his opinion
of her clear on more than one occasion and he had a knack for making her
angry, but she was going to miss him. Despite their constant bickering, she
felt as though she was losing a friend.
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At shortly after four he finally arrived with the letter he had promised.
Though he was late, Rayna hadn't doubted that he would come. She admitted
him to her suite, and once he had handed over the letter she invited him to
sit, but Meade had a better idea.

"Let me take you out for a light supper,” he suggested. “You won't have a
chance to eat on the train.”

"Thank you, but I'm afraid I couldn't eat anything right now.”

"But you could use the distraction,” he said wisely. "It's better than pacing
in here or at the train station until time to leave.”

"l suppose you're right.”

Meade smiled at her. “I'm always right. Haven't you noticed that?’

He was trying to cajole her into smiling, and it worked. "I've noticed that
you always think you're right. There's a difference.”

"Why don't we debate this over supper?”

He raised his arm, and Rayna slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow.
"Very well. ‘Lead on, Macduff.”

Meade’s dark eyebrows went up. “You know Shakespeare?”

"I'm educated, remember?’

They adjourned to the Palace dining salon and ordered a light supper that
Rayna knew in advance she would barely touch. Meade ordered a bottle of
fine Bordeaux wine, and they sat back to await the meal.

"To the return of your sister,” Meade said, raising his glass in a toast.

"Soon,” she added, touching her goblet to his. They drank, and Rayna
began playing absently with the stem of her glass. “Major, what would be my
chances of getting a letter or package to Skylar?”

"Hmmm. | don't really know. | can't imagine that it's routine for any
Apache to receive mail, so | suppose it would depend on how obliging Mr.
Newsome wanted to be."

Rayna knew that Meade had made a point of explaining Skylar's situation
to the Indian agent. “Perhaps if | sent the package in care of him with a letter
begging him to see that Skylar received it?"

Meade couldn't imagine Rayna begging, but he had no doubt that she
would do anything for her sister—even beg, if it came to that. "A letter to
Newsome is a good idea. However, [ wouldn't put anything in the package
that would tempt him to keep it for himself.”

"l was thinking of sending her writing materials so that we could corre-
spond,” Rayna told him, her spirits sinking again. “But that would mean sending
her postage stamps as well. Do you think Newsome would confiscate them?”

Meade reached out and covered Rayna's hand with his own. “Give it a try
and see what happens. You might consider sending Newsome a small amount
of money to compensate him for any inconvenience it causes him, since
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Skylar won't be able to leave the reservation to post her letters. And at the
same time, I'd mention General Crook and the letters that have been written
to everyone from the President to the head of the Indian Bureau. If he thinks
there's a chance that this could come back to haunt him, he might be more
inclined to deal fairly with you.”

"Il try it," she said, then leaned forward intently. “Meade, do you think
he'd let me see her if [ went to the reservation?”

Meade frowned at the thought of her making that hazardous journey.
"Would that be wise, Rayna? Even if you didn't stay more than a day or two,
the trip would take at least two weeks, possibly more. Discounting the danger
involved, can you take the risk of missing General Crook’s reply? Someone
will have to arrange for Skylar’s return once Crook acts, and your father is in
no condition to handle any of this. Not to mention the stress it would put on
him knowing that you were making that difficult journey.”

Every one of his arguments was valid. Discouraged, Rayna sank back in
her chair, her eyes closed to stave off the threat of tears. “You're right, of
course. | really don't have any choice but to wait, do [?"

"I'm afraid not.” Meade raised his glass again. “To patience.”

Rayna halfheartedly joined him in the toast, and they fell into a compan-
ionable silence that lasted through most of their meal. Meade understood
Rayna's preoccupation, and though he wanted very much to pull her out of
her melancholy silence, he also respected her right to be discouraged.

" think this is what [ will miss most about Santa Fe,” he said as he divided
the last draft of wine between their glasses.

"What's that?”

Meade raised his glass. “The wine. I've been drinking cheap rotgut for so long
that I'd forgotten what a delight a fine wine can be. I'll miss it when | go home.”

Rayna was amazed to realize that she knew absolutely nothing about
Meade Ashford. At some point she had gleaned that he was a bachelor, but
that had made no difference to her. For the most part, she had regarded him
as an entity whose existence began the moment she met him, and it had never
occurred to her that he had a life that went beyond being her liaison with the
army. "Where is your home?” she asked, genuinely interested.

"Arizona,” he replied. “Or it will be as soon as | resign my commission in a
few months.”

"You're not a career officer?”

"At one point [ had planned to be, but I'm sick to death of it. I can't wait to
get out.”

"Then why not resign now?"

Meade grimaced and explained the trade he had made with the army—a
course in surgical procedures for two additional years' service.
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"And what will you do when that time's up?” she asked.

"Become a gentleman rancher,” he announced grandly, and Rayna had to
laugh. "What's so funny?>”

"I'm trying to imagine you pulling a bog or culling calves,” she said, chuck-
ling at the image. "I don't expect you know a branding iron from a salt lick, do
you, Major?”

Meade couldn't believe how good it felt to see Rayna genuinely amused. "I
most certainly do. And as for pulling bogs, | said | wanted to be a gentleman
rancher, remember? I'll leave the pulling and culling to the experts.”

"While you sip fine wine on the veranda?”

"Exactly.”

"“You'll be bankrupt within a year,” she predicted.

"Not possible. What I don't know about ranching might fill an encyclo-
pedia, but my brother-in-law, Case Longstreet, is a genius—in more ways
than one,” he added cryptically, thinking of the prediction Case had made
several months ago. He had been absolutely right about Crook's impending
return. Astonishing.

"So you're going into business with your brother-in-law?>" Rayna asked.

"l already am. When Case married by sister, Libby, eight years ago, we
jointly purchased a large plot of ranchland. Between the two of us—my capi-
tal and his know-how—the ranch has done very well. It's not as grand as
Rancho Verde, but then, few places in the Southwest are.”

Rayna's smile thanked him for the compliment. “What's your ranch called?
Where is it located?”

"It's called Eagle Creek, and it's located just west of the White Mountain
and San Carlos Indian reservations.”

"Really?” she asked, impressed. “I'm amazed that anyone would deliber-
ately choose a location adjacent to a reservation.”

Meade finished off the last of his wine. "Actually, the choice of location
was Case's.” He hesitated a moment, then became a little angry with himself
for being embarrassed to admit the truth. “You see, my brother-in-law is a full-
blooded White Mountain Apache. He was orphaned when he was twelve or
so, and he was raised by a frontiersman named Jedidiah Longstreet. Case
always maintained his ties to his people, though. He's considered something
of a legend among them, in fact.”

Rayna's smile widened. "It seems we have something in common.”

Meade could have gone on to tell her that he was very reluctantly related to
an Apache, but it would have required more explanations than he wanted to
delve into at the moment. "Apparently so,” was all he replied.

She asked him other questions, general ones about the time he'd spent in
the army and why he'd chosen the military over a practice as a private physi-
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cian. She'd inquired about his sister and the remainder of his family. Though
Meade's answers were somewhat superficial, what emerged was a portrait of
an idealistic young man whose outlook on life had changed drastically, cour-
tesy of the harsh realities of being an army surgeon. He had become a cynic
who felt he had grown old before his time. His only real joy in life, it seemed,
was his sister Libby and her small family.

"Why have you never married>” Rayna asked, hoping he wouldn't take
offense at the personal nature of the question.

"Marriage is not an institution that appeals to me,” he replied, then turned
the tables. "And what of you? Why aren't you making some poor man'’s life a
merry hell?’

She bit back a smile. "My opinion is much the same as yours, Major. It's
not an institution that appeals to me, and I've yet to encounter a man |
respected enough to make me change my mind.”

"You mean you've yet to encounter someone stout enough to handle you.”

"l don't want to be handled, sir. If I ever marry, it will be to someone who
treats me as a partner and an equal. Frankly, I don't see that happening. I've
worked alongside my father running Rancho Verde for as long as I can
remember, and that is all [ want from the remainder of my life. Thus far, the
only men who have expressed a serious interest in me have been those who
were anxious to become Raymond Templeton'’s heir.”

"] find that hard to believe,” Meade said, studying the graceful slant of her
brow and the sculpted set of her jaw. “No young man could look at a woman
as beautiful as you and see only land and cattle.”

The compliment momentarily robbed Rayna of the power of speech. “Th-
thank you,” she stuttered after a moment.

Meade cursed himself for having given voice to his thoughts. “No thanks
are necessary. | was merely stating the obvious. | just meant that if you've
failed to attract the right sort of suitor, it's because of your personality, not
your looks.”

That was a subject that had become something of a joke between them,
and he was obviously trying to lighten the mood because she'd taken his com-
pliment too seriously. Had Rayna not been so emotionally vulnerable, the
comment might have rolled off of her as so many of his others had, but in this
instance she felt as though he'd slapped her.

"Excuse me, Major, but it's time [ left for the train station,” she said, slip-
ping her chair back from the table.

“Rayna, wait, I'm sorry,” he said, realizing that he'd hurt her. "I meant what
[ said as a joke."

"I know,"” she replied. "It just didn't come out that way.”

"] apologize.”
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“No apology is necessary.” She rose, and Meade stood up as well. “Thank
you for supper, Major. And for all the other kindnesses you've shown me.” She
offered him her hand, but Meade refused to take it.

"I had planned to see you to the train station.”

"You don't have to trouble yourself. You've done too much already.”

"It's no trouble,” Meade insisted. He couldn't possibly let her go like this.

Seeing that it was pointless to argue, Rayna waited while he settled the
bill. In the lobby he hired a porter and sent the man on up to Rayna's suite to
collect her bags while he ordered a carriage.

"If you don't mind, I'd like to make one more turn through my room to
make certain [ haven't forgotten anything,” she told him.

"Of course.” Meade stayed at her side as she went upstairs. They encoun-
tered the porter as he was coming out of the room, arms laden, and Meade
instructed him to deliver Rayna's things to the carriage out front.

He waited near the door as Rayna walked through her quarters, and he
noted that when she came out of the bedchamber she was carrying a book.
"Did you strike gold?>”

She held up the volume. "Elizabeth Barrett Browning. I left it by my bedside.”

"Browning?" Meade craned his neck to see the book. "You're a romantic
after all, Rayna.”

He was trying to be friendly and polite, but she was in no mood to be
teased. "It's Skylar's favorite,” she said defensively.

"But not yours?”

“"Now, what would a woman with my prickly personality and prospects
want with a book of romantic poetry?”’

Meade sighed heavily and looked down at the floor. It was a moment
before he looked up again. “I apologized for that, Rayna. I thought we had
progressed beyond the point of contention on this issue, and I certainly didn't
mean to hurt you.”

“I'm not hurt.”

"Yes, you are, and understandably so. | was callous.” He took a step toward
her. “Now, tell me you forgive me so that we can say good-bye at the train
station like the good friends we have become.”

His absolute sincerity disarmed her. He really did view her as a good
friend. For some strange reason, that knowledge brought tears to her eyes. ‘I
forgive you. I should never have taken offense in the first place.”

"That's better,” Meade said with a smile, tipping her chin up so that he
could look into her eyes. ‘I wouldn't have let you go otherwise.”

"Why not? It's unlikely we'll ever see each other again,” she said, then felt a
stinging, bitter sense of sadness when she realized what she'd said and how
true it was.
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Meade suddenly found it difficult to breathe. “That's precisely why I
wouldn't let you go away angry.” He lowered his head, intending to give her
a perfectly decorous, brotherly kiss on the cheek, but when Rayna tilted her
head questioningly, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears, all his brotherly
thoughts faded. His lips brushed hers lightly, and he was lost. Before he fully
realized what he was doing, he had taken her into his arms.

Rayna was stunned by Meade's sudden display of affection, but nothing in
the world could have made her shy away from his kiss. There was an urgency
in the way his lips brushed against hers, and in the way she responded. A
breathless ache blossomed inside her, and she pressed herself against him,
wrapping her arms around his shoulders as the kiss deepened into something
Rayna had never experienced before. It was sensuous and wonderful. It rocked
her to the very core of her femininity and made her gasp with need. She
moaned softly, a hoarse, breathy sound that caught in her throat and blended
with a nearly identical groan from Meade.

And then suddenly it was over. His mouth was no longer slanted against
hers; his arms were no longer around her. Meade stepped back, and it was
everything Rayna could do to keep her knees from buckling.

"I'm sorry," he said hastily, mortified by his behavior. “That was thoroughly
improper, Rayna. Forgive me.”

It was a second before she recovered the power of speech. “I don't recall
protesting, Meade.”

The way she said his name made him ache to take her in his arms again.
But he couldn't, of course. It was impossible. Ludicrous. "Well, you should
have,” he scolded. "“Good Lord, Rayna. I'm old enough to be your father.”

“No, you're not,” she replied, feeling as though they were on the verge of
another argument and not at all sure why. She certainly didn't want to quar-
rel, not when her blood was pulsating with the most pleasurably frustrating
sensations she'd ever experienced. "Meade, you're not nearly old enough to
be my father.”

"Yes, | am, and you shouldn't be entertaining gentlemen in your room
without a suitable chaperon.”

He was chastising her as her father would have, but instead of being irri-
tated, Rayna found herself amused. He was embarrassed because he'd kissed
her. She couldn't help but smile. "Oh, really? In that case, would you like me
to call up the porter or the chambermaid to be a witness to our next kiss>”

"There will not be a next kiss, Rayna,” he said sternly.

"Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

Meade felt a painful stirring in his loins, and it infuriated him. "Don't play
the coquette. You're no good at it, and I'm in no mood for it." He moved
toward the door. "Now, come on. You have a train to catch.”
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The reminder sobered Rayna, and the situation no longer seemed amusing
or thrilling, for the truth was that this one kiss really would be their last.

"Well?" he prompted, holding the door open for her.

Not knowing what else to say or do, she let him escort her to the carriage.
A few minutes later he put her on the train and turned away briskly with only
a terse but fatherly good-bye.

Rayna had hoped to make a quiet arrival at Rancho Verde so that she
could break the disheartening news to Collie before they told her father. Even
that small boon was denied her. One of the hands saw her coming, and by the
time she stopped the buckboard in front of the house, everyone—including
Raymond—knew that she had returned. Though his daily exercise was con-
fined to a few short walks through the courtyard, Raymond was on his feet
and waiting for her at the door with Collie at his side doing everything she
could to draw him back into the house.

"Rayna, honey!" He held his arms out to her, and she flew into them, hug-
ging him tightly, her head buried in his chest. He was thinner and pale, but he
was alive.

"Oh, Papa, it's so good to be home.” She let him go long enough to
embrace her mother, but it was impossible for her to look Collie in the eye.

"Where's Skylar?” Raymond asked as Rayna slipped one arm around his waist.

"Come inside, Papa,” she encouraged, trying to smile. “We have to talk,
and [ don't want you taxing your strength.”

"Where's Skylar?” he repeated, digging his heels in like a stubborn mule
when Rayna tried to guide him into the house.

"Papa—"

“Damn it, Rayna Louise, talk to me!”

"I will, Papa, but you have to come inside and lie down.”

"She's right, Raymond. Please,” Collie pleaded. “I couldn't bear it if you
had a relapse. Please come inside.”

He looked from his wife to his daughter and, for their sake, relented.
"Skylar's not with you, is she?" he asked as he let them lead him into the house
like a crippled old man. It seemed appropriate to the way he felt. “She never
was in Santa Fe at all, was she?’

“No, Papa,” Rayna replied.

"“Damnation,” he muttered. "l knew there was something damned peculiar
going on when you left without saying good-bye. That bastard Greenleigh
took her, didn't he?”

"Yes."

The fight seemed to drain out of him completely, and he didn't speak
again until he was propped up in the bed in the downstairs parlor that had
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become his prison these last few weeks. The women sat on the bed, flank-
ing him, and he demanded, “Now tell me what's going on, and don't leave
anything out.”

With Collie's help, Rayna explained how Skylar had been taken and that
she had been delivered safely to the Mescalero reservation.

"Why in blue blazes didn't you tell me this before?” he asked, giving his
wife an accusing glare.

"Because Major Ashford said the shock might kill you,” Collie replied,
holding her ground. "My daughter had just been stolen from me, and I could-
n't have survived losing you, too. Lying seemed like the only way to save your
life, and I'm not sorry I did it.”

Raymond reached over and took his wife's hand. “All right. I can accept
that. | wasn't exactly in any shape to go to Santa Fe and get her back.” He
looked at Rayna. "I'm sorry you had to bear the brunt of this, honey.”

"You know I'd do anything for you and Skylar, Papa.” Her voice broke, and
tears threatened, and she had to look away. “But I failed you both.”

Raymond wasn't accustomed to seeing his daughter like this, and it
frightened him almost as much as the thought of Skylar living unprotected
among the Apaches. “What do you mean, honey?> What happened with
General Whitlock?"

Collie felt a stab of fear, too. “"Rayna, you did get to see him, didn't you?
Surely he ordered Skylar's release?”

"I'm sorry, Mother. I did see him, but . . . he wouldn't do anything.”

"Oh, dear God,"” Collie murmured, and Rayna hurried on to explain about
the reorganization of the territories and Whitlock's insistence that her only
recourse was to write General Crook. She also told them of the assistance
Meade had given her.

"Before I left, Major Ashford asked around and learned that Crook is
expected to make Fort Whipple his headquarters. [ have letters from Meade,
who once served under the general, and also a plea from Governor Denning. |
wrote the letter to Crook last night and posted the whole lot from
Albuquerque this morning.”

"Then there's nothing to do but wait,” Collie said.

“I'm going to send a letter to Skylar, too, so that she'll know what we're
doing to secure her release,” Rayna told them. “I thought if we sent her some
writing materials we might be able to establish a correspondence that would
help us all.”

"That's a fine idea,” her mother said brightly, but then her brave front col-
lapsed and tears flooded down her face. “Oh, my poor Skylar. My poor baby,”
she sobbed.

"There, there, Collie. She'll be home soon.”
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Raymond pulled her to him, and they clung together. Though they never
would have intended it, their closeness made Rayna feel like an outsider, and
she quietly slipped out of the room. Standing outside the door, her teeth bit-
ing deeply into her lip to hold back her own tears, she listened to her mother's
sobs and her father's hollow words of comfort.

From somewhere far away, Rayna seemed to hear her sister's voice calling
to her, quietly begging her to come soon and take her home.

A sob she couldn't control welled up in her throat. "I'm trying, Skylar. I'm
trying,” she whispered.

Libby Longstreet stepped out onto the porch, and a shiver ran down her
spine as she gazed at the tiny pinpoint of light up on Windwalk Mesa.
Upstairs, Jenny and Lucas were fast asleep. The house was quiet; the night sky
was full of stars. It seemed inconceivable that Libby's peaceful life was about
to be turned upside down, but she knew the upheaval was coming just as
surely as she knew the sun would rise in the morning.

George Crook had come to Eagle Creek today. Libby had been surprised
and delighted to see him again, and Crook had greeted her warmly. He had
crooned with grandfatherly pride over her two beautiful children and had even
teased Libby about their first meeting eight years ago when she had shocked
an assemblage of officers and their ladies with her liberal ideas about the
Apaches. Crook had expressed his delight with her obvious happiness . . . and
of course he had asked to see Case.

Libby was still cursing herself for not having comprehended the purpose
of Crook’s visit the moment she saw him approaching with a small escort of
cavalrymen. She should have known instantly that he had come to recruit her
husband. But she hadn't known, most likely because she hadn't wanted to
know. She hadn't wanted to consider the possibility that Case might go away.

Now, though, she had no choice but to confront the truth. Case had spent
hours talking to the general. Libby hadn't been present during the conversa-
tion, but she knew what had been said. If Crook was going to succeed in cap-
turing Geronimo, he needed Apache scouts, and eight years ago Case
Longstreet had been the best the Gray Fox had ever had. Crook trusted him,
and the White Mountain Apache trusted him; if Case enlisted, the other
braves would follow suit.

The thought of her husband going into battle against Geronimo struck
terror in Libby's heart. It would be a difficult and dangerous campaign because
Geronimo wasn't going to surrender easily this time. Many would die.

And of course Geronimo wasn't Crook’s only problem. There was consid-
erable discontent even among the Apaches who had not revolted. They had
been living with poor rations and broken promises for too long. Many differ-
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ent Apache tribes—not all of them friendly to one another—were being con-
centrated on the White Mountain, San Carlos, and Rio Alto reservations, and
this was causing even more trouble.

The entire territory was a boiling caldron that had been stirred up by
Geronimo's escape and the brutal raids he had been making to the south.
Libby had heard rumors that so-called citizens' committees were springing up
in towns throughout Arizona. In the past, such groups had been responsible
for some of the most hideous massacres that had ever taken place in the terri-
tory. They acted under the well-meaning guise of solving the Apache problem
and were heralded in the press as heroes, but for the most part they were just
mean liquored-up cowboys who wanted something to brag about.

Libby had often feared that one of those committees would strike at Eagle
Creek because she and Case employed a number of reservation Apaches as
ranch hands. Case was respected by their neighbors, but all it would take to
cause trouble was one drunken bigot who didn't understand how much Case
had done to keep the peace between the Apaches and the ranchers in the
area. If Case went with Crook . . .

Libby didn't want to think about that. It was too terrible to comprehend.
Yet she knew that she was going to have to face that fear eventually.

She looked again at the flickering light on the mesa and wondered what
advice Case was receiving from the Apache spirits he was praying to up there.
Would they tell him to go or to stay? He hadn't given Crook an answer today,
but tomorrow or the next day he would ride to Crook’s temporary headquar-
ters at Fort Apache. At the end of that day he would either come home or be
gone for a very long time—if he ever came home at all.

"Please, God, don't let him go,” she murmured.

Pulling her shawl around her to ward off the chill of dread she couldn't
escape, Libby sat in a rocking chair on the porch and waited until long after
the light on the mesa vanished. When Case finally appeared out of the dark-
ness, neither of them was surprised to see the other.

"Have you decided?” she asked quietly as he came up the stairs.

Case sat on the edge of the porch and leaned back against a post so that
he could look at his wife. “Yes.”

"Will you go?" Libby held her breath.

"Yes."

Libby looked down at her hands, fighting back a rush of tears. If he'd made
his decision, nothing she could say would change his mind, and she wouldn't
dishonor either of them by trying. From the moment she had met Case, she
had accepted him as he was, and over the years nothing had changed that.
Despite his education and knowledge of the white world, his heart was still
fiercely Apache. He was brave, proud, and strong, a loving husband and
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devoted father. He was also a man who had walked in two worlds, but felt that
he truly belonged to neither. Together they had carved a place for themselves
that was their own, and if the time had come for him to leave, Libby knew he
had good reason and it wasn't for her to question the rightness of it.

The brutal slaying of his parents when he was only twelve had set him on
a path of vengeance that had led him into the white man's world. With the
help of Jedidiah Longstreet, Case had learned English—not only to speak it
but to read and write it as well. He had studied manners and customs. He had
visited cities in the East.

Guided by the mysterious visions that Libby still didn't understand, Case
had maintained his ties with the Apache and had waited patiently until it was
time to extract his revenge from the Chiricahua renegade who had killed his
parents and stolen his five-year-old sister. Gato, the renegade, was dead now,
and for eight wonderful years Case had been at peace.

Lately, though, Libby had sensed a restlessness in her husband. Now she
understood why.

"You knew Crook was coming back, didn't you?” she asked, not looking at
him. “You saw it in a vision.”

"Yes."

"Why didn't you tell me?”

"Because | didn't understand everything that [ saw, and [ had no intention
of scouting for him. My place is here with you.”

She finally looked up. “Then why are you going?”

Case was silent a moment before he answered, "Morning Star.”

Libby was astonished. It had been years since she'd heard him speak that
name. "Your sister? What has she got to do with Crook and Geronimo?”

"I don't know, beloved, but there is a connection.”

Libby moved across the porch and sat beside him. "What have you seen?’

Case frowned as he took Libby's hands. “It's not what I have seen so much
as what | have felt." He shook his head. “I had given her up for dead years ago,
long before I met you, even. After Gato kidnapped her, Jedidiah and [ spent
years looking for her, but we found no trace. Gato sold her to Mexican
slavers, and the earth swallowed her up.”

Libby reached out and gingerly touched the simple carved medallion that
hung from a buckskin cord around his neck. It was so much a part of him that
she sometimes forgot it was there. It was an unadorned version of the magnif-
icent Thunder Eagle necklace that Gato had stolen on the day he murdered
Case's parents. Case had made it to symbolize his love for his slain family, and
even after the original necklace was restored to him, he had continued to wear
the simple copy as a tribute to his missing sister. One eagle feather, represent-
ing her life, hung from the medallion.
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"And now you believe she is alive?” Libby asked, praying that he was
right. It had been nearly twenty years since Case had seen his sister, but she
knew he still grieved for the lost child whose fate had been a painful mystery
for so long.

"Yes, and somehow scouting for Crook will lead me to her, just as it led me
to you . . . and to Gato eight years ago.”

Libby took Case's hand and laced her fingers through his. “Then you have
no choice but to go with Crook.”

Case squeezed her hand and pressed his lips against her temple. “l knew
you would understand, beloved,” he murmured.

"When will you leave?”

"I will go to Crook tomorrow. | promised him [ would act as interpreter
when he speaks with the other Apache.”

"When will the campaign against Geronimo begin?”

"Crook doesn't know, but it may not be for a while yet. I won't be leaving
until the campaign begins.”

Libby sighed with relief. It might take Crook months to prepare.

Case wrapped his arms around his wife. “When I go, I'll ask Jedidiah to
come stay with you and the children.”

"Good.” She smiled up at him, pleased with the thought of having their
old friend so close. Jedidiah's small cabin was only a few miles away, but he
was spending more and more time in the mountains these days. "He stays
away too long.”

"And Meade will be home soon,” Case reminded her. “You won't be alone,
beloved. I'll see to that.”

"I know you will.”

He cupped her jaw and raised her face to his. “You are my life, Libby," he
said softly. “If you tell me to stay, I will stay.”

"I know that, too,” she replied. “That's why I would never ask.”

He gathered her close, and their long, tender kiss blossomed into the quiet
passion that made them one spirit, one soul, one life.
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My dearest sister,

Even as [ write this letter, | have no idea whether it will find you
or not. | have begged Agent Newsome to deliver it to you, and [ can
only hope that he will take pity on us and place it in your hands
along with the parcel I am including.

Father is alive and growing a little stronger with every passing day.
[ know he has been your deepest concern, but you may rest easy. He
longs to be as active as he was before, but seems resigned to the
changes his weakened heart has forced upon him.

Naturally his greatest concern is for your welfare, and we all
ache for news of how you are faring. We love you, and we miss you,
dear Skylar, and we are doing everything we can to secure your
release.

How I wish I could say that would be soon, but it seems that we
have become trapped in a sea of bureaucratic nonsense. General
Whitlock in Santa Fe could not help us, and | have been forced to ini-
tiate a correspondence with . . .
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he tears in Skylar's eyes made the words blur beyond recognition, and
she had to stop for a moment. It was the second time she had read
Rayna’s letter since Agent Newsome had given her the packet less
than an hour ago. She had devoured this one as well as the letter from
her mother and the brief note from her father that proved he was indeed alive.

The joy of knowing that was more than enough to overshadow the disap-
pointing news that Rayna had related in the rest of her letter. Skylar could
endure anything now that she knew her father was alive.

At long last she had a tangible connection to her family. Smiling through
her tears, she touched the packet of writing materials Rayna had sent her.
They were lying on the end of the wagon the Verdes' had driven to the
agency to collect their supplies, but otherwise the wagon was empty. Her
friends were standing in the long line awaiting their weekly rations, and
Skylar knew she should join them, but she couldn't bring herself to move. She
wanted to savor Rayna's letter, so she dried her eyes and read again how the
military departments had changed, how Rayna had waited in Santa Fe for
Whitlock's return, how kind and helpful Major Ashford had been.

She read Rayna's promise to write again soon, and she smiled. Rayna hated
letter writing, but Skylar had no doubt that she would eventually receive
another letter from home. When that might be was anyone's guess, of course,
since this packet had taken nearly three weeks to arrive. Whether that was
due to the inconsistency of the mail delivery service, the remoteness of the
agency, or Newsome's neglect, Skylar couldn't have guessed and she didn't
care. The packet was here, and that was all that mattered. Skylar could hardly
wait to return to camp and begin a letter to her family.

When she finished reading Rayna’s letter for the second time, she glanced
up and noticed that Gatana was watching her. She couldn't delay going to the
ration line any longer. Clutching the parcel, she hurried across the compound
and was halfway there when she noticed a disturbance near the agency office.

Looking closer, she saw Naka'yen and several subchiefs. Sun Hawk was
there, too, as was the assistant Indian agent, Frank Hawley, who acted as
Newsome's somewhat ineffectual translator.

Even from a distance Skylar could tell that Naka'yen was agitated. His
voice was raised, but the words were indistinct. She didn't have to hear him to
know that something was wrong, though.

"What has happened?” she asked as she hurried to Gatana.

"I do not know," the elderly woman replied, her face drawn into lines of concern.

Others had noticed the disturbance and had begun moving toward their
chief. Skylar moved, too. Gatana tried to hold her back by placing a hand on
her arm, but Skylar gently shook it off and joined the others.

112



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

"We will not go! This is our land,” Naka'yen shouted at Newsome. "It is all
we have left to us. The white man has taken everything else and left us with
only this one small piece of land. Our hunting grounds are gone, and there is
not enough food. We will not go!”

Go? Go where? Skylar wondered, desperately clutching the letters and
papers to her breast. More murmurs went through the crowd as Hawley trans-
lated Naka'yen's words.

Quickening her pace, Skylar forced her way through the growing crowd
until she was standing between Sun Hawk and Newsome. “What's happen-
ing?" she asked the agent.

"I'm trying to explain to your chiefs that this agency has been closed.”

"Closed?”

"That's right,” he said, clearly no more pleased with this than the
Apaches were. "All of the Mescalero are being transferred to the Rio Alto
agency in Arizona.”

Skylar was appalled. “But that's absurd! Why?>"

"“Damned if | know,” Newsome barked. “It's got something to do with the
reorganization of the Indian Bureau. They're trying to consolidate all the
Apaches into one area so that they can be controlled better.”

"You mean the Apaches will no longer have their own land? They'll be
sharing a reservation with other tribes?” she asked, trying to comprehend
what was happening.

"That'’s right,” Newsome answered. “They'll be on the Rio Alto with the
Tonto, the Lipan, and what'’s left of the Chiricahua—those who didn't take off
with Geronimo.”

"Is the Rio Alto a large reservation?”’

“No,” Newsome said, growing impatient with her questions. “It's just a lit-
tle bigger than this one.”

"But that's insane,” Skylar said. “This reservation is barely big enough to
support the Mescalero. You can't expect that many people to survive on a
tiny reservation.”

Newsome poked a finger sharply at his own chest. “I'm not the one doing
this,” he said hotly. “These are the orders, and I've got to obey them—ijust like
all of you do.”

Skylar discovered suddenly that all eyes were on her as she conversed in
English with Newsome. Sun Hawk's gaze finally captured hers, and in Apache
he asked her bluntly, “What does he say to you? What do you say to him?"

Skylar realized with some embarrassment that she had taken over the con-
versation and that many would think what she had done was inappropriate.
She couldn't refuse to answer, though, and she looked up at Sun Hawk hesi-
tantly. “We are to be sent to Arizona. We will live on the Rio Alto reservation.”
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Sun Hawk frowned as more murmurs went through the crowd. “Where is
this Rio Alto?”

Skylar had no idea, and she looked at Newsome. “They want to know
where Rio Alto is located.”

"It is below San Carlos near the Pinaleno Mountains,” he replied, and
Skylar translated to Sun Hawk and the others. There were more angry shouts,
and Skylar felt herself being jostled as the Indians pressed forward. Sun Hawk
called for silence and looked down at Skylar.

"Ask him who made this decision.”

"It was the Indian Bureau,” she told him.

"Can nothing be done to stop it?"

Skylar looked to the agent. “Is there any way to prevent this? Is there any-
one we can talk to?"

He shook his head with disgust. "No. The Apaches are not going to like it,
but they're going to have to live with it. Soldiers from Fort Travis will be here
this afternoon, and they'll move out day after tomorrow.”

"You expect them to be ready to leave in a day?” Skylar asked, aghast.

"That's right. Make that clear to them. As soon as they've collected their
rations they should begin making preparations for the move.”

Skylar looked at Sun Hawk and reluctantly told him what Newsome
had said.

The crowd erupted into shouts of anger as they surged forward, but when
Hawley brought up his rifle, everyone stopped.

"Get back, all of you!" he demanded in his less than perfect Apache.

Newsome drew his own pistol and took a step back. “Hawley, put an end
to this at once! Tell them that if they make trouble, there will be no more
rations distributed and they will have to make the trip without food!”

Hawley raised his voice again and spoke to the Indians, but what he said
did nothing to quell the disturbance. More angry shouts rent the air, and it
was easy to see why. Instead of repeating Newsome's threat in its entirety,
Hawley had inadvertently told them that the rations were being cut and there
would be no food for the journey.

The angry Apaches surged forward again, and Hawley raised his rifle,
panic showing plainly in his eyes.

"Wait!" Skylar shouted, but she couldn’t be heard above the chaos.
Desperate to avert a tragedy, she grabbed Sun Hawk's arm. “Wait, calm the
people! Make them listen. There will be provisions for the journey. The agent
said it. | heard him."

“But that is not what this one said,” Sun Hawk replied, gesturing toward Hawley:.

"He spoke wrong. Calm your people and let me tell them what the
agent said.”
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Sun Hawk raised his voice, counseled his people to step back, and man-
aged to quiet them enough so that Skylar could be heard. Ignoring the anger
and suspicion in their eyes, she translated Newsome's words accurately, then
looked at the agent and switched back to English. “You should be careful, Mr.
Newsome. Your assistant’s poor command of the Apache language is going to
get someone killed. He told them you were cutting off their supplies.”

Newsome shot an angry glance at Hawley, then turned to Skylar again.
"Then you speak for me,” he demanded. “Tell them to disperse and go back to
the lines to collect their rations.”

She did as he asked, but no one moved. She looked beseechingly at Sun
Hawk. "They respect you. Make them go back or there will be trouble.”

Sun Hawk exchanged a troubled glance with his father; then Naka'yen
ordered his people to go back to the ration lines. Slowly the crowd began to
disperse until only Sun Hawk and the council of elders remained.

Relieved that the crisis had passed, for the moment at least, Skylar stepped
back as well, but Sun Hawk stopped her. “No, you must stay. We want our
words understood, and we want to hear his clearly so that there will be no
mistakes. You will speak for us.”

Klo'sen drew his shoulders back proudly. "I do not want a woman to speak
for me! She is not even one of us.”

Sun Hawk turned to him. “She has lived among the white men, uncle.
She knows their ways and ours. We need her. If a woman can stop a
tragedy from happening, I will listen to a woman. It does not make me less
of a man.”

With Skylar interpreting, Newsome went on to give his instructions: At
daybreak the day after tomorrow, all the Mescaleros were to gather at the
agency, ready for travel. They would be counted. Anyone who was missing
would be considered a renegade and would be shot on sight.

Naka'yen argued, and the others made speeches, which Skylar dutifully
translated, but there was nothing Newsome could do.

By the time the soldiers arrived, Skylar and the other Verde woman had
returned to camp, but the braves had remained behind to listen to the soldier
talk. The story Captain Haggarty told the Mescalero was considerably differ-
ent from the one Newsome had related. According to Haggarty, the Rio Alto
was enormous, water was plentiful, and food was abundant. He made the
reservation sound like the most beautiful place on earth, but the Mescaleros
had heard too many lies to be fooled.

When Naka'yen said his people would not go, Haggarty replied that if
they did not go willingly, they would be taken in chains. He made other
threats, too, which were much more severe. In the end, Naka'yen could do
nothing but submit to the will of the army.
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Many of his people did not agree with their chief's decision, and that night
a war council was held. Consayka and the other Verde braves were invited to
attend, and Skylar learned later that many braves favored joining Geronimo.
Fortunately, Sun Hawk had not been one of them. Though the order to move
was a terrible blow and an outrageous injustice, he had counseled peace.

Consayka believed that some of the braves would steal away in the night,
taking their families with them, not caring if they were branded renegades.
The younger ones whose blood ran hot were sick of being treated like dogs.
To them, dying as warriors seemed preferable to dying as slaves.

Skylar knew that if the braves left, their people would suffer for it, and that
saddened her. This move was all so unnecessary. It was also a great blow to
her, but she tried not to dwell on the complications the move was obviously
going to cause. This morning she had rejoiced because she finally had the
means to communicate with her family, but already that fragile thread had
been broken. Rescuing her from the Mescalero reservation was proving hard
enough; how much more difficult would it be to get her off the Rio Alto, hun-
dreds of miles away in the Arizona Territory?

Skylar waited until her friends had all retired for the night before she
began the task of relating the events of the day to Rayna in a letter she
dreaded writing. Newsome had promised to post it for her, but she had no
assurance that the soldiers or the Rio Alto agent would do her a similar cour-
tesy in the future. Knowing this letter might be the last her family would
receive from her, she wanted to tell them everything that had happened to
her and assure them she was surviving.

Sitting by the fire in front of her lodge, she wrote page after page. She
would have a full day tomorrow striking camp, but she couldn't bring herself
to conclude the letter. She wrote long descriptions of the people she had met
and the conditions on the reservation. She confessed the difficulties she was
having and poked fun at the many mistakes she had made.

"I think you would have been proud of me today, Rayna,” she wrote.
"When Agent Newsome made his announcement of our impending departure,
[ stepped to the forefront with the assembled Mescalero leaders and began
asking questions. Naturally, my boldness was motivated by self-interest, for |
was thinking only of how this move would take me farther away from you,
Mother, and Papa.

"Presently, though, I found myself acting as interpreter when Newsome's
assistant created a panic among us by inaccurately relaying one of his
employer's messages. A tragedy was narrowly averted, and as | think on it
now, | am amazed at myself. It is not like me to leap into the fray. That has
always been your forte, and | have always been content to stand back and let
you fight the battles, even the ones that involved me.
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"Could it be that some of your fortitude has transferred itself to me? Truly,
[ often find myself thinking, What would Rayna do in this instance? My
actions can be only a poor imitation of yours, at best, but I cannot deny that |
am changing.”

She wrote on, losing all track of time, but finally a sense that she was
being watched drew her out of the word painting she was creating. Frowning
into the darkness, she looked up and saw a dark shape just beyond the rim of
firelight. Her pulse quickened, but not out of fear, when she recognized the
visitor. Sun Hawk was standing there watching her. With a smile of welcome
she beckoned to him, and he came to the fire.

"My Apache father and the other braves are asleep,” she told him, keeping
her voice low so that she wouldn't disturb anyone in the nearby lodges.

Sun Hawk crouched beside her, careful to keep a respectable distance
between them. "I know this. It was you | came to see, but I did not want to
startle you as | have in the past.”

"l was not startled.”

"I know this, too. You are learning.”

Skylar found it difficult to hold his gaze and glanced at the fire. "Not
quickly enough, I fear."

In the small silence that fell between them, Sun Hawk studied her profile
in the dancing firelight and wondered if coming here had been a mistake. It
had been a long time since he had spoken to her at the stream and she had
solved the mystery of why she seemed so different from the other Verdes.
With his curiosity satisfied, Sun Hawk had expected that his fascination with
her would end. It had not. If anything, she called to him even more strongly
than before.

He had made a pointed effort to stay away from the Verde camp, but that
had not erased her from his thoughts. Her beauty haunted him, and the quiet
dignity with which she carried herself in her daily struggle to survive
touched his heart. Seeing her courageously stand up to Newsome and the
others today had increased his respect for her, and he had found it impossi-
ble to stay away any longer.

Now, though, seeing her by the fire so composed and so lovely made his
heart race and his loins tighten. He had been a fool to come, but he could not
bring himself to leave.

Skylar knew he was watching her, and her face grew warm. “Why are you
here?" she asked when she could no longer bear the silence or his intense scrutiny:.

Sun Hawk roused himself from his foolish reverie. “To tell you what a
good thing you did today. Had you not spoken, some of my people might
have been killed,” he said, wondering if one of the deities would punish him

for the half-truth he told.
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"I was happy to do it," she assured him, pulling her gaze away from the fire
to his face.

Sun Hawk nodded. He had said what he came to say, and now he should
go. But he couldn't. Instead, he gestured toward the letter Skylar had placed
on the ground beside her. "What is this>"

She handed him several of the pages. “It is a—" She struggled for an
Apache word comparable to “letter,” but since the Apache had no written
language, there was none that she had ever heard. "A letter,” she said finally
in English.

"Let-ter,” he repeated, looking at the strange marks on the parchment. He
had seen paper, of course, and the white man's scratching, since he was
required to make a mark in a book when he received his rations. He had never
seen so many scribblings all together, though.

He handed the papers back to her. “Why do you do this?’

"I am talking to my sister, telling her of my life here and that I will soon be
at Rio Alto,” she explained. "Newsome has promised to send my words to my
family so that they will know [ am well.”

"] saw the agent give you a package today.”

Skylar nodded. “This was in it, along with letters from my parents and sister.”

Sun Hawk looked at her closely. “I saw it made you cry,” he told her,
watching for her reaction. "Were the words they sent you sad ones?”’

“No,"” she said, smiling. "My tears were ones of happiness. When I was
taken from Rancho Verde, the pain in my father's heart was too much for him
and he became ill. When I learned that he had not died, I cried with joy.”

Sun Hawk could see the happiness on her face, but strangely, it did not
please him. This woman had ties to the white man's world that would never
be broken. “Then your white father will come for you soon?”

Skylar's smile faded. “No. General Whitlock, the chief of soldiers, would
not release me. Only General Crook can do that now, and my sister is waiting
for his answer.”

Sun Hawk recognized both names and was surprised by the second one.
"Gray Fox has returned?”

"Yes. Do you know him?”

"I have not met him, but [ have heard many good things about him. It is
said he does not lie, and if he makes a promise he will keep it—even if the
promise is made to an Apache.”

"I have heard the same thing of him."

Sun Hawk's handsome face hardened into a scowl. “Was Gray Fox the one
who said my people must move?”

Skylar thought it over and realized that it was unlikely. "I do not believe
so. Newsome said it was the Indian Bureau's order, and Gray Fox has no con-
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trol over them. He must live with their decisions just as we must.” She was
pleased to see that his face softened. Clearly he did not want to think ill of
General Crook, and she could understand why. In a desperate situation it was
a great relief to have at least one person who could be trusted.

"I was told you spoke of peace at the council tonight,” she commented,
hoping to learn more about his attitudes. She had guessed Sun Hawk to be
about thirty years of age, and she was learning that it was unusual to find so
much wisdom in one so young. "That was a good thing,” she told him.

Sun Hawk looked into the fire. Her praise warmed him, but he was not
altogether certain she was right. “Will you say that if our people perish at Rio
Alto?" he asked quietly.

She caught a glimpse of his pain and confusion, and was moved by it. "Do
you have doubts about the things you said at the council?” she inquired, her
voice soft with sympathy.

It was a moment before he answered. “My friends called me a coward and
said I was like an old woman.” He looked at her with a touch of defiance. ‘I
am not.”

"I know that," she assured him with a gentle smile. “You are wise to coun-
sel peace. There are too many white men and too few Apaches. If you fight,
eventually all the Apache will die.”

He looked at the fire again. “Some say that dying is better.”

"They are wrong.”

"My cousin, Dull Knife, believes that if we stand against the soldiers we
can drive all the whites out of our land.”

"Dull knife is foolish,” Skylar said firmly. "l have been to many places far
away from here and seen the villages of the white man that stretch farther
than the eye can see.” She reached down and scooped up a handful of dirt.
"Their numbers are many times greater than all the grains of sand on this
reservation. For every soldier killed, two more will come to replace him, and
four will replace those if they die. The Apache cannot win; they can only sur-
vive and learn to live as best they can.”

Sun Hawk studied her face as he listened to her words. The images she
created were frightening, but he did not doubt her, because the things she
said matched his own beliefs. What was surprising was the way she spoke. It
was good to find a woman who did not think of him as less than a man
because he did not want to fight a battle that could not be won.

"You have much wisdom and knowledge for a woman so young,” he
told her.

Skylar smiled. "I had thought the same of you.”

"l am not young,” he replied, and then a teasing light came into his dark
eyes. "l only look young to you because everyone in your Apache family is old.”
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She laughed lightly, and Sun Hawk felt a stirring of desire so strong that it
nearly took his breath away. His good humor vanished. “Where is your man?"’

Skylar was astonished by the sternness in his voice. "My man?" she
asked, frowning.

"You should have a husband and many children already.”

Skylar felt as though she was being scolded, and it irritated her. “I have no
husband or children.”

"Why not?”

"Because | am an Apache, and no white man has wanted me as a wife."

That made sense. "And no Apache would want you because you have lived
among the whites too long to know the things a good wife must know,” he
added crossly, following the thought to its natural conclusion.

He was right, of course, but Skylar was stung by his blatant rejection of
her as a woman no man could possibly want. She knew it in her heart, but
hearing someone say it—particularly this man—made her feel like the lowest
creature that had ever walked on earth. Fighting back tears, she looked into
the fire again. "As | said before, you are wise.”

Sun Hawk saw the pain he had caused her and regretted it deeply. "It is
not your fault,” he said, softening his voice.

Skylar couldn't look at him. “Maybe you think it would have been better if
the Chiricahua who slaughtered my people had killed me as well.”

"Do you think that?” he asked quietly.

Skylar whirled to face him. “No! I have never thought that! Because I lived,
[ have known the love of very good people. I have laughed with joy, and
when [ cried there was always someone to comfort me. | have seen beautiful
sunrises and thrilled to the sight of a coming storm. My life has been good,
and if I must pay for that by living with the sorrow of never having a husband
or children, it is a small price to pay for the gift of being alive.”

Sun Hawk sat back, startled by her ferocity—and by the way her flash of
fire made him feel. But the needs she aroused in him were unwelcome ones.
They were not a betrayal of his wife, for he knew he had passed through his
time of mourning, but they were wrong feelings nonetheless.

"Then may you live a long life,” he said tersely as he rose. Without giving
her a chance to respond, he turned and became one with the darkness.

Meade threw the letter onto the table and moved across the room to pour
himself another drink. Damn it to hell, why was Rayna Templeton writing to
him?> He had enough trouble not thinking about her without her harassing
him with these constant reminders.

Of course two letters in six weeks didn't exactly constitute harassment, he
reminded himself bitterly. Rayna was just being polite, keeping him abreast of
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her father's continuing progress and her lack of the same in obtaining Skylar's
release. Except for her polite expressions of gratitude, there had been nothing
terribly personal in either of the letters. She certainly hadn't mentioned the
kiss they'd shared.

Unfortunately that hadn't stopped Meade from thinking about it.

He took a long swig of whiskey, but he already knew from experience that
it wasn't going to do any good. Eight years at Fort Apache hadn't turned him
into an alcoholic, but the memory of that accursed woman just might. Why
the devil couldn't he forget about her?

Simple, he told himself. It was because she was a damsel in distress and he
was a gentleman who'd been conditioned to lend aid in a crisis. Nothing
more. The problem of Skylar Templeton was still unresolved, and until it was,
it would weigh on Meade's mind. It was a natural, logical conclusion.

Except that Skylar Templeton wasn't the one who'd caused him more
sleepless nights than he could count, and thinking of her sister, Rayna, as a
damsel in distress was nothing short of laughable. She was trapped in a mire
of frustrating bureaucracy, but she was far from helpless. She was beautiful,
yes. And she was fiery, spirited, unladylike, and damned infuriating at times,
but helpless> Hardly.

Blast it all, he didn't even like the woman! he tried to tell himself, but of
course it was a lie. He admired her spirit and her courage. He respected her
loyalty and her deep commitment to her family. He even respected her abil-
ity to stand up for herself, and what was worse, he actually missed sparring
with her. Too often he found himself smiling for no reason as he thought of
something she'd said or of an impudent look she'd given him.

What he thought about at night, though, was the passionate kiss they'd
shared. The memory made him ache with the most ferocious need he'd ever
experienced. There were places he could go to assuage that need, of course,
but Meade couldn't bring himself to seek the services of a whore. As a physi-
cian, he knew the hazards only too well, but if it would have obliterated his
obsession with Rayna Templeton, he might have been willing to take the risk.

That wasn't likely, though, and Meade had deep distaste for the base
behavior he'd witnessed in so many of his colleagues and subordinates. He'd
heard too many men boasting of their prowess with the camp followers who
plied their trade in wagons just outside Fort Apache. The thought of paying
for sexual favors didn't appeal to him, and over the years he had disciplined
himself to shut out unwanted desires.

But Rayna refused to be locked out of his mind, and she was wreaking
merry hell on his body.

Angry and frustrated, Meade stalked across the room and retrieved her let-
ter. "As you can imagine,” she had written, “this long wait without word from
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General Crook has taken its toll on all of us, but in some ways | am more for-
tunate than Mother and Papa. I, at least, can busy myself with the daily con-
cerns of running the ranch. Only the great volume of paperwork daunts me,
for I much prefer riding the range to being confined in Papa’s study. However,
I'm sure this unladylike attitude comes as no surprise to you.”

Meade could envision her teasing smile as clearly as if she had been in the
room with him. She would have bowed her head slightly and slanted a glance
at him. Her eyes would have sparkled with mischief as she tweaked him, and
then she would have waited expectantly for his tart reply—which he would
have given, if only to keep himself from kissing that delightful smile away.

Groaning with frustration, Meade stomped into the kitchen where the
coals on the hearth were just beginning to wane. Furious at his lack of control,
he threw the letter into the fireplace, but before it had even begun to singe,
he snatched the letter back, folded it, returned to the parlor. His personal
journal was on the reading table by his chair, and he jerked at the leather band
that held it together and shoved the letter into the back . . . right alongside
the first one Rayna had sent him.
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l l y, my, will ya take a look at that, gents?” Private Andy Norris
said, giving his comrades his best hoity-toity imperson-
ation. "I do believe | see me some rich Apaches comin’ our
way.”

The small cluster of soldiers looked in the direction Norris pointed. What
they saw wouldn't have been impressive anywhere but on a reservation. In the
midst of the long procession of Mescaleros straggling in to the agency on foot
was a group mounted on fine horses and riding alongside two wagons. One of
the wagons was even covered with a canvas canopy that swayed drunkenly as
it bounced along.

"Well, fancy that,” Stan Talbot said. "Come on, boys, we'd better check
this out. Lieutenant Zaranski said we was to make sure these heathens didn't
bring in no moonshine or no"—he drew himself up in imitation of the snooty
lieutenant—"contraband. Apaches this rich prob'ly got lots of that.”

"Hell, Stan, you don't even know what conterband is,” Norris snorted,
poking his buddy in the ribs.

Talbot's grin betrayed the loss of his two front teeth. “That don't mean
[ can't look for it, does it?" He turned to the other men in the detail that
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had been assigned to search the incoming "hostiles.” “You boys stay here
and keep lookin' through the bundles. Me an’ Andy is gonna check out
them wagons.”

"Who died and made you general?” one of the men asked irritably, but
Talbot ignored him. He and Norris walked down the line of Apaches toward
the slow-moving wagons.

"Whew, boy! Would you get a load o' that squaw,” Talbot crowed when
they'd gotten a little closer.

"Where?" Norris asked, looking around.

"Boy, you been in the sun too long. Your eyes is plum gone. Lookee there,
sittin’ up front on the first wagon. If that ain't the prettiest Injun I ever saw, ['ll
eat my boots."

"Yeah? What're you gonna use to chew ‘em with?" Norris said, then guf-
fawed at the good one he'd gotten off on his friend.

Talbot shot his friend a mean glance. "Jest fer that, I ain't gonna share
when | get me a piece of that squaw.”

"You're the one who's been in the sun too long,” Norris said with disgust.
"Ain't nothin’ could make me dive ‘tween the legs of no Apache.”

"Boy, you don't know what you're missin't A good squaw is about the
best there is. No other woman in the world can buck like an Apache. You
just wait an' see. After another week on the trail, they'll start lookin' real
good to you."

Quickening his pace, he hurried the final distance toward the wagon. The
riders flanking the wagon shied out of his way but stayed close enough to
protect their women and belongings.

"Hey, you! Injun! Where'd you steal them wagons and horses?” Talbot
shouted up at Joe Long Horn, who was driving the team.

"The wagons were not stolen. They belong to Miss Skylar, and the horses
are our own.”

Talbot hooted with laughter. “Well, how about that. Didja hear, Andy?
We got ourselves an Injun who speaks English better'n you do.”

"Zat right?"

"“Yep." It took only a slow walk to keep pace with the wagon, and Talbot
looked up at Skylar. “What about you, squaw? You speak English, too?"

It was broad daylight, there were several hundred Mescaleros within
shouting distance and at least half that many soldiers, but for the first time
since she'd arrived at the reservation, Skylar was truly frightened. It wasn't a
vague fear of the unknown or concern for her father or any of the other emo-
tions that she had called fear in the past few months. She had seen this man
and his friend coming; she had seen the way one of them looked at her. What
she felt was a genuine fear for her life.
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[t was everything she could do to keep her voice calm and even. “Yes,
Private. | do speak English. Mr. Long Horn was correct when he told you that
these vehicles and animals belong to us.”

Talbot whooped again. “Whew, boy, don't you talk pretty. Mr. Long Horn,
la-di-da. I guess that must make you Miss Skylar."

"That’s right,” she answered quietly.

"Well, tell this buck to stop the wagon, ‘cause Norris an' me gotta search it.”

"Why?" Skylar asked, but Joe pulled the team to a halt and whispered, “We
must do as he says, miss. Let him search so that he can go about his business.”

"Climb on down from there, you two,” Talbot ordered as he circled to the
rear of the wagon. "And tell these old women to get out, too!”

There was no need to translate, of course, and everyone began climbing
down. Talbot ordered Norris to get in the wagon and search the bundles
while he gave the women a cursory once-over.

“"Nothin’ in here but some food and clothes,” Norris said as he glanced
through the bundles.

"Well, keep lookin'. They gotta have some conterband somewheres.” He
moved back to the front of the wagon and leered down at Skylar. "Ain't that
right, Miss Skylar"

She suppressed a shudder. “We have nothing illegal or forbidden with us.”

"I'd like to see that for myself if you don't mind,” he said, grabbing her arm
and pulling her roughly toward him. In an instant he was groping at her
breasts under the pretext of conducting a search. As Skylar struggled against
him, Joe tried to insert himself between her and the soldier.

"Let her go!" Joe demanded.

Talbot gave him a shove that sent him into the dirt. "Keep yer hands off
me, you stinkin' Apache. Andy, get your butt down here and help me search
this squaw!”

But his friend didn't comply. He was frozen by the sight of the dozen
mounted Apaches who had closed in on the wagon. “Stan, you better quit that
right now. We got trouble,” he said as one ancient old man urged his horse
toward Talbot.

"Let her go,” Consayka ordered.

His voice was soft and cracked with age, but there was no denying the
power of it. Startled, Talbot looked around and realized he was outnumbered.
With one hand dug tightly into Skylar's arm, he whipped out his revolver and
pointed at the old man. "You get yourself and these braves back, old man, or
you're gonna be a dead Injun.”

"When you let her go, we will move. You cannot kill all of us.”

The commotion had drawn considerable attention from the other
Apaches, and even more were gathering around the wagon. Talbot saw his life
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passing before his eyes, but he was too cussed stubborn to give in. He raised
the gun and pointed it at Consayka's heart.

With a strangled cry, Skylar lunged for the gun, trying to shove it
upward. Her movement set them both off balance, and Talbot fell heavily
against the wagon. His gun discharged in the air, and the horses shied away.
A second later Talbot heard the thundering charge of horses approach-
ing, and he cast Skylar away from him, pushing her so hard that she fell to
the ground.

"Make way! Make way!" someone ordered, and the Mescaleros scattered as
a half-dozen cavalrymen charged through them. Only Consayka and the
Verdes held their ground.

"Private, what's going on here?" Lieutenant Zaranski demanded, gun drawn
as he glared down at the soldier.

“Norris and me was searchin’ this wagon just like you ordered, an’ these
Apaches tried to bushwhack us.”

"That’s a lie,” Skylar said, her voice trembling with anger and the remnants
of her fear.

"I beg your pardon?” Zaranski said, looking around to see who had spoken.

Skylar stumbled to her feet and stepped toward him. “I said that man is
lying,” she repeated. "He was using the search of this wagon as an excuse to
assault me. My friends were only trying to protect me."

Zaranski stared down at her with a combination of bemusement and irrita-
tion. If he hadn't known better, he'd have thought himself in some grand lady's
parlor in Philadelphia. “You speak English.”

Skylar sighed heavily. “That’s right, Lieutenant. And so do all of the
Mescaleros you see here.”

Zaranski nodded. "Ah, you must be the Apaches from Rancho Verde that
Mr. Newsome was telling me about.”

"That's right.”

"And you're the one Newsome uses as an interpreter, isn't that correct?”
he asked.

"I have acted in that capacity, yes,” Skylar replied.

"Well, we have our own interpreter, so don't expect any special treatment,”
he said somewhat haughtily.

"We have asked for none,” Skylar said tightly. “But we do not expect to be
singled out and abused, either.”

Zaranski wasn't sure how to respond to that, so he looked at Consayka.
"Are you the chief of this band?>”

"Yes."

"Well, get them loaded up and join the others. Everyone with horses will
be allowed to keep them, but you'll have to be responsible for feeding and
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watering them yourselves. When it comes to forage, remember that the army’s
livestock comes first. Understood?”

Consayka nodded. “We understand. Are you going to punish the soldier
who attacked my daughter?’

Zaranski looked at Talbot, who had slowly edged away from the circle
of Indians. "I believe Private Talbot has learned his lesson. Have a care in
dealing with these people, Private,” he warned lightly. “We don't want any
more misunderstandings.”

"Yes, sir."

The lieutenant looked at the soldier on his right. “Sergeant, get these peo-
ple moving again.” With that, Zaranski wheeled his horse and returned to the
agency headquarters. The sergeant's command to load up came a little late,
since the Verdes had all started climbing back into the wagon.

Still trembling from her disgusting encounter with Talbot, Skylar gingerly
fingered the darkening bruises on her arm and tried to ignore the similar pain
in her breasts. “That will happen again, won't it?" she asked Joe quietly, too
embarrassed to look at him.

He kept his eyes straight forward as he urged the mules into motion. “You
should never go anywhere alone until we reach Rio Alto,” he advised.

It was good advice, but it was less than reassuring. If Talbot or someone
like him wanted to have his way with any of the Mescalero women, a witness
or two wouldn't stop him. Any of the soldiers could kill an Apache, claim self-
defense, and be heralded as a hero. Conversely, any Apache who tried to
defend himself or herself would be shot without question.

Sickened by the injustice of a situation she couldn't change or control,
Skylar glanced at the growing number of Mescaleros gathered at the agency.
When she saw Sun Hawk looking at her, his face set into a hard, unreadable
mask of marble, she looked away, too humiliated to hold his gaze.

She didn't see that his hands were clasped in barely controlled rage.

[t took most of the day to count the four hundred Mescaleros and get
them on the trail. Captain Haggarty, commander of the cavalry detail charged
with moving the Apaches, was anxious to get on his way despite the fact that
more than a dozen braves and several of their women were missing. He
wasted no time looking for them, since they were undoubtedly long gone,
probably making their way to Mexico.

Before they moved out, Skylar was able to place her letter to her family in
Newsome's hands, and he promised to post it as soon as possible. What she
considered truly miraculous, though, was that he had quietly given her the
balance of the money Rayna had sent to him as a consideration for handling
Skylar's correspondence. It wasn't much, but it could come in handy:.
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They were less than ten miles from the western boundary of the reserva-
tion when they made camp for the night. Some of the soldiers erected tents,
but there was no shelter for the Mescalero. They spread out as much as the
soldiers would allow and built their fires.

The huge sea of humanity hemmed in like animals in a pen sickened
Skylar, but she did her share of the work as always. Though fetching water
was considered woman's work, Joe Long Horn and the other braves accompa-
nied the women to and from the nearby stream. No one commented on it, but
Skylar knew they were hoping their numbers would prevent a repeat of this
morning’s attack. Fortunately the soldiers kept their distance, and Skylar was
relieved that she didn't spot Talbot all evening.

When darkness came, the camp fell silent, the quiet punctuated only by
the occasional wail of an infant or the abrupt bark of a laughing soldier.
Conversations around the campfire were hushed, and nearly all of the
Mescaleros laid out their blankets early and tried to sleep.

Skylar made her bed alongside Gatana, but before they could retire, a
shifting shadow that Skylar recognized instantly as Sun Hawk approached
stealthily and crouched in front of Consayka.

Skylar studied his face in the light of the fire and found it as unreadable as
it had been moments after Talbot's assault on her.

"For your daughter,” Sun Hawk said, handing a long leather-bound object
to Consayka.

The old man examined it and pulled on both ends. A flash of steel glinted
in the waning firelight.

“Enju,” Consayka said. It is good.

He handed the gift to Skylar, and she realized that it was a wicked-look-
ing knife in a Mescalero-made leather scabbard. Long laces, presumably to be
tied around her waist, dangled from the sheath.

Astonished by the gift, she looked up and found Sun Hawk’s eyes boring
into hers.

"For the next soldier who touches you,” he said, his voice hard and hushed.

Before she could reply, he was gone.

The next morning when they broke camp and moved out, their train
formed a wide, straggling line more than a mile long, with soldiers in the front
and the rear, and a number who rode back and forth in pairs among the
Mescaleros. As before, the Verdes on horseback flanked the wagons, but
Skylar noticed that today Sun Hawk's family was traveling close to hers.

Coincidence? she wondered. Or did the brave's presence have something
to do with the knife hidden beneath her long overblouse? He never seemed to
look in her direction, but was always in view.
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There could be no doubt that he was concerned about her; otherwise he
never would have given her a means of protecting herself. After his brutally
honest assessment of her by the fire, his show of concern was both surprising
and touching. In one way, Skylar took great comfort from his nearness, but it
also worried her. Was he planning some timely rescue of her if Talbot came
back? If so, he was signing his own death warrant, and the same would be
true of anyone else who might try to help her.

Fortunately the first day passed without incident, but by the end of it,
Skylar was more exhausted than she had ever been in her life. Knowing that
food and water for their animals would be scarce, the Verdes walked more
often than they rode, hoping to tax the mules and horses as little as possible.
The elders took turns riding in the wagon, but Skylar stayed afoot most of the
day. By the time they made camp for the night her moccasins were in shreds
and her feet were bruised and bleeding. Before she could retire for the night,
she had no choice but to repair them.

With so many others in similar straits, Skylar removed the canvas canopy
from the wagon and divided it among her friends. She put aside one large
piece, and after mending her moccasins, she quietly made her way to
Naka'yen's camp, adjacent to that of the Verdes. Not caring about the propri-
ety of her act or the questioning eyes that bored into her, she approached Sun
Hawk and handed him the canvas.

"One gift deserves another,” she told him, meeting his surprised gaze boldly.

A pleased smile teased the corners of his mouth. “Your kindness will be
remembered.”

"As will yours," she replied, then turned and went back to her Apache family.

Puzzled by the exchange, Naka'yen watched her go. He glanced at Sun
Hawk and frowned. He had not seen such a tender expression on his son's
face in a very long time.

"We traveled with the Verdes today,” the old man said matter-of-factly.

Sun Hawk forced himself to look away from the Verde camp. “Yes,
we did."

Naka'yen searched his son's face. “Why did you insist on it?"

His father's scrutiny embarrassed him. "We had to walk someplace. That
seemed as good as any.”

"It had nothing to do with the white soldier's attack on Consayka's daughter?’

“No."

"Are you sure?”

Sun Hawk sighed with exasperation. “You ask too many questions, Father.”

Naka'yen shook his head. “And you do not ask enough. You are not think-
ing with your head. That girl is not one of us.”

"But she is learning, Father,” he argued, wondering why he was defending her.
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"This is true. She is a hard worker, and she does many things to take care
of her elders. It is clear she has a good heart, but you told me that she longs
to return to the whites who raised her.”

Sun Hawk clenched his fists, collecting a handful of useless dirt. “Why do
you say these things to me? | do not care if she goes back to her people.”

Naka'yen fell silent a moment, looking him over, and Sun Hawk prayed
that the discussion would end. It did not.

"Where is your knife?" the old chief asked, looking down at the sheathed
blade at his son's waist. “Not that one, but the one you took many years ago
in your first battle against the Mexican soldiers?”

Disgusted, Sun Hawk tossed away his handful of dirt and jumped up. “I
told you, Father, you ask too many questions,” he said harshly, then gathered
up his belongings and moved to the opposite edge of the camp, as far away
from his father—and the Verdes—as he could get.

The next day, Skylar saw Talbot again. He was riding with Norris as part
of the detail that swept through the Mescaleros several times a day to hurry
them along and make certain no trouble was brewing.

Skylar knew that it had to be a tense job for them, outnumbered as they
were by so many Apaches, but she couldn't bring herself to feel sympathy for
any of them—oparticularly Talbot. She was easy for him to spot because she
stayed close to the wagon, and with his first pass through the slow-moving
crowd, he drew his horse alongside her and stared down at her for a short time
that seemed like hours to Skylar. She didn't acknowledge him with so much as
a glance, and he didn't say a word. There were no threatening gestures, no pos-
turing . . . but he made his presence known and his intentions clear.

He sought her out on his return pass and twice again that afternoon. The
tension he created was almost more than Skylar could bear, for it went beyond
her own jangled nerves. Whenever Talbot approached, all the Verdes became
watchful, alert for any sign of trouble. When he passed on, Skylar invariably
saw that Sun Hawk, too, had drifted a little closer to the wagon, but he never
made an effort to speak with her or even acknowledge her presence.

The encounters with Talbot became a daily ritual, but repetition didn't
make them any less unnerving.

By the end of the first week as they reached the rugged trail that led
through the Caliente Mountains, the forced march had become a grueling test
of endurance. The heat was fearsome, rations were scarce, and water was even
more so. On the seventh day, word circulated among them that an old woman
had died. A detail of soldiers stayed behind while her family buried her in a
shallow grave along with all her worldly possessions. In less than an hour the
mourners rejoined the main body of the procession.
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That night they made camp near a tributary of the Gila River, and for
the first time since they had crossed the Rio Grande, there was enough
water for all to drink their fill and ample grazing for the animals. There were
even trees for firewood in the glade where they made camp. Captain
Haggarty announced to Naka'yen that they would stay there for two nights
to allow them to "recuperate” before they began the difficult trek through
the Calientes.

The Mescaleros were too weary to rejoice, but Skylar noticed a subtle
difference in their demeanor that night. They were able to build fires for the
first time in days and the next morning the women took advantage of the
opportunity to wash clothing and bathe. This they accomplished by enter-
ing the cool swift river fully clothed, for soldiers had been assigned to patrol
up and down the irregular banks because the rugged terrain hid the river
from view of the camp.

Even the men had a great deal to do that day, but Joe Long Horn and sev-
eral others took the time to escort the Verde women to the river near midday.
They were all keenly aware of the isolation on the trail, but once they reached
the hill overlooking the stream, the number of women grouped in small pock-
ets up and down the banks made Joe feel it was safe to leave Skylar and the
others alone. They left with a promise to return shortly.

At first, Skylar felt perfectly safe, but as she and Gatana picked their way
through the rocks to the edge of the stream, she realized that the area was
more isolated than it had appeared from above. The soldiers were widely scat-
tered, and occasionally she heard one of them in the distance shouting to the
women in the water. Once, she looked upstream and saw a soldier standing on
a rock overhead, holding out a string of beads. She couldn't hear what he was
saying, but his posture and his crude gestures made it clear that he was trying
to trade sexual favors for the paltry trinket.

Thoroughly disgusted, Skylar returned to her bathing. Despite the restric-
tion of her clothes, the water felt better than she had imagined anything
could feel. It was shallow and swift in many places, but she found a pool deep
enough to sit down in, and she let the current wash over her, cooling her skin
and rinsing away the stench of the journey. She longed to strip off her
overblouse and skirt, but nothing in the world could have made her do some-
thing so foolish. Instead, she lived with the limitations, enjoying every second
of this respite from weariness.

Unfortunately her pleasure died a violent death when she looked up and
saw Talbot and Norris conversing with the soldiers who had been patrolling
this section of the stream when Skylar arrived. After a moment the first two
disappeared back up the trail, leaving Talbot and Norris alone on a craggy
shelf above the stream.
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The changing of the guard?> Skylar wondered, fighting down a sense of
panic. Or had her tormentor merely traded places with his comrades because
he'd seen her coming down the trail?

It really didn't matter. Skylar knew that she could be in for trouble. To her
surprise, Talbot made no effort to climb down to the stream. What he did,
instead, proved almost as bad, though. Like the other soldiers she'd heard
upstream, he began shouting lurid comments at her. While she was in the
water, he shouted in vivid detail the things he wanted to do to her. Skylar
never acknowledged him with so much as a look, and certainly none of the
soldiers paid any attention—if they heard him at all.

Skylar scrubbed her dress as best she could with it on her, but eventually
she had to return to the bank to get the other clothes she had brought to
wash. Gatana stayed with her as they knelt on the rocky bed near the shore,
and Talbot finally came down from his perch above. Norris stayed where he
was, taking advantage of his bird's-eye view of the river, but the two men still
talked back and forth. Or perhaps “argued” would have been a better term for
it, since they were debating the issue of sex with white women versus sex
with Apaches.

Though Norris was opposed to the latter, Talbot took great pleasure in
proudly relating tales about the Apache women he had "had.” The word
"rape” was never used, of course, because taking an Indian against her will
wasn't considered a violent attack and an offense to human decency. Apaches
weren't human, so where was the harm?

Though Skylar tried to shut out his words, which she knew were directed
totally at her, she had no language barrier to insulate her from his disgusting
barrage. His constant verbal assault made her feel nauseated and weak, and
the harder she tried to ignore him, the more abusive he became. Soon her
hands were shaking so hard that she couldn't hold the calico overblouse she'd
been trying to scrub against the rocks.

"] cannot stand this any longer,” she said softly to Gatana. “I've got to get
out of here. Perhaps if | complained to Captain Haggarty . . ."

Gatana kept her head low, not looking up from her washing. "It would do
no good, daughter,” she replied. “Finish what you are doing and we will go
back to the camp. Joe will come for us soon.”

Collecting her wits, Skylar did the best she could with her clothes and
wrung them out. She had volunteered to wash Tsa'kata's things as well, so the
bundle she gathered up when she had finished was a large one. Gatana assem-
bled her own clothes and Consayka'’s, and they looked around for Joe, but he
was nowhere to be seen. Desperate to escape, they looked for someone else
who was ready to walk back to camp and spotted Naka'yen's wife and two
daughters gathering their things.
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Moving downstream, fighting the slippery rocks and current, they tried to
hurry toward them.

"Done so soon?” Talbot asked, splashing into the water to catch up with
them. "But you didn't take a good an’ proper bath, Miss Skylar."

“Stan, don't,” Norris called after him, but the river swallowed his voice.

The water deepened, forcing Skylar and Gatana onto the shore, and
Talbot stayed with them as they moved along the jutting inlets and crags that
bordered the stream.

"What's your hurry, squaw?” Talbot asked, leering down at Skylar. “I been
waiting a long time for this.”

"Leave us alone,” Gatana ordered, but Talbot only laughed and ignored her.

"I'll bet them clothes is heavy, ain't they, Miss Skylar? Here, let me give
you a hand.” He snatched at the bundle in her arms, deliberately knocking it
to the ground. “"Oh, ain't that too bad.”

"Stop it! Get away from me,” Skylar demanded as she knelt to pick up the
clothes. Gatana stooped to help her, and Talbot squatted beside them.

“I'm sure sorry, ma'am. [ am a clumsy oaf. That's what my mama always
used to tell me, an’ she was right,” he said, plucking the garments out of her
hands as quickly as she could pick them up.

Trying to quell her trembling, Skylar looked downstream to where
Naka'yen's family had been moments ago. There was no one in sight now, and
panic washed through her.

"If you're lookin'’ for help, squaw, ain't none gonna come,” he said gleefully.

"Get away from me, you foul-mouthed pig!” she said angrily, darting
a glance over her shoulder, looking for anyone who might come to her
aid, but a huge boulder blocked them from the view of the women and
soldiers upstream.

"Ooh-ee, | found me a squaw with a mean temper,” he crowed, grabbing
her as she tried to rise.

"Let me go!” she screamed. “Someone help—"

Talbot clamped his hand across her mouth, and Gatana lurched toward
him, pushing with one hand on his shoulder while using the other to try to
pull Skylar out of his grasp. She shouted for help, but her cry was silenced
abruptly when he planted his fist in Gatana's face. She fell back, cracking her
head against a rock, and lay still.

"Gatana!” Skylar struggled to reach her, but Talbot's hold was unbreakable.
"You pig, let me go. She's hurt!”

Talbot slapped her across the face, bringing tears to her eyes, but
somewhere inside her a wellspring of courage bolstered her and she glared
at the private. "You're not going to hurt me here, you bastard. There are
too many people.”
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"What people?” he asked, digging his fingers into one of her breasts. "Ain't
none o' them Apaches gonna come to help you, an' none o' my buddies is
gonna stop me, either, squaw. They all want a piece o' you, too.”

Frantically, Skylar groped for the knife beneath her blouse, but it eluded
her as Talbot began struggling to get to his feet, jerking her up with him.

"Come on, squaw. You and me are going to find someplace quiet. | got me
a nice little spot already picked out in them rocks up there.”

He pulled her up, and the movement freed Skylar's right hand. Too pan-
icked to think, she groped for Sun Hawk's knife again, and this time she found
it. It slipped loose from the scabbard, and as soon as she had sure footing on
the rough ground, she slashed at Talbot's arm.

With a yowl of pain and surprise, he let her go and whirled toward her.
"You dumb bitch squaw! You cut me!”

Keeping the knife extended between them, her eyes wild with fear, she
began backing away. "If you come near me again, I'll kill you.”

"Why you—" His wounded hand moved toward his revolver, and Skylar
realized that if he reached the gun, he would kill her.

"No!" She lunged forward, slashing at him with the knife, and Talbot
instinctively made a grab for her arm. When he missed, she slashed again, and
this time he went for his gun. Desperate, she thrust the knife at him, and
Talbot lurched back, losing his footing in the rocks. As he grappled for bal-
ance, he pitched forward and knocked Skylar to the ground.

She cried out in pain as his weight forced her down, pinning her on the
jagged rocks. A wave of nausea coursed through her and she pushed at him
while her feet clawed at the rocks, seeking purchase that would help her
escape. She shoved at his shoulders, and when he finally fell away, she
scrambled back.

But Talbot didn't move. A dark, wet stain was spreading across his shirt,
radiating from the knife, which had been driven to the hilt into his heart.

Sun Hawk looked around the Verde encampment, frowning. Consayka
and the braves were there, but he saw only a few women. Obviously they had
gone to the river.

Sun Hawk cursed himself as he moved off along the trail that led to the
water. He should not be worrying about Skylar. If her family did not feel
obliged to protect her, neither should he, but he couldn't keep himself from
going after her despite the other problem that weighed heavily on his mind.

Hacké'tisan's wife had become ill, and her husband had asked for prayers
to be spoken over her. Sun Hawk had not been able to refuse, but he doubted
the song he had sung to drive the fever out of her body was going to work.
He had seen the fever before; it was the same one that had killed his wife, his
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sons, and many others. If he was right and the fever was spreading through
camp, hundreds of his people might never live to see Rio Alto.

His concern for Hacké'tisan's wife warred with his fear for Skylar's safety,
but that was foolish. She was not even one of his people. He should not be
thinking about her at a time like this. He had sent Klo'sen to fetch the sol-
diers’ medicine man, and Sun Hawk knew he should have been scouring the
camp for others who might be ill. He had no time to chase down a woman
who was not his and whose life and welfare were not his problem.

That didn't stop him from hurrying down the trail.

He was only halfway up the hill when the first group of soldiers appeared
above him, dragging Skylar between them. Her wrists were bound, her face
was wet with tears, and blood stained the front of her dress. A few paces
behind, more soldiers were carrying the body of Talbot.

Skylar was speaking desperately to her captors, but Sun Hawk couldn't
have understood her words even if he had been close enough. He didn't need
to know what she was saying. It was clear to him that she was telling the sol-
diers that Talbot had attacked her and that she had defended herself. But
Talbot's friend was also there, shouting her down, pointing and accusing.

If Skylar and the cavalryman told different stories, as it appeared they did,
Sun Hawk knew the soldier would be believed.

Knowing he could not help her, Sun Hawk vanished into the trees and
rocks, making his way back to the camp. His mind was racing, and his blood
burned with rage.

Skylar was an Apache. She had killed a soldier. There wasn't a doubt in
Sun Hawk's mind that the white men would take her life for it.

And he was the one who had given her the knife.
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he dark clouds gathering over the Datil Mountains warned Rayna of

an approaching thunderstorm. The weather was always fickle in

New Mexico; clouds promised rain and then evaporated like will-o'-

the-wisps, but late September was the worst. The summer drought
ended, and when the rains came, they were torrential downpours that turned
streams into rivers, flooded dry creek beds, and transformed certain ravines
into death traps.

Dead Man's Wash was one of them, and it was Rayna's misfortune to have
found a knot of skittish cattle in the arroyo as she'd been making her way back
to the ranch. For her own safety, she wanted to beat the storm home, but she
couldn't leave the small herd to perish. Kicking Samson into motion, she used
her coiled lariat to hurry them along, determined to get the stubborn cows to
safety before they died of their own stupidity and took her with them.

Long before she reached higher ground thunder was rumbling and light-
ning was dancing in the distance. Dark clouds were spreading like spilled ink,
and she could already hear her father teasing her about not having the sense
to come in out of the rain. Finally, though, she reached a gently sloping bank
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and managed to guide the herd up it. She scattered them with a loud “Eee-ya!”
and urged Samson into a gallop toward home.

A few minutes later she was charging into the ranch yard with lightning
nipping at her heels. Gil Rodriguez was outside the stable, grinning at her.

"You are still trying to outrun the thunder, Sefiorita Rayna?” Gil asked with
a smile as she dismounted. "I thought you had stopped playing that game.”

She grinned at him. "I like to keep in practice every now and then.”

Gil reached for Samson's reins. “Here, Sefiorita. I will take care of him.”

"That’s all right, Gil. I lathered him up, [ can cool him down.”

His smile faded. “Let me, please. You must go to the house now. Your
mother has been asking for you.”

Rayna’s heart tripped in alarm. “Is Papa—"

“No, no," he assured her hurriedly. “But Flint went into Malaventura to
pick up supplies this morning and there was a letter from Sefiorita Skylar.”

"Thank God,” Rayna murmured, her face wreathed with a brilliant smile as
she tossed Samson'’s reins to Gil and dashed to the house. She was too excited
to wonder why Gil hadn't been happier about the news, but the chaos she
found inside dashed her buoyant spirits.

"Raymond, you can't! [ forbid it!"

"“Damn it all, Collie. I'm not sitting still for this any longer. By God, I'm
going to take Sam Whitlock apart piece by piece if he doesn't do something
about this!"

The voices were coming from the upper balcony, and Rayna looked up to
find her father stalking down the gallery and Collie scurrying after him as
they moved toward the room they had shared before his illness. Just the fact
that he was up there was terrifying, for he was still too weak to be navigating
the long flight of stairs.

"Papa, what's going on?” Rayna demanded, taking the stairs two at a time.

"I'm going to Santa Fe!" he roared, almost drowning out the rumble of
thunder overhead.

"You can't do that!” she protested.

"The hell [ can't!”

Rayna ran down the gallery and caught up with them just as they entered
the room where only Collie had been sleeping for the last two months. “Tell
me what's happened, damn it! Gil said there was a letter from Skylar. What
did she say? What's wrong?"

"Hellfire, Collie, where are my shirts>” he snapped, throwing open the
armoire. "And get me a carpetbag.”

"I will not! I'm not going to let you kill yourself!”

“Damn it! Tell me what's going on!” Rayna roared, startling both her parents.
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Collie looked at her daughter. “Skylar isn't on the Mescalero reservation
any longer.”

Rayna knew that what should have been good news actually wasn't.
"Where is she?”

"The goddam Indian Bureau closed the reservation and is sending the
Mescaleros to the Rio Alto agency in Arizona,” Raymond answered.

"Oh, my God,” Rayna muttered, her heart skipping a full beat. "When>
When is she going?”

Collie wrung her hands together. “She's already gone. Her letter was
posted a week ago, the day after she left the reservation.” She dug into the
pocket of her skirt and handed a thick packet to her. “Skylar wrote letters to
us all.”

Rayna took the packet of letters gingerly, as though it was something pre-
cious to be treasured and handled with the greatest care. As, of course, it was.
"Is she well?"

"Yes," her mother replied. "The work of daily living is very hard, but she is
surviving. Consayka and Gatana have taken her under their wing.”

That wasn't at all unexpected. As much as Rayna wanted to devour Skylar's
letter, there was a more important consideration now that she had the facts.
Her father was still tearing through his wardrobe and had already tossed his
best suit carelessly onto the bed. “Papa, you can't go to Santa Fe.”

"Oh, but I can and will, missy,” he argued. "I'm going to get my little
princess back if it's the last thing I do in this world.”

Collie moved to him. “If you go to Santa Fe, that's exactly what it will be.”
She grabbed his arm and looked up at him imploringly. “"Raymond, please.
General Whitlock has already said there's nothing he can do.”

"Well, maybe I can change his mind. Crook certainly isn't helping us. It's
been six weeks, and we've written him three letters in that time!” He shook off
Collie's hand. “I'm sick and tired of waiting around here like a crippled old
maid. I'm going to see Whitlock, and there's not a damned thing you can say
to change my mind. Now, where the hell is that carpetbag?’

As Rayna and Collie exchanged helpless looks, Raymond charged across
the room to his wife's armoire. He snatched the bag from the floor, but as he
straightened and whirled around, the room began spinning faster than he did.
A gray film blurred his vision, a prickle of pain spread through his chest, and
before he fully understood what was happening to him, his wife and daughter
were flanking him, leading him to the bed. He sat heavily, his breath coming
in heavy pants.

“Dam . . . nation,” he gasped as Collie gently guided him back onto the
pillows. Rayna lifted his feet and pulled a coverlet over his legs. "Hang . . . it
all, 'm not . . . cold,” he groused.
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"Be quiet,” Collie said sternly, torn between anger and fear. “Just rest. This
will pass. Please, God, let it pass.”

"Papa, you have to take care of yourself.” Rayna slipped around the bed
and sat next to him.

"But Skylar—"

She took his hand. “I'll handle it,” she vowed solemnly. “I'll go to Whitlock
again and get down on my knees and beg if | have to, but | will find a way to
get Skylar back.”

Raymond closed his eyes tightly, and the tears that pooled in the corners
nearly broke Rayna's heart. "My poor princess,” he muttered, his strength
fading to nothingness. “She's so far away.”

"But not for long, Papa,” Rayna promised. She patted his hand and let it
go, then hurried out of the room and down the gallery to her own. The
storm had arrived, and sheets of rain were washing through the courtyard
like waves pounding onto a beach, but Rayna ignored the downpour.
Hastily she removed her own carpetbag from the wardrobe and began
selecting clothes.

Whitlock wouldn't be able—or willing—to help her. She already knew
that, but she would try for her father’s sake. It was the first and most logi-
cal step to take. And when that failed . . .

A plan had already begun forming in Rayna's mind. It was only a
vague shape with rough edges, but it was a plan nonetheless. It was dan-
gerous. It was probably even foolhardy. But if no one in the United States
Army would help her, she had no choice but to take matters into her own
hands.

Though she ached to read Skylar's letter, she packed first and then
washed away the trail dirt she had accumulated that morning. By the time
her mother came looking for her, Rayna was dressed for travel and the
storm was beginning to abate.

"How is he?” she asked as Collie came into her bedchamber.

"Sleeping.”

"Is he in pain?”

Collie swallowed hard. "He says not, but I don't know that I believe him.”

Rayna went to her, and they hugged each other tightly. “It will be all right,
Mother. I'll talk to Whitlock and make him see reason.”

"And if you fail?”

Rayna released her and stepped away. This was going to be the hardest
part. "Mother, if Whitlock won't do anything . . . I'll go to Arizona and find
Crook myself."

Collie was stunned. And frightened. “Rayna, that's too dangerous. You
can't make a trip like that alone,” she said desperately.

139



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

"l don't care!” Rayna retorted as her temper flared again. “I'm sick to death
of being helpless, and by God if Crook won't do anything, I'll snatch Skylar
away from that damned reservation myself!”

Flanked by two soldiers, with four more stationed around the perimeter of
the command tent, Skylar stood in front of Captain Haggarty's desk fighting
back hysterical laughter that had nothing to do with humor. She was frus-
trated and terrified because no one believed her story. She had killed a soldier,
and Haggarty wasn't the least bit interested in hearing the truth. In his mind,
he had captured a dangerous renegade, and as near as Skylar could tell, his
only concern was whether or not he would eventually be able to persuade his
superiors to hang a woman.

The soldiers had been at this for hours, dragging her in front of Haggarty
for questioning, then shackling her to a wagon outside while the captain
thought up new questions. The one he had just asked her—why she had
ambushed Talbot—was an old one, though.

"l have told you again and again, Captain, | did not ambush him. He
attacked me and dragged me into the rocks, where he made it clear that he
intended to rape me. My only thought was to keep him at bay until [ could
escape, but he lunged at me and fell on the knife!”

"That's not the story Private Norris tells,” Haggarty replied. “According
to him, you enticed Talbot away from his post and attacked him with-
out provocation.”

"Norris is lying!”

"He is a valued member of the United States Army,” the captain said
arrogantly.

Skylar shook her head. “That doesn't change the fact that he's lying to pro-
tect the reputation of his friend—and to save his own skin. Talbot attacked
me, and Norris did nothing to prevent it."

"So you've said before,” Haggarty replied with a dismissive wave of his
hand. "Tell me, where did you get the knife you used on Talbot?"

This was a new question, but it was one Skylar didn't want to answer.
"That type of weapon is not forbidden to us, Captain,” she said evasively.
She was in enough trouble as it was; bringing Sun Hawk into the picture
wouldn't do anyone a bit of good. "A knife is considered essential to survival
on the reservation.”

Haggarty picked up the bloodstained knife and the leather sheath they
had taken off Skylar. “True enough. A brave needs a knife for killing and skin-
ning game. But as [ recall, you were searched thoroughly when you came into
the agency, and nothing like this was found.”

Skylar could hardly deny it. “That's true.”
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"Then where did you acquire the knife> This is an exceptionally fine
weapon—certainly not Apache made. Ergo, it must have been stolen.”

"Have any of your soldiers reported a knife missing that matches the
description of that one?" she challenged.

He paused a moment, his weathered face furrowed into a frown. “No,"” he
finally admitted. “I've had the men check, and no one reports anything of this
nature missing.”

Skylar raised her head defiantly. “Then how can you accuse me of stealing it?"

"It had to come from somewhere,” he argued stubbornly. “Now, who gave
it to you?”

"It wasn't given to me, exactly,” she said hesitantly, feeling her knees about
to buckle. “The morning after Talbot's first attack on me at the agency, | woke
up and found it on the ground beside me.”

"You're lying."

"Prove it,” she flung back at him.

The soldier on her right slapped her soundly across the face, splitting her
lip and knocking her to the ground.

Haggarty came to his feet. “Get her up,” he commanded, coming around
the desk. The soldiers pulled her roughly to her feet and supported her until
she could shake off their hands. The captain took a stance directly in front of
her and glared down at her. “You murdered one of my men, and before we
reach Fort Stanford, you'll confess the deed, squaw! [ don't care what it takes!”

"] did not murder him!" Skylar shouted desperately. “Why would >"

"Because you were offended by his search of you at the agency,” Haggarty
replied, giving every appearance of being convinced of the accuracy of the
conclusion he had drawn. “You didn't like the manner in which he performed
his duty, and you wanted revenge. When you caught him unaware at the river,
you saw the perfect opportunity.”

Skylar felt nauseated, but she managed to hold her ground. “That's one
version of the truth. Personally, | have another.”

"I would be delighted to hear it.”

"] think that having one of the soldiers under your command accused of
attempted rape would be bad for your career.”

Skylar saw his blow coming, but before she could react, Haggarty back-
handed her across the jaw. This time the soldiers grabbed her before she
could fall. “Get this squaw out of here at once! Place her in irons and withhold
all food and water. I want her under twenty-four-hour guard. Is that clear?”

"Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Zaranski said, stepping forward from his post at the
tent door. “Come on, men. Get her back to the wagon.”

Though Skylar's wrists and ankles were already raw from the shackles, she
was relieved to be taken away. Her head was spinning from Haggarty's blow,
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and she could taste her own blood in her mouth, but she squared her shoul-
ders proudly as she trudged between the soldiers. It wasn't until they threw
her to the ground at the base of a wagon wheel and reattached the heavy
irons that she finally gave way to her anguish. With her shoulder leaning
heavily against the wheel, she drew her knees up, wrapped her arms around
her legs, lowered her head, and let the tears come.

Such behavior was decidedly un-Apache, but she didn't care. The soldiers
were the only humans within a hundred miles who even saw her as an
Apache. Sun Hawk and his people knew better. Certainly Skylar knew better.
She was a dismal failure as a white woman and as an Indian.

Skylar had always known that there was no real place for her in the
world, but she had never imagined that her life might end in this fashion,
chained to an army wagon, accused of a murder that was, at the very least, a
case of self-defense.

But die she would. She had no doubt about that. If she could survive long
enough to reach a military tribunal at Fort Stanford, she might have a slim
chance of convincing her judges that she hadn't committed cold-blooded
murder. Having a natural compunction against hanging women, they would
probably only sentence her to spend the remainder of her life in some filthy
Indian agency jail. If that happened, Rayna and her parents might have a
chance to effect her release and eventually take her home.

But Skylar knew she wouldn't live long enough to reach a tribunal at Fort
Stanford or anywhere else. Haggarty would see to that. He would try to
starve a confession out of her, and when that failed, he would have his men
beat it out of her. If she somehow managed to survive the beatings, he would
have her shot "while trying to escape,” so that no one would ever learn of her
abuse or of Talbot's assault.

There was certainly precedent for such an occurrence. Skylar couldn't
count the number of stories she'd heard about Apaches who had foolishly
tried to flee from their captors. In not one of those accounts did the army
ever admit to having been at fault. Haggarty had already tried and convicted
her. Somehow he would see that a sentence he considered appropriate was
carried out.

Going without food that night was no problem for her. Even the smell of
the evening mess brought bile to her mouth and increased her nausea. The
blood on her dress was dried and crusted, and residue of it on her hands
made her even sicker. It reminded her of Talbot's bloody corpse and the way
he had touched her.

Oddly, despite her desperate straits, she couldn't summon any remorse for
his death. She had never killed anything before, but Talbot had been a pig
who deserved to die. She believed that with every fiber of her being. This was
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his fault; he'd brought it on himself. The only tragedy was that Skylar was
going to suffer for it.

As the evening wore on, a steady procession of soldiers began finding
excuses to stroll past the wagon on the perimeter of the camp. With her
armed guard looking on, smiling, they jeered and cursed her. They spit at
her. They made threats. Occasionally one would squat beside her and grab
her breasts or roughly try to shove his hand up her skirt. Skylar fought them
as best she could, but her efforts were useless and her screams were ineffec-
tual. Her only salvation was that her guard seemed to draw the line at out-
and-out rape, but by the time the camp fell silent for the night, Skylar
already wished she were dead.

The defiant words she had flung at Sun Hawk about the beauty and
value of life came back to haunt her. Tomorrow'’s sunrise was one she never
wanted to see.

There was no moon that night, which was good. The pitch blackness
would make what Sun Hawk had to do easier. He had said nothing to his
father before stealing away after everyone had fallen asleep. If he was not
dead when the morning came, Naka'yen would know what he had done.

The thought of leaving his family behind saddened Sun Hawk, but he
refused to dwell on it. His family was large; he had many sisters with fine
husbands who would see that his mother and father were cared for. The
soldier medicine man had looked at Hacké'tisan's wife and decided that the
fever was one caused by bad meat, not an epidemic that would sweep
through the camp like wildfire. Though Sun Hawk trusted the word of no
white man, the fact that the medicine man had not separated the woman
from the rest of the camp convinced him that his people were safe from
that horror.

They would survive without him. Skylar would not.

Leaving the camp without being detected had been simple. Throughout
the journey, braves had been stealing away with their entire families under
the cover of darkness. The soldiers had noticed the absence of some and sent
details out to look for them, to no avail. However, many of the absences
were as yet undiscovered. Sun Hawk knew he would not be one of those, but
it didn't matter. By morning he would be a renegade.

The wooded hillsides made it easy for him to circle around the camp to a
place above the wagon where Skylar was chained. Like all the Apaches, he
had studied the routine of the soldiers during the past week, so he knew that
they stationed guards at intervals around the camp and that those guards
changed twice during the night. All afternoon one guard had stood over
Skylar at the wagon.
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Biding his time, Sun Hawk crouched near one of the outer guards.
Sometimes the man sat on a rock and dozed, and at other times he meandered
around while he smoked a fire stick of tobacco. Presently another guard came
to replace him, and Sun Hawk knew it was almost time. He waited until the
newness of the soldier's job had worn off and he had relaxed; then Sun Hawk
slipped silently away and began working his way toward the wagon.

When there were trees and boulders for cover, he used them. When there
was only open ground, he crawled, never moving quickly, but never stopping
unless a noise reached his ears. Some soldiers had made their camp between
the hillside and the wagon, but they were not an obstacle. Their snores told
him they were sound asleep, and he crawled among them, making no more
noise than the gentle breeze wafting over the sand.

He reached the back of the wagon and smiled with satisfaction. The tiny red
glow of a fire stick made the guard easy to find. Crouching low, knife in hand,
Sun Hawk crept around the wagon until he was behind the guard, and then he
sprang. With one hand he covered the man's mouth, and before the guard could
utter a single strangled sound, drove his knife between the soldier’s ribs.

After dragging him beneath the wagon, Sun Hawk quickly searched the
soldier's pockets until he found the key to Skylar's shackles. Then he removed
the soldier's revolver and cartridge belt. He secured them around his own
waist and crawled out from under the wagon. He could barely make out
Skylar's form, but the angle of her head as she leaned against the wheel con-
vinced him she was asleep. Knowing no way to prevent her from being star-
tled, he clamped his hand over her mouth.

Skylar came awake instantly and began struggling, her eyes wide with fear
as she strained to see her captor's face.

"Be silent,” Sun Hawk whispered with his mouth next to her ear, and she
stopped struggling at once. He removed his hand from her mouth and
unlocked her shackles. The rusty hinges creaked, and he paused, listening, but
the only sounds he heard were the uninterrupted snores in the distance.

[t was incomprehensible to Skylar that Sun Hawk was really here. Her
mind was still drugged with sleep, and she wondered if she was still dreaming.
He had no reason to take such a terrible risk for her. “You must not do this,”
she whispered. “The guard—"

"Dead,” Sun Hawk told her as he moved past her to grab the soldier’s rifle,
which was leaning against the wagon. He turned back to her and pressed his
mouth to her ear again. "“Do as | do and make no sound.” He yanked her toward
the opposite end of the wagon, then let her go as he fell onto his stomach.

Questions soared through Skylar's mind. Why was he doing this> Did he
realize the terrible consequences of his act> Where would they go? What
would they do?> How would they survive when the soldiers came after them?
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But of course she couldn't ask the questions, and she couldn't refuse to go
with him. If she stayed, she would die anyway. Beyond that, Sun Hawk had
killed a man to save her life. If they were discovered, there would be no long
day of questioning for him as there had been for Skylar. The soldiers would
fall on them like a pack of wolves until nothing was left but their bullet-rid-
dled corpses. The die had been cast, and Skylar could only follow the man
who was risking death for her.

Mimicking his position, she crawled slowly beside him, painfully aware of
every rustle of her skirt and the scrape of every pebble that was dislodged by
her body. When they came to the sleeping soldiers, she knew it was all over.
She could never pass among them without waking them, but Sun Hawk
slipped ahead of her and they crawled between the soldiers in single file like
a long-bodied snake.

No one stirred.

They reached a crop of boulders well away from the soldiers and paused.
"We will go to the trees,” he whispered into her ear. “When you are there,
walk lightly or we will not get past the guards.”

Skylar couldn't see the trees, much less the guards, but she trusted Sun
Hawk. If he said they were there, they were. But she had much less faith in
her ability to navigate as silently as he could. The crack of one broken twig
could kill them both, but they crept forward until they reached the trees and
the ground began to slant upward. And then, after what seemed like a life-
time, Sun Hawk stood up, took Skylar's hand, and began to run.
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ver her mother's protests, Rayna left for Malaventura and barely

arrived in time to catch the evening train to Albuquerque. The

eastbound from Los Angeles arrived shortly before midnight, and

a few hours later she was in a room at the Palace Hotel once
again. She felt no sense of nostalgia at her return, but she did manage to
catch a brief nap before going to the Military Headquarters office early the
next morning.

Fueled and ready for a fight with Whitlock, Rayna quickly had the wind
knocked out of her sails when she arrived and discovered that the general was
no longer stationed at Fort Marcy. He had been transferred to the
Department of the Platte, and in his place sat a colonel with less rank, less
authority, and much less personality than his predecessor. Colonel Duncan
McLeash was a pleasant, round-faced, placid man who listened patiently to
Rayna’s tale of woe, clucking his tongue and nodding in commiseration.

Unfortunately there wasn't a blessed thing he could do to help her but nod
and cluck. His greatest contribution to the conversation was to inform her
that General Crook was indeed in Arizona and that he was making his head-
quarters at Fort Apache, at least temporarily.

146



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

This wasn't news to Rayna. Several weeks after she left Santa Fe, Meade
Ashford had written a letter to her father passing along that information.

It was the first and only time she'd heard from the major despite the two
letters she'd sent to him. She certainly hadn't expected him to fall on his knees
in gratitude for her effort, but she hadn't anticipated being ignored, either.
The insult was just one in a growing list of grievances she had been trying to
catalog against him. He was a pretentious, irascible, weak-kneed milksop. And
that was only the beginning of her inventory. At the bottom of it was a small
notation that somehow outshone the rest: The thought of the way he'd kissed
her made her own knees weak.

Since Rayna detested weakness, particularly in herself, it wasn't something
that counted in Meade's favor. That was why she found it incomprehensible
that after her meeting with Colonel McLeash the first thing she did was head
for the post hospital.

On her last day in Santa Fe, Meade had told her he would be leaving the
army soon, but she didn't even entertain the idea that he was already gone.
Despite the way he'd ignored her letters, she knew in her heart that he would-
n't have left New Mexico without contacting someone at Rancho Verde to
inquire about Skylar, if nothing else.

At the desk in the front hall of the hospital, she asked about him and was
told that Major Ashford was in the wards. A solicitous young corporal ushered
her into a spartanly furnished consultation room off the hall, and after she
refused his offer of a cup of tea, he disappeared.

Corporal Engberg hurried upstairs and located Meade as he was about to
enter the officers’ lounge. "Major Ashford! A moment, please.”

Meade stopped and looked at the corporal. “Yes?"

"There’s a lady to see you downstairs, sir. She's waiting in the consulta-
tion room."”

"A lady?" Meade asked, unable to imagine who would be calling on him.
"Did she give her name or give you her card?>”

"Oh, no, sir,” Engberg said hesitantly. "I forgot to ask.” He started to add
that she was a very beautiful lady, but he didn't think the major would approve
of his comment.

"It's all right, Corporal. Return to your post. I'll see to it.”

As he made his way downstairs, buttoning his tunic as he went, Meade
decided that his mysterious guest was probably the wife of the soldier he'd
been treating. A supply wagon on its way from Fort Waring had overturned,
crushing the man beneath it. By the time he'd been brought to the hospital,
gangrene had set in, and Meade was being forced to discharge him; the army
had little use for one-legged sergeants. His wife had been sent for, naturally,
and had undoubtedly arrived.
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With that explanation fixed in his mind, Meade was understandably taken
aback when he opened the door and found Rayna standing at the window.
The morning light spilled in, creating a golden halo around her, and Meade
suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

Damn it, why does she have this effect on me?> he thought irritably, and on
the heels of that question came another: And what the hell is she doing here?
In a few days he would be out of New Mexico completely, with hundreds of
miles between himself and Rayna Templeton, which would, logically, leave
him no choice but to forget about her. Now she was here, probably because
she'd remembered that he was leaving the army and she just wanted to stir him
up again for spite.

When Rayna turned at the sound of the door, it finally occurred to Meade
that something could be wrong. He hurried toward her, wishing he could read
the odd expression on her face. "Rayna, has something happened? What are
you doing here?” he demanded.

It wasn't the greeting she had hoped for, but she knew better than to take
offense at his brusqueness. His attitude did help her quell the impulse to fly
across the room and embrace him, though. “That kind young corporal obvi-
ously mistook me for a lady and offered me a place to wait while he went to
find you.”

He sighed with relief. If she was joking with him, nothing could be dras-
tically wrong. "I meant what are you doing in Santa Fe? Is Skylar home yet?”

Rayna's face fell. “No. Things have gotten worse. Have you heard that
the Apaches on the Mescalero reservation are being transferred to the
Rio Alto?”

"Oh, good Lord,” Meade muttered, lowering his head in disgust. Would
the idiocy of the Washington bureaucrats never end? He raised his head. “No,
[ hadn't heard, but I've been exceptionally busy. I presume Skylar is on her
way there now.”

"That's right. And I'm going to Arizona to get her.”

"l beg your pardon?”

"You heard me. Crook hasn't answered any of our letters. | can only assume
that they have gone astray or he just doesn't give a damn.”

"If he had received your letters, he would have done something,” Meade
assured her.

"That's neither here nor there,” Rayna replied tersely. "I'm sick of waiting.
As soon as | leave here, I'm heading for Fort Apache. Colonel McLeash says
that to the best of his knowledge, Crook is still there.” She didn't go on to say
that if Crook refused to help her, she had plans of her own. She trusted
Meade after a fashion, but he was a military man. He'd probably see it as his
duty to report her.
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“Rayna, you can't possibly make a journey like that,” he argued. “The train
can take you only as far as Holbrook, and then it's ninety miles through some
of the most ungodly mountain terrain you've ever seen.”

Rayna nodded. “The Calderos. Yes, | know.”

"And do you also know that there's no stagecoach route through the moun-
tains because there's nothing south of them but reservation land> The only trails
are ones that were forged by army supply wagons, and those are dismal at best.”

He was treating her like an idiot, and she didn't like it. "Of course | know
it. | plan to hire a guide in Holbrook.”

"Oh, that's delightful,” Meade said grandly. “Trust your welfare—not to
mention your virtue—to a complete stranger.”

"] can take care of myself, Meade. ['ve been doing it for years.”

"Yes, in the bosom of your nurturing, loving family on a ranch where your
father is king and no one would dare lay a hand on his royal offspring. If you
go to Holbrook, you'll be totally alone, and no one's going to care one jot that
your father owns one of the largest ranches in the New Mexico Territory."

Rayna fought down her exasperation. "Meade, a ranch is not a convent,
and [ have been off the property once or twice. It might surprise you to know
that before the railroad arrived, I participated in a number of cattle drives on
the Goodnight Loving Trail.” Well, one drive, actually, but she didn't want to
retract her statement.

Meade was appalled. “You're not serious.”

"Oh, but [ am. Believe me, I'm perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

"Be that as it may, you can't make a trip like this unescorted. It's unthinkable.”

"Then what do you suggest? Shall I let my sister rot on the Rio Alto?"

"Write another letter!”

"I am sick to death of writing letters. My father’s sick of it, too. He col-
lapsed yesterday when we learned the news about Skylar."

Meade took another step toward her in concern. “Is he all right?"

"] believe so. | pray so. But the point is, our family can't take any more of
this, Meade. | have to do something.”

Meade turned away, more impatient with the situation than with Rayna.
She was right. Something had to be done, but he couldn't let her risk her life
on a dangerous trip like this. After a long moment he turned back to her,
knowing he was going to regret his impulsive decision.

"All right. Can you wait two days before beginning?”

"Why should I> | can be in Arizona long before then if | take the next
westbound train.”

"I know, but tomorrow is my last day as an officer of the United States
Army, and | have already booked passage to Holbrook Friday morning. I'm
going home, and I see no reason why you can't make the trip with me.”
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Rayna was stunned. “Friday? You were planning to leave the territory on Friday?”

She looked . . . hurt, Meade realized, but he tried to insulate himself
against it. “That's right. As I told you weeks ago, I'm anxious to get home.
Why do you ask?>”

Rayna turned away and moved to the window. “No reason,” she replied, try-
ing for a cavalier attitude. "I was just surprised that you'd be leaving so soon.”

Meade accepted her answer because he didn't want to believe that she
might have been disappointed that he had planned to leave without seeing
her again. “Well, | am, and it's to your benefit. | know the route to Fort
Apache, and I'm offering to act as your guide. What do you say?’

Considering the circumstances, Rayna found it difficult to believe that
he'd made the offer, but she knew better than to question it. Though she had
doubts about how much help this tenderfoot would be to her on the trail, at
least he knew how to get her to where she was going. If worse came to worst,
she could take care of him. "Very well, | accept your generous offer.”

He paused a moment. "You do?"

"Yes."

“No argument? No protestations that you can get along without my help?’

"But I do need your help. I don't know the route to Fort Apache and you
do. You are known to me, and since you're going to that area anyway, you'll
be far less expensive than a hired guide.”

Meade bit the inside of his lip to keep from smiling. “Perfectly logical, rea-
sonable, and economical,” he decreed.

"My thinking exactly.”

He sighed. “Very well. We'll leave day after tomorrow. Are you staying at
the Palace again?” When she answered in the affirmative, he said, “I'll call for
you at eight o'clock on Friday morning.”

"I'll be ready.”

"Good."

Their business concluded, there didn't seem to be anything else to say but
a polite round of good-byes. Even after they had been said, though, neither of
them moved. They looked at each other for a moment; then Rayna finally put
an end to the tension by moving to the door.

"Rayna?”

She stopped and turned. “Yes?"

"You had already made up your mind to go to Fort Apache when you got
here. Why did you bother coming to me at all?"

A flush of humiliation washed through her. Did he really have to ask? ‘I
thought you might be interested in knowing what had transpired. What other
reason could I have had>’

“None, I suppose,” he replied, sorry he'd asked the question.
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A thought occurred to Rayna and she frowned. "I had no idea you were
leaving Friday, if that's what you're thinking. I didn't come here to rope you
into taking me—"

“No, no,” he assured her hastily. “That thought hadn't crossed my mind.”

"Well, good.” She edged toward the door again. “Good day, Meade. Ill see
you on Friday.”

"Yes."

She turned and grasped the door handle, then stopped. Without looking
at him, she asked softly, "Would you really have left New Mexico without—"
Seeing me again, she wanted to say, but she quickly replaced that phrase with
"inquiring about Skylar>”

Meade wasn't fooled by the substitution, but he didn't think it was wise to
admit how many times he'd talked himself out of the sentimental notion of
stopping at Rancho Verde on his way home. “I had planned to write your
father once I reached Eagle Creek.”

Well, that certainly made his feelings—or lack thereof—plain enough.
She said good day again without looking at him and left.

Sun Hawk began covering their tracks not long after they cleared the
camp, but except for a few brief pauses to allow Skylar to catch her breath,
they never stopped moving, climbing higher into the mountains. At daybreak
they stopped at a trickling mountain spring, and Skylar collapsed beside it to
drink greedily. Sun Hawk knelt at her side but waited until she had drunk her
fill before cupping his hand in the water.

It was the first chance they'd had to talk, but only one question came to
Skylar's mind once she'd quenched her intense thirst. "Do you know this
country?” she asked.

Sun Hawk didn't look at her. “Not as well as some, but | know it. Before
the whites came, my people were free to hunt wherever we wanted. | have
been in these mountains.”

"Good."

"Rest. Don't talk,” he instructed. “We must move on soon.” He stood up,
and Skylar grabbed his hand.

"Where are you going?"’

Sun Hawk looked down and saw the panic in her eyes. It was only to be
expected, he supposed. “You need food, and | must scout the area. You will be
safe here for a little while.”

He had to do what was best for both of them, and Skylar reluctantly
released his hand. He studied her for a moment, then reached for the revolver
strapped to his waist. He extended it to her, and their eyes held as they
remembered the last gift he had given her.
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Skylar's hand was trembling as she took the gun. Sun Hawk turned away
and jumped lightly across the stream.

"Why did you do it?” The question was out before she even realized she
was going to ask it.

Sun Hawk stopped and looked at her. “The soldiers would have killed you.”

"Why should that matter to you?”

His handsome face hardened into a scowl. “You ask too many questions,
even for a woman. It is done. We cannot turn back now.” He spun away from
her and a moment later disappeared into the rocks above.

At precisely eight o'clock Meade arrived at the Palace Hotel and found
Rayna waiting for him in the lobby with a single carpetbag at her feet. At least
she hadn't overpacked for the trip. If nothing else, he could count on her to
be practical once they left civilization behind. Probably.

He took off his broad-brimmed hat as he approached her, and realized
that she was looking at him strangely. Knowing that spending the next few
days with her was going to be sheer hell, it seemed hypocritical to wish her a
good morning, so instead he questioned her odd look. “What's wrong?>”

“Nothing.” She waved her hand up and down, gesturing to his clothing.
"It's just a shock to see you out of uniform, and that's not what I would have
expected you to wear.”

Meade frowned down at his serviceable black trousers, casual white shirt,
and open vest. “What's wrong with the way I'm dressed?”

“Not a thing."

"What were you expecting? A cutaway and bowler?”

Rayna chuckled. "Actually, yes.”

Meade snatched up her carpetbag. “Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but |
sent them on ahead last week with the rest of my personal belongings. Shall
we go? | have a carriage waiting.”

She dutifully took her place beside him. The doorman took the bag and
placed it in the boot while Meade handed Rayna into the carriage. Once they
were settled, she shot him a sidelong glance. “Do you really have a cutaway
and bowler?”

Meade wanted to order her not to look at him with that delectable teasing
smile, but instead he looked straight ahead and replaced his hat. “No, I don't.
Disappointed?”

"Disillusioned,” she countered. “Although I must confess that I do prefer
your cavalry hat to a stuffy bowler.”

"So do I,” he said, tugging on the downturned brim in front. "I've spent
several years training it to my head, and it's the only piece of military equip-
ment ['ve ever grown attached to.”
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"That's understandable. It makes you look quite handsome.”

"Thank you.” Meade was uncomfortable with the compliment, but he felt
obligated to give one in return. “You look quite . . . nice yourself today.
Though [ am a little surprised by the traveling suit.”

Rayna smoothed her skirt. “I thought I should carry one appropriately
feminine costume along for my meeting with General Crook.”

"That's probably wise.” Meade fell silent and dusted at an imaginary spot of
dust on his trousers. Good Lord, how was he going to survive the next week?
Already she was wreaking havoc with his senses, turning him into a blather-
ing, anxious schoolboy. How much worse would it be once they reached
Holbrook and set out alone for Fort Apache?

He didn't want to consider it. He'd offered to act as her escort so that
she'd be protected, but if he didn't get a firm grasp on his emotions, Rayna
would need someone to protect her from him.

They completed the ride to the station in silence and discovered that the
train had already arrived. Fighting the crowd, they made their way through
the depot to the platform where a porter took their baggage and pointed
them to the Liberty Pullman. Rayna allowed Meade to take her arm, and they
fell into the stream of passengers moving down the length of the train.

Ahead of them, a young stable hand and a baggage man were approach-
ing, leading a spirited-looking gray Arabian stallion toward the stock cars. As
the crowd made way, Meade stepped aside and paused. "Magnificent animal,”
he commented, studying the horse's features. “Look at the conformation . . .
the perfect arch of the crest.”

"Yes, he's a real beauty,” Rayna said lovingly, surprised by Meade's knowl-
edge of horses. She shouldn't have been, of course. He was a cavalryman, after
all, but as she recalled, the horse he'd been riding at Rancho Verde had been
undistinguished. She couldn't fault him for that, though.

"l imagine he has incredible speed and endurance,” he said appreciatively
as the horse drew alongside him. Unfortunately, at that moment the train
whistle shrilled loudly, spooking the horse, which had already been unnerved
by the crowd and hubbub of the train yard. The stallion reared, clawing the
air with his hooves, and as the passengers screeched and scrambled for safety,
Meade grabbed Rayna to pull her out of the way.

Naturally Rayna had other ideas. The frightened horse reared again,
straining against its lead rope, and the stableboy lost his hold. Before the wild-
eyed Arabian could bolt, Rayna sprang forward and grabbed the lead.

"Easy, boy, easy,” she crooned, pulling down hard on the hackamore. The
animal shied away, but Rayna held on. The battle between the lovely young
lady in the beige traveling suit and the powerful stallion should have been a
woefully one-sided one, but it wasn't. When the horse tried to rear again,
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Rayna applied all her weight against the rope, tightening the hackamore
around his nose, and the stallion quieted.

"Good boy. Easy, boy. There's a good fellow.” A spattering of applause
swept through the crowd, and Rayna stroked the stallion’s nose to keep
him quiet.

Feeling like an ineffectual fool, Meade watched Rayna turn the spirited
Arabian into a docile pet. Why on earth had he bothered trying to protect
her? "Strong, beautiful, skittish, and mean-tempered, to boot,” he muttered
churlishly as he moved toward Rayna and the horse.

"He's not mean; he's just high-spirited,” she said lightly, stroking the
animal's nose. “That's the price you sometimes have to pay for a horse this
well bred.”

"Well, I wouldn't pay a greenback dollar for him."

Rayna shot him an exasperated glance, then handed the lead to the stable-
boy. “Keep a firm hand on this from now on,” she advised.

"Yes, ma'am. And thank you.” The crowd applauded again as the boy led
the Arabian away.

"If you're finished performing feats of derring-do for your grateful public,
could we go now?"

Rayna frowned at him as they began moving briskly toward the Pullman
car. “What is wrong with you? | very likely averted a serious accident, and
you're treating me as though I'd done something wrong.”

"You could have been killed,” he snapped as he took her arm and helped
her up the steps to the car. “That animal obviously needs a great deal of train-
ing and gentling before he'll be fit for anything but showing off.”

"Don't be ridiculous. It wasn't Triton's fault the engineer blew the whistle.”

"Triton?" Meade frowned as they moved into a coach that looked more
like a drawing room parlor than a train car.

"The horse,” she replied, glancing around for a seat. “The name is a mytho-
logical reference to—"

"I know what it refers to,” he snapped. "How do you know what he's called?’

Rayna settled onto a reasonably comfortable padded sofa. “l know his
name because I'm his new owner. | bought him yesterday.”

Meade glared down at her. “You what?"

She looked up at him innocently, truly unable to imagine where his ani-
mosity had come from. "l bought him from a breeder who lives just outside
Santa Fe,” she explained. “"Papa and I buy a great deal of our stock from him."
Meade was still staring at her. “What on earth is wrong? You didn't think [ was
going to walk to Fort Apache, did you?"

"No, but | expected—" A fellow passenger jostled Meade, and he joined
Rayna on the sofa, lowering his voice. "l expected that we'd find a couple of
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serviceable trail horses in Holbrook. I didn't know you'd go out and pay a
king's ransom for a man-killing stallion.”

"He is not a man-killer, and you're being contrary for no reason, Meade,"
she said, finally losing her patience.

"That's because you make me angry with the ridiculous things you do,” he
flung back at her.

"If that's the case, why the devil did you offer to escort me to Fort Apache?’
she snapped.

"Because you needed help and it was the gentlemanly thing to do.”

"Then why don't you start acting like a gentleman?”

"I will when you start acting like a lady!”

Every head in the coach swiveled toward them, but that didn't keep
Meade from wanting to wrap his hands around Rayna's lovely throat and
strangle her.

Calming herself, she fixed him with her most determined gaze and low-
ered her voice. “Meade, I didn't ask for your help, and I certainly didn't ask to
be snipped at, condescended to, and scolded like a child at every turn.”

“I'm sorry. You're absolutely right. How you conduct yourself is your own
business.” Despite his apology, he didn't sound the least bit remorseful.

"Remember that, or I'll go back to my original plan and find another guide
in Holbrook."

"Perhaps you should.”

"Perhaps I willl”

They glared at each other until finally Meade turned away in disgust, won-
dering if he would ever be able to get the last word in on Miss Rayna Templeton.
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espite the tragic complexities of her situation, life became very

simple for Skylar over the next few days. It was an endless,

exhausting cycle of sleeping and moving on. Knowing the soldiers

would expect him to go south to join Geronimo, Sun Hawk head-
ed north instead, leading Skylar through the most rugged parts of the moun-
tains so that they would be more difficult to track. On the third day they
came down to the northern foothills of the Caliente range. A storm blew up,
and they took shelter beneath a rock shelf, sleeping through the afternoon so
that they could cross the long valley under the cover of darkness that night.
The next morning they crossed the Manosa River and slipped into the south-
ern foothills of the White Mountains.

She knew that having her with him made traveling more difficult for Sun
Hawk, but she never complained and he never commented on their slow
pace. When she reached the limits of her endurance, Sun Hawk seemed to
know it instinctively and would find an excuse to stop. Though scavenging
for roots and other food sources was woman's work, Sun Hawk provided for
their needs without complaint. Until they were farther away, building a fire
was out of the question, so he made no attempt to snare rabbits or other small
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game. They lived on pifion nuts, pine bark, and gooseberries, if they could be
found. Skylar had never been so hungry, but she gratefully ate whatever Sun
Hawk brought.

Late on the fourth day he found a valley sheltered by steep cliffs on three
sides, and announced that they would make camp there for several days. He
was convinced no one had followed them, and the entrance to the high valley
had a commanding view of the area they had just traversed. No one could
approach without his knowledge, and there was fresh water in a pool fed by a
mountain stream and the recent rains. He led Skylar up to a shallow cave in
one of the cliff walls and left, after promising to return as soon as he had
found food.

Too exhausted to question his decision even if she had wanted to, Skylar
lay down in the cave and fell asleep. When she awoke the next morning, Sun
Hawk was still gone and there was no indication that he had returned during
the previous afternoon or night. Though the thought of being completely
alone was frightening, it never occurred to her that she had been deserted.
Sun Hawk hadn't risked everything just to leave her in the mountains to die,
and he was too skilled to allow himself to be captured.

Secure in the certainty that he would return soon, Skylar climbed down
from the cave and tried to think about what she should do. Making decisions,
even simple ones, wasn't as easy as it should have been. For days, Sun Hawk
had directed her every movement, and escape had been her only clear, reason-
able thought. Everything else had been shoved away from her consciousness.

She tried to imagine what Sun Hawk would do and realized that her prior-
ities were, first, to make certain the valley was still safe and, second, to learn
everything there was to know about it. Quietly backtracking to the mouth of
the valley, she studied the rugged terrain they had covered the day before.
She stayed there a long time, examining all possible routes that might lead
someone to her location, but nothing stirred.

Once she was convinced she was still safe, she returned to the valley and
began memorizing every crack and crevice on the cliffs. She found places to
hide and even located another way out. She collected what food she could
find, but she gathered little of it, for she was not nearly as astute as Sun Hawk
in judging what was edible and what wasn't.

It was midmorning by the time she finished, but there was still no sign of
Sun Hawk, so she made her way down to the pool and removed her
overblouse. Shutting out the significance of the encrusted bloodstains, she
knelt on the bank and scrubbed the dress. When she had finished and laid it
in the sun to dry, her hands were nearly raw, but the stains were only faint cir-
cles, much dimmer than her memory of how the blood had gotten there. She
washed her skirt, too, and then slipped into the cool water to bathe.
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She stayed there for a long time, savoring the feel of the water on her skin,
and when she was as clean as it was possible to get, she floated on the surface
and forced herself to think about her situation.

[t was obvious that she and Sun Hawk could not hide in the mountains
forever, but what were the alternatives? Turning themselves in at one of the
forts in the territory was unthinkable. In the eyes of the whites, she and Sun
Hawk were both murderers, and there was no reason to believe that they
would receive better treatment than Captain Haggarty had given her.

Of course, if Sun Hawk would agree to help her get to Rancho Verde,
there was a chance that her father could sort out this mess. If she had to go
on trial for killing the soldier, at least she would have the benefit of a lawyer,
and she would have her family around her. Testimony could be presented to
point up the fact that she had not been raised as an Apache, and if she
appeared in front of the tribunal dressed in a fashionable tailored dress with
her hair upswept, speaking eloquent English as she related what had really
happened with Talbot, there was a chance the judge and jury might believe
she had acted in self-defense.

But there was a vast difference between what she had done and what
Sun Hawk had done to help her escape. Perhaps they could convince a
military court that he had acted because he knew the soldiers were going
to kill her, but that wouldn't change the fact that he was an Apache who
had killed a soldier in cold blood. They would hang him. Skylar could go
back to her placid life as the spinster daughter of Raymond Templeton, but
she'd never be able to forget that she had purchased her freedom with Sun
Hawk's life.

Of course he didn't have to turn himself in. He could deliver her to
Rancho Verde and disappear . . . and Skylar would never see him again. The
thought brought her almost as much pain as the thought of seeing him hang.
Selfish considerations aside, though, she had to consider what his life would
be like from now on. He was a renegade who could never return to his fam-
ily. He had nothing. Quite simply, he had given up everything . . . for her.

Skylar still didn't understand why, but one thing was clear to her.
Whatever decision she made about her future had to include what was best
for Sun Hawk. She owed him her life, and that was a debt she would repay
with her own, if necessary.

She also realized quite clearly that she was in love with him. Her childish
infatuation had evolved into a deep respect for the man he was and for his
commitment to his people. She wasn't sure when that respect had turned to
love, but it had happened long before he unshackled her from the army
wagon. That act had merely bound them together with a bond of blood that
could never be broken.
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Skylar floated in the pool, reaching no decisions because none could be
made without Sun Hawk. Until she knew what he wanted or what he had
planned, she could only go on as they had been, surviving as best they could.

Though her future was as blank as the sheets of writing paper Rayna had
sent her, Skylar felt no panic. Perhaps she was more Apache than she had
imagined, after all. They lived one day at a time, adjusting and adapting to
whatever fate threw at them. She could do the same—as long as she had Sun
Hawk'’s strength to sustain her.

Skylar opened her eyes and started when she saw Sun Hawk on the rock
shelf that bordered one end of the pool. She couldn't guess how long he had
been there, but she quickly righted herself and began to tread water, wafting
her arms gently back and forth to keep herself afloat. He was frozen like a
statue as he stared at her, his expression hard and unreadable. At his feet were
several sacks, but Skylar's thoughts were too muddled for her to wonder what
was in them or where they had come from. She was too overwhelmed by the
tension in the air and the sweet, sensual ache that pulsed through her body.

She could think of nothing to say to him. In fact, she could think of noth-
ing at all.

And then he moved. He climbed down the rocks to the pool and placed
his rifle near the edge of the water. Never taking his eyes off Skylar, he
removed his clothes and stood on the bank naked.

He was elemental, powerful, and frightening. He was also the most beau-
tiful thing Skylar had ever seen. She had lived on a ranch too long to be igno-
rant of the meaning of his jutting manhood, but she knew instinctively that
Sun Hawk would never take her by force. That was why he was waiting at the
edge of the pool. It was his way of offering her a choice.

But why did he want her? she had to wonder. Did he think that because he
had saved her he had a right to her? Had he simply seen her naked as she
floated in the water and become aroused?> Was this merely an animal instinct
that he longed to gratify? Or did he truly love her?

Most important, did the answer really matter?

Yes. It mattered very much.

When Sun Hawk finally dived into the water and surfaced at the opposite
end of the pool, desire coursed through Skylar, but instead of swimming
toward him, she made her way to the bank and slipped out of the water. She
glanced over her shoulder and discovered that he had turned away. If disap-
pointment or hurt was etched on his face, Skylar couldn't see it.

Quickly she dressed and hurried back to the cave without acknowledging
his presence. Keenly aware of every sound below her, she listened as he
bathed and scrubbed his clothes. Then the noises stopped, and a few minutes
later Sun Hawk climbed up to the cave wearing only his breechclout and car-
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rying the sacks he had brought. They clattered when he dropped them at her
feet, but his eyes never met Skylar's.

"We have good food now, and other things we need. I will make a fire
below so that you can cook.”

"As you wish.”

He left abruptly and Skylar began opening the sacks. In one she found tins
of meat and bags of flour, meal, and sugar. In another she found blankets, a
cook pot, and several knives and other utensils. The third held sacks of dried
beef and boxes of rifle cartridges, a sewing kit and soap, scraps of material, a
shirt, and even a long skirt and other articles of clothing.

What he had brought her, supplemented by what they could forage from
the mountains, would keep them alive for weeks. But at what cost?

Her heart tripping with dread, she hurried down the rocky bluff to where
Sun Hawk was carefully creating a fire that would make hardly any smoke at all.

He knew she was there, but he didn't look at her, even when she quietly
asked, “Where did the provisions come from?”

"A small ranch many miles to the west.”

Skylar knelt beside him, terrified of hearing the answer to her next ques-
tion. “You didn't—" She hesitated, and finally he looked at her with cold,
lifeless eyes.

"I did not kill to get the food, if that is what you want to know. It was
not necessary.”

Skylar's relief was overshadowed by the knowledge that her doubts had
hurt him. “I'm sorry. It is only that | don't want anyone else killed because of
me," she said, reaching out to touch his arm, but her jerked away from her.

"I will do what I have to do to keep you alive,” he said harshly.

"But | would rather die than know I had caused the death of another
innocent person.”

He continued laying wood for the fire. “You think the soldier [ killed was
innocent,” he said flatly.

"In a way, he was,” she replied. "But | know that if you had not silenced
him, [ would be dead now.”

"Then what I did was right.”

Skylar didn't know how to debate the moral implications, and she didn't
want to. It had been done, and there was no way to turn back time. “What
you did saved my life, and | am grateful.”

"It is not your gratitude | want,” he snapped.

"Then what do you want?” When he remained silent, a vision of him as he
had stood naked at the pool flashed into Skylar's mind. “You have given up
everything for me, but | do not understand why. You made it clear long ago
that [ am not fit to be the woman of an Apache warrior.”
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Sun Hawk paused in his work. “That is true.”

Skylar swallowed hard and summoned all her courage. “Then why did you
come to me at the pool?”

He looked at her then, and the veil of coldness fell away from his eyes. The
tender expression that remained told Skylar everything she needed to know.
She reached out and gently touched his face. “If you had ever spoken of love, |
might understand better why you risked so much for me,” she said gently.

"Do you need me to speak of it?" he asked hoarsely, moved by her touch
and the soft lights in her eyes.

Skylar nodded. “Yes. I do.”

Abruptly Sun Hawk pulled away and stood. Irritation replaced tenderness
in his eyes. "My wife has been dead a long time, but [ did not imagine that
when it came time to select another one, my heart would choose someone
like you."

Skylar wondered if that was as close to an avowal of love as she would ever
get from him. He loved her, but clearly he didn't want to. "Are you asking me
to be your wife?"

He drew his shoulders back proudly. She had humiliated him once with
her rejection at the pool. He didn't want to give her the chance to do it again
by speaking foolish lovers' words to her. "We have both killed white soldiers,”
he said flatly. “Neither of us can go back to our people and live as before. It
makes sense that we should live together because we have no one else now.”

He was offering her a marriage of convenience? The very idea was ludi-
crous, since nothing about their situation was even remotely convenient.
Obviously he had not considered the possibility that her white family might
be able to clear her of the charges, but there was no reason why he should
give the possibility any credence. His treatment at the hands of white men
had been vastly different from hers.

Would he take her to Rancho Verde if she asked him to?

Possibly. But Skylar couldn't bring herself to ask it. Instead, she told him,
"I will think on what you have said because you have saved my life and taken
care of me."

"As | told you, I do not want your gratitude,” Sun Hawk said angrily. “Do
not come to me as a wife because you owe me a debt.”

"Then do not come to me as a husband because it is a practical thing to
do,” she flung back. "If you want someone to cook for you and see to your
needs, you have only to ask and [ will care for you as a sister would care for
a brother.”

"l do not want a sister, [ want a wife!”

"And [ am the only woman available? That is not enough for me, Sun
Hawk."” Skylar came to her feet and placed one fist against her breast. “What |
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feel in my heart for you is more powerful than anything [ have ever known,
but [ will not be your wife unless [ know your heart feels the same.”

Torn between salvaging his pride and the joy her confession brought him,
he studied her angry face. “Why do you think I saved your life>” he asked,
gentling his voice.

"I have asked you before to tell me, and you would not.”

"If your heart is as strong as you say, it should tell you the reason.”

Skylar did know. She had known it, most likely, from the moment he had
given her the knife almost a week ago. "I need to hear the words from you.”

He hesitated a moment. [ love you. Why else would I give up everything
to keep from losing you?" he asked quietly.

There. He had said it and there was no turning back. Skylar felt no elation,
no flush of longing, only a strange sense of inevitability. All she was certain of
was her own love for him and his for her. She had to stay with him now, to go
where he went, give up her dreams of being reunited with her family, and
spend whatever was left of her life as his wife.

"Very well." She nodded slowly and turned away.

Sun Hawk took a single step after her. “Where are you going?”

"To get the food. A wife's first duty is to cook for her husband.”

At that moment Sun Hawk could have argued with her, but he didn't. She
had agreed to be his wife. There would be time for proving his love later. For
now he had to finish laying the fire so that his wife could cook for him.

Case rode into Fort Apache unable to imagine why General Crook had
summoned him again so soon. Only yesterday Case and a cavalry detail
led by the general had returned from a month-long campaign hunting
down a band of Chiricahua who had left San Carlos and were attempting
to join Geronimo. Luck had been with them and they had captured part of
the band, but the others had escaped and were probably already in
Mexico. Geronimo's followers were growing in number, and Crook esti-
mated the total number of braves, women, and children to be nearly a
hundred by now.

That seemed like a small number in light of the superior forces Crook
was amassing against Geronimo, but it was more than enough to wreak
havoc and create panic among ranchers and townspeople throughout the
southern half of the territory.

Unfortunately, Crook had been unable to move against Geronimo
directly. Faced with administrative problems of pacifying the reservation
Apaches and cutting through the red tape involved in persuading the
Mexican government to allow his troops to cross the border, the general had
been completely stymied.
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That was why Case was so puzzled about the reason Crook had sent for
him. Even if authorization to move into Mexico had come, it would take at
least a week to mount an expedition.

Quelling his curiosity, Case presented himself to the general’s aide and was
ushered in immediately.

"Case, thank you for coming so quickly,” Crook said, inviting him to sit by
pointing to a chair. "Please convey my apologies to Mrs. Longstreet for drag-
ging you away from her so soon.”

"Libby understands.”

Crook smiled, betraying his fondness for Case's wife. "I'm sure she does.
She's quite a remarkable lady.”

"l agree, General,” Case replied solemnly. “But you did not ask me here to
discuss my wife.”

"Quite right.” Crook’s smile was replaced by a frown as he looked down at
the enormous stack of correspondence and dispatches that had been awaiting
him on his return. "It seems there's been some trouble with the Mescaleros
who were being transferred to the Rio Alto.”

"How many refused to go?" Case asked, understanding the source of the
irritation in Crook’s voice. The general had learned of the transfer yesterday
almost the moment he arrived at the fort, and he had been furious.
Crowding the Mescaleros onto the Rio Alto was absurd, and Case had no
doubt that the commander of the Department of the Border had already
lodged a complaint.

Crook looked at the dispatch from Captain Haggarty. “Forty-two in all,
including those who disappeared before the forced march began and those
who have vanished during the march.”

This was bad news, but not unexpected. “They will join Geronimo.”

"Of course they will, but until [ can get down into the Sierra Madre to root
Gerry out, there's nothing | can do but twiddle my thumbs and handle prob-
lems like this one.” He tapped Haggarty's report. “It seems that one of the
captain’s soldiers was knifed to death without provocation by a Mescalero
woman named Skylark.”

It was clear from Crook's tone that he didn't believe the military version of
the account. Case didn't either. That was not what captured his interest,
though. "That's an odd name for an Apache. I've never heard anything like it
before, even among the Mescaleros.”

"One story at a time. I'll get to that one in a minute,” Crook grumbled,
leaving Case mystified as to what he meant. “It seems that after the woman
was caught and questioned, one of the braves helped her to escape, seriously
wounding one of the guards.”

"Only one guard?’ Case questioned lightly.
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Crook’s mouth twitched at the corners. "My sentiments exactly. The brave
was obviously a prudent man whose only thought was to get the woman away
from her captors. | know Captain Haggarty, and [ shudder to think of the kind
of treatment this Skylark would have received at his hands.”

"l know Haggarty, too,” Case replied. The captain was an arrogant imbe-
cile with an ugly sadistic streak, but Crook didn't need Case to tell him that.
"The brave probably saved the woman'’s life.”

"Agreed. Certainly [ can't sanction what the brave did, but [ can't say |
blame him, either. At any rate, a thorough search of the Caliente Mountains
where the cavalry was camped yielded no trace of either of them, and
Haggarty is requesting that [ launch a full-scale expedition to track the couple
down. In lieu of that, he asks for permission to do it himself once he gets the
Mescaleros to Rio Alto.”

"We both know that would be a waste of time. They're probably across the
border in Mexico already.”

"Quite possibly. Unfortunately there is a horrible complication to what
should be a simple story.” Crook picked up a packet of letters. “This was also
waiting for me when [ arrived. It is a petition for the release of a Miss Skylar
Templeton from the Mescalero reservation. It seems that the young lady is a
full-blooded Apache by birth, but she was raised by a white family in New
Mexico, educated, and legally adopted.”

Case felt his heart turn over in his breast and he hardly dared to breathe.
Was this what his dreams about his sister had been leading him to? “The two
women—Skylark and Skylar—are the same,” he said, trying to keep his voice
from betraying the hope that blossomed inside him.

"I would guess so,” Crook replied, “though Haggarty made no mention of
the fact that the one he called Skylark was an anglicized Apache.”

Without realizing it, Case fingered the simple medallion that hung
around his neck. "If Skylar Templeton has a white family, how did she end up
on the reservation?”

Crook glanced through the letter he'd received from Miss Rayna
Templeton and gave Case the pertinent details, then threw the paper onto his
desk in disgust. “This is a complete travesty. That poor girl was ripped away
from her family and is now living a nightmare, thanks to Sam Whitlock. He
didn't need my permission to countermand his own order. He could have put
an end to this two months ago, but he was too peeved with the reorganization
to do it. He ought to be horsewhipped.”

Case couldn't have agreed more, but the reasons why this had happened
were less important than righting the wrong. Knowing Crook as he did, Case
understood now why he had been called here. “You want me to find them,
don't you, sir?”
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Crook smiled at him. Case's insight was only one of the things that made
him so valuable. “Yes, I do. | know that you've only just returned, but I'd
appreciate you handling this. If anyone can pick up their trail, you can.”

Case nodded. If the couple had joined Geronimo, this would be a very
dangerous mission. Even if he could locate the band in Mexico, the renegade
might kill him without allowing him to explain the purpose of his mission. But
the danger meant nothing to Case. The odds against Skylar Templeton being
his sister were enormous, but he could not rest until he knew the truth.

"Their trail will be too cold to follow,” he told Crook.

"I know that, but you can go where [ can't and find information that would
never be available to any white man, let alone a soldier.” He handed Case the
packet of documents he'd received from Rayna. “Look these over. They con-
tain information that might be useful to you. Frankly, if | were Miss Skylar
Templeton, I'd be far more interested in returning to my home in New Mexico
than going on the warpath with Geronimo. It could be that she's headed
home even as we speak.

"Now, I've already dispatched some communiqués requesting informa-
tion on this brave"—he consulted Haggarty's report—"Sun Hawk. If I can
track down the former Indian agent for the Mescalero reservation, he may
be able to give us some valuable information about the man that would help
you in your search.”

"It would be better to speak with Sun Hawk's people,” Case replied. “If
you'll give me the necessary papers, I'll catch up with Captain Haggarty and
ask questions among the Mescalero. If they know I'm trying to help Sun
Hawk, they may be honest with me.” Case stood, then hesitated. "Am | trying
to help him, General?”

Crook looked at him blankly, not grasping his meaning. "l beg your pardon?”

"What will happen to the brave if I find him?"

Crook thought it over. He'd been so focused on the problem of the young
woman that he hadn't thought much about the Mescalero brave. “I'll launch a
full investigation into all of this and see if I can find the truth. If the soldier he
wounded survives, | can assure you the man won't be hanged.”

"But he will be punished.”

"As | said, Case, it all depends on the circumstances. Find him for me so
that we can get at the truth and get Miss Templeton back to her family.”

Case almost smiled. It would have been so easy for Crook to offer a hol-
low assurance of leniency, but he never made a promise he wasn't certain he
could keep. That was the reason Case and the other Apaches trusted him so
much. “I'll do my best, sir,” he said respectfully.

"I know you will. Here." He gave him Haggarty's report as well. “See what
you can glean from this, too. Come back tomorrow morning before you set
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out, and I'll have the passes for you. I'm told that a number of citizens' com-
mittees have started forming again, and [ don't want anyone mistaking you for
a hostile.”

It was a problem Case had faced too often to take lightly. “Neither do I, sir.”

"Do you want to take some scouts with you?”

Case thought it over. “Yes. My uncle, Angry Coyote, and his son will
come with me.”

"Very well. You inform them, and I'll arrange their passes as well. And then
[ must write to the Templeton family and tell them what's happened,” Crook
added with a bewildered shake of his head.

Having been raised in two worlds himself, Case had a fair inkling of what
Skylar Templeton was going through—and what her family was suffering. "I
prefer my job to yours, sir.”

"As well you should, my friend.” Crook stood and offered Case his hand.
"Good luck.”

"Thank you, sir.”

Case left a moment later, tucking the papers Crook had given him into his
shirt. He longed to study them for any scrap of information that might tell
him whether or not Skylar Templeton was his sister, but he wanted to get
home to Libby and share this with her as soon as possible. She would be upset
that he was leaving again so soon, but she would not try to discourage him.
Her heart would bleed for the plight of poor Skylar, and even if the girl was
not Sons-ee-a-ray, Libby would want her found.

As soon as Case arrived home, he explained the situation to Libby, and his
assumption about her attitude was completely correct.

"Oh, Case, what that poor thing must have suffered,” she said quietly,
looking over Haggarty's report while her husband studied the letter from
Skylar's sister. "Do you think this Private Talbot was trying to assault her?"

Case didn't want to think about it. “Such things have happened before,” he
replied, trying to remain impassive. There was no proof this girl was his sister,
but there was no denying that his heart had already assigned her that station.

Though Case had made no mention of Morning Star, Libby knew what he
was thinking. "Is this your sister, Case?" she asked, leaning close to place her
head on his shoulder.

Case touched her face lovingly and pressed a kiss to her brow. "I do
not know.”

"But you think it, don't you? You told me that your visions were trying to
lead you to her, and now this has happened.”

He took Haggarty's report from her. “The captain said the girl was a Mescalero
about twenty years of age. Morning Star would be nearer twenty-five.”

Libby raised her head. "Haggarty could be mistaken.”
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"True, but how could a White Mountain Apache child like Morning Star
come to be raised by a white family near Santa Fe? It is much more likely that
this Skylar is indeed a Mescalero.”

Libby couldn't help but smile. Case wanted very much to believe that this
girl was his sister, but he was afraid of being hurt by a disappointment that
would bring him immeasurable pain. He had kept Morning Star's memory
alive since the day she had been taken, but now that there was a chance that
he might be reunited with her, he was trying to think with his head and not
his heart.

"Will you be able to find her?” she asked.

"I don't know.”

Libby placed her head on his shoulder again and wrapped her arms around
his waist. "If she is Morning Star, the eagle will lead you to her. Your guiding
spirit has never failed us yet.”

Case wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Sometimes he
wondered if his wife had a deeper Apache soul than his own.

"] pray you are right, beloved.”
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kylar and Sun Hawk filled the afternoon with practical tasks. While

she cooked, he began gathering the things he would need to replace

the valuable weapons he had left behind with his people. After they

ate, while Sun Hawk carved and cured a stout mulberry branch into a
bow, Skylar mended their clothes.

They worked quietly, seldom murmuring a word, but their minds were
both keenly attuned to the tension that filled the air.

In her youth, before reality had intervened, Skylar had often imagined
being married in a beautiful cathedral. In the fantasy, she wore a magnificent
dress, and Rayna was standing beside her, smiling happily as the bride and
groom exchanged their vows.

The face of her husband-to-be had been a blank then, but it was no longer.
Skylar had pledged herself to a man whose handsome face was forever embla-
zoned on her memory and in her heart. There would be no cathedral or expen-
sive gown. Rayna might never know of her betrothal, and there would be no
priest asking her to recite the vows. The wedding ceremony tonight would be
very simple. When Sun Hawk went to his bed, she would join him. He would
take her body and, in so doing, bind them together for as long as they lived.
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Skylar was terrified.

"What does your name mean in our language?’

His soft voice startled her, and it took her a moment to focus on his ques-
tion. The valley was growing dark, and Sun Hawk had banked the fire so that
it was only a red glow in the twilight. She looked across the embers at him
and found that he had laid his bow aside and was studying her intently.

It took her another moment to find a suitable translation for her name. “It
means 'one who studied,” she told him, feeling a flush of heat crawl up her
cheeks. "It is a name that my white mother cherished because it belonged to
her own mother who died many years ago.” It was the simplest way Skylar
could think of to explain how Collie's maiden name, Schuyler, had been trans-
formed into her own. “Why do you ask? Does it displease you?”

The depth of tenderness in his eyes nearly stole her breath. “No, it does
not displease me. | only wanted to know it in the language we share so that |
can whisper it to you in the night.”

An ache of need like the one she had experienced in the pool flooded
through her, and she looked back at her sewing, unable to comment.

"Do you still miss your white family?" he asked.

She couldn't look up. “Yes. I always will, just as you will miss the family
you left behind.”

"l am sorry you will never see them again.”

"So am [." She glanced up and met his gaze. “For both of us.” Another
silence fell between them as darkness gathered in the valley. “What will we do
when we can no longer stay here?”

Thus far Sun Hawk had been acting on instinct and had no particular plan
in mind. He might not have confessed his indecision to anyone else for fear it
would make him look weak, but he knew he had to be honest with his wife. “I
am not certain, beloved.”

Skylar gathered the endearment to her heart and held it close. "Will we
join Geronimo?”

"There may be no other choice,” he replied sadly. “We will travel north for
a while longer until the soldiers stop searching for us, but when the snows
come, we must go south. Only Geronimo and his people are in the south, and
we cannot survive alone.”

"Geronimo's raids have already killed many people who did him no wrong,”
she reminded him. “Will you be able to kill if he says it must be done?”

"I will do whatever I must to keep you safe and alive,” he repeated.

"We will not be safe with Geronimo.”

"Then we will find a safe place,” he promised her, though he knew it was a
promise he could never keep.

Skylar knew it, too, but for this one moment it didn't matter.

169



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

It had grown too dark to see the rents and tears in the leggings she was
mending, and when Sun Hawk began laying out his blankets next to the fire,
Skylar put her sewing away. A knot of fear and anticipation formed in her
throat, but she swallowed it down.

This was the course she had chosen. No other was open to her, and
though she would have given the world to change the circumstances, she
could not regret having met Sun Hawk or having grown to love him. Fate had
ripped her from her life of security and replaced it with the love of this man.
Whatever event fate planned for her next she would share with Sun Hawk.

He slipped between his blankets and turned his back to the fire, offering
Skylar one final chance to change her mind. She wouldn't, of course, but she
had no notion of what she should do next. What she had learned of Apache
customs from the Mescaleros had not included the tutoring of a bride for her
wedding night.

Clearly, though, it was she who must make the first move, so she cast all
thoughts of embarrassment aside, removed her moccasins, and stood. She
slipped out of her dress, closing her mind to the way the cool night air felt to
her feverish skin as she circled the fire. When she knelt beside Sun Hawk, he
turned to her.

A small moan sounded in his throat as he looked at her naked body sil-
houetted by the red embers of the fire. Reverently he reached out and placed
his hands on her waist, then moved them up slowly, savoring the feel of her
skin. He came to his knees in front of her, and as he filled his hands with the
globes of her breasts he pressed his lips against her throat.

Skylar gasped at the dual sensual assault and wrapped her arms around his
shoulders. Her head fell back, offering his seeking mouth whatever it wished
to take, and his hands moved lower, sliding down her flanks until he cupped
her buttocks and pulled her to him. Skylar felt the hard ridge of his manhood
beneath the breechclout pressing into her belly and it brought a fresh ache of
desire to her. She gasped as his mouth found her breast, suckling one, then
the other, until her gasps became whimpers.

She wove her hands into his hair as he lowered her to the blanket, and
when his knee slipped between hers, Skylar opened herself to him. Poised
above her, he looked into her eyes and whispered her name in a lover's voice
as he joined their bodies into one.

"You are mine now,” he said hoarsely again and again as he pressed into
her, carrying her past the first jolt of pain to the place where there was only
searing heat, blinding light, and a bond of love that could never be broken.

The difference between the pseudo-ladylike Rayna who had boarded the
train with Meade on Friday and the woman who met him in the lobby of the
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Holbrook Hotel on Saturday morning was the difference between night and
day. Gone was the demure traveling suit with lace at the collar. In its place
were boots, Levi's, and a mannish shirt and vest. Her hair was drawn away from
her face into a thick golden braid that fell almost to her waist. What startled
him most, though, was the Colt revolver strapped efficiently around her hips.

Rayna was conscious of him watching her as she came down the stairs, but
she couldn't decide if his expression was one of shock or disapproval—or
equal parts of both.

"Which do you object to more, the pants or the Colt?" she asked tartly
before he could say so much as a good morning.

"Can you use the Colt?" he asked.

"Probably better than you can.”

He let the insult roll off him. “Then I don't object to either. Frankly, I did-
n't expect you to ride Triton sidesaddle.”

She smiled at him. “Good. That will save us another argument when I go
to buy a saddle. Now, shall we purchase our provisions? I'd like to be on the
trail as soon as possible.”

"By all means.” He gestured toward the door, and she preceded him out of
the hotel and down the street to the mercantile.

If all went well, which was certainly not guaranteed, the trip would take
the better part of four days, but they kept their rations and cooking supplies
simple. Amazingly enough, they found nothing to argue over in the selection.
At Rayna's insistence, they split the cost of the supplies, and then she pur-
chased a saddle and a simple felt hat. What surprised Meade was that she also
selected a Winchester repeating rifle that matched the caliber of her Colt.

She shot him a defiant look as she paid for the lot, but Meade made no
comment because he was thinking of the horse she had purchased and what it
had cost to ship the animal to Holbrook. Then there had been her train fare,
her room at the hotels in Santa Fe and Holbrook, and now this. Their journey
had barely begun, and already she had spent an outrageous amount of money
without showing any concern that she might run short of funds.

He shouldered her new saddle as she picked up the burlap sack of provi-
sions and moved toward the door. “Rayna, exactly how much money are you
carrying on you?" he asked, keeping his voice low.

"Enough to see me through this trip.”

"Where is it?"

She shot a startled look at him as she thought of the narrow money belt
strapped beneath her shirt. “That's none of your business!”

"It is if 'm going to be protecting a king's ransom as well as your virtue.”

"Rest easy, Meade. I'll protect my own virtue and whatever else | have
about my person. You just get us to Fort Apache,” she advised as he held the
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door open for her. They left the store without noticing the two men who
were playing a game of checkers over the cracker barrel near the door.
They didn't notice the broad, malicious smiles the men exchanged, either.

It took longer than Meade had expected to find a horse for the trip. The
owner of the livery stable sold him a serviceable packhorse, but he had no rid-
ing stock that looked suitable for the difficult journey ahead. Ultimately he
and Rayna were forced to ride to a ranch eight miles out of town where
Meade finally found a sturdy, surefooted bay named Chicory.

By noon they were on their way south, following the course of the Little
Colorado River. They made excellent time on the high plateau, but Rayna
couldn't say that Meade was the most invigorating companion she'd ever
traveled with. He rarely spoke, and by the time they made camp for the
night the tension in the air was as thick as a cloud of swamp mosquitoes—
and just about as irritating.

They shared the camp chores and as soon as they had eaten, Meade
spread out his bedroll, said a terse good night, and lay down with his back
firmly turned to his companion. Rayna followed suit, but it was a long time
before sleep finally found her.

By noon the next day the formidable Caldero Ridge was in view. When
approached from the north, it didn't look particularly threatening as moun-
tain ranges went. There were no towering peaks to speak of but its incredi-
ble width made it impressive indeed, as it stretched a hundred miles to the
east and west in a seemingly unbroken line. However, its most intimidating
feature wasn't at all visible from the north. The Ridge was the dividing line
between the high plateau and the basin that cut across the south central part
of the territory. Going into the Ridge was no problem. Getting out of it—or
down from it—would be a different story.

They camped that night at the base, and the next morning began the
most hazardous part of their journey. The rutted wagon trail they'd
been following became more difficult to detect as Meade led Rayna up a
series of winding switchbacks, then down a narrow escarpment and back
up the next peak. Occasionally they would come across an area where a
landslide had obliterated the trail, and they had to find another, even more
dangerous route.

As they navigated the treacherous course, Rayna watched Meade closely
and discovered that he wasn't quite the tenderfoot she had expected him to
be. He rode exceedingly well and never once betrayed any hint that the
perilous trail unnerved him.

"How long will it take us to get through this?” she asked when they
stopped near noon to eat.
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"If all goes well, we'll be clear of the mountains by midmorning tomorrow,”
he said, then fell silent again as he had so much of the trip.

When they were riding, it didn't bother Rayna much, particularly now that
handling Triton on the difficult terrain had become a full-time matter of life
and death. But when they were stopped like this with nothing to do, the
silence was oppressive. It seemed to Rayna that Meade was determined to
ignore her, and she was getting fed up with it. This wasn't a good time to pick
a fight with him, but she was too keyed up to sit quietly.

"You ride very well, Meade,” she told him, hoping a deserved compliment
would spark a little conversation. “I'm impressed.”

He didn't bother looking at her. “What did you expect? My father was
a cavalry officer for twenty years, and I've spent half that much time as
one myself.”

She tried not to take offense at his churlish tone. "Yes, but you told me
once that you spent most of your career as a post surgeon and you didn't do a
lot of campaigning. You don't need exceptional horseback skills to run an
army hospital.”

He shot her an exasperated glance. “Would it make you feel better if [ fell
off Chicory every once in a while?’

Rayna gasped. "Damn you. | was only trying to make conversation. In case
you hadn't noticed, I paid you a compliment.”

"Well, thanks a lot, but your so-called compliment suggested that you had
anticipated | would be less than competent to begin with.”

He had a point. “You're right, | was concerned, but | was wrong. At least
I'm not too petty to admit [ made a mistake,” she said, more as an indictment
than an admission of error.

Meade glared at her. “And what mistake have [ supposedly made?’

"You called Triton a troublemaking man-killer, but you were wrong,
weren't you? He's been an absolute angel.”

"So far,” he admitted reluctantly. “But if you don't mind, I'll reserve judg-
ment on him until we're out of here. This is the easy part.”

Easy? If this was easy, Rayna didn't want to think about what lay ahead,
and she didn't want to think about Meade's surliness, either. Falling silent, she
chewed on a tough strip of jerked beef until Meade announced it was time to
mount up again.

They headed up another narrow switchback with Meade in the lead, and
as they neared the summit where the trail seemed to disappear into thin air,
Meade called back to her, “Brace yourself."

"For what?"

"You'll see,” he replied as he reached the summit. With the packhorse in
tow, he disappeared around a sharp curve.
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Rayna had heard about the Caldero Ridge of course, but nothing in the
rugged New Mexico landscape had prepared her for the dizzying sight of the
mountain falling dramatically away as she rounded the curve. The sheer
drop-off just a few feet to her right plunged down a thousand feet or more,
making the basin below seem a hundred miles away. Numerous small moun-
tain ranges dotted the basin, but from this vantage point, they looked like
insignificant anthills. Rayna had never seen anything quite like it, or even
half as breathtaking.

"My God, Meade, it's magnificent,” she called to him. "I feel as though I've
reached the end of the world.”

“In many ways you have,” he said, turning in the saddle to look back at
her. The glorious smile on her face made him wish he hadn't. Why wasn't she
frightened out of her wits by the daunting spectacle? Why in hell wasn't she
cringing with dread at the thought of having to make her way down to the
valley below? Why did she take everything in stride, even his foul, unfair
bouts of temper?

Because she was the singular Miss Rayna Templeton, that's why, Meade
thought, answering his own questions. It seemed that nothing in the world
could frighten her. Except, of course, the thought that she might not get her
sister back. The sympathy that was mixed with his irritation and his attrac-
tion was a potent combination, and Meade righted himself in the saddle.
Being with Rayna twenty-four hours a day was a thousand times harder than
he'd imagined it would be, and he just wanted to get to Fort Apache and be
rid of her.

"Come on. We can't sit here gawking all day.” He urged Chicory into
motion down the steep escarpment. Then the trail doubled back and the
mountains swallowed them again.

An hour later they stopped in a wide gorge to rest the horses, and Meade
strolled around the area studying what appeared to be a set of fresh tracks
made by two riders on horseback.

"What's wrong?" Rayna asked as she caught up with him.

"Someone has moved through here recently,” he replied, frowning.

Rayna studied the imprints. "Yeah, | noticed those same markings earlier.”
She knelt and pointed to the irregular ridge left by one of the horses’ shoes.
"See the cleft there? We've been following whoever is riding that horse for
quite a while.”

She was so proficient at everything else that Meade wasn't too surprised
she'd picked that up. “Did you also notice that they stop frequently, and every
so often one of the riders doubles back?>"

Now Rayna was frowning. “No, | hadn't noticed that.” She rose to begin
her own survey and discovered that he was right. Near the mouth of the
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gorge, the horse with the cleft shoe had made three sets of prints. “They're
not in too big a hurry, are they?”

"Or maybe they're waiting for someone,” Meade suggested thoughtfully.

"Us, you mean,” she replied.

Meade studied her expression and found concern but no fear. "Could be.
Or it could be that some of my brother-in-law'’s instincts are wearing off on
me. Somehow this just doesn't feel right.” He started back to the horses with
Rayna at his side.

"What kind of terrain do we have coming up?” she asked.

"The kind I'd rather not be traveling through right now,” he answered,
wishing the skin on the back of his neck would stop prickling. “This gorge
snakes around for another mile or so, then narrows into Denning Pass, a swath
of canyon that's barely wide enough for a wagon.”

Rayna took a deep breath and expelled it slowly. “Great ambush country, huh?”

"Exactly. During the early years of the Apache wars, that pass was the site
of more ambushes than I care to count. In fact, it got its name from a party of
settlers who were massacred there. Road agents have made use of it, too,” he
added grimly.

"Is there another way through?’

Meade looked at her. “Nope.”

Nodding thoughtfully, Rayna looked up at the steep walls of the gorge. "If
they're going to attack us, they'll have to go into the cliffs eventually. [ don't
see that we have much choice but to keep going until we lose their trail.”

Regrettably, Meade didn't see any choice, either. “Let's lead the horses
awhile,” he suggested.

"Agreed.” She removed her Winchester from its scabbard on Triton's sad-
dle, and Meade followed suit. Moving cautiously, with one of them always
keeping an eye on the cliffs above, they followed the trail left by the cleft-
shod horse. In sections where the ground became too rocky to show sign,
they stopped and Meade scouted ahead until the tracks resumed.

They rounded a bend that led southward, and the gorge began to narrow
before it snaked off to the east again.

"They stopped here,” Rayna commented, and Meade crouched beside
the prints.

"Yes, but neither of them dismounted.”

Rayna felt her pulse pounding steadily harder with every foot they trav-
eled, and when the tracks disappeared on a rocky shelf of ground, her heart
nearly thudded out of her chest. She waited while Meade searched ahead for
fresh sign, and when he returned to her, his expression was grim.

"Come on," he said, taking Chicory's reins from her and turning the horse
in the direction they had just come.
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Rayna had no choice but to follow. “What's wrong? | didn't see anyplace
where they could have hidden the horses or led them into the cliffs. Didn't
the prints resume?” she asked.

"Yes, but good old Cleft Shoe's prints don't look quite as deep as they
did before.”

"You think his rider went up into the cliffs and the other one went ahead>’

Meade shook his head in frustration. "I don't know. Maybe I'm just being
an alarmist, but [ don't want to take any chances. You stay here while I check
this out more thoroughly.”

It was a gallant sentiment, but Rayna didn't care much for heroics. “Meade,
how long have you known me?>"

He frowned. "I don't know. Just over three months, [ suppose. Why?"

She smiled at him. "What do you think the chances are that I'm going let
you leave me here with the horses?’

He sighed with disgust. “Damn poor, | presume.”

"That's right.”

"Rayna ...

His stern look didn't intimidate her. “Meade, we can argue, or we can get
this over with.”

Her stubborn jaw was firmly set, and he knew it was pointless to try to
reason with her. "If I go alone, you'll just follow me, won't you?”

She nodded.

"All right. I guess I'd rather have you where I can keep an eye on you.”

"Where we can keep an eye on each other,” she corrected.

Meade shook his head as he tethered Chicory to a stout scrub near the
base of a cliff. “God, but you're stubborn.” He replaced his rifle in its scab-
bard and advised Rayna to do the same. "If we have to climb, the rifles will
only make it more difficult,” he explained, and she couldn't argue with his
logic. Once the canyon narrowed, they wouldn't need long-range
weapons, anyway.

Rayna just hoped they wouldn't need them at all.

With the horses secured a good distance away, they returned to the rock
shelf where Cleft Shoe's tracks became shallower. They studied the ground
and finally found a clear boot print near the east wall of the gorge. Loosened
rocks showed them where someone had started climbing, and Meade aban-
doned all hope that his imagination had just been working overtime. They
went up and found a ledge that ran parallel to the trail, then moved along it
with as much stealth as they could manage.

A few feet after the canyon curved sharply to the left, the ledge ended
and they began climbing again, following the trail of dislodged rocks and an
occasional boot print in the soft red clay. Ahead, Rayna could finally see the
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mouth of Denning Pass, and she was grateful to be on the cliffs rather than
trapped in the bowels of the narrow arroyo.

"Okay, this is as far as you go,” Meade whispered when they stopped to
rest beneath a sheltered overhang that hid the mouth of the pass from view.

"Meade, we agreed—"

"We agreed that you wouldn't stay with the horses. I'm going to follow our
clumsy friend and see if I can get the drop on him from behind.”

"And what about his friend?> You know . . . the one who went ahead
through the pass. Remember him?>"

"Of course I do. Unless | miss my guess, he's already left the horses some-
where on the other side and has climbed into the cliffs, too.”

"Then we should both go.”

“No,” he said as adamantly as he could and still keep his voice low. “You
stay here and keep an eye out. That's an order.”

"But—"

"Rayna, for God'’s sake, just shut up and for once do as you're told,” he said,
then ducked out of their little hidey-hole.

Concerned that she might stupidly follow him, Meade spent nearly as
much time looking over his shoulder as he did concentrating on the shelf he
was climbing. After a few minutes, though, it became obvious that she had
done the sensible thing, and he devoted all his attention to following the
difficult trail left by the brigand who was waiting somewhere ahead in
Denning Pass.

Back in her hiding place, Rayna wasted very little time fuming over Meade's
dictatorial command. She could never have followed without him seeing her,
but that wasn't the logical thing to do, anyway. What they needed was a bird's-
eye view of the pass, and the only way to get it was to go straight up.

After backtracking to a likely spot, she began free-climbing with the same
steady skill that she and Skylar had learned when they were thirteen years old
and had been trapped in Diablo Canyon by a flash flood. It was a difficult but
not impossible climb, and within thirty minutes she had reached the top,
where a surprisingly flat mesa awaited her.

Keeping away from the edge, where she might have been spotted from the
opposite side of the canyon, she hurried toward Denning Pass. When the
opposing rock walls finally narrowed to a point where she could easily have
tossed a stone across to the other side, she dropped to her stomach and
crawled to the edge.

The rock face below her was by no means sheer or completely vertical, but
she had a commanding view nonetheless. Unfortunately, she didn't see any
sign of the man she knew had to be lying in wait somewhere down there. She
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crawled on, ignoring the rocks that cut and bruised her elbows, until she finally
caught a glimpse of Meade. He was less than a dozen yards below her,
crouched on a ledge.

Rayna moved on, knowing that the would-be robber had to be somewhere
ahead of Meade, and finally she saw him. He was stretched out as flat as a
lizard, and Rayna might have assumed he was napping if she hadn't seen the
movement of the rifle he had trained on the mouth of the pass.

Obviously he expected his quarry to arrive at any second, and considering
the length of time Meade and Rayna had spent stalking their assassins, he was
probably even beginning to worry that something had gone awry.

She drew her Colt, and her assumption was confirmed when the man sud-
denly propped himself up and looked up at the cliff opposite him. Rayna fol-
lowed the direction of his gaze, but saw nothing until the man called out,
"“Damn it, Hobie, you seen anything from up there yet?”

The words echoed off the canyon walls, and a moment later a ragged gray
hat popped up from behind a boulder on a wide ledge. “No, [ ain't,” came the
barely discernible hushed reply. “And I won't, neither, if you don't shet up.”

Gray Hat ducked back down, and the Lizard stretched out again. Trying
to figure out what to do next, Rayna glanced at Meade and saw him looking
around, obviously trying to determine where the second voice had come
from. He was well above Lizard's hiding place, which led Rayna to conclude
that he had probably gotten a glimpse of the bushwhacker and had been try-
ing to get above him.

Unfortunately, Meade's ledge had ended, and the only way off it was to go
back or climb higher.

With so many crags and boulders, nooks and turns, it was hard for Rayna
to judge whether or not Gray Hat would be able to see Meade when he began
climbing. Calling out a warning to him would only betray both of them, so
she remained quiet and worked her way along the mesa until she had a little
better view of Gray Hat's hiding place. His hat and part of his shoulder were
all she could see, but it was enough for the time being.

But what should she do next?> She knew she could easily kill the Lizard with
one shot, but could she live with the knowledge that she'd murdered a man in
cold blood? No, she couldn't see herself as a back-shooter. In fact, she had to
wonder if she could kill a man at all. Since she'd never been in a situation
remotely similar to this one, it was a moral and ethical question she'd never been
forced to face. She had always assumed that if a time came when she had to
defend herself or someone she loved, she could do it without a second thought.

But principle was considerably different from reality, she discovered.

A clatter of rocks echoed loudly down the cliff, and Rayna's heart leapt
into her throat as she looked for Meade. He had gained solid footing on a
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shelf above the Lizard, but the cost was going to be too high. Lizard scram-
bled to his knees, raising his rifle as he frantically searched for the source of
the disturbance, and Gray Hat cautiously peered over his boulder.

"Throw the rifle into the gorge!” Meade shouted, his revolver trained
steadily on the man beneath him.

"Now, lookee here—" Lizard said indignantly, but Meade cut him off.

"Do it or you're dead!”

"All right, all right.” Reluctantly the Lizard held the rifle out over the ledge
and released it. It clattered on the rocks and then was silent.

“"Now your gun belt,” Meade instructed.

"See here, mister, you ain't got no call—"

"Do it!" he roared.

Considering the circumstances, Lizard's protestations were laughable, but
Rayna wasn't amused. As soon as Meade had spoken, Gray Hat had disap-
peared. Assuming that he was crawling around the cluster of boulders to get a
better shot at Meade, she scrambled back the way she'd come, frantically
searching for a glimpse of him.

She heard Meade order Lizard to drop his gun belt, but there was no time
to look to see if he would comply, because Gray Hat chose that moment to
come out of hiding. He rose just enough to take careful aim at Meade, and
Rayna discovered that her moment of truth was at hand.

Centering him steadily in the sight of her Colt, she shouted, “No! Over
here,” hoping to startle him, and that was exactly what happened. Gray Hat
instinctively swiveled the rifle toward the sound of her voice, clipping off one
frantic shot that thundered through the canyon. Before he could draw the
hammer of his repeater or even think about ducking, Rayna pulled the trigger
and Gray Hat fell back heavily.

A split second later another shot rang out, and she looked down to find
that the Lizard had used her distraction to draw on Meade. He wasn't suc-
cessful. Meade's bullet caught him square in the chest, and he went toppling
into the ravine.

Trying to forget the fact that she'd just killed a man, she glanced at Meade
just as he looked up and spotted her head and shoulders leaning out over the
cliff. They watched each other for a full minute, letting the heat of the
moment pass, and then Meade shook his head.

"I thought I told you to stay back where it was safe,” he said without rancor.

"Aren't you glad | don't know how to take orders>”

His smile started slowly, but by the time it was completely formed, it was
magnificent. "Very glad.” He glanced across the serrated edge of the cliff.
"Now, how the hell do you plan to get down from there?’

179



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

epressing the chill that ran down her spine, Rayna peered into the
darkness beyond the golden circle of light from the campfire. Five
horses were tethered out there, and she could barely make out the
lanket-wrapped bodies strapped over the saddles of two of them.
She was keenly aware of their presence, though. Over the years, she had
heard Consayka's people talk about the ghost sickness that afflicted anyone
who stayed too long around the body or property of someone who had died.
She hadn't understood the superstition until now. Gray Hat's malevolent spir-
it was out there somewhere, watching her, pointing an accusing finger.
After the brief, intense confrontation, she and Meade had carefully
made their way back down the cliffs. Rayna had gone back for their own
horses while Meade searched for those of their would-be assailants. By the
time she returned, Meade had wrapped the Lizard in his own bedroll,
secured his body to a horse, and started climbing the cliff to retrieve Gray
Hat's body.
The men's personal effects told them nothing. Who they were and why
they had set their sights on Meade and Rayna were mysteries that might
never be solved. But it really wasn't important. Knowing their names, where
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they came from, and whether or not they had families wouldn't change the
fact that Rayna had killed a man.

The day had taken a terrible toll on her, and she knew she should try
to sleep. Her bedroll was already laid out by the fire, but she couldn't
imagine being able to rest—not with Gray Hat's ghost keeping watch over
the camp.

"Here, drink this,” Meade said, handing her a cup of coffee that he had lib-
erally laced with whiskey.

He was standing over her, and Rayna looked up at him as she accepted the
cup. "Thanks.” She took a sip and found no reason to complain, though she
would have preferred the shot of whiskey alone.

She peered toward the horses again, and Meade sat on the log next to her.
"You did what you had to do, Rayna,” he said quietly. “You didn't force them
to bushwhack us. If [ had to guess, I'd say they'd done this before. They knew
those cliffs too well for this to have been a spontaneous act.”

Rayna nodded and forced herself to look away from the bodies in the
shadows. "You're probably right. That doesn't make knowing I killed him any
easier, though.”

"If you hadn't, I'd be dead now,” he reminded her.

She turned a sad, rueful smile on him. “Drat. You mean [ missed the perfect
opportunity to get rid of my churlish traveling companion?”

That's better, Meade thought. Her humor and fighting spirit were starting
to return. He'd been watching her all evening and hadn't been able to bear the
haunting sadness in her, although he understood it only too well. “I have been
a real ogre, haven't [>"

"Yes, you have.”

"I'm sorry,” he said sincerely.

The tender look he was giving her only confused her jumbled emotions
even more. She didn't want him to feel sorry for her, and that was obviously
all his comforting words and kind looks amounted to. Wishing things could
be different between them, Rayna looked into the fire to avoid his soft hazel
eyes. "Why do you dislike me so much, Meade? | know I'm too obstinate and
[ lack certain desirable ladylike traits, but I'm not really a bad person. I'm kind
to children and animals.”

He smiled, captivated by the way the light danced over her face. “I'm sure
you are. And you're also absolutely fearless, loyal, and devoted to your family.
As the Apache would say, you have a strong heart.”

"Then you don't detest me as much as you pretend to?"

"l don't detest you at all, Rayna,” he said softly.

She looked at him. “Then why do we fight all the time?”

"You make me angry with all the brash, reckless things you do.”
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Like killing Gray Hat> she wondered. No, that hadn't been brash.
Following Meade after he'd told her to wait had been reckless, but killing
Gray Hat to save Meade had been a matter of harsh necessity. "Have you ever
killed anyone before?” she asked after a moment.

“Not with a gun.”

She looked at him, puzzled by his cryptic remark. “What does that mean?”

Meade shrugged. “I'm a doctor.”

His answer confounded her even more, but the weariness in his voice
made her heart ache for him. “That doesn't make sense, Meade.”

"Army doctors lose many more lives than they save,” he told her. "There's
too much we don't know, and the military is finding new ways to kill faster
than we can learn how to cure.”

"Not being able to save a wounded man isn't the same thing as killing
him,” she said gently.

This time he was the one who looked into the fire. “That's not how I feel
when | watch someone die or see a one-legged man drink himself to death
because [ couldn't find a less brutal way to save his life.”

"That's not your fault, Meade. You can't blame yourself for the cruel reali-
ties of life.”

"Can't [>" He looked at her, and the bleakness in his eyes nearly brought
tears to Rayna’s.

“No, you can't. You just care too much.” Unable to stop herself, she reached
out and lightly caressed his face. “No one could fault you for that.”

The combination of her soft hand gently touching his face and the com-
passionate light in her eyes was too potent for Meade to bear. He took hold
of her wrist, but didn't force her hand away. “Don't . . . do that, Rayna,” he
said softly, his breath hitching in his throat.

She searched his eyes and found a different kind of torment had entered
his gaze. “Why not?”

"Because I want very much to kiss you,” he answered before he could
stop himself.

She let her hand slide into his. “Then why don't you?”

"Because . . ." He took a deep breath, trying to shut out the need that
coursed through him more strongly than ever before, but it wasn't going to
go away as long as her hand was in his and her lips were close enough to
kiss. He stood abruptly, but couldn't summon any conviction when he told
her, “Because what we're . . . feeling right now is just a reaction to what
happened today.”

Rayna didn't believe that any more than he did. She rose and stepped
closer to him. “We hadn't been nearly ambushed when you kissed me in my
hotel room,” she reminded him.
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Meade knew he should move away from her, but he couldn't. “"But you
were feeling vulnerable that day.”

"What were you feeling, Meade?"

"More than | should have.”

They stood looking at each other, not touching, and yet feeling each
other's presence more devoutly than either had imagined possible.

My God, Rayna thought with amazement, I'm in love with him. It defied
all logic, but it was true. Meade Ashford wasn't the type of man who fit into
the image she had of her life or what she wanted from it, and she certainly
didn't fit into his; he'd made that abundantly clear. But that didn't change
what she felt—or what she wanted.

Without considering the consequences, she took another step closer,
cupped his face in her hands, and brought her lips up to his. The feather-light
touch sent a jolt of desire through Meade that he couldn't deny any longer.
Pulling her to him roughly, he deepened the kiss, probing the sweet recesses
of her mouth with an urgency that robbed them both of thought.

With a hoarse moan, Rayna pressed against him, then gasped with delight
when Meade cupped his hand around the underside of her breast. He pressed
wild kisses across her face and down her throat, and when he claimed her
mouth again, Rayna thought she might die from the white heat of his fevered
kisses. She ran her hands over his shoulders and down his back, clutching at
him as though that alone would bring them closer and quench the ache that
was spreading through her.

Unable to bear the torture of the clothing that separated them, Meade
worked at the buttons of her shirt and pulled it free from her shoulders. As he
filled his hands with her breasts and teased the crests to hardness, she cried
out in breathless pants and ground her hips into his, inflaming the long, hard
ridge of his manhood.

With a rasping moan, Meade tugged at the buckskin cord holding her
hair, pulling it free. He dug his fingers into the thick golden braid until it fell
loose, and then he pulled her down to the bedroll, kissing her as passionately
as she was kissing him. He blazed a fiery trail of kisses down her shoulders to
her breasts and rejoiced in the sensuous, writhing movements Rayna made as
his lips teased the crests. She dug her hands into his hair and cried out, beg-
ging for more.

Exactly what “more” was, Rayna couldn't have said. She knew only that
the fire raging inside her had to be extinguished. The ache had become so
deliciously painful that she couldn't think. Rational thought had deserted
her, leaving only instinct and need. She had never done this before, never
felt such intense passions, but as in everything she did, she held nothing
back. She gave completely, and if it was wrong, she would live with the
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consequences, whatever they might be. Her eager hands danced over the
muscular ridges of his torso trying to give back every pleasure she received
from him.

Somewhere in the dim, clouded recesses of his mind, a voice was telling
Meade this was wrong, but he was beyond caring. He had wanted Rayna for
too long, and his need was too great. She had penetrated the barrier he'd
built around his passions, and that wall had come tumbling down the
moment she kissed him. [t was much too late to erect it again, even if he
had wanted to.

They undressed each other hungrily, every touch fueling their passions
even higher, until finally they were naked and Meade was poised above her.
Acting purely on instinct, Rayna wrapped her legs around Meade's hips and
arched up, taking him into her with one swift stroke. Her gasp of pleasure
and pain was lost in Meade's mouth as it closed over hers fiercely.

Overcome by the dizzying sensations he created, she met each thrust
eagerly. As the pleasure spiraled and grew, it seemed as though it would go on
forever, carrying her higher and higher. And then the fire that coursed
through every part of her body exploded in a blinding flash of heat. Meade
buried his lips in her throat as she cried out his name again and again and,
with a hoarse cry of pleasure, finally found his own release. His body con-
stricted, and then he slumped against her, too spent to move, too over-
whelmed to speak or even think.

"Oh, Meade . . ." she whispered, running her hands down the taut muscles
of his back. "I feel—"

"Hush,” he said, claiming her mouth in a languid, drugging kiss. “Hush, sweet.”

Wrapping her in his arms, he buried his face in her silken hair and let the
comforting pulse of her heartbeat lull him to sleep.

When first light broke in the sky, Meade came awake abruptly and discov-
ered Rayna in his arms, her naked body pressed intimately against his. Her
scent was everywhere, even on his own skin, and her golden hair spilled in
wild profusion around her head like a breathtaking sunrise. The memory of
every sensation, every touch, every sigh they had shared came flooding back
to him, arousing him fully again, but it wasn't night any longer. Meade wasn't
lost in his own needs, and Rayna wasn't the vulnerable creature who had
looked so sad and beautiful in the firelight.

Quite simply, one gloriously passionate encounter hadn't changed who
they were. Rayna was still a hellion, the antithesis of everything he
thought a woman should be; and he was still a retired army officer who
craved only peace and quiet from the rest of his life. What he had done
last night was reprehensible.
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Appalled by what he had done—and craved to do again—Meade gingerly
untangled his legs and rolled away from her. He slipped into his trousers and
boots, separated his clothes from hers, took his canteen, and slipped away to
perform his morning ablutions.

Rayna was still sleeping with the deceptive innocence of an angel when he
returned. He wanted her to stay that way so that he wouldn't have to look her
in the eye, but eventually they would have to get on the trail to Fort Apache.
His anger at his own weakness made him clumsy as he began making break-
fast, and the clatter of the coffee pot finally roused her.

Still half asleep, Rayna yawned and arched her back, stretching like a con-
tented kitten. The sensuous movement caused the blanket to fall away from
her torso, and Meade groaned as her magnificent breasts were revealed to
him. He could still feel the weight of them in his hands and the taste of them
in his mouth. His loins constricted with a jolt of remembered pleasure, and he
swiveled away.

"For God's sake, Rayna, cover yourself!” he barked.

The rough command brought her fully awake, and Rayna grabbed the
blanket and pulled it up between her breasts as she rose up on one elbow.
She didn't have to wonder how she came to be completely undressed. The
memory of their lovemaking was the sweetest thing she had ever awakened
to. A contented smile spread slowly over her features as she looked at his
back. “And a merry good morning to you, too,” she said teasingly.

"Get dressed while I fix breakfast,” he said gruffly.

Rayna felt too good to be offended by his tone. “Oh, good, my
grouchy companion is back. | was afraid last night might have mellowed
your disposition.”

Good Lord, how could she joke about it? “Rayna, we don't have time for
sarcasm this morning. Now get dressed so that we can get on the trail.”

Rayna couldn't imagine why he was being so waspish. Was lovemaking
different for men? Didn't he feel as wonderful as she did> Hadn't he experi-
enced the same incredible sensations she had? The sweet words he had whis-
pered to her and the fevered moans she could still hear led her to believe that
he had. So why was he being mean?

"Meade, look at me,” she said huskily. She wanted to see his face when she
told him how much she loved him.

But Meade didn't want to see her. He could imagine only too well how she
looked, lounging there with her bare shoulders and glorious mane of hair, her
blue eyes still cloudy with sleep and the afterglow of passion. Just her husky
voice was playing havoc with his senses.

"Meade . . ." she said more insistently, and he finally turned, steeling him-
self against the sight of her.
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"Damn it, Rayna, get dressed. This is not a whorehouse, and I'm not your
first customer of the day.”

Her tender emotions and her desire to confess her love died a violent
death. Barely holding on to her temper, she wrapped the blanket around her
and came to her knees. “Why are you behaving this way, Meade? What in
God's name would possess you to say something that cruel to me?”

Meade was ashamed of himself, but he needed his anger. It was the
only protection he had against what his tangled emotions were doing to
him. “I'm sorry,” he said tersely. “It's just that I've never deflowered a vir-
gin before, and this is something of a new experience.”

Rayna almost laughed. "Speaking as the virgin in question, [ can say it's a
new experience for me, too, but I don't feel 'deflowered.”

"Well, you should. What I did last night was reprehensible. You should
hate me for it, Rayna.”

She couldn't imagine how anything so wonderful could be reprehen-
sible, but she was undeniably hurt that he thought it was. “Would you
feel better if | threw something at you and called you a cad?” she asked
sarcastically.

"Damn it, Rayna. Take this seriously.”

"All right, I will. Why should you be so angry? I'm the one who's been
ruined, not you.”

"That's hardly true. Spending the rest of my life married to an uncontrol-
lable wildcat was not in my plans!”

Insulted and deeply hurt, Rayna sat up straight and nearly lost her blanket.
"When did marriage enter this argument?” she asked mulishly.

Her face was set into its most stubborn mode, and Meade realized he was
making a bad situation even worse. "Don't be obstinate. It's obvious that | have
to marry you now.”

"My, how romantic. Why, Dr. Ashford, | do believe that's the sweetest pro-
posal any girl ever received.”

"Romance has nothing to do with this, Rayna,” he snapped. "What if
you're pregnant?”

She hadn't considered that, and didn't want to. "Heaven forfend. If such a
blessed event occurs, I'll be sure to write and let you know,"” she said furiously,
struggling to get to her feet without losing the blanket.

"That's not good enough.”

"Well, it will have to be,” she retorted as she began gathering up her cloth-
ing, "because marriage to a stuffed shirt like you is far too high a price to pay
for one night's pleasure.”

"Fine. You remain single and if you ever do go to a marriage bed, be sure
to have a good excuse ready for why you're not still a virgin!”
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"Go to hell, Meade,” she said viciously as she disappeared behind a clump
of bushes.
"I probably will,” he muttered, then wondered if perhaps he'd already arrived.

The remainder of their journey was even more tense than the first part had
been. Where before, Rayna had been eager for conversation to relieve the
boredom of the trail, now she wanted nothing more than for the earth to
open up and swallow Meade whole. It was her great misfortune to have fallen
in love with a man who was determined to deny whatever tender emotions he
felt for her simply because she wasn't enough of a lady to suit him. He wanted
to marry her, but only out of guilt and a sense of honor that caused Rayna
more pain than if he'd cavalierly taken her virginity and left her without so
much as a farewell.

For his part, Meade was almost as furious as Rayna, but his anger was
directed inward. His emotions were tangled in knots so tight he didn't think
they'd ever unravel. He couldn't think straight when Rayna was anywhere
near him, and though he hated the thought of what marriage to her would do
to his life, he couldn't imagine letting her go. He had taken her virginity; the
only honorable thing to do was marry her. That conclusion should have been
simple, but Rayna was just too stubborn to see it. While he fumed and tried to
sort out the mess he'd made of both their lives, she fumed and did an excellent
job of ignoring him completely.

Once they traversed the Caldero Mountains, the going became much eas-
ier despite the encumbrance of the two additional horses they were leading.
Their encounter with the thieves had cost them a great deal of time, and
despite the grueling pace they set, they didn't reach Fort Apache until midday
on Wednesday.

The regimental flags that signaled Crook's presence were flying over the
fort, and as Rayna neared the outpost, her anger at Meade began taking sec-
ond place to her anxiety at the thought of meeting Crook. She had been dis-
appointed by too many military men to have any faith in Meade’s earlier
assurances that Crook would release Skylar. As they rode between the two
headquarters buildings at the entrance to the fort, Rayna would have loved
an encouraging word from her companion, but she was much too proud to
ask for it.

Their unexpected arrival caused a considerable stir on the parade ground
as former colleagues and subordinates called to Meade in welcome, but only
one man came to greet them officially when they dismounted in front of
Crook's headquarters.

"Major Ashford! Welcome back,” Lieutenant Neville Franklin said effu-
sively, pumping Meade's hand. “When did you return to the territory?”
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"It's just Dr. Ashford now, Neville, and I've only just arrived,” Meade
answered. "This is our first stop.”

Franklin glanced at the blanket-draped bodies. I see you two fellows had a
spot of trouble.”

Fellows? Meade thought. How could any man be so blind as not to realize
instantly that Rayna was a woman, despite her mannish clothes? “Yes, we did.
These two tried to bushwhack Miss Templeton and me in Denning Pass.”

He nodded. "Denning Pass, you say? We've had a number of ambushes
there in the last few months. Maybe you've—" Meade's words finally soaked
in, and Franklin swiveled toward Rayna, who was tethering her horse to the
rail. "Oh, | beg your pardon, ma'am. | didn't mean to be rude. Welcome to
Fort Apache.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant. Could you tell me, please, whom I should speak
to about arranging an interview with General Crook?”

"Um, that would be Lieutenant Cary, ma'am.”

"Thank you."

Meade could see that Rayna was anxious to go, and understandably so.
“Neville, would you take care of these bodies, please? They'll have to be
buried at once, but I'd like to know if anyone recognizes them.”

"Of course, Maj—er, Doctor. I'll see to it at once.” He unleashed the reins
from Meade's saddle horn and led the horses away, tipping his hat to Rayna as
he departed.

Meade looked at her. “Would you like to freshen up and change before we
meet the general?”

She shot him an exasperated glance. “Why? Are you afraid he'll mistake
me for a man, too? Heaven forfend I should embarrass you with my attire.”

Meade bit down on his tongue and sighed before reminding her, “You're
the one who mentioned something in Santa Fe about wanting to be appro-
priately dressed when you met Crook. If you want to waltz into his office
reeking like a horse and looking like an itinerant saddle bum, far be it from
me to object.”

"Good, because | want to get this over with,"” she replied.

Meade gestured toward the stairs to Crook’s headquarters. “After you,
dear lady."

He was right behind her as she bounded up the steps, but once they were
inside, Meade took charge of arranging an appointment with Crook. He'd
never met the general's aide, and he anticipated having to wait awhile to see
the commander, but the mere mention of Rayna's name sent the aide scurrying
into Crook’s office. Less than a minute later they were being ushered inside.

If George Crook was startled by Rayna's appearance, he gave no indica-
tion of it as he greeted her with a warm but restrained smile, then turned
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to Meade. "Good to see you again, Dr. Ashford. I heard you had decided
to retire.”

"Yes, sir.”

"Well, it's a very grave loss for the army.”

"Thank you, sir,” Meade replied, genuinely warmed by the compliment.
Crook never said anything he didn't mean. "May [ take it from the way the
lieutenant rushed us in here that you have some inkling of why Miss
Templeton has come?”

"Yes, I do.” Crook came around the desk and pulled a second chair away from
the wall. “Please sit down. I'm afraid this isn't going to be easy, and I certainly
hadn't anticipated being able to discuss this problem with you in person, Miss
Templeton. In fact, I've been trying to draft a letter to you and your family.”

What did he mean, it wasn't going to be easy? Rayna's heart thudded heav-
ily as she took the chair. “You received my letters, then, General?’

"Yes, and you have my heartfelt apologies for the suffering the army has
caused you and your family.”

"Then you can help me rectify this injustice?” she asked, almost afraid
to hope.

"l am doing my very best,” he said solemnly.

Rayna frowned. “What does that mean? My sister is now on the reserva-
tion at Rio Alto. Surely freeing her is a simple matter of signing a form order-
ing her release.”

"I wish it were that simple, Miss Templeton.”

Meade knew that Crook wasn't completely at ease in the company of
women, but his discomfort was out of proportion to the behavior Meade had
witnessed in him in years past. “General, has something happened that Miss
Templeton and I are not aware of?”

Crook couldn't look at either of them. “I'm afraid so.”

"Oh, God,"” Rayna breathed, clenching her hands into fists. "What's hap-
pened to Skylar? General, tell me, please!” she begged, coming to the edge of
her chair.

Crook was forced to look up from his desk. “The details are as yet unclear,
Miss Templeton, but it has been reported to me that a young Apache woman
named Skylark killed a soldier before their caravan reached the Rio Alto. She
was placed under arrest, interrogated, and subsequently removed from captiv-
ity by a Mescalero brave named Sun Hawk. Both have vanished.”

"Dear God.” Rayna's words were no more than a hushed whisper. Tears
sprang into her eyes, and she rose abruptly, whirling away from Crook so that
he couldn't see them.

Meade was at her side instantly, drawing her into his arms. “I'm sorry,
Rayna. [ should have found a way to help you sooner.”
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Rayna didn't return his embrace, but she didn't reject it, either. She needed
Meade’s strength right now to bolster her own.

"I 'am deeply sorry, Miss Templeton,” Crook said. “This never should have
happened. General Whitlock should have ordered her release the moment
you brought the situation to his attention.”

Rather than comforting her, his apology pierced through her fear for
Skylar and found a home at the core of her rage. A flash of blinding anger
gave her all the strength she needed to pull out of Meade's arms and turn on
Crook. "Don't talk to me about what should or should not have happened,
General, and don't expect me to stand still for a mouthful of polite apologies,”
she spat out viciously. "I want to know what the hell you're doing to get my
sister back!”

Crook sat back in his chair so quickly that it nearly toppled over. “I'm
doing everything | can, Miss Templeton, [ assure you,” he told her when he
finally found his voice. “But this is a very complex and complicated matter.
['ve ordered a full investigation into the death of the soldier—"

"That's absurd! Skylar couldn't kill anyone even if her life depended on it.
The charge is obviously a lie!"

"] believe you're wrong about that, miss,” Crook said, taking a stern tone
with her. He understood her anger, but a lady found better ways of expressing
her displeasure. “According to the report I received from the commander of
the detail, your sister admitted killing the soldier.”

"Damn it, | tell you that's not possible!”

"Rayna, that's enough. Sit down and listen to what the general has to say.”
Meade placed his hand on her arm, but she jerked it away.

"Don't tell me what to do!”

He took her arm more forcefully and all but threw her into the chair. “I
said sit down and shut up!”" he commanded, startling her into momentary
silence. He turned toward Crook. “Please forgive Miss Templeton, sir,” he said
with very little apology in his voice. “You can't possibly imagine what she and
her family have suffered because of the army's insensitivity. Perhaps if you
gave us more details of this incident, we might be able to piece together the
truth of the matter.”

Crook looked at Rayna as though waiting to see if she had any objection.

"I'm sorry, General,” she apologized sincerely. "Please tell us everything
you know about what happened to Skylar.”

With a nod, Crook recounted the scant details from the report he'd received.

Despite the sketchiness of the report, Meade thought he had a clear pic-
ture of what had happened, and it sickened him. “Who is in charge of the Rio
Alto detail?” he asked.

"Captain Luther Haggarty."
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Meade knew him and didn't like him one bit. “And the soldier who was killed?"

"Private Stanley Talbot.”

Meade knew him and liked him even less. Now he understood exactly
what had happened to Skylar. "General, | have met Private Talbot and know
him to be a degenerate swine who openly brags about the Apache women he
has molested.” Meade heard Rayna'’s despairing gasp, but he continued. "If
Skylar did indeed kill him, she was only defending herself from rape.”

"That is my assumption as well,” Crook replied, then glanced at Rayna and
found that she was as pale as a sheet. “Are you all right, Miss Templeton?”

The tears she had conquered before were stinging her eyes again. "How
can I be all right, General? My sister may have been raped, and she is most
certainly living a nightmare. [ don't know where she is or how to get her back
or what she is suffering at this very moment.”

Meade reached out and covered her hand, but she balled it into a fist and
twisted away from his comforting touch. “Don't,” she commanded. "I don't
want or need your sympathy. | just want Skylar back.”

Meade retracted his hand and looked at Crook again. He knew the gen-
eral too well to believe that he hadn't taken some sort of action to rectify this
problem. “What have you done to locate Skylar, sir?”

"I've turned the matter over to Case Longstreet,” Crook replied. "He's
taken his uncle and nephew with him, and by now they should have inter-
cepted Captain Haggarty's detail. His plan was to question Sun Hawk's family
in the hope that learning more about the brave would give him an idea of
what he might do or where he'd go.”

Meade felt his first ray of hope dawning. “That's good news, General. If
anyone can find Skylar, it's Case Longstreet.”

"My thinking exactly.” Crook looked at Rayna again. ‘Il know my apologies
are meaningless, Miss Templeton, but my promises never are. And | promise
you that [ won't rest until you and your sister are reunited.”

Rayna believed him, and she finally understood why the Apache people
trusted and respected him so much. His clear eyes and resolute mien
demanded respect. She was only sorry she hadn't seen it in him earlier.
Crook was an honorable man who would do everything in his power to right
this injustice.

Unfortunately, that knowledge did nothing to assuage her fear for
Skylar's safety.
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ase caught up with Haggarty's party at Fort Bowie, where they had
been camped for two days to allow for provisioning the soldiers and
collecting much-needed rations for the Mescaleros. In two more
days the Apaches would be safely ensconced at Rio Alto.

Haggarty hadn't been happy about giving Case the complete run of the
camp, but considering the wording of Crook’s directive, he hadn't had much
choice. Case inquired about the wounded soldier who had been sent ahead to
Fort Bowie along with the dispatch that had eventually made its way to
Crook. He learned that the soldier was expected to recover. Case considered
that very good news for Skylar and Sun Hawk.

He wasted no time questioning Haggarty about the events that had led up
to Skylar's escape, because he knew the captain would resent being interro-
gated by an Apache—even one who was so close to General Crook. Haggarty
would only lie, and Case thought it best not to stir up trouble. He would leave
getting the truth from the soldiers to Crook and instead concentrate on what
he could learn from the Mescaleros.

Not surprisingly, Case was greeted with looks of suspicion as he made his
way to Naka'yen's campsite. His heart bled for the pitiful condition of the
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Mescaleros who had been uprooted from their reservation. He couldn't under-
stand why the government was so intent on stripping an entire race of people
of everything they had—including what was left of their pride.

When he finally found Naka'yen, the old man was the perfect example of
the kind of damage the white man could do to an honorable old man.
Naka'yen had kept his people at peace for years and all he had received in
exchange were broken promises, and now a broken heart. The old chieftain
barely had the strength to sit upright when he saw Case approaching.

Case had had the foresight to bring gifts of food and cloth for Naka'yen.
He knew he could never buy the man’s favor, but at least he could show him
the respect he deserved. "I offer a gift of friendship,” Case said, placing the
bag on the ground between them.

Naka'yen's sad eyes studied Case, looking him up and down suspiciously.
"You are an Apache, but you wear the clothes of the white man, and [ have seen
that you have power over the soldiers. Why should you want to be my friend?’

"Because | have come to help your son.”

Life sparked in the old man's eyes for the first time, and he sat up a little
straighter. "What do you know of my son?"

Case sat facing Naka'yen. “l know that he is in terrible trouble, but that
what he did was done for a good reason.”

"He is in love with the girl,” Naka'yen told him. “It was done for her."

Case wasn't particularly surprised by the news. He had assumed there was
a bond of some sort between Sun Hawk and Skylar. Otherwise the brave
would never have taken such a desperate chance to free her. "Do you know
where he has taken her?”

Naka'yen's gaze became shuttered and unreadable. “He said nothing to me
before he left. I do not know where he is.”

"Would you tell me if you knew?"’

The old man regarded Case suspiciously. “Why should I trust you?”

"Because | have been sent here by the Gray Fox, who wants to help your
son and the woman called Skylar. He knows that a great wrong has been done
to her, and he wants to set it right. He wants to return the girl to the white
family who raised her.”

"And what of my son?” Naka'yen asked. “"He will be killed for what he did.”

“Not if the soldier lives,” Case assured him. "And | have already been told
that the soldier will not die.”

A glimmer of hope sprang into the old man's eyes. "My son will not
be punished?”

"l cannot promise that,” Case answered. “But the Gray Fox has given his
word that if Sun Hawk's actions were justified, he will come to no harm. The
Gray Fox has never broken his word to us.”
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Naka'yen took the promise seriously, but there was nothing he could say
to help this stranger. "I do not know where my son has gone.”

Case believed him. “Would he join Geronimo?”

The old chief shook his head. “Only if he had no other choice. He does
not believe that Geronimo's ways are good for our people, but this long jour-
ney may have changed his mind. He counseled our people to peace and urged
them to go with the soldiers. We both wanted to believe this would be good
for our people, but I think we were wrong. Even before he left, my son had
begun to doubt his wisdom.”

"If he counseled peace, he is infinitely wise, as are you, old grandfather,”
Case said respectfully. “The Gray Fox has made no promises about this, but he
is already trying to send you back to your own reservation. He does not
believe it was right to send you to Rio Alto. He is a powerful man, and many
will listen to him. Speak of peace to your people, grandfather, and pray that
you can go home soon.”

Naka'yen nodded, and Case began asking questions about Sun Hawk and
about the hunting grounds they had visited before their confinement to the
reservation. As he'd suspected, this band like many others had ranged from
the plains to the north and east, south to the Mexican deserts, and west as far
as the White Mountains. As a boy, Case could remember many encounters
with Mescalero bands. Occasionally there had been disputes over their rights
to hunt game in the territory claimed by Case's people, but most of their rela-
tions had been friendly. He even knew of marriages that had taken place
between the separate tribes.

If Sun Hawk was as skilled as his father boasted he was—and Case had no
reason to doubt it, considering the efficiency with which he had engineered
Skylar's escape—he was going to be a formidable adversary. Quite simply, he
could be anywhere.

"One final question, grandfather,” Case said. "Do you think your son
would take Skylar back to her white family at the Rancho Verde?”

Naka'yen's surprise suggested that he had not considered that possibility.
"Why would he? She killed the soldier who attacked her. My son would never
believe that even the Gray Fox would care so much about a single Apache
maiden that he would send someone to help her rather than punish her.”

Case stood. "You have been generous with me and I will remember it,
old grandfather.”

He turned to leave, but Naka'yen stopped him. "If you seek to know more
about the woman, you should talk to her people.”

"Her people?” Case asked.

"The Verdes. If you find their wagon, you will find her Apache father
and mother.”
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Case nodded, feeling his spirits plummet as he turned away. Had Skylar
somehow been reunited with her real parents? If so, it was not possible that
she was his sister, Morning Star. He looked around and located the wagon
Naka'yen had referred to. The old man who greeted him in English seemed to
have been expecting him. He invited Case to sit and introduced his wife,
Gatana, who had a deep gash on her forehead that had barely begun to heal.

Once again, Case explained the purpose of his visit and assured them that
he was trying to help Skylar. Any information they could give him would be
to her benefit.

"We know very little, Mr. Longstreet,” Consayka told him. “After Skylar
killed Talbot, the officers took her to their camp and questioned her for many
hours. They questioned others as well about how she had come by the knife,
but Skylar told them nothing.” He shook his head sadly. “She paid for her
silence dearly. We all heard about the bruises on her face and the blood that
ran from her mouth.”

"Where did she get the knife?” Case asked, trying to shut out the image
of his sister—if she was his sister—being so violently abused. In his mind,
Morning Star was still five years old, and his instinct to protect her was
still strong.

Consayka hesitated a moment, then shook his head, and Case realized
that he was protecting someone, just as Skylar obviously had.

"Can you read?” Case asked, pulling a packet of papers out of the pouch
that hung from his waist.

"Yes."

"Then look at these papers and you will know that what I have told you is
the truth.” He handed Consayka the passes Crook had written that authorized
Case to take custody of Skylar and Sun Hawk and release them to no one
except Crook himself. It also stated that Skylar was an Americanized citizen
and was to be accorded the respect and rights due her.

Consayka inspected the papers carefully, and any doubts he might have
had about Case disappeared. "Sun Hawk gave her the knife the night we left
the reservation. Talbot had attacked Skylar as we came into the agency that
morning, and he wanted her to be protected.”

Case felt a sudden surge of anger. "Did Captain Haggarty know about
that attack?”

Consayka nodded. “There were many witnesses including the man, Norris,
and Haggarty himself was there, though he refused to believe Skylar's word
over his soldiers. But we were all a witness to what he did that day, and my
wife was wounded when Talbot attacked Skylar at the river.”

Case stifled the urge to whip Haggarty to within an inch of his life. He
certainly deserved no less. It was unconscionable that there had been not one
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but two attacks and the captain still placed the blame for the entire incident
on Skylar. But that was in the past, and Case had the future to deal with—and
his dimming hope that she was his sister.

"I was told you are her parents,” Case said quietly.

"When we were taken from Rancho Verde, my wife and | assumed
responsibility for Skylar so that she would have the protection of a family.
She is a kind and gentle young woman. We were proud to call her our
daughter for a time."

"Do you think you can find her?” Gatana asked.

"I don't know,"” Case replied. "Would she try to make it home to Rancho Verde?’

"I do not know where else she would go,” Consayka replied. “I think she
would trust that her father or Sefiorita Rayna would be able to help her.”

It was a natural assumption, but Case didn't want to jump to a hasty conclu-
sion. There were too many variables involved. “Is Skylar in love with Sun
Hawk>" he asked.

Consayka looked at Case blankly, but Gatana spoke up at once. “Yes, she is. |
think she is confused about her feelings, torn between loving him and wanting to
go home, but | know her feelings are strong. Love is in her eyes every time she
looks upon him."

"Thank you for being so honest,” Case said. “l want very much to help her.”

Gatana searched his face. "I believe you do.”

Consayka glanced at his wife, then at Case. “Would you like to take her things?
She has very little, but if you find her, | know she would want to have them back.”

Case needed to travel as light as possible, but he couldn't resist the offer.
"Yes, thank you.”

Gatana went to the back of the wagon and pulled out a bundle. She
offered it to Case and he accepted it, never imagining the intense effect it
would have on him. For a moment he was transported back in time to the
day his parents and his eleven-year-old sister were murdered. He had been
showing his father the arrows he had made when his mother returned to
camp with her two daughters. One Who Sings was shy and quiet, but little
Morning Star was a bold child, full of life, with sparkling eyes and a laugh
that Case had never been able to forget. On that day, she had run to her
father clutching several sticks that she had insisted were arrows.

Gray Wolf had taken her onto his lap, and Morning Star held the arrows
out for Case to inspect. He took them from her, praised them highly, and
returned them to her. It was his last happy memory of his family, and the
sights, smells, and emotions were suddenly as clear to him as if it had hap-
pened yesterday rather than twenty years ago.

He had never felt closer to his sister than he did as he held the bundle
Gatana had handed him. Unable to imagine what had sparked such an intense
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memory, he opened the burlap sack and removed a ragged buckskin dress that
had probably been quite beautiful when it was new. There was a parcel of
writing paper, a pen, and a bottle of ink, but nothing that might tell him if the
girl called Skylar was really his sister.

Keenly disappointed, he picked up the dress. As he placed it in the bag, an
object fell out of one of the buckskin folds and dropped to the ground. Case
looked down at it, barely able to believe his eyes. It was the Thunder Eagle
necklace that his father had given his mother thirty years ago and that Case,
in turn, had given Libby. Pushing the bundle aside, he reached for the neck-
lace, and it nearly seared his hand as he picked it up.

No, it wasn't the same, not exactly. The arrangement of turquoise and sil-
ver on the choker was different. There were no feathers, and the medallion
was crudely carved. But the similarity was unmistakable.

"This was Skylar's?"

"Yes," the old man replied. “She made it many years ago when she was a
young girl. In wintertime [ would tell stories around the fire, and Sefiorita
Skylar would sneak out of the house to listen to me. Her favorite was the
story of Willow and Gray Wolf. Do you know it?"

Case could barely breathe. “Yes, | know it,” he managed to say.

"That necklace represents the one Gray Wolf gave to his bride. It had
great meaning to Skylar.”

"She remembered,” Case whispered, clutching the necklace in his hand as
he pressed it to his heart.

Consayka studied his intense reaction. "You wear the same symbol,” he
said, looking at the plain medallion on Case's chest.

Case took his own necklace and Skylar's in the same hand. "I wear this for
my sister, the daughter of Willow and Gray Wolf, who was stolen from me
when our parents were murdered.” He looked into Consayka's eyes. “I have
been looking for her for twenty years, and now [ know she is alive. Tell me
everything you know about my sister . . . Please.”

Consayka did as Case asked.

The news Crook gave Rayna changed everything. She couldn't go
directly to Rio Alto now and liberate her sister by legal means, and there
was obviously no reason to plan a daring escape. Sun Hawk had already
done that, and no one had a clue as to where Skylar and the brave were or
when they might be found. Even Rayna wasn't foolhardy enough to think
she could initiate her own search, but she couldn't bear the thought of
returning to Rancho Verde without Skylar. And she knew her parents would
want her to remain in the Arizona Territory until this insane predicament
was resolved.
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Since she had nowhere to go, Meade insisted that she come to Eagle
Creek with him, and Rayna wasn't in a position to refuse. She accepted his
offer but made it clear that she would make other arrangements for accommo-
dations as soon as possible.

"Fine. We can argue about it later,” he told her. “For the time being, I just
want to get home.”

[t took two hours of hard riding to reach Eagle Creek Ranch, but with
each passing mile Rayna could see Meade's excitement growing. When finally
they came over a rise and saw the ranch house in the valley below, he stopped
and took a moment just to feast his eyes.

"The ranch doesn't look like much, does it?" he said, but his broad smile
betrayed his pride.

"I think it looks wonderful,” Rayna replied. And it did. The house was
a simple two-story frame building with a wide porch running along two
sides. Cottonwoods and sycamores shaded the yard, and the stock pens,
corrals, bunkhouse, and stable that sat away from the house testified to
the fact that this was a thriving working ranch. Though it bore little
resemblance to Rancho Verde, Rayna was nonetheless struck by a deep
pang of homesickness.

When two children darted out of the barn and began running toward the
house, Meade's smile widened even more. “That's Jenny and Lucas,” he said
happily, spurring his horse into motion. He went charging down the hill,
and Triton, who had grown accustomed to following Chicory, tried to
match the breakneck pace as soon as Rayna signaled him to move. As they
neared the ranch house, though, she forced the stallion into a more sedate
pace so that Meade could arrive ahead of her. The family she would be
intruding on deserved at least a moment alone to welcome Meade home.

The children saw the riders in the distance long before they reached the
house, and by the time Meade thundered into the yard, Libby was on the
porch with Jedidiah Longstreet at her side. Jenny and Lucas raced to see who
could reach Uncle Meade first, but the seven-year-old boy, with his longer
legs, won out over his very determined five-year-old sister.

From a distance, Rayna watched in amazement as Meade practically threw
himself off Chicory in his haste to greet the children. He gathered the boy to
him and a second later was nearly knocked down as Jenny threw herself into
his arms, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck. He kissed them both
soundly, then stood as his sister ran into his arms with more decorum but no
less enthusiasm than her daughter had displayed.

By the time Rayna rode up, the man on the porch had come down to the
yard and was shaking hands with Meade, beaming happily, and telling him
how good it was to have him home.
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Sadly Rayna wondered how long it would be before she could take Skylar
home to this kind of warm and loving welcome.

"Libby, | want you to meet someone,” Meade said, finally remembering
that he'd brought a guest. Still holding on to her brother with one arm around
his waist, Libby looked up at the visitor she'd been too excited to wonder
about before. As Rayna dismounted, her golden braid fell over one shoulder,
and Libby was stunned to realize Meade had brought home a woman! How
wonderfull Judging from her appearance, she didn't seem like the type of
woman Libby would have expected her brother to marry, but despite her
attire it was easy to see that she was exceptionally beautiful.

"This is Miss Rayna Templeton,” he told her. “Rayna, this is my sister,
Libby Longstreet, her children, Jenny and Lucas, and our good friend
Jedidiah Longstreet.”

"It's a pleasure to meet you all,” Rayna replied with a subdued smile as the
children looked her over with curiosity and Jedidiah murmured a surprised
"How do you do.”

Her name registered on Libby immediately, and she realized she had prob-
ably jumped to an erroneous conclusion. However, she wasn't disappointed.
"You're Skylar Templeton's sister,” she said, slipping away from Meade to greet
Rayna properly.

"That's right,” she replied.

Libby glanced cautiously from Rayna to Meade. “You've been to Fort Apache?”

Meade nodded. "Yes. We know what's happened.” Little Jenny impatiently
tugged at Meade's trousers, and he bent to pick her up.

"Your brother has been a great help to me in my efforts to free Skylar,"
Rayna told Libby. "And now I fear I'm about to draw your family into this
travesty even further. He's offered me your hospitality until [ can make
other arrangements.”

"Oh, that's wonderful! Of course you'll stay with us until Case finds Skylar.
[ wouldn't have it any other way,” Libby replied, taking Rayna's arm and draw-
ing her toward the house. She had a hundred questions about Skylar and
about how Meade had become acquainted with Miss Templeton, but they
could wait until she'd made her guest comfortable.

Jedidiah had far less patience. After the brutal murder of his friends
Willow and Gray Wolf, the frontiersman had traveled throughout the
Southwest with Case looking for the little girl who had been kidnapped in the
wake of the attack. Morning Star had always held a special place in Jedidiah's
heart, and he had never given up hope of finding her. “We're anxious to learn
more about your sister, Miss Templeton,” he told Rayna.

She glanced at him, taking in the anxious look in his clear blue eyes. He
was a big man, with a wild mane of silver hair and a beard to match, and
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though he was well into his sixties, he looked as vigorous as any man of thirty.
Rayna liked him immediately. “I can imagine that you would be curious about
Skylar. [ know it can't be easy for either of you, having Case away from home
searching for her like this.”

"Oh, if she can be found, Case'll find her,” Jedidiah said almost dismis-
sively. "But that's not what [ meant. [s—"

"Jedidiah, please,” Libby said, reaching out to silence him by placing her
hand gently on his arm. "There will be plenty of time for questions later. Miss
Templeton's had a long and difficult journey. I'm sure she'd like to clean up
and rest a bit.”

Jedidiah stayed behind as Libby led Rayna into the house, and Meade
divided a curious glance between his sister and his friend, wondering what to
make of the strange undercurrents he was picking up.

"What did you bring me, Uncle Meade?>" Jenny asked, drawing his full
attention by placing her hand on his cheek and turning his face to hers. “You
promised me presents,” she reminded him.

"Can I take care of your horses, Uncle Meade?" Lucas asked before he'd
had a chance to respond to Jenny.

"Yes, thank you. And | have presents for both of you."

Jedidiah moved to the horses. “I'll give Lucas a hand.”

"Thank you,” Meade said, puzzled by Jed's subdued mood. He kissed
Jenny. "Why don't you go help Lucas and Jed, little one? If you bring
in the bags off the packhorse, I'll probably be able to find a present or
two inside.”

She started squirming even before the last word was out, and when
Meade put her down, she was off and running after her brother as quickly as
her legs would carry her.

Meade followed Libby into the house and almost wished he hadn't,
because he was pressed into service immediately. While Tessa, Case's cousin
who lived on the ranch with her husband and helped Libby with her house-
hold chores, drew water for Rayna's bath in the kitchen, Meade was assigned
the task of moving Jenny's belongings into Lucas's room so that Rayna would
have a room of her own.

Rayna protested that Libby was going to too much trouble on her account,
and Meade was thoroughly delighted to hear Rayna finally lose an argument.
Rayna might be tempestuous, but Liberty Ashford Longstreet was unstop-
pable once she set her mind to something.

[t wasn't until after supper that the Longstreet household finally settled
down. Jenny hadn't been willing to wait that long for her present, of course,
and the porcelain-faced doll Meade had brought her was given a place of
honor at the table while they ate. During the meal, Meade explained how he
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had made Rayna's acquaintance, and Rayna, in turn, told them of the steps she
had taken to procure Skylar's release.

As they talked, Libby began to notice the strange, strained politeness that
Meade and Rayna exhibited toward each other. They rarely looked at each
other, and when they did, one or both looked quickly away. Theirs wasn't the
behavior of even the most casual friends, and Libby wasn't quite sure what to
make of them until she caught Meade looking at Rayna and Jenny as the little
girl forced their guest to examine her new doll for the hundredth time. While
Rayna patiently cooed over the newly christened "Matilda” and admired the
doll's starched white petticoats, Meade betrayed his feelings utterly by watch-
ing Rayna with an intense hunger Libby hadn't believed he was capable of.

Obviously her original assumption about Meade and the woman he'd
brought home hadn't been wrong, after all, though Libby suspected that her
brother was a long way from admitting that he had finally fallen in love. And
what of the lady in question? Libby wondered. She hadn't known Rayna long
enough to truly like her or even to determine whether she reciprocated the
feelings Meade was obviously trying to hide.

Only one thing was completely clear to Libby: There was a great deal
more to the story they had related about their acquaintanceship than either of
them had admitted over dinner.

Libby finally rescued Rayna from Jenny and put both children to bed.
Jedidiah, who had been even more taciturn than usual, seemed relieved when
Libby came back downstairs carrying a carved wooden box. He fixed her with
an impatient look.

"Can we get to it now?" he asked.

Meade frowned. "Get to what?"

"If you feel up to talking about it, we'd like to know more about Skylar,”
Libby said to Rayna, throwing an impertinent look at Jedidiah as she sat on
the sofa beside Rayna and placed the box between them. “In particular, how
she came to live with you.”

Rayna thought it an odd question, but she didn't mind answering. "My
father rescued her from a trio of Mexican slave traders while he was buying
cattle in Sonora.” She went on to explain how Raymond had brought the
frightened little girl home and ultimately adopted her.

"When did he get her from the slavers?” Jedidiah asked.

"When she was about five, nearly twenty years ago.”

"So she's twenty-four now,” Jedidiah said anxiously, coming to the edge of
his seat. "Do you know anything about her Apache parents> The report we
read that Captain Haggarty wrote said she was Mescalero.”

Rayna frowned. Their questions and their responses to her answers seemed
entirely out of proportion with casual curiosity. “Actually, Skylar remembers
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very little about her life before she came to us, but her clothing seemed to
indicate that she was from the White Mountain tribe.”

"My God," Jedidiah breathed, finally allowing himself to hope for the
first time that he might be close to finding the child he'd called his pretty
little princess.

Libby touched Rayna's arm. “Does she remember anything about her family?”

"Only that they were massacred by a band of renegade Indians she
thought might have been Chiricahua. For years she had horrible nightmares
about the death of her parents and older sister.”

"Does she remember a brother?” Libby asked anxiously, but before Rayna
could reply, Jedidiah topped her question with another.

"Did she speak any English?”

Rayna was getting dizzy looking back and forth between them. "Yes, as
a matter of fact, she did,” she replied, remembering her very first encounter
with her new sister. The memory brought a lump of emotion to her throat,
and she had to clear it before she could answer, “She . . . knew two words
quite well. She could say, 'Princess pretty.” Tears were suddenly coursing
down her cheeks, and Rayna wiped them away with embarrassment. Her
shame faded, though, when she glanced at Jedidiah and saw tears on his
face as well.

Stunned, Rayna glanced at Meade, who seemed as mystified as she
was, then looked at Libby again. "l don't understand what's going on here,
Mrs. Longstreet.”

“Nor do |, Libby,” Meade added. "I think it's time you started answering
questions instead of just asking them.”

"I'm sorry,” she told them, unable to repress her smile. “It's just that we've
waited so long for this.”

"For what?" Meade asked.

Libby opened the box and removed the Thunder Eagle necklace from its
velvet cushion. Before she could begin her explanation, Rayna gasped.

"That's Skylar's—or very much like it,” she told Libby, reaching eagerly for
the necklace.

Libby was shocked. “Your sister has one like this?”

Rayna nodded as she examined the necklace. “It's not nearly as fine as this.
She made it herself from a description our Apache storyteller used to relate
about . . ." She paused, unable to think of the names.

"Willow and Gray Wolf>" Libby supplied.

"That's right.”

"Then she does remember,” Libby said softly, smiling at Jedidiah.

"Libby, what in blue blazes are you talking about?” Meade demanded
to know.
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She looked at him. “Morning Star.”

Meade frowned and searched his memory. “You mean Case’s sister? Oh,
but, Libby, surely you don't think Skylar could be—"

"She is," Jedidiah said adamantly. "Miss Templeton just gave us the proof
of it."

"You mean the necklace?” Meade asked.

The old frontiersman shook his head and tapped his fist against his heart.
"I taught Morning Star how to say 'Princess pretty.’ No other Apache child
could have known those two words.” Tears were still glistening in his eyes as
he looked at Rayna. “Your sister is the daughter of Willow and Gray Wolf.
She's the sister of Case Longstreet"—his voice broke completely—"and she's
my pretty little princess.”

Waving one hand in the air as though to shoo away his tears, he rose
abruptly and stalked out.

Rayna felt her own tears returning. She could barely comprehend the
enormity of what these people were telling her, but all she could think about
was how happy Skylar would be to know she had another family who loved
her this much.

Meade was having a little more difficulty accepting the truth. “Libby, this
is too coincidental,” he said skeptically.

“No, it's not, Meade,” she replied calmly. "It's fate, and perhaps the myste-
rious workings of Case's guiding spirit. Case never gave up believing his sister
was alive, and he's had a number of visions recently that led him to believe he
might soon be reunited with Morning Star.”

Meade lowered his head and looked at her cynically. “More visions>”

Libby smiled patiently. “He was right about Crook’s return, wasn't he?”

Reluctantly, Meade admitted that he had been.

Rayna was growing more confused by the minute. "I don't understand any
of this. Visions? Guiding spirit?”

Libby took her hand and patted it gently. “Let me explain. It's a story [ love
to tell, and God willing, it will soon have a happy ending.”
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he next morning Rayna forced herself to perform the most difficult

task she'd ever done. After breakfast she escaped to the solitude of

her borrowed room and began drafting a letter to her parents.

Crook had been conspicuously relieved to have the dreadful burden
of conveying the news removed from his shoulders, and Rayna knew that it
would be better for her parents to learn it from her than from a stranger—
even a well-meaning one like Crook.

She softened the details of Skylar's ordeal as much as she could, but she
made no attempt to lie. It could be weeks, possibly even months, before
Skylar was located, and neither Raymond nor Collie would believe a fabrica-
tion about bureaucratic complications. They would open the letter expecting
to read that Crook had helped her or that he hadn't. Rayna knew she owed
them the truth.

And she also had the amazing job of telling them that she was staying in
the home of Skylar's brother.

Rayna wasn't sure how she felt about that particular twist of fate. Skylar
would be overjoyed—if they ever found her—but finally having a link to
Skylar's past was strangely disturbing to Rayna. As selfish as it sounded, it
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seemed almost as though she'd lost some special, ineffable quality of her rela-
tionship with her sister. Rayna had had Skylar to herself for so many years,
and now she was going to have to learn to share her with a brother neither of
them had known existed.

Rayna suspected that their mother would feel much the same way. That
certainty made writing the letter that much more difficult.

“Rayna, are you finished with the letter?” Meade asked, tapping lightly on
her door before stepping inside.

She pulled herself out of the confused reverie she'd slipped into. “Very nearly.”

"Good," he said, feeling the same quickening of his heartbeat that he always
felt when he saw her. She was dressed as she had been last night, in the skirt
and blouse of her traveling suit, and the sun that poured in on her through the
window gave her a radiance he could hardly bear to see. “l don't mean to hurry
you, but if we're going to make it back from town by dark, we need to leave
soon. Unless, of course, you'd rather wait until tomorrow to post the letter.”

Rayna shook her head. “No. | want to get this behind me, and I know
Mother and Papa are anxious to hear something.”

"I wish we had better news.”

"Sodo 1"

They looked at each other for a long moment; then Meade started back-
ing out of the room. “I'll let you finish while I hitch up the team.”

"l won't be long,” she promised, returning to the letter.

Meade turned at the door, but something seemed to pull him back.
"Rayna . .."

She glanced up. "Yes>"

"We're going to have to talk eventually.”

She knew what he was referring to, but it wasn't something she felt
equipped to deal with. "I don't think we have anything to talk about, Meade.
Why don't we leave it in the past where it belongs?’

He searched her face. “Can you really do that?”

Of course she couldn't. What had happened between them on the trail
was so much a part of her she didn't think the memory would ever fade. Her
pride wasn't about to let her admit it, though. "I don't see why not,” she
replied, drawing her shoulders up a little straighter. “You made your feelings
clear, and I believe I did, too.”

"But neither of us was thinking straight.”

"I was. And I think you were, too. You offered to marry me out of a mis-
guided sense of honor, and I refused. If what happened between us was a mis-
take, I don't plan to spend the rest of my life paying for it.”

If it was a mistake? Wasn't she sure? Meade wondered. He knew very well
that he'd been wrong to give in to his need to make love to her. The least she
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could do was hate him for it. Any proper lady of breeding would have. But
then, Rayna didn't know the meaning of the word “proper.” She was a force
unto herself who bowed to no rules except her own.

"Very well," he said after a moment. "If that's your final word . . . ?

"It is,” she replied, hoping she had effectively covered her disappointment
that he hadn't told her it hadnt been a mistake. “Now, may I finish this letter so
that we can go?”

"Of course, your majesty,” he said sarcastically, bowing his way out of the room.

Trying to shut Meade out, Rayna looked over the long letter she'd written and
added one final assurance that she would do whatever had to be done to guaran-
tee Skylar's return. As she signed the letter and sealed it with wax, she tried not to
think about the effect this news was going to have on her father's weakened heart.

After stowing the letter in her carpetbag, she checked Jenny's room to be
certain she'd left nothing behind, then put on her jacket and went downstairs.
Libby was waiting to see her off, and Meade was just returning from having
brought the wagon around. As he came through the front door, he glanced up
the stairs at her and frowned.

"What are you doing with your bag?" he asked crossly.

"I'm taking it into town.”

"“Why?"

Rayna thought her reasons should be perfectly obvious. “There's no telling
how long the search for Skylar could take, and I can't impose on your family
indefinitely. [ think it's best that I take a room in Bannon.”

Libby stepped forward and met her at the bottom of the stairs. "I do wish
you'd reconsider, Rayna. Having you here is certainly no imposition,” she
assured her.

"And besides,” Meade added, “do you really think you can bear the sus-
pense of not knowing whether we've heard from Case? What are you going to
do? Ride out here every day to see if we've had word?”

Rayna hadn't considered that. “Well, of course not,” she said hesitantly. "I
suppose | just assumed someone might be able to notify me if—"

Meade cut her off with an exasperated glance. “Rayna, Eagle Creek is in
the middle of the fall roundup. I don't see how we can spare someone to go
traipsing into town every day to give you a report.”

"] don't expect daily reports,” she said tightly.

"Then don't insist on doing something stupid like staying in Bannon.”

Libby was appalled at the way he was talking to their guest. "Meade! That's
uncalled for."

"Believe me, Libby, you wouldn't say that if you knew what she's really
like. All you've seen is a rare glimpse of her best behavior. She is the most
stubborn, headstrong creature | have ever met, and—"

"
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"And she's standing in this room,” Rayna said hotly. “She'll thank you not
to talk about her as though she were in New Mexico.”

Libby whirled to her. “Rayna, I'm sorry. | know Meade doesn't mean to
be rude.”

"Oh, yes he does,” she replied. "He's very good at it, too.”

Meade's smile was sarcasm personified. “I've had lots of practice, thanks
to you.”

Libby looked back and forth between them. “I swear, you two are worse
than Jenny and Lucas,” she muttered in amazement. “Rayna, despite Meade's
rather heavy-handed invitation to you, I wish you'd reconsider. You can't
imagine how nice it would be for me to have you around the house for a
while. I love the ranch and my children, but I do get lonely for another
woman to talk to.”

Meade let out a scornful snort of laughter, and Rayna threw him a look
that dared him to express his thoughts aloud. In the face of her challenge, he
couldn't resist. “Oh, by all means, Rayna, stay. | know you and Libby will have
a lovely time discussing the latest fashions and exchanging recipes.”

Libby placed a hand on Rayna’s arm. "Don't pay any attention to him. He's
only teasing me because he knows how much I hate superficial woman-talk
about fashion and such nonsense.”

Rayna looked down at the lovely, petite lady and wondered if perhaps
they might have more in common than she'd thought last night, after all.
Actually, it did make sense that she stay, but only on certain conditions.
"Libby, I would be happy to accept your hospitality if you'll allow me to
earn my keep around her. If you treat me like a pampered guest, I'll go crazy
within a week."

Libby hadn't been certain before, but she was now: She liked Rayna
Templeton. Anyone who could get Meade this fired up and hold her own
against his sharp tongue was definitely a woman worth getting to know. "Very
well. From this moment on, I shall consider you a part of the family and treat
you as such. Tessa and | will be more than happy to have someone to help
with the household chores.”

Meade laughed outright this time and looked to Rayna. “Do you want to
explain the facts of life to my sister, or shall [>"

Libby frowned in confusion, and Rayna told her, “What Meade is so gra-
ciously trying to insinuate is that I'm not very domestic. I've been helping my
father run Rancho Verde for a very long time, and I'd much rather help with
the roundup than with the dishes, if you don't object.”

Libby was surprised, but not totally shocked. "Of course. Whatever you
like. Case took his uncle and nephew with him, so we've been a little short-
handed, anyway.”

207



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

"Good,” Meade declared. "Now that that's settled, shall we head into town?"’

"Very well.” Rayna removed the letter from her valise and made her way
outside to the carriage while Libby gave Meade the list of supplies she needed
him to pick up in Bannon.

As they rode away, Libby stood on the porch watching them. She noted
their stiff backs and the more than respectable distance between them on the
wide wagon seat. They didn't speak; they didn't look at each other.

Libby smiled happily. If she'd had any doubts last night, they were gone
now. Her stubborn brother, who'd spent most of his life insisting he didn't
believe in love, had fallen hard. He wasn't happy about it, and he had no idea
how to cope with his intense emotions, but he was in love all right.

[t seemed that in the space of a single day, Libby had discovered not one
sister-in-law but two. Of course, Case still had to find Skylar, and Meade had
to admit he was in love, before they could all truly be a family, but it would
happen. Libby was confident of that. There was nothing she could do to help
Case, but Meade was a different story:.

Humming a merry tune, Libby went about her morning chores.

After a very practical shopping spree in Bannon's only general mercantile
store, Rayna waited in the wagon while Meade finished filling the supply list.
She had purchased enough clothes to get by on and had impulsively picked
up presents for Jenny, Lucas, and Libby.

The ride home was as uncomfortably silent as the ride into town had been,
and the raw tension between them became the cornerstone in the foundation
of their relationship for the next two weeks. They spoke to each other only
when necessary and managed to keep their arguments to a minimum for the
sake of Libby and the children.

Six area ranches had joined forces for the roundup, and Jedidiah was ram-
rodding the Eagle Creek contingent. Once he realized what an excellent cow-
hand Rayna was, he made full use of her services and very quickly came to
respect her. She got along well with the other hands and there was no job she
considered beneath her. From sunup to sundown, she was on the range
searching for small herds and driving them to the holding pens where they
were separated into various herds according to their brands and earmarks.

She could cut a single cow out of the herd as well as any man Jedidiah had
ever seen, and she was absolutely fearless. In fact, the only problem he had with
her was that he couldn't pair her up with Meade, who was also helping with the
roundup. In the beginning, Jedidiah had tried to keep both of them close to him
because he knew Meade had a lot to learn and Rayna needed evaluating.

The three had ridden out together every morning, but Jedidiah quickly
learned the folly of that. The first time Meade had seen Rayna charging at
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breakneck speed through the brush and over a hill after a stray, he had left the
herd to go galloping after her. Long before he caught up with her, Rayna had
reappeared on the rise with the docile steer trotting in front of her. The argu-
ment that ensued had spooked the cattle and kept Jedidiah's ears burning for
the rest of the day. The next morning he had wisely paired Meade with one of
the other hands.

The arrangement had worked out to the satisfaction of everyone except
Libby. She had tried to persuade Jedidiah to force her brother and Rayna to
stay together as much as possible, and when he asked her reason, Libby had
finally confessed that she was playing matchmaker. Though Jedidiah loved
Libby like a daughter, he seriously questioned her judgment—and her sanity.
Never in his life had he seen a less likely couple than Rayna Templeton and
Meade Ashford, and he was too busy with the roundup to dabble in playing
Cupid for a totally lost cause.

The result of the working arrangement was that Rayna and Meade usually
saw each other only at breakfast and supper. They were generally so
exhausted from their labors that they turned in early, having barely spoken to
each other the entire day.

Though the work kept Rayna busy, she had plenty of time to worry about
how the roundup at Rancho Verde was faring without her, and far too much
time to fret about Skylar. Every day that passed without word from Case
Longstreet drove another spike into the coffin of fear that imprisoned her.
And the situation with Meade wasn't adding to her peace of mind. He wore
his disapproval of her like a badge for all to see, and kept any kinder feelings
well hidden behind a suit of armor that nothing could penetrate.

Despite her exhaustion, the frustrating combination of emotions made
it increasingly difficult for Rayna to sleep at night. She was tired of fight-
ing with Meade, and she resented him because he couldn't see that she
needed his strength, not his disapproval. She needed his love, not his
intractable hostility.

Only Libby seemed to understand what she was going through. Meade's
sister was kind and encouraging. At odd moments Rayna would catch a
glimpse of her concern for her husband, but her faith in his ultimate success
was unshakable. Rayna needed desperately to believe that all would be well,
and though she didn't quite have Libby's conviction, her new friend's faith
kept Rayna going.

Two weeks to the day after she'd arrived at Eagle Creek, Rayna lay in bed
tormented by fitful memories of her night with Meade and fearful imaginings
about what Skylar was suffering. Everyone else had long since turned in, too,
and the quiet house closed in on her. Finally she gave up pretending to sleep
altogether, put on her robe, and silently made her way downstairs.
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The instant she opened the front door, she realized that she'd been
wrong; not everyone had turned in for the night. The faint smell of Meade's
cheroot filled her senses, and her first instinct was to close the door and
return to her room before he noticed her. The thought of spending another
hour alone, tossing and turning, changed her mind. She saw him silhouetted
in the moonlight as he stood leaning against the pillar at the top of the
porch steps.

"Couldn't sleep, either?” she asked as she moved onto the porch.

Meade turned and stifled a groan at the sight of her. He'd come out here
to escape the tormenting sound of her tossing and turning in the room next to
his. He didn't need yet another reminder of her nearness. “No . . . [ couldn't
sleep. Too tired, I guess.”

He faced the yard again, and Rayna sat on the steps. When he made no
attempt at conversation, the silence became too much for her. “It's not exactly
life as you had it planned, is it?"

The question startled him. Surely she wasn't referring to his obsession with
her. “What do you mean?" he asked with a scowl.

"Your image of yourself as a gentleman rancher. It's not all sipping fine
wine on the veranda, is it?"

Meade remembered their conversation in Santa Fe when they'd discussed
his plans. That was the first time he'd seen Rayna genuinely amused, and he'd
been deeply affected by her smile and the sparkle in her eyes. He shored up
his armor against the return of those feelings. “"Frankly, I didn't expect it to be.
I'm not afraid of hard work, if that's what you're insinuating.”

Rayna sighed regretfully and stood up. “Sorry to disappoint you, Meade,
but I'm weary of arguing with you. I'll find some other place to sit, and let you
enjoy your cigar in peace.”

She started down the stairs, but Meade couldn't let her go. "Rayna, wait,”
he said, stopping her with a hand on her arm. "There's no reason for you to
leave. Sit down."

She hesitated a moment, but when he lowered his long frame onto the top
step, she joined him.

"I'm sorry,” he told her. "I suppose striking the first blow has become a habit.”

Rayna found a tired smile. "You could always just duck and run.”

"You're not serious? | wouldn't give you the satisfaction. In fact, one of
these days, I plan to get in the last word.”

"Good luck.”

Meade chuckled. “T'll need it."

They looked at each other and became ensnared in the web of emotion
that always trapped them the moment they lowered their guard. Meade was
the first to look away, and Rayna felt a sting of disappointment.

210



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

"How long do you think your brother-in-law will be gone?” she asked,
moving the conversation to neutral territory.

"I've been wondering that myself,” he answered. "l know Case won't give
up until he finds Skylar, particularly since he suspects she might be his sister.
He will find her.”

Rayna heard the respect in his tone, nor was it the first time she'd heard it.
"Libby told me you didn't approve of her relationship with Case when they
first fell in love."

"Most emphatically not."

"Because he was an Apache?”

Meade nodded. "I feared my sister was walking into a living nightmare,
and | wanted to protect her from making a grave mistake. I'm not particularly
proud of some of the things I did to keep them apart.”

"But you're very fond of Case now, aren't you?" she asked. "I can hear the
respect in your voice when you talk about him.”

"He's made Libby happy,” Meade replied, betraying a little of the sur-
prise he still felt. "It hasn't always been easy for them, but their love has
given them enough strength to withstand the prejudice. And Case is an easy
man to respect. [ don't think I've ever met anyone more honorable or
more trustworthy.”

"I'm looking forward to meeting him,” Rayna commented.

"You'll like him. Anyone who can see beyond the color of his skin does.”

They fell silent a moment, both a little stunned by their ability to have a
normal conversation. They'd had so few of them.

" like Libby very much,” Rayna finally said. “In a way, she reminds me of
Skylar. They both have a certain air of quiet refinement and a gentleness of
spirit that | envy.”

She sounded so sad about it that Meade nearly suggested she try to emu-
late them, but he suddenly realized what a tragedy such an undertaking would
be—and how futile. "You can't change what you are, Rayna. Not every
woman can be a Libby or a Skylar.”

"l know that,” she said, looking at him with love and very painful regret.
"But if | were more like them, maybe—" Maybe you could love me, she
wanted to say, but couldn't. She had too much pride to beg him to love her.
Abruptly she stood up. “I should turn in now. We have to get an early start in
the morning.”

Puzzled by her sudden change in mood, Meade stood up and cut her off
before she reached the door. "Maybe what, Rayna?" He searched her face,
unable to escape the feeling that he was standing on the edge of a very impor-
tant moment in his life. "What were you going to say?”

“Nothing.” She tried to go around him, but Meade blocked her way.
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"Then why are you leaving?”

"Because it's late.”

Meade placed his hands on her arms to keep her from moving away again.
"I don't believe that. You're the one who's trying to duck and run now.”

Rayna looked up at him imploringly. “What do you want from me, Meade?”

"I want to know why you think you should be more like Libby."

"I don't,” she said firmly, wanting desperately to escape him before she did
something foolish.

"But you said—"

"I was wrong.” She shook off his hands and took a step back. “l can't
change who I am for any man. Not even you.”

Meade was stunned. “I haven't asked you to change, Rayna.”

“No, but you disapprove of everything I say, everything I do,” she
reminded him, feeling the sting of unwanted tears. "One moment you're kind,
and the next you're cruel. You snap and growl at me, and just when [ think
you despise me totally, you do something completely incomprehensible, like
making love to me. What am | supposed to make of that, Meade? How can |
not be confused?”

"Have you considered that perhaps I'm confused, too?" he asked crossly.
"When I'm not possessed with the desire to wring your lovely neck, I want
nothing more in the world than to kiss you."

"But I'm the one who gets punished for your confusion, Meade.” She
looked up at him defiantly. “Which would you rather do right now? Kiss me
or kill me?"

Meade felt a familiar, painful swell of desire. “Kiss you,” he answered honestly.

"Then why don't you?”

"Because it wouldn't lessen the confusion for either of us.”

"So be it,” she said, swallowing her disappointment. “Sleep well, Meade.
If you can.” She darted around him and disappeared into the house, leaving
Meade on the porch to grapple with the intense emotions he didn't want
to acknowledge.
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ayna had already left with Jedidiah by the time Meade came

down for breakfast the next morning. Lucas was in the barn tend-

ing to his chores, and Jenny was tagging along, doing her best to
ester him.

"You look terrible,” Libby told her bleary-eyed brother as she served him a
plate of griddle cakes.

"I didn't sleep well,” he grumbled.

Libby nodded wisely. “That seems to be a common ailment. Rayna didn't
rest too well, either.”

Meade glared at his sister. More and more she was wearing a look that
suggested she knew something he didn't know, and it infuriated him. “Rayna
has a lot on her mind,” he reminded her.

"So do you.”

"Is it any wonder? The roundup is almost completed, and Case still isn't
back. Jedidiah's going to have to start moving the herd to the depot in Prescott
in a day or two, and I'll have to decide whether to go with him or stay here
with you. That won't be an easy decision to make. Jedidiah needs all the help
he can get, but | don't want to go off and leave you and the children all alone.”
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Libby tried to hide her smile. “I can understand why that would cause you
sleepless nights,” she said solemnly.

Meade sighed heavily. “Damn it, Libby, if you've got something to say, just
come out with it. I've never known you to pussyfoot around like this before.”

"All right, I'll tell you what's on my mind,” she said, pulling out a chair so
that she could sit beside him. “You're in love, and you're too stubborn to
admit it."

Meade frowned and shoved his plate away. ‘I am not in love.” His chair
scraped loudly against the floor as he pushed back from the table and
stood up.

"Really? Then what do you call what you feel for Rayna?” she called after
him as he stalked to the door.

"I don't know, but it's not love,” he said emphatically, shoving his hat onto
his head.

Libby waited until he had flung the back door open to tell him, “That's too
bad, because she's in love with you.”

Meade stopped in his tracks and turned. “She's not.”

Libby nodded. “Oh, yes, she is. It took me a while to be certain, but [ am
now. | can see the hurt in her face every time you growl at her. She's vulnera-
ble, Meade, and she needs your love and support to get through this ordeal,
but all you're giving her is your own stubborn defensiveness.”

Meade returned to the table and planted his hands on the rail of the lad-
derback chair opposite Libby's. “Rayna Templeton doesn't need anyone, and
neither do [.” He turned away in frustration, then swung toward her again.
"My God, do you really think | want to be saddled with a hellion like that for
the rest of my life?”

Libby smiled. "Yes."

Meade’s scowl deepened. “You're wrong. And besides, it might surprise you
to know that she already refused my offer of marriage. What does that do to
your theory that she's in love with me?”

Libby hadn't imagined in her wildest dreams that Meade had already pro-
posed. "I don't know,” she said with surprise. “Is that why you're so obnoxious
to her? Are you trying to punish her for refusing you?”

"Of course not.”

She shook her head in bewilderment. “"Well, [ certainly can't imagine why
she wouldn't agree to marry you. It's so obvious that she wants your love, I just
assumed you'd been too stubborn to confess it to her.”

Meade looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Actually, I didn't come right out
and tell her that | loved her,” he admitted, and Libby repressed a smile of sat-
isfaction. At least he was no longer denying the feelings.

"Then what did you say when you proposed?”
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"Well . . . it wasn't so much a proposal as . . ." He hesitated, realizing that
Libby had trapped him into a discussion that was too personal to discuss even
with her.

"As what?" she prompted.

He squared his shoulders and started for the door again. "It's none of your
business, Libby. Just stay out of it, all right?"

He stormed out the door, leaving Libby alone to speculate on exactly what
was so private that he couldn't tell her about it. Surely he hadn't . . . He and
Rayna hadn't . . .

Or had they?

Too practical and nonjudgmental to be prudish, Libby considered the pos-
sibility that Meade and Rayna had already consummated their relationship.
The trip from Santa Fe to Fort Apache had been a long and hazardous one.
Two people who were obviously in love but determined to deny their emo-
tions . . . It could have made for an explosive situation.

Libby had a hard time imagining her staid, cynical older brother succumb-
ing to his passions, but then, he'd never really been deeply in love before, and
he'd certainly never encountered anyone like Rayna Templeton.

It was entirely possible. In fact, the more Libby thought about it, the more
convinced she became that she was right. It made a great deal of sense. It was
easy to imagine what Meade's proposal had been like, considering his reluctance
to acknowledge his love for Rayna. They had made love, and then he'd proba-
bly bluntly told her he was going to do the honorable thing and marry her.

Libby was sure it hadn't been the avowal of love every woman dreamed of,
and knowing Rayna as she now did, she assumed that the response Meade
received was probably even blunter than his proposal had been. Just the
thought of it kept Libby chuckling merrily throughout the morning.

Obviously they didn't need her matchmaking after all. If Meade had
already made love to Rayna and still felt passionate about her, he wasn't about
to let her get away from him. He didn't realize it yet, but he'd get her to the
altar if he had to drag her there kicking and screaming.

And Rayna would let him.

Meade spent the entire day thinking about his conversation with Libby,
unable to believe he'd all but confessed that he was in love with Rayna. It was
preposterous, unthinkable, outrageous . . . and totally undeniable. Thorns and
all, he loved her. And while he couldn't imagine what life with her would be
like, he couldn't imagine being able to live without her, either. That was why
he'd gotten so angry when she tried to insist on staying in Bannon, and why
his heart leapt into his throat every time she pulled some damned-fool dan-
gerous stunt. He couldn't bear the thought of losing her.
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Every instinct he possessed called for him to protect her and keep her safe
from harm. That was what a man did for the woman he loved, wasn't it> But
the idea of protecting Rayna Templeton from anything was ludicrous. He'd
learned that she could do virtually anything a man could do, and when it
came to ranch work, she did it a damn sight better than he did! Even if Libby
was right and Rayna did love Meade, what could she possibly need him for?

He would never be able to control her. She'd laugh in his face if he tried to
coddle her. Their life together would be an endless series of arguments, most
of which he'd lose, because no matter what he might dictate to the contrary,
Rayna would always do as she damn well pleased.

But on the other hand, she made him feel more alive than he'd ever felt
before. Just one of her mischievous smiles had the power to wipe away all the
cynicism Meade had spent the last ten years building into a crusty exterior
designed to keep anything from affecting him. She made him feel young
again, and she inspired a passion in him that he hadn't even known existed.

With or without her, his life was going to be hell. But if their one night of
lovemaking was any indication, there could be glorious glimpses of heaven, too.

All he had to do was convince her of that.

By the end of the day Meade felt that he was almost ready to tackle the
job. He was disappointed when he returned to the ranch and discovered
Rayna wasn't back yet. While Jedidiah went to the bunkhouse where he'd
been staying since Meade's return, Meade went into the house fully prepared
to tell Libby that she'd been right about his feelings for Rayna. She had
seemed so positive that Rayna loved him, and he needed a little reassurance to
bolster him.

He found Libby in the parlor just completing her daily school lessons with
Lucas and Jenny. But when she sent the children out to play, Meade could tell
something was troubling her. He'd always been keenly attuned to her every
mood, and he knew something was wrong now.

"Libby, what is it> Have you heard from Case?" he asked as soon as the
children were out of earshot.

“No, it's nothing like that,” she replied, then added wistfully, "How [ wish
it were.”

"Then what's wrong?"’

Libby frowned as she collected Lucas's primer and slate. “I'm not really
sure. | had a very strange visit from Black Rope early this afternoon.”

Case tried to place the White Mountain Apache brave. “Isn't he one of
Case's distant cousins or uncles, or something?”

“No, he's just a member of his mother's clan. He and Case have never been
particularly friendly. I think there was some bad blood between Black Rope
and Gray Wolf before Case was even born. He never comes here.”
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“No one can carry a grudge like an Apache,” Meade said with a grin that
Libby wasn't quite able to respond to. “What did Black Rope want?”

"He wouldn't tell me. My Apache is only fair, but I understood him to say
that he wouldn't talk to anyone but Case. When I told him Case wasn't here,
he left, and an hour or so later Lucas was out riding and found Black Rope
making a camp about a mile east of the house.”

"Maybe he came to ask for a job."

"Possibly, but he has to know that Case has been gone for weeks. With so
much of Case's family still living on the reservation, news like that is known to
everyone there."

"Do you want me to ride out and have a talk with him?" Meade asked.

Libby shot him a droll look. “Meade, you speak about three words of
Apache, and even those you manage to mangle beyond recognition. I don't
think it would be much help. And besides, Black Rope has never been the
friendly sort.”

"Maybe his arrival is a good omen,” he suggested.

"What do you mean?”

"Maybe Black Rope has had some sort of special—I don't know—premo-
nition that Case is going to be home soon.”

Libby chuckled at that. “We're going to make a believer out of you
yet, Meade.”

"Don't start, Libby,” he warned lightly. “I'm just trying to do what you
do—Ilook for the bright side of everything.”

"In that case, | hope you're right,” Libby replied. "It would be wonderful if
Case came riding into the ranch tonight with Skylar.”

Meade had to agree, but when Case did indeed come home a short time
before sunset, he was alone.

Libby and Meade were waiting supper for Rayna when one of the hands
coming from the barn sent up the cry of "Rider comin’ in!" Libby flew to the
porch and recognized her husband in the distance. She ran across the yard,
and the rider urged his horse into a gallop, then flung himself down and gath-
ered Libby into his arms. Case barely had time to kiss his wife properly before
Jenny and Lucas caught up with her. He hugged them, and together they
made their way to the house, where Meade was waiting on the porch.

"Welcome home, Meade,” Case greeted him as they shook hands.

"The same to you,” he replied. "We've been very anxious about you.”

Case nodded. "I just came from Fort Apache where General Crook told me
that you had brought Rayna Templeton here. I need to speak with her. Where
is she?”

"She's been working the roundup, and she's not back yet,” Meade told him,
a frown of worry furrowing his brow. “I'm starting to become concerned.”
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Case was surprised to learn that their guest had been put to work, but he
didn't question it. At that moment Jedidiah appeared and greeted his surro-
gate son warmly.

"Has Libby told you yet?" Jed asked, beaming from ear to ear. “Rayna told
us some things about Skylar that—"

"That prove she is my sister,” Case said, finishing Jedidiah's sentence for
him. “Yes, | know.” He reached into his pouch and withdrew Skylar's
Thunder Eagle necklace. “She made this herself from her memory of our
mother's necklace. The Mescaleros gave it to me along with the other
belongings she left behind. Once | saw it and touched it, | knew she was
Morning Star.”

"Have you found her?" Meade asked. "Do you have any idea where she
might be?”

Case's face took on the inscrutable look of stone that had driven Meade
insane in the old days. "No. | went south into Mexico, but | found no trace
of them.”

"Did you encounter Geronimo?" Jedidiah asked, as they moved into
the parlor.

"It would be more accurate to say that he encountered me, as | knew he
would. Once | reached the Sierra Madre, two of his scouts intercepted me and
finally agreed to arrange a face-to-face meeting,” he explained. "Geronimo
swore that he knew nothing of Sun Hawk or Skylar, and I believed him. He
had no reason to lie to me.”

Meade sat on the arm of the sofa. "Did you take advantage of the opportu-
nity to invite him to return to the reservation?”

"After a fashion,” Case answered. "l told him that the Gray Fox would be
coming for him soon and he should come in now.”

"To which he replied . . . ?"

Case shook his head. “He is determined to fight to the death this time. He
is raiding in Mexico and across the border, and he seems to think he can elude
the Mexican authorities forever. He won't be easy to root out of the moun-
tains—if Crook ever gets permission to go after him,” he added.

"So you're no closer to finding Skylar than you were three weeks ago,”
Libby noted sadly.

“No. Although Crook did tell me that there have been several raids on
ranches to the east of the San Carlos and White Mountain reservations. The
locals in those areas are blaming reservation Apaches, and they could well
be right—or it could be Sun Hawk trying to avoid having to join
Geronimo.” He went on to relate the things he had learned about Sun Hawk
from the brave's father, and he explained the events surrounding the death

of the soldier, Talbot.
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"One very good thing has happened,” he told them. “General Crook sent
John Bourke, his adjutant general, to investigate Talbot's death. After ques-
tioning Gatana and the other Verde Mescaleros, he interrogated Private
Norris, the one who had sworn Skylar acted without provocation.”

"Did Norris recant?” Meade asked expectantly.

Case nodded. "Armed with the facts Gatana had given him, Bourke was
able to break down Norris's story in a matter of minutes. He confessed that
Talbot had been obsessed with Skylar from the very beginning of the march.
He didn't see the actual confrontation between them because Talbot dragged
Skylar behind an outcropping of rocks, but he admitted that she had not
ambushed Talbot without provocation.”

"Then there are no charges against Skylar?" Libby asked.

“None."

"Rayna will be very relieved to know that,” Meade said. “But what about
Sun Hawk?>"

"Since the soldier he attacked didn't die, Crook is inclined to be lenient,”
he answered, his eyes taking on a shuttered facade that masked his anger.
"Bourke and I both gave the general the accounts of several Mescaleros who
swore that my sister was beaten and abused. Crook knows that Sun Hawk was
right to fear for Skylar's life. If he turns himself in, | doubt that he'll spend
more than a few days in the guardhouse.”

It was fully dark, and Libby had lit the lamps by the time Case finished,
but Rayna still hadn't returned. Meade was growing more anxious by the
minute, and finally he couldn't sit still any longer.

"Excuse me, Case,” he said as he stood. "I think I'll check with the hands
and see if anyone knows what's keeping Rayna.”

As he left, Case looked curiously at Libby. “What's wrong with your brother?”

"We've had a strange time of it here while you've been gone, beloved,” she
told him. “Rayna Templeton is not a usual woman, and my brother has finally
fallen in love.”

Case's surprise showed plainly on his handsome face. “This is the same
brother who so often told you he didn't believe that love existed?’

"The very same.”

A slow smile spread over his features. "I think [ will enjoy meeting Miss
Rayna Templeton even more than | had expected.”

Meade made it only as far as the back porch when Rayna and her trail
partner, Luis Santiago, came riding in toward the stable. By that time he was
so worried about her that all his judicious notions of taking just the right kid-
glove tone with her had been quashed.

"Where the devil have you been?" he asked as he charged toward the stable.
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Rayna slid down from Triton and began dusting off her Levi's with her hat.
"We were rounding up the last of the strays around Windwalk Mesa and deliv-
ering them to the holding pen. Where do you think we've been?”

"Come into the house,” he commanded.

"I have to take care of Triton first."”

Meade took the reins out of her hands and tossed them to Luis. “Would
you mind taking care of Miss Rayna'’s horse, Luis?” he asked the man.

"] can take care of my own horse, thank you very much.”

He looked down at her and said bluntly, “Case is back.”

All the fight left Rayna, and she hardly dared to breathe. “Is Skylar with him?>"

All of her emotions were shining in her eyes, and Meade hated having to
crush the hope that blossomed there. “No."

Rayna closed her eyes tightly and covered her face with her hands.
"“Damn! Damn . . . damn . . . When is it going to end!" she screamed, her voice
strangled by all the pain that came bubbling to the surface.

Unable to bear seeing her anguished, he placed his hands on her shoulders
gently, and she looked up at him with tears streaming down her face. "When,
Meade? When is it going to end?” she asked softly.

He gathered her into his arms. "I don't know.”

She clung to him for a while, gathering the strength and control that had
momentarily abandoned her, then pulled brusquely away and marched off to
the house to meet her sister's Apache brother.

Case Longstreet was everything Rayna had expected and more. He was
a large man, very tall and imposing, with broad shoulders; but more than
that, he had a commanding presence and an aura of peace surrounding him
that was mesmerizing. His dark eyes were often unreadable unless he was
looking at his wife, and then he held nothing back. Libby was a lucky
woman indeed.

Case repeated to Rayna everything he had told the others and assured her
that he had not given up. His next move, he said, would be to investigate the
raids east of the reservation. Rayna, in turn, told him what little she knew
about Skylar's early years. The information was important to Case, but he
needed no reassurance that Skylar was his sister. The knowledge in his heart
was unshakable, and he was much more concerned with knowing about
Morning Star'’s life with her adopted family.

They sat down to supper, but all of them, including Lucas and Jenny, were
too keyed up to pay much attention to the meal. After supper, Case put his
children to bed, and it wasn't until Libby heard a noise on the porch that she
finally remembered her strange encounter with Black Rope.

She could only guess that word of Case's return to Fort Apache had spread
through the reservation, and Black Rope had come looking for him. She went
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to the door and wasn't surprised to find the Apache standing at the top of the
porch steps.

"I have come for Longstreet,” he said in his own language.

"I will get him.” Knowing Black Rope wouldn't come inside even if she
invited him, Libby left the door open and she hurried upstairs to tell Case he
had a visitor.

As puzzled by Black Rope's appearance as Libby was, Case made his
apologies to Rayna as he slipped out onto the porch.

"You are always welcome,” he told the brave in greeting.

Black Rope's response was hardly congenial. "I did not want to come.”

"Then why are you here?” Case asked bluntly. He didn't want to be rude,
but Black Rope wasn't a friend or a relative, and Case was eager to get back to
Libby and their very special guest. There was still much he wanted to learn
about Morning Star from Rayna Templeton.

What Black Rope had to tell him, though, more than made up for the
inconvenience.

"What did he want?" Libby asked a few minutes later when Case returned.

He paused a moment as he captured Rayna's eyes. "He came to tell me
where our sister is,” he replied.
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he room erupted into chaos.

"How on earth could Black Rope know about Morning Star?
Where is she? How long has he known? Why didn't he go to
Crook? Why—"

The questions came rapid-fire from everyone in the room, and Case
shook his head at the barrage and stood silently until the interrogation
stopped. “Everyone on the reservation knows about Sun Hawk and the
woman he helped escape,” he told them once he had their undivided atten-
tion. "And they also know that Crook sent me to find them.”

"Where is Skylar?” Rayna asked insistently.

"Black Rope told me that two days ago he came across a camp in the
Nagona Valley. It had been vacated quickly, as though whoever had been
camped there had known someone was coming. The signs he found told
him it was a man and woman, but when he tried to follow them, their
trail disappeared.”

"Where is this Nagona Valley?” she asked. "Is it far from here?”

"Not too far,” Case replied. “It's in the White Mountains above the Fort
Apache Reservation.”
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Rayna couldn't sit still any longer. Her mind was racing, and she felt as
though she'd had Skylar in her arms for a precious moment and then lost her.
"If Black Rope scared them off, they could be anywhere by now, couldn't
they? For God's sake, why didn't Black Rope go to Crook the moment he sus-
pected he'd found them?”

Meade looked up at her. “Rayna, the Nagona Valley is off the reserva-
tion. If Black Rope was there, it's very likely that he was off the reservation
without permission.”

"Meade’s right,” Case said. "Black Rope couldn't go to Crook without risk-
ing punishment. We're lucky that he even came to me.”

"Why did he, do you think?" Libby asked.

"Because he feared that our people would be blamed for harboring renegades
if Skylar and Sun Hawk were found anywhere near the White Mountains.”

"Is there a chance they're still in the area?” Rayna asked hopefully.

"Possibly, but even if they're not, I should still be able to pick up their trail.”

"Black Rope couldn't,” Rayna reminded him, then frowned when everyone
else began to smile.

"Rayna, Black Rope isn't Case Longstreet,” Libby told her serenely. "Case
will find her.”

Rayna couldn't argue with her assessment of her husband’s skills because
she needed to believe in them as much as Libby and the others obviously did.
"Are you leaving in the morning?” she asked him.

"Yes."

Rayna squared her shoulders and prepared for a fight. “I'm going with you.”

Case frowned as he thought it over. “That's not wise, Miss Templeton. |
can travel faster alone.”

"I won't slow you down,” Rayna argued.

"Perhaps not, but if Sun Hawk was astute enough to realize that Black
Rope was in the area, he'll bolt at the first hint that he’s being followed.”

"Then that's all the more reason for me to come along. Skylar doesn't
know you. She and Sun Hawk will see you as another threat. But if she sees
me, she'll know she's safe.”

If the situation hadn't been so serious, Meade might have smiled. Rayna
hadn't uttered a single "hell” or "damn” since she'd started arguing with his
brother-in-law. "She's right, Case. Skylar would never run from Rayna, and
you don't need to worry about her slowing you down. Believe me, [ know.” He
stood and faced him. “We're both going with you.”

Rayna turned toward him, wondering what to make of his offer and star-
tling defense of her. “You don't have to do that, Meade.”

"l want to. I was there in the beginning, and I'm going to be with you till
the end. It's only fitting, don't you think?"
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He was looking at her so strangely, so . . . tenderly, that she couldn't hold
his gaze. "l suppose so.”

Meade looked at Case again. “Then it's settled?”

Case knew he could refuse. If nothing else, he could slip off in the night
and leave them behind. It would certainly simplify his job of tracking Sun
Hawk without running the risk of being discovered.

But then he touched the medallion on his chest, and a strange sense of
peace came over him. It was as if his spirit, the eagle, had spoken to him,
telling him what he must do.

"It is settled,” Case said with a nod. “We leave together at dawn.”

Skylar was sorry that she and Sun Hawk had been forced to leave the
Nagona Valley. The time they'd spent there had been one of the happiest
periods of her life. Sun Hawk had felt it safe to stop traveling for a while, and
Skylar had built a simple brush wickiup for them. Water had been plentiful,
and Sun Hawk had been able to find enough game to feed them and to sup-
ply them with several much-needed deer hides. He had patiently taught her
how to scrape and tan the hides so that they could make them into moccasins
and warm clothing to ward off the autumnal chill of the mountains.

She and Sun Hawk had worked hard, but there had also been time for
play, and every night in their tiny home, they had made love with the same
sweet passion as the night he had taken her as his bride. He proved his
love for her every day in small ways that Skylar had never imagined could
be so important.

Though he tried to protect her from his worry about what lay ahead for
them, she knew he thought about it a great deal. But strangely, what troubled
Skylar most was that he also worried about the connection she still felt to the
Templeton family. He knew instantly whenever her thoughts went to Rayna
or her parents. He would see a glimpse of sadness in her face, and it would
make him angry—or at least that was how it had seemed to Skylar at first.

It had taken her a while to realize that what he felt was fear, not anger.
He wanted so much for her heart to be with him and nowhere else that he
was afraid he would someday lose her to the white world she had been raised
in. Skylar had tried to assure him that such a thing could never happen
because her life was with him now, but she knew that his doubts persisted.

As one day blended into another, time lost all meaning for Skylar. On the
reservation she had carefully kept track of the days, ticking them off one by
one on a mental calendar, counting down to the day she would return to
Rancho Verde. Now she had no goal other than surviving and learning how
to be a good Apache wife. She had no future, and the past was a memory
that seemed to slip farther away every day. All that was left to her was the
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present, and each day she reveled in the simple joys that Sun Hawk brought
into her life.

She knew their mountain idyll couldn't last, of course. There were hard
times ahead. Winter was coming, and they couldn't live in the high mountains
once the snows came. Before long they would be forced to turn themselves in
or join Geronimo in the Sierra Madre. Neither choice boded well for their
future, but Skylar resolutely kept those thoughts at bay. She gathered and
stored every precious moment with Sun Hawk because she knew that once
the happy, tranquil times were gone, they might never come again.

That was why she had been so sorry to leave the Nagona. When Sun
Hawk had spotted the White Mountain brave hunting in the mountains,
they had broken camp quickly and disappeared without a trace. But where
before they had gone north each time they moved, this time Sun Hawk had
led her south. The brave had tried to follow them, but Skylar and her hus-
band had been careful to leave no trail; thanks to Sun Hawk's patient teach-
ing, that was one thing at which she had come to excel.

They had traveled for two days and made camp again, but Skylar knew
they wouldn't be here long. There was no guarantee that the brave who had
spotted them would keep the information to himself, and staying in one
place made the risk of discovery too great.

Each evening, no matter where they were, Sun Hawk carefully scouted
the area before they settled in for the night. He was gone longer than usual
that evening, and when he finally returned to camp, Skylar studied him with
concern. His moods were difficult to read at times, and she was never quite
sure what he was thinking.

"Is there trouble, beloved?>” she asked as he sat next to her. “Should I put
out the fire?" Skylar hoped he wouldn't say yes. It was the first they'd had
since leaving the Nagona, and the nights were getting much, much colder.

But Sun Hawk shook his head. “No, there is no one about. We will be safe
here tonight.”

"Then why do you look so serious>”

Sun Hawk glanced at her, then stared into the fire, knowing she wasn't
going to approve of the decision he had made. “I was thinking of tomorrow.”

"Will we move on again?’

“No."

Skylar sighed patiently and cupped his jaw in her hand, forcing him to
look at her. “Then what is wrong? If you do not share your thoughts with me,
[ will be frightened.”

He gathered her into his arms, and Skylar nestled her head on his chest.
"There is a ranch far to the west. Tomorrow I will go there, and when it is dark,
[ will take two of their horses. When I return, we will journey south again.”
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Skylar didn't have to be told the meaning of his decision. “We will join
Geronimo,” she said quietly.

He was silent for a long time, and when he finally spoke, his voice was
laced with regret. “We have no other choice. | am sorry.”

Skylar raised her head and looked into his eyes. “When you took me as
your wife, you promised that you would do whatever it took to keep me safe.
If you think this is best, I will go where you go.”

Warmed by her words, Sun Hawk gazed into her eyes and gathered into
his heart the love he saw there. There was no other woman like this one. She
accepted the hardships of their life with gentle smiles. When he failed her,
she never accused. She found joy in the simplest of things and brought him a
kind of happiness he had never known. If it had been his to give, he would
gladly have made a present of the world and placed it in her hands.

That could never be, though. The world that had once belonged to all the
Apache had dwindled to a few pitiful pieces of land, and even these were
places he could not take his bride. He knew what lay ahead for them, and it
frightened him.

But not as much as the thought of losing Skylar. If the only way to keep
her was to join Geronimo on the warpath, he would do what he had to do and
pray that his beloved would forgive him for it.

Rayna stood in the center of the deserted campsite, taking in the forlorn
little wickiup and the cold circle of ashes in front of it. Part of her felt lost
and totally alone as she imagined Skylar living in such isolation, but another
part of her felt closer to her sister than she had in months. There was no
proof that the Apaches who had made this camp were really Skylar and Sun
Hawk, but Rayna was as positive of it as Case had been last night after Black
Rope's visit.

They had left Eagle Creek before dawn that morning and had pushed their
horses hard to reach the Nagona Valley in one day. When they arrived nearly
an hour ago, Case had wasted little time studying the immediate area. Instead,
he left Meade and Rayna to set up camp while he used what was left of the
daylight to look for the trail Black Rope had lost.

"Are you all right, Rayna>" Meade asked as he dropped another load of
firewood into the pile he'd been collecting.

His return startled her out of her reverie, and she turned to him. He was
giving her that strange, tender look again and she still didn't know what to
make of it. [t almost seemed to her that he had something on his mind that he
couldn't quite bring himself to say. The change from his usual combative
stance to this new one unsettled her because she didn't know what to expect
next. Of course, there was really nothing unusual about that.
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"I'm fine,” she told him. "I finished grooming and watering the horses, and
[ was just . . ." Her voice trailed off as she looked at the wickiup again.

"Trying to visualize Skylar in this place?”

She nodded. “Silly, isn't it>"

“Not at all. I've been doing much the same thing myself. | saw some small
footprints on that hillside, and could almost see her walking ahead of me. |
can only imagine how much stronger those images must be for you.”

He crouched by the cold remains of Sun Hawk’s campfire and began con-
structing a new one.

"They must have stayed here for quite a while,” Rayna commented as she
bent down to help him.

"A week or more, I'd guess,” he replied.

A small silence fell between them before she asked, “Did you notice there's
only one wickiup?”

Meade stopped and looked at her. “Yes."

"And there's no sign that either of them slept on the ground outside it. Do
you think . . .” She couldn't bring herself to ask the question that had been
plaguing her since she'd first learned of Skylar's abduction.

But Meade knew what she was thinking. “Rayna, contrary to what is
printed in the eastern press, rape is almost unheard of among the Apache. If
they were . . . lying together, it wasn't because Sun Hawk forced her.”

Rayna appreciated his reassurance. "l hope you're right.”

"According to Case, your friend Gatana believes that Skylar is in love with
Sun Hawk,” he reminded her.

"l know,” she said with a confused shake of her head. “But I find that so
hard to believe. Sun Hawk is obviously a very courageous and skillful warrior,
but he's—" She realized how bigoted her thoughts were and stopped.

"But he's an Apache?” Meade supplied. When she nodded, he told her,
"That's very much the way [ felt when Libby fell in love with Case.”

"Yes, but Case had lived most of his life with Jedidiah. You told me yourself
that he was educated and almost courtly in his manner. But Sun Hawk, for all
the fine qualities he might possess, has never known any way of life but that of
the Apache.”

Meade could understand her confusion, but he had also recently learned that
love wasn't always logical. “That doesn't mean she couldn't fall in love with him,
Rayna. Apparently love is something we mere mortals have no control over.”

We> Was Meade including himself in the category of people who had
fallen in love? Rayna wanted desperately to ask him that question, but she
couldn't. And he didn't seem inclined to say more.

Meade went back to laying the fire, and Rayna began unloading supplies
from their bags of provisions. She went to the stream to fill the coffee pot
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with water, and by the time she returned, the campfire was blazing. She made
the coffee, then set the pot on the rock rim of the fire to heat while she began
filling a skillet with salt pork.

"I never did thank you for convincing Case that I should come along,” she
said quietly. "l appreciate it more than you can know.”

A smile creased the corners of his mouth. "I was just trying to spare my
brother-in-law the brunt of your wrath.”

She looked up sharply, but instantly realized he was teasing her. It had
been a long time since they had been able to joke about her temperament. "I
wouldn't have damaged him too much,” she assured him. “A few broken
bones, one or two cuts and bruises . . ."

Meade chuckled, but the sound died away as he fell under the intoxicating
spell of her wistful smile. “This is the way we should always be, Rayna,” he said.

More confused than ever, she tilted her head inquisitively. “What do you mean?’

"Making each other smile. We do that very well."

"We also make each other impossibly angry,” she reminded him, terrified
that something was going to break the fragile thread that was holding this
moment together.

"I know. But I'd rather live with the fights than have to survive without
the smiles.”

"Meade . . . ?"

A noise somewhere behind Rayna signaled Case's return, and the thread
broke. Meade and Rayna both stood abruptly and peered into the gathering
darkness. A moment later Case appeared.

"Did you pick up their trail>" Rayna asked anxiously as she came back to
the reality of their situation. She wasn't here to dally with Meade; she was
here to find her sister.

"] found the same trail Black Rope found, heading to the south, but I lost it,
just as he did,” Case replied, crouching by the fire. “Sun Hawk is very good.”

"So what now?" Meade asked.

"Tomorrow we will ride down to Littlefield’s.”

Rayna hated the fact that she knew virtually nothing about this part of the
country. “Where's that?”

"It's the only ranch for thirty miles in any direction.”

"Surely you don't think Sun Hawk would take Skylar to a ranch house,”
Rayna said in amazement.

“No, but if | were Sun Hawk, | would be thinking that it's time they
stopped traveling on foot. He can get horses for them at Littlefield's.”

Rayna hadn't considered that, and she frowned. “If Sun Hawk was respon-
sible for the raids on the ranches to the east of the reservation, why didn't he
steal horses then? Why travel on foot for so long.”
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[t was Meade who answered her this time. “"Because horses are easier to
track, and they sometimes create more trouble than they're worth.”

"Because they have to be fed and watered?” she questioned.

"Yes, and because a rancher is more likely to pursue a horse thief than
someone who just stole a few supplies.”

Case agreed. "Sun Hawk has been very careful until now to do nothing
that would call attention to him."

Libby frowned. “Why would he change that pattern now?"

"Winter is coming,” Case replied. “He has to go south. It's been more than
a month since he and Skylar escaped from Haggarty, and he can be relatively
certain that any intensive search for them has stopped. He'll take horses to
make the traveling easier, and so that he won't have to go to Geronimo
empty-handed.”

That wasn't something Rayna wanted to hear. “Why would he go to
Geronimo? Didn't his father tell you Sun Hawk didn't like him?"

Case could see how much the news upset her, but he wasn't about to lie. If
everything Libby had told him about Rayna was true, she could bear to hear
the truth. “That doesn't matter, Rayna. Sun Hawk can't stay in the mountains
after the snows come, and there are too many ranches in the valleys.
Geronimo's stronghold in the Sierra Madre is the last safe place for any
Apache off the reservation.”

"Safe?" Rayna said with a gasp. "Between the Mexican government, the
citizens' committees, and Crook, who's just waiting for permission to
pounce, Geronimo's people don't have a prayer of surviving. How can you
call that safe?”

"It is all a matter of perspective,” Case replied calmly.

"You mean Geronimo is the least of several evils.”

"Yes."

"Then what are we supposed to do?" she challenged.

Case gestured toward the skillet of salt pork that sat beside the fire. "We
eat and sleep, and tomorrow we ride hard and pick up their trail at
Littlefield's.”

"You make it sound so simple,” Rayna said, irritated by his calm confidence.

Case picked up the pan and held it over the fire. "It is.”

Despite everything she had been told about Case Longstreet's incredible
prowess as a tracker and about the visions that supposedly guided him, Rayna
had serious doubts about his plan to go directly to the Littlefield ranch.
Granted, Sun Hawk's trail out of the Nagona Valley had led south, but it could
have been nothing more than a decoy—a feint south before he covered his
trail and led Skylar farther into the mountains to the north. And, too, there
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was no reason to suspect that Sun Hawk knew of the existence of the ranch
Case was leading them to.

If Case had considered those possibilities, he had discarded them without
discussing them with Meade and Rayna. His belief that Sun Hawk would
eventually make his way to Littlefield's was unshakable, and Rayna had no
choice but to trust him.

There was one advantage to his plan if he was right, though. They had
started their trip at least three days after Skylar and Sun Hawk had left the
Nagona Valley, but the fugitives had been on foot and had little choice but to
keep to the mountains or risk discovery. Case's party had no such liabilities.
They could take easier trails and cover the same distance in one-third the time
it would take Sun Hawk and Skylar.

Despite her skepticism, Rayna allowed herself to hope that Case was right,
and by the time they reached the ranch, she had concocted a glorious fantasy
about having arrived ahead of Sun Hawk. They would lay a simple trap to
ensnare him, and once he was caught, he would lead them to Skylar, who was
waiting for him a short but safe distance from the ranch.

It was a delightful fabrication, but nothing more. When they rode up to
the ranch house, Hugh Littlefield was on the porch, shotgun in hand, to greet
them. He didn't lower his guard until he recognized Case, and even then he
was in no mood to extend much in the way of hospitality. He had been
robbed, it seemed. A huge band of marauding Apaches had raided his place
the night before and taken all his horses.

His story might have been more credible had Rayna not known that one
brave alone had raided the ranch and had she not seen the four horses in the
corral beside the house. When she glanced curiously at the calm cow ponies,
Littlefield recanted slightly, admitting that actually only three horses had
been stolen. The others had just been run off, but he'd had a “devil of a time
rounding them up!” he told them self-righteously.

As they rode away from the ranch, Case seemed neither surprised nor dis-
mayed by the news. It was, in fact, what he had expected and hoped for. Now
he had a fresh trail to follow and they were less than a day behind Skylar and
Sun Hawk. An hour after they had left Littlefield, Case picked up Sun Hawk's
trail despite the effort the brave had made to conceal it. At dusk he led them
to the remains of a recently vacated camp, and all Rayna's doubts about Case's
prowess as a tracker evaporated like a drop of water on the desert.

That night, for the first time in months, she slept soundly because she
knew she was about to be reunited with her sister.
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t first it was instinct alone that told Sun Hawk they were being fol-

lowed. When the feeling refused to leave him, he stopped early and

found a sheltered area in which to hide Skylar. Then he climbed to

a bluff to look over the area they had just traversed, and waited. It
had been two days since he took the horses, and he and Skylar made good
time through the mountains despite the precautions he took to mask their
trail. But his efforts hadn't been good enough.

In the distance, too far away to be seen clearly, he finally spotted the
movement of three, perhaps four, riders. They were less than half a day
behind. There was a chance, of course, that they were merely travelers or a
small hunting party of Apaches from the reservation to the west, but Sun
Hawk knew better than to discount the threat they posed.

When he returned to Skylar, she knew at once that something was wrong.
"What did you see, husband?’

"You can make camp here, but we cannot have a fire tonight,” he told her.
" am sorry.”

Skylar fought down a stab of fear. “Did someone follow us from the ranch
where you got the horses?”
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"It is possible, or they could be a hunting party. | cannot swear that they
are following us, but [ must find out.”

"How many are there?”

"Three, four, maybe. They are still too far away for me to be sure. | must
go back to look at them.”

He had left her before, and Skylar had always known he would return as
surely as the sun would rise. Now, though, something had changed. She had a
strange feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she couldn't make it go away. "Be
cautious,” she begged him, though she knew it was an unnecessary request.

"l will return when I can, beloved.” He looked at her for only a moment
longer, touching her face in his mind, gathering her close to his heart, and
then he left.

By the time night fell and Skylar finally drifted into a restless sleep, he still
had not returned. It was not the first night he had been gone this long, but it
was the first time since Sun Hawk had rescued her from the soldiers that
Skylar had been truly frightened.

From a hilltop overlooking the narrow valley where the party was making
camp, Sun Hawk studied the odd group below him. There were three of
them, and he knew for certain now that they were following the scant trail he
and Skylar had left earlier. He had seen them looking for sign, and despite the
cold, they made no attempt to light a fire when they stopped. That could
only mean they did not wish to betray their presence.

But Sun Hawk could not figure out who they were or why they would be
searching for him and Skylar. Before he took the horses, he had studied the
ranch and the people there carefully, and had seen only an aging rancher and
his wife. None of the three men below him had been on the ranch he was cer-
tain, and their behavior was most strange.

One of the tall ones wore the hat and the heavy cape of a soldier, yet he
did not seem to be in charge. The second man, smaller than the others, was
bundled in a heavy cloth coat and wore a light-colored hat. Clearly he was
not a soldier.

The third man was the one who troubled and puzzled Sun Hawk the
most, for he was obviously an Apache. Yet for some reason he was the leader
of the group. The others looked to him often, and appeared to do things as he
directed them to be done.

Two white men—one of them a soldier—accepting orders from an Apache?
Sun Hawk could not fathom it, but he had to believe what his eyes told him.
He watched until it grew too dark to see them well enough to learn more about
them, and he briefly considered working his way quietly down to their camp to
study them closer. Had they been three white men, he would have done it, but
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the Apache made him change his mind. He was a skilled tracker or he would
not have been able to follow Sun Hawk's trail. Until it was proven otherwise,
Sun Hawk had to believe that his enemy was skilled in other areas, too.

Knowing that the risk of discovery was too great, he returned to the horse
he had left a considerable distance away and began the long ride back to
Skylar. She was sleeping fitfully when he arrived, but he did not awaken her.
She would need all her strength for what was ahead of them.

Wrapping himself in blankets, he lay down next to her and forced himself
to sleep. A few hours later, long before dawn, he awoke and roused Skylar. He
held her in his arms as he told her what he had seen, and then they began
what would be the longest day of the many they had spent on the run.

Leading the horses, they covered as much ground as they could before it
became light, but at sunrise they mounted up and started traveling fast. Sun
Hawk abandoned all attempts to hide their tracks and kept to the easiest
routes available. Speed was all that mattered, and they stopped only when it
was necessary to rest the horses.

But late that afternoon their three shadows were still there.

"We cannot stop tonight,” Sun Hawk told Skylar at sunset when they
stopped to water the horses and let them forage. “The Apache who leads
them is too clever, and he knows this land better than I. We will have to walk
the horses much of the night, but we can escape them only if we travel while
they sleep.”

"Then we will walk tonight,” Skylar said stoically as she knelt by the trick-
ling brook to drink.

Sun Hawk knelt beside her. “Can you do so much? It will be hard, and you
are already tired.”

She looked at him and her heart swelled with love as she took his face in
her hands. Skylar had no concern for her own fate, but if something hap-
pened to this man, she would not want to live. “I love you,” she told him, a
strange sense of urgency coloring her voice. "And your love for me has made
us both strong. I will walk forever if you ask it of me.”

Sun Hawk gathered her into his arms and held her as tight as he dared. It
was not appropriate for a brave to feel fear; it was an emotion that blocked out
reason and made a man careless. Fear was to be controlled, mastered, and rel-
egated to a place where it could not cause damage.

But when he felt Skylar's heart beating heavily next to his and he imagined
never knowing that joy again, he was afraid. More afraid, in fact, than he had
ever been in his life.

"We can make camp just ahead there,” Case told Meade and Rayna as they
stopped at a brook Skylar and Sun Hawk had crossed only a few hours earlier.
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He dismounted and studied the ground, finding the places where their horses
had grazed and the spot on the bank of the brook where they had knelt to
drink. It bothered Case greatly that Sun Hawk was no longer making any
attempt to cover his trail.

Rayna reluctantly dismounted and let her horse drink. Though she was
exhausted from their hard ride, she hated the thought of stopping. Case was
right, though. It would soon be too dark to read the signs, and the little
canyon they were in was a likely spot to make camp.

"We're not gaining on them, are we>" Meade asked as Case returned to
the stream.

"Very little, but that isn't surprising,” he answered. “Sun Hawk knows we're
following him, and he's forsaken stealth for speed. If we continue like this, it
will simply be a matter of whose horses wear out first.”

"Then what are we going to do?" Rayna asked, arching her back and rub-
bing at the aching muscles.

"We are going to do nothing,” he said cryptically, and Rayna frowned.

"What does that mean?”

Case took a deep breath and prepared for a fight. Over the last few days
he had developed a healthy respect for everything about Rayna—including
her formidable temper and her iron will. "I want you and Meade to stay here
and rest tonight I'm going on ahead.”

Rayna shook her head adamantly. “No. If you go, we all go.”

“I'm sorry, Rayna. I don't want to wound you with my bluntness, but |
will never be able to catch Sun Hawk and Morning Star with you and
Meade along.”

Rayna started to protest, but Meade spoke up before she had the chance.
"They won't stop tonight, will they?”

"I wouldn't, in Sun Hawk's place.”

Rayna didn't have to be told that one of the things that made the Apache
so hard to track and catch was their uncanny endurance and their ability to
travel day and night. But Skylar wasn't accustomed to such rigors, and Rayna
reminded Case of that, using a little bluntness of her own.

"I know,” he replied patiently, “but we are a threat to them, and Morning
Star will do whatever she must to escape. Even if it means traveling all night.”

Rayna wasn't sure what bothered her more, his calm, dictatorial manner or
the fact that he always referred to Skylar as Morning Star. It was so hard to
think of him as Skylar's brother. “Then that's all the more reason for me to go
with you, Case,” she argued. "If Skylar sees me—"

Case was shaking his head. “Rayna, Sun Hawk won't let us get that close.
Unless we have absolute surprise on our side, he'll hide Skylar and then turn
on us and fight. That's a corner we don't want to force him into.”
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She knew he was right, but Rayna couldn't bear the thought of staying
behind. As she stood indecisively, trying to force herself to let go of her
instinct to continue the pursuit, Meade moved closer to her and placed his
hands on her shoulders, turning her to him.

"Trust him, Rayna,” he said gently. "He's been right about everything else.”

He wasn't ordering her to stop fighting; he was merely giving her the reas-
surance she needed to let go. All the combativeness flowed out of her, leaving
only weariness in its place. She nodded and turned to Case. “All right. You go
ahead, and we'll follow your trail tomorrow.”

"Thank you.” Case collected his horse and a few moments later was gone.

Rayna stood quietly, watching him leave, and Meade stood quietly, watch-
ing her. “You're not thinking of doing something foolish, like sneaking off
after him tonight, are you?”

Somewhere inside her she found the remnants of a weary smile and gave it
to him. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I'm not that impetuous. Unlike Case, |
can't track even with a nearly full moon, and I know nothing about this coun-
try. I'd be hopelessly lost in an hour.”

"By God, I think there may be hope for you yet.”

His teasing grin was Rayna's undoing. If he'd been harsh or abrupt with
her, she could have found the strength to fight him, but kindness stripped her
of everything—even her defenses against her own fears. She searched his face
and finally abandoned every last shred of her pride. "I need you, Meade,” she
said softly.

It was the one thing Meade had never expected to hear her say, and it
was what he needed to hear most. “I'm here,” he told her, enfolding her in
his arms.

She clung to him, and they stood there for a long time, giving strength
and taking it, renewing hope and calming fears. It wasn't a passionate
embrace, but when they finally stepped apart and began making camp, they
both knew that everything between them had changed.

Case no longer needed to see the trail to follow Sun Hawk and Morning
Star. His quarry was taking the path of least resistance out of the mountains,
but even that made little difference to Case.

For twenty years the spirit of the eagle had guided his way. It had led him
to Gato, the renegade who had murdered his parents, and had given him back
the necklace that Gato had taken from his mother. It had warned him of dan-
ger and shown him visions that had never failed to come true. It had even
given him Libby, the greatest gift of all.

Now the eagle was leading him to Morning Star, and he had never seen
the way ahead more clearly than he did that night.
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If Case was right, and Meade had no reason to believe otherwise, it was
finally safe to build a fire. They had done without one the last few nights, and
despite the fact that they were coming gradually out of the higher elevations
of the mountains, the weather was turning beastly cold.

Without Case there, Meade and Rayna fell into the old habits they had
formed on the trail from Holbrook to Fort Apache. He gathered wood while she
unpacked supplies for supper; and while Meade cooked, she tended the horses.

Sitting on opposite sides of the fire, they ate, talking very little but gath-
ering a strange kind of comfort from the silence. Meade didn't have to won-
der what Rayna was thinking about, and he wished he had more to offer her
than the tired refrain he'd recited to her so often.

"He'll find her, Rayna,” he said confidently.

She looked up from the deep blue flame she'd been staring at in the center
of the fire. "l know he will "

"Then why are you so pensive?”

She shrugged. "Because I've let myself believe it was over too many times.
[ believed it just before my first meeting with General Whitlock, and again
before | saw Crook. I wanted to believe that Case was going to come riding
into Eagle Creek with Skylar. When we reached the Littlefield ranch, I just
knew it was nearly over.” She shook her head. “I'm afraid to believe again,
Meade. And mostly, I'm just plain afraid.”

He held her gaze for a long moment. “Would it help any if I told you how
much [ love you?”

The words took Rayna's breath away. She knew she should have been sur-
prised or shocked, maybe even a little distrustful. She felt none of those things
because she'd known that he loved her as she'd stood earlier in the comforting
circle of his arms.

"When did you figure that out?” she asked quietly.

Meade gave her a gentle, wistful smile. “When did | know it, or when did |
admit it to myself?"

"Both.”

"I think I knew it somewhere inside myself the night we sat in the court-
yard at Rancho Verde. You came down the stairs in a white dressing gown,
and your hair spilled around your shoulders like an angel's halo. You were so
vulnerable that night, but you weren't at all defeated. And you were too proud
to let a stranger see you cry.” He nodded as he recalled the moment. “Yes, I'm
quite certain of it. That's when I fell in love with you. Of course | wouldn't
admit it to myself until a few days ago.”

Rayna remembered that night at Rancho Verde and the way he'd tried to
comfort her. “I think I envy you.”

“Why?”
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"Because you can recall the exact moment,” she told him. “I'm not sure
when [ fell in love with you. It just seems to me that all of a sudden the cer-
tainty was there.”

Meade felt his heart constrict with a joy so intense it was almost painful.
"But you do love me?”

Rayna looked into his eyes with the same intensity as she'd gazed into the
fire, only this time she wasn't looking for answers; she was giving her heart.
"More than | ever imagined possible.”

"Do you love me enough to marry me?" He held his breath, waiting for
her answer.

She tilted her head to one side. "Loving you won't change who | am,
Meade,” she warned him.

"I hope not. The world would be a dismal place without at least one Rayna
Templeton Ashford around to stir things up from time to time."

"Rayna Templeton Ashford . . ." She murmured the name and a delicious
warmth spread through her. With a single word she could soon be Mrs. Meade
Ashford. She would marry and raise a family. Neither had been part of Rayna's
vision of her future, but now she couldn't imagine anything more wonderful.

Unable to bear the distance that separated them, she moved around the
fire and slipped into Meade's arms as though she'd been doing so all her life.
"I'll marry you if you promise me one thing, Meade,” she said, reaching up to
caress his face.

"What?" he murmured, mesmerized by the loving light in her eyes.

"When we wake up in each other’s arms tomorrow morning, promise me
you won't have any regrets this time."

“No regrets,” he promised as his lips closed over hers.

A series of valleys and ridges marked the beginning and end of the White
Mountains, and by dawn Sun Hawk and Skylar had traveled across and over
the first ridge. Before they moved into the next valley, Sun Hawk knew he
had to be certain he had lost his enemy. He found a safe place for Skylar to
hide and rest, then returned to the highest point of the ridge and surveyed the
wide open valley, praying he would see nothing but sage and cactus.

What he discovered instead was a lone Apache rider pushing his horse to
its limits in an attempt to reach the shelter of the ridge. Sun Hawk's heart
thudded heavily in his chest. There could be no escape this time, for once he
and Skylar began to cross the next valley, the tenacious Apache would spot
them when he reached the top of the ridge.

Alone, Sun Hawk knew he could eventually escape the brave, but Skylar
had reached the limits of her endurance. His desperate maneuver had failed,
and he had no choice but to stand and fight. For Skylar's sake he would do his
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best not to kill their pursuer, but the brave had to be stopped or Sun Hawk
would never be able to get his wife to safety.

Knowing his enemy would follow the trail Sun Hawk had left, he worked
his way along the ridge and down. He lost sight of the brave, but it didn't
matter. He knew just the place to lay his ambush. He and Skylar had ridden
through a ravine that cut the ridge in half, and his enemy would have to trans-
verse it, too. He approached it from above, and found a good hiding place
with an excellent view of the entrance. Readying his rifle, intending only to
kill his enemy’s horse, he waited.

Patience had always been Sun Hawk's friend, but as the minutes crept by,
he began to realize something was wrong. The brave could not have made it
through the ravine before Sun Hawk arrived, but he should have arrived soon
after. But nothing stirred. Everything was silent. There was not even a hint
that anyone was approaching.

"You do not want to kill me, Sun Hawk, or I would already be dead.”

The voice was close, and Sun Hawk sprang into a crouch and whirled. His
enemy was on a ledge above him, not close enough to touch, but close
enough to kill or be killed. The fact that Sun Hawk was still alive told him a
great deal, as did the realization that his enemy had drawn no weapon. He
stood boldly in view, waiting to see how Sun Hawk would respond.

Slowly he came to his feet. "And you could have killed me, my enemy, but
you did not. Why?"

"Because we are not enemies.”

"Then why do you follow me?>"

Moving very slowly, Case crouched at the rim of the ledge and looked
questionably at Sun Hawk. The Mescalero brave nodded, and Case jumped
down. For an instant he was completely vulnerable, and they both knew it.

The show of bravery impressed Sky Hawk. "How did you know I would
not kill you then or when you first spoke?”

"l know many things about you, my friend,” Case replied. "Your father told
me you are a wise man who believes in peace. | trusted his faith in you."

Sun Hawk frowned, not certain whether to believe him or not. “When did
you speak with my father?’

"Two days before your people arrived at the Rio Alto reservation. He was
very sad because he did not know what had become of you.”

Sun Hawk shook his head. "My father would not have sent you and two
white men to find me.”

“No, he did not.”

"Then why do you follow me?”

"You have something | want, and | have something you must know,” Case
said, alert to every nuance of Sun Hawk's stance and expressions. His distrust
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was obvious, and it deepened even before Case told him, “The woman who
travels with you will not be punished for killing the soldier, Talbot.”

Sun Hawk frowned. “Why should I believe this>”

"Because the Gray Fox himself sent me to tell you this. The soldier who
accused her of murder confessed that he lied, and now everyone knows she
was only protecting herself. She is free to do whatever she wishes. She has no
reason to hide.”

One part of Sun Hawk rejoiced in the news, but another part of him with-
ered and died. If Skylar was truly free, she could go back to her white family,
now. “What of the soldier I killed? Will she be punished for that>"

Not will I be punished, but will she be punished. Case knew then that
Morning Star had found a wise and brave warrior who loved her above all
else. When this nightmare ended, he would gladly rejoice in the love she had
found, but for the time being, he was grateful to be able to tell Sun Hawk,
"The soldier you attacked did not die. He is alive, and the Gray Fox knows
that you took Skylar from the soldiers because you feared for her life. He can-
not turn away from the fact that you wounded one of his warriors, but he has
promised your punishment will be small. You can soon be free to return to
your own people.”

"Do you have proof that Gray Fox has sworn this?" he asked, afraid to
believe it could be true.

Case briefly considered giving him the papers Crook had written so that
he could show them to Morning Star, but they might do more damage than
good. The pass for Sun Hawk and Skylar had been created for the benefit of
any soldiers who might question Case’s authority, and it said only that Case
was to take them into custody and deliver them to Crook. Skylar might
assume them to be nothing but arrest papers.

"I have nothing but my word with me,” Case finally told him, “but I can
bring proof to you."

"What can you bring?" he asked suspiciously.

"One of the people who traveled with me until last night is the white sis-
ter of the woman you know as Skylar.” Case was finding it increasingly diffi-
cult to read Sun Hawk'’s reactions, but when the young brave's face turned to
stone, Case feared he had made a grave mistake.

"l saw no woman with you when I looked at your camp,” he said accusingly.

Case wasn't surprised to know that Sun Hawk had been close enough to
study them. “She dresses like a man, but she is a woman. She has traveled far
and risked much to see her sister.” As have I, Case thought. But this was not the
time to try to explain something so complicated. “If you will let them meet,
Rayna Templeton will tell Skylar that everything | have said to you is the
truth. Rayna would not betray her sister.”
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As Sun Hawk considered his words, Case carefully reached into his pouch
and removed the necklace Skylar had made. He held it out to Sun Hawk.
"This belongs to Skylar. The Verdes gave it to me because they knew they
could trust me."

Edging forward cautiously, Sun Hawk took the necklace and examined it.
He had seen Skylar wear it many times on the reservation, but she had left it
behind with her Apache parents. If nothing else, this finally proved that his
enemy had truly spoken with his father and that the Verdes trusted this man
enough to give him something precious that had belonged to Skylar.

Sun Hawk nodded slowly. "I will give it to my wife. | know it has great
meaning for her.”

"And will you let her see her sister?”

Sun Hawk's face was completely unreadable. "Where is she?’

"Perhaps half a day behind us.”

Sun Hawk was silent for a moment before he said, “Bring her to this place
at sunset.”

Case nodded. “Very well. We will meet you here.”

They stared at each other warily for a moment; then Sun Hawk turned and
began climbing out of the ravine. Case watched him until he disappeared over
the top before making his own way down to the floor.

It didn't occur to him as he went that Sun Hawk had never agreed to bring
Skylar back there. He had only told Case to bring her sister.
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very instinct Sun Hawk possessed told him he should use the time he

had purchased to spirit Skylar away. The Apache was no longer fol-

lowing them; he had ridden off across the valley, presumably to get

Skylar’s sister. Knowing the brave could be laying a trap, Sun Hawk
wanted nothing more than to bury the necklace, return to his wife, tell her
nothing of what had been said, and ride with her like the wind until they
were far away. That course of action was his only hope of keeping Skylar.
Whether it was a trap or not, Sun Hawk had seen the sadness in his wife's
eyes when she thought of her white family. Her heart grieved for them, and
if her sister was truly here to take her home, Skylar would go with her.
Though he believed his wife loved him, Sun Hawk could offer her so little,
and she had lived among the whites for too long. He had to take her away,
or he would lose her.

But of course he couldn't do it. If there was a chance that Skylar could be
freed from a life as a renegade, he had to give her that chance. Anything less
would be a selfish betrayal of the love he felt for her.

Knowing it was going to cost him the woman he loved more than his own
life, Sun Hawk returned to the place where he had left her.

241



Constance Bennett—Moonsong [e-reads]

She was asleep when he arrived, but he could see the small place where
she had paced back and forth before exhaustion had claimed her. He knelt
beside her, studying her face, memorizing every perfect line. He thought of
every word they had exchanged, every touch they had shared. He remem-
bered the way she had come to him as his wife, and all the nights since
when she had slept with her head on his shoulder and his cheek pressed
against her brow.

Their life together had been too short, and now their future was com-
pressed into the span of a single day. By nightfall his life would be over, but
until then she was still his.

After removing his clothing, he lifted the blankets that covered her and
lay down beside her. As he pulled her into his arms, Skylar slowly came
awake. Her mind felt drugged, but she gladly left her fretful dreams behind
for the security of her husband's embrace. She had no sense of time or place,
only the sweet pleasure of his kisses on her throat and her face. He touched
her intimately, pulling away her clothing until their bodies pressed together
without restriction.

His mouth found her breasts, and Skylar sighed with pleasure. Some part
of her mind realized that it was daylight, and another remembered that they
had traveled all night to escape a grave danger. But that danger had passed, or
Sun Hawk would not have awakened her with sweet kisses. After so many
days of fear, it was easy for her to give herself over to passion, to touch her
husband as intimately as he touched her, to let his need become her own.

They came together with an abandon that took her breath away and
robbed her of her senses, but when the glorious pleasure finally subsided, she
realized that this one time had been different. There was a desperation in the
way Sun Hawk held her long after the moment of release had passed. When
he finally shifted his body off of hers and wrapped her in his arms, Skylar
knew something was wrong.

"Why do you look so serious, husband?" she asked, gently caressing his
face, trying to smooth away the strange hardness she saw there. "I know
those who followed us are gone now, or you would not have awakened me
so sweetly.”

Sun Hawk closed his eyes and pressed his lips into the palm of her hand.
"They are gone, but they will be back.”

Skylar's eyes widened in alarm, and she started to rise. “Then we should
go quickly.”

“No." He pulled her back into his arms. “There is time. We have until sunset.”

She frowned. "To do what?"

"Be together.”

Skylar didn't like the sound of that. “And then what will happen?”
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Sun Hawk didn't want to tell her yet. If she knew her sister was near, she
might not want to wait. She might ride after the brave who had gone to get
her, and Sun Hawk couldn't bear to see her go a moment before it was time.
"Then we will meet the Apache who tracked us so skillfully. He has words you
should hear.”

"How do you know this?"

"He said the words to me, but I was not sure it was wise to believe him. He
has promised to bring proof that will make you know what he says is the truth.”

"Husband, what did he say?” she asked anxiously, unable to imagine what
it could be.

When he told her of the promises Gray Fox had supposedly made, the
most magnificent smile Sun Hawk had ever seen spread over Skylar’s face.

"This is wonderfull” she exclaimed as happiness suffused every part of her
body, cleansing it of the fear she had experienced in the last few weeks.
"There is no reason to hide in the mountains or join Geronimo. We can be
free now!”

"Free . . ." He nodded solemnly. “Yes, we can be free.”

Skylar felt the first flush of her exuberance fade. “Why are you not as
happy as I? If the Gray Fox promised you will not be punished, then you can
believe it. You will see your family again very soon.”

And you will see yours, he thought grimly. “I cannot be happy until [ have
the proof.”

Though she clung to hope as tightly as she could, she trusted Sun Hawk
too much to discount his opinion. “You think it is a lie designed to trap us>”

He pulled her more tightly into the circle of his arms. “For your sake |
hope it is not,” he said fervently.

Overwhelmed by the intensity of his emotions, Skylar rested her head on
his shoulder and could feel the strong steady beating of his heart. It was a
long while before she finally asked, "“If it is a trap, should we not take precau-
tions, beloved?”

"Yes, but there is still time,” he said in a voice that sounded very far away.
"I wish to hold you as long as [ can.”

Before it was time to go to the meeting place, Sun Hawk made love to
Skylar again with an intensity and sadness that made her weep. They dressed
then, and her tears had only barely dried when he finally gave her the neck-
lace. As she clutched it lovingly to her heart, Sun Hawk explained how the
brave had come by it.

"If Gatana and Consayka trusted him, he must be telling the truth,” Skylar
told her husband, trying as hard to convince him as she was herself.

"Perhaps.”
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Skylar looked down at the necklace and traced the lines of the crude carv-
ing on the medallion. "Do you know what this is?”

"The Thunder Eagle,” he replied. "It is a symbol of importance to the
White Mountain Apache.”

She smiled at him. “No, I meant the whole necklace. Have you ever heard
the legend of Willow and Gray Wolf>"

"Yes. Gray Wolf was a powerful warrior who defied the traditions of his
people and married the daughter of his enemy.”

"And he gave Willow a necklace to prove how much he loved her.”

Sun Hawk glanced from Skylar's radiant face to the piece of jewelry in her
hands. “Is that the necklace?” he asked, betraying his skepticism.

“No," she said with a wistful shake of her head. “But that story has always
had great meaning to me. | can remember hearing Consayka tell it many times
at Rancho Verde, and | remember it from before, too.”

"Before?” Sun Hawk believed in legends and the power they had to direct
people’s lives, but that was not what enraptured him about Skylar's memories.
She was sharing something sweet and sad with him, and he wanted to treasure
the moment.

"Before | went to Rancho Verde,” she replied, her smile fading. “Before my
parents were killed.”

She had already told him that she remembered very little of that part of
her life, and Sun Hawk was glad she had this one pleasant memory. "Where
did the necklace come from, and what has it to do with the legend?>" he prod-
ded her gently.

"I made this necklace long ago from Consayka's descriptions of the one
that Gray Wolf gave to Willow.”

"It is very beautiful.”

Skylar looked down at the medallion as she tied the choker around her
neck. "Not as beautiful as the real one Gray Wolf gave Willow,"” she said sadly.

"How can you know that?”

She brought her gaze up to his. “I'm not sure. | just know."

Sun Hawk nodded and rose reluctantly. “It is time to go now.”

She offered him her hand, and he pulled her to her feet. “I love you, my
husband,” she said, gazing deep into his eyes. “Whether this is a trick or not,
we will still have our love to make us strong.”

"] pray you are right, beloved.”

"I know that I am.”

He pulled her into his arms and held her close for what his own heart
knew was the last time.

"Come,” he said finally, pulling away, his voice rough with emotions he
could not control. “We must hurry if we are to arrive before them.”
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He turned away from her so abruptly that Skylar felt bereft. She didn't
understand his strange moods, but she helped him collect their belongings
and break camp. He led her to a ravine that she vaguely recalled, having
passed through it in the early hours of the morning, and once he was satisfied
that the area was safe, he helped her up the rocky hillside to a place where she
had a commanding view of both ends of the ravine.

"l will take the horses to the mouth of the ravine and hide them. Then I
will come back. We will watch the Apache and the ones with him as they
come in from the north. If they are being honest with us, they will ride in
together without fear.”

"And if not?”

Sun Hawk looked around him. He had chosen this spot because there was
nothing above it, and no one could approach without being seen. The brave
would not be able to surprise him again; Sun Hawk had never in his life made
the same mistake twice.

"If they mean to trap us, | will have no choice but to kill them.” He
waited expectantly for her to protest, but what he saw in her eyes instead
was calm acceptance.

"You have the rifle and the many fine arrows you made at Nagona.” She
held out her hand. "I will take the revolver.”

Sun Hawk was astonished. “Could you use it to kill a white man?”

Skylar nodded. She had thought about this often in the last few weeks.
Talbot's death had been a horrible accident, but she knew now that if she
had to, she could kill with purpose. “I would do anything to protect what I
love most.”

Sun Hawk removed the revolver from its holster and gave it to her,
then left to tether the horses in a spot that would be easy to reach. When
he returned to Skylar, they settled into their hiding place and began the
long wait.

"Are you sure he'll be there?” Rayna asked Case for what might have been
the hundredth time.

"I'm sure,” he said without looking at her. The three of them were riding
abreast, and it seemed to Case that their pace quickened every time Rayna
asked the question. If she didn't let go of her anxiety, they would be riding at
a full gallop by the time they reached the mouth of the ravine.

"But if what you told us about your conversation with Sun Hawk is accu-
rate, he didn't actually give his word that he'd bring Skylar,” she reminded
him irritably. "It could have been a trick to delay you and give them a chance
to escape.”

"It wasn't,” he replied.
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"But—"

"Rayna! That's enough,” Meade commanded, throwing her an exasper-
ated glance. "If Case says Sun Hawk will be there with Skylar, you can
believe it."

"Il believe it when I see it,” she said tartly, then fell silent and tried not to
think about what could go wrong. When Case had intercepted them at mid-
day, the story he related seemed too fantastical to be believed. Terrified that
she was being led into another devastating disappointment, she had refused
to accept anything Case said at face value. She had looked for flaws in his
plan and tried to quell her anger at him for having allowed Sun Hawk to
walk away.

He should have forced Sun Hawk to take him to Skylar, at gunpoint if
necessary, instead of confronting him unarmed. He said he had released Sun
Hawk to earn the brave's trust, but it seemed like ridiculous manly bravado to
Rayna. If Case's actions cost her the only chance she might have to find
Skylar, Rayna would find a way to make him pay for it.

Meade's attempts to calm her down and reason with her hadn't worked,
and some of her anger with Case had spilled over onto him. He had made
love to her last night with a passion that was heartbreakingly tender at times
and at other times breathtakingly tempestuous. He had kept his promise to
wake up with no regrets, but the sweet words they had exchanged that morn-
ing didn't change the way she felt that afternoon.

As they neared the ridge, Rayna caught Meade looking at her a number of
times, but she ignored him. If she looked at him, he would probably give her a
tender look of understanding that would disarm her completely, and she was-
n't ready to be disarmed. She needed her anger if she was going to survive
another disillusionment.

They reached the base of the ridge, but before they began climbing, Case
stopped and dismounted.

"What are you doing?" Rayna asked.

"The horses need rest,” he told her.

She started to protest as she patted Triton's lathered neck, but she bit back
the ridiculous complaint. As usual, he was right, and even that irritated her.
She climbed down and joined Case and Meade. "How far to the ravine?’

"Thirty minutes, maybe a little less,” Case replied. “We don't want to arrive
too early, or Sun Hawk may suspect that we're there to lay a trap.”

She wanted to ask again what made him so positive that Sun Hawk would
even be there, but she restrained herself. No matter what he replied, she
wouldn't believe it, so it was pointless to question him. She slipped her can-
teen off the saddle horn and drank, then let Triton have some water, too. The
men followed suit, and Meade looked over at Case.
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"Do you think one of us should take to the hills just in case Sun Hawk
decides to try an ambush?’

“No. If he doesn't see all three of us coming in, he'll think we're the ones
setting a trap. We'll leave the horses at the mouth of the ravine and walk in.
It's the only way."

Meade accepted his decision and was surprised when Rayna didn't take the
opportunity to argue. "All right. We'll do it your way.”

Case looked at Rayna. “There is one thing you must do, though.”

She squared her shoulders and faced him belligerently. "If you're going to
tell me [ have to wait behind or stay in the background like a good little girl,
you can just go—"

"Take off your hat and unbind your hair," he said, cutting her off. “From a
distance Sun Hawk thought you were a man. [ want him to see that [ didn't lie,
and the sight of your hair will make you much easier for Skylar to recognize.”

[t was a reasonable request, and she was happy to comply. She was less
happy about having to apologize because she suddenly felt ashamed of her
cantankerous behavior. “I'm sorry I snapped at you. Case.” She sighed heavily.
"I know I haven't given you much reason to believe this, but | do appreciate
everything you've done for my sister.”

"She's my sister, too,” he said calmly.

Rayna felt her ire rising again as a burst of uncontrollable jealousy swept
through her. “So you keep reminding me."

Case frowned slightly, regarding her more with curiosity than with dis-
pleasure. “Why does knowing that Morning Star is my sister trouble you
so much?”

"Because | don't know any Morning Star. | only know my sister, Skylar."

"And you've never had to share her with anyone, have you?" he asked quietly.

Rayna felt unwanted tears stinging her eyes, and she hated the weakness at
a time when she needed all the strength she possessed. “No, [ haven't, and I'm
not sure [ like the idea,” she said crossly. “You have a blood tie to her that I can
never share.”

Case nodded slowly. "And you have had her love for twenty years. You
have seen her smiles and heard her laughter. You know what makes her cry,
what she dreams of, and where she goes when she is sad. | have nothing but a
memory of a bright-eyed little girl who made arrows out of sticks and brought
joy to the hearts of all who knew her." He paused a moment when he saw the
twin tears that carved a path down Rayna’s face, but he couldn't stop himself
from adding, "It is [ who should be jealous of you.”

“Damn you,” she whispered as a sob escaped her control. “Damn you.” The
tears came in a rush and nearly buckled her over, but Meade was there to hold
her up. She turned to him, resting her forehead on his chest until she con-
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quered the tears. Case's words made her feel selfish and small. Resenting him
for loving Skylar as much as she did was so wrong.

When Rayna finally collected herself and turned back to Case, her resent-
ment of him was gone.

"Skylar goes to a place called the Enchanted Mesa to weave her dreams,”
she told him, her voice as soft as a sigh. “"And she feels sad only when she
tries to touch the memory of the family she lost but can't quite reach it. If |
am jealous, it's because you can give her back those memories, where ['ve
never been able to.”

Case smiled at her. “You have given her everything else. Don't begrudge
me that.’

"I don't,” she said with a little shake of her head. "All ['ve ever wanted is
her happiness.”

"As have I,” Case replied.

Meade placed his hands on Rayna'’s shoulders and looked at his brother-in-
law. “I think we've reached an understanding.”

"Yes," Case said.

Rayna nodded, then glanced over her shoulder at Meade. "Yes, we have.
But if he's wrong about Sun Hawk being at the ravine, he's still going to have
to reckon with me.”

Both men laughed, and Rayna smiled at them. "Can we go now? | don't
know about the horses, but I've had all the rest [ can handle.”

"Mount up,” Case said, and they did.

The confrontation with Case had released a number of Rayna's emotions,
including the ones that had been shielding her expectations. She felt raw and
vulnerable as they approached the ravine, and when they dismounted and
left the horses, her heart began beating so hard that it nearly leapt out of her
chest. Sandwiched between Meade and Case, she walked over the rocky
ground on legs that seemed barely strong enough to hold her up. And then
they reached the mouth of the arroyo, and Case stopped.

"Go," he told Rayna. “Walk ahead.”

“No, Case,” Meade protested. “It's too dangerous.”

"It's not,” Case replied, looking down at Rayna. "Our sister is in there. | feel
it. Call to her and she will come to you. Now, go.”

Balling her hands into fists, Rayna stepped away from them and walked
slowly into the arroyo. It was sunset, and darkness had begun to gather, mak-
ing contorted shadows of every rock and stunted tree. The fear she felt had
nothing to do with the ghostly landscape.

She stopped and opened her mouth to call out, but nothing came. She
tried again, whispering, "Please, God, please,” before the name she needed to
say was ripped from her very soul.
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“Sky-lar!” Her cry echoed off the walls, and before the sound had died, she
shouted it again, “Sky-lari Sky-lar”

A strangled cry blended with the echo, and from above her, stones tum-
bled as Skylar came running down the hill. When Rayna looked up and saw
her, she began running, too, and somewhere on the shadowed hillside they
fell into each other's arms.
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aughing and crying with unrestrained joy, Skylar and Rayna held on
to each other as though they would never be able to let go. Eventually,
though, Skylar's questions began spilling out one on top of the other
as she and Rayna stumbled down to the floor of the ravine.

How did you get here? How did you find me?> How is Father> The
questions came too fast to answer, but when Rayna hugged Skylar to her
again, she told her that when she had seen their father last, he was well. It
didn't seem like the proper time to explain that she had heard nothing
from their parents since she had written them of Skylar's ordeal. If some-
thing had happened to their father, they would at least be able to share
their grief this time.

Cherishing the sight of her sister, Skylar stroked Rayna's golden hair lov-
ingly. "I had given up all hope of ever seeing you again.” She smiled wistfully.
"I should have known you would come for me.”

"Yes, you should have,” Rayna agreed, not caring that tears were still
streaming down her face, because they were tears of joy, not weakness.
“I'm only sorry I didn't find a way to protect you from the horror of what
you've suffered.”
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Skylar shook her head. “It was not all suffering, Rayna. My journey took
me away from you, Mother, and Papa, but it took me to something | had never
imagined [ would find."

Rayna searched her sister's face and discovered a strength and serenity in
her eyes that had never been there before. “You've changed, Skylar.”

"Yes, | have. In ways [ don't even understand myself yet.” A movement
caught her eye, and she looked beyond Rayna to the two men who were mov-
ing toward them. A happy smile lit up her face as she recognized Meade.
"Major Ashford!” She flew toward him and embraced him. "What are you
doing here? Oh, how good it is to see you.”

"It's a great pleasure for me too, Skylar,” he said fondly. “I'm so happy to
know you're finally safe.”

"] feel safe.” She turned toward her sister. “Rayna, did the major tell you
how kind he was to me on the way to the reservation?” She looked up at
Meade again. "I will never forget that kindness. It sustained me more than you
can know."

"] should have been able to do more,” he said regretfully.

But Skylar shook her head. “No, Major. Nothing could have changed what
has happened to me. It was a journey | had to make, and I gained much more
than I lost.”

Rayna placed a loving arm around her shoulders. “Even more than you
know, Skylar. There is someone else you have to meet,” she said, drawing her
toward the third member of the rescue party. “This is Case Longstreet.”

Skylar smiled and extended her hand to him graciously. “You are the one
who confronted Sun Hawk this morning.”

Case had been watching her, devouring every word and gesture. He had
always known his little sister would grow into a lovely woman, but he had not
expected this. Her clothes were ragged and her face was stained with smudges
and tears, but she was poised and eloquent. Her manner was graceful, and her
eyes held a serenity that warmed his heart. His sister had grown into every-
thing he had dared hope she would be, and much, much more.

Though he longed to gather her into his arms, Case could only take her
hand and press it between both of his. “Yes, | gave Sun Hawk the promises
General Crook made to both of you.”

Skylar didn't doubt for a moment that the promises were good ones. “You
risked your life, following us as you did,” she told him. "If it had been neces-
sary to protect me, Sun Hawk would have killed you.”

"I know."

"Thank you."

"l had good reason to risk so much,” he told her as he slowly unbuttoned
his coat. Beneath it was the Thunder Eagle necklace. “Do you recognize this>”
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The sight took Skylar's breath away, and she gingerly reached out to touch
the medallion. A flood of memories came rushing back to her. Images that had
always been nothing more than phantoms took shape in her mind. She saw
that necklace on a beautiful woman and remembered running into that
woman's arms. She remembered touching the beads one by one and hearing
her mother laugh because Skylar's hand was tickling her throat. She saw a tall,
handsome man who made her feel safe and loved as he put his arms around
both of them. She saw her dark-haired sister and remembered the face of the
brother who had teased and adored her.

For the first time, Skylar saw past the hideous memories of her parents’
death to the pleasures of her earlier life. Images flashed one after the other,
and with them came a knowledge that filled the dark void in her heart where
only shadows had lurked . . . until now. She looked up at Case with a kind of
wonder. "You are my brother.”

A coil of happiness constricted around Case's heart. “Yes.”

Skylar felt tears on her cheeks. "I remember loving you,” she said, her
voice tremulous.

"And | have never forgotten loving you,” he told her as he opened
his arms. She stepped into his embrace and felt as though she had
come home.

From his hiding place atop the hill Sun Hawk watched his wife
embrace the golden-haired woman, then the soldier, and finally the
Apache. Their words reached his ears, but meant nothing to him. He
knew only that they were happy words. Skylar was where she belonged,
where she wanted to be. These people would take care of her now. She no
longer needed him.

He watched until his heart could bear no more. Then he quietly made
his way along the top of the ridge and down toward the horses.

[t seemed like a long time before Case let Skylar go, yet it didn't seem
nearly long enough, either. They couldn't make up for the lost years in a
single moment, but there would be time to discover each other in the
years ahead.

Standing in the little circle that Meade, Rayna, and Case had formed
around her, Skylar shook her head in amazement as she looked at her sister.
"I have so much to tell you.”

"I know,"” Rayna said, and found her gaze drawn to Meade. "l have a lot to
tell you, too."

"You must meet my husband, Rayna.” Skylar's radiant smile took on a rap-
turous glow. "He has changed my life."
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Until that moment, Rayna hadn't been able to believe that Skylar was in
love with Sun Hawk. Now she knew it was true. "If you love him, he must be
very special indeed.”

"He is," she replied, then glanced around, looking for Sun Hawk. It took
her a moment to realize that he had not followed her down the hill. She could
hardly blame him, since he had no reason to trust these people as she did. She
looked up at Case. “The promises General Crook made . . . you believe them,
don't you?”

"Yes."

"And Sun Hawk won't be punished for rescuing me from the soldiers?’

"If there is punishment, it will be very light,” he assured her. “Perhaps a few
days in the stockade at the most.”

Skylar moved away from him and looked up toward the place where she
had left Sun Hawk. “Cikd!” she called out in Apache. When there was no
answer, she called, "My husband!” again and told him it was safe. “The
promises of the Gray Fox are good ones. We have nothing to fear.”

The words echoed, but no one answered. A stab of fear pierced her as she
recalled how fiercely Sun Hawk had made love to her and the strange, sad
looks he had given her afterward. With a sickening sense of dread, she real-
ized that he was gone.

“Cikdr" she screamed again as she began running toward the mouth of the
ravine, but Rayna caught up with her quickly and grabbed her arm.

"Skylar, what are you doing?”

"Let me go,” she demanded, tugging against Rayna's hold on her. "Sun
Hawk doesn't understand. [ have to find him!" Her eyes wide with panic, she
wrenched free and ran.

"Skylar!” Afraid of losing the sister she'd only just found, Rayna started
after her, but Meade held her by the shoulders.

"Rayna, don't,” he commanded.

"What are you doing? Let go!”

“No, Rayna, you let go! Skylar is doing what she has to do.”

"But she's going after him! What if he takes her away again?” she asked des-
perately, struggling to get out of his grasp.

Meade gave her a hard shake, and she stopped struggling. “Rayna, if Skylar
goes with him, it will be because she wants to go, not because he forced her.
She loves him."

Case moved closer to them. "And he loves her very much. Believe me, he
won't do anything to put her in danger now.”

"Then why didn't he come down here? Why did he slink away like a thief
in the night?” she demanded hotly.

"Because he has no reason to trust us.”
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Rayna looked after her sister, but she had already disappeared from view.
"Oh, God, don't let me lose her again,” she whispered.

Her heart pounding with desperate fear, Skylar ran out of the ravine to the
place where Sun Hawk had tied the horses. All three were still there.

Trying to control her breathing, she fought for rational thought. Would he
have gone on foot, thinking that he could disappear more easily that way? It
was possible. In fact, it was very likely.

Feeling her life slipping away from her, Skylar sank to her knees, unable to
stop the tears that had turned from joy to sorrow in the space of a single
heartbeat. "Why could you not trust me, husband?>” she whispered. She closed
her eyes, but it didn't shut out the pain.

She knelt there for what seemed like an eternity, unable to think, feel-
ing only an aching sorrow and a growing anger. How could he leave her?
She could never have walked away from him, and yet he had left without
even a good-bye. She had thought their love was strong, but it wasn't. It
was like a web shining with diamonds of morning dew—beautiful but too
fragile to touch.

When she heard a restless movement among the horses, she looked up,
and some of the pain slipped away. Sun Hawk was silently untethering his
horse. Skylar stood up quickly, and he whirled toward the sound.

"Where are you going?" she asked as she moved to him.

Sun Hawk found it hard to believe his eyes. He had not expected she
would discover him gone so soon, and he had never imagined she would
come after him. “You are safe now, and if Gray Fox's promises are good, [ will
take my punishment and return to my family.”

Skylar shook her head. “That is not the Apache way. A husband takes his
wife's family and lives with them.”

Sun Hawk's heart was beating so hard that it was difficult for him to think.
"But your home is with your white family.”

"My home is with you,” she said forcefully, feeling a wave of anger rising
inside her. "You had no right to try to leave without me. When you took me
as your wife, you swore to love and care for me as | swore to love and care for
you. Were your words a lie?"

“No,"” he said, moving to her. “But your heart has always been with them.”

"My heart has been with you,” she argued. “If you cannot see that, you
are blind."

Sun Hawk shook his head. "You have lived in a world | do not understand.
Now that you are free, you will never be happy in mine.”

"I will never be happy without you.” She looked at him defiantly. "Do you
love me so little that it is so easy for you to let me go?"
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"I love you enough to give you what | thought you wanted,” he replied
tenderly.

"You were wrong."

They looked at each other, letting hope and trust renew them. “I cannot
live in your world,” he said sadly after a long moment.

"Then I will live in yours; or we will find a place and make it our own. But
we will do it together, because | cannot live without you.”

The pain that had formed a cold wall around Sun Hawk's heart began to
fade, and the wall crumbled. She was right. He had been foolish not to trust
her. He pulled her roughly into his arms and clung to her. “You are my
beloved,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion.

"You are mine,” Skylar whispered. "And it will always be so.”

They held each other close until Skylar finally stepped away from him and
took his hand in hers. "Will you come and meet my other family?" she asked.
"Or do we leave here alone?’

He hesitated a moment, then nodded. "I will learn to love those who
love you."

She smiled up at him tenderly. “You will not be sorry.”
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Epilogue

s she leaned against the top rail of the corral, Libby looked up at

the graceful hacienda, taking in the lacy balconies, graceful arches,

and lovingly tended gardens. Rancho Verde was a beautiful place,

but what was most important to Libby was that Meade was happy
here with Rayna. He was finally living the life of a gentleman rancher, and if
his days weren't always as placid as he'd once anticipated, at least they were
never boring.

Though Case had made the trip to Rancho Verde nearly a year ago with
Rayna, Meade, Skylar, and Sun Hawk, this was Libby's first visit. She had
been here less than a day, but already she loved the Templetons, and it had
eased her mind to see for herself that Meade was really as happy as his letters
had indicated. It made being separated from him much easier to bear, and she
knew that before long, a network of railroads would connect his part of the
world with hers. Their visits wouldn't be so infrequent, and that would make
them both even happier.

"There you are,” Meade said as he approached her. He'd been giving her a
tour of the stables, relishing the opportunity to show off Rancho Verde, and
enjoying even more the chance to visit with her alone for the first time since
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she'd arrived. Then Gil had stopped him with a question, and when he turned
around, Libby had been gone. ‘I thought I'd lost you. What are you looking
at?" he asked, letting his gaze follow hers up to the house. "Has Rayna been
drying her petticoats on the railing again?”

Libby chuckled. “No, I was just thinking how lucky you are.”

"That is something of an understatement,” he said, draping his arm across
her shoulders. It felt good having her close to him again. “I do miss you,
though, dear sister.”

"I don't see how you could,” she said with a teasing smile. "Between your
medical practice in Malaventura and helping Raymond and Rayna operate the
ranch, [ would think you keep quite busy.”

"Rayna and her father run the ranch. I just ride over it now and then,
looking lordly.”

"Something you do very well, I'm sure,” she said drolly as she turned
toward the corral and rested her forearms on the top rail. Case was in the cen-
ter of the ring with Sun Hawk, who was working at gentling a rather ram-
bunctious mustang. "How’s your brother-in-law doing, really?” she asked him.

Meade glanced at the two men. “Which one?”

Libby poked him in the ribs. “Don't play dense. I mean Sun Hawk, of course.
[ know he had doubts about living on the ranch. Every time I get a letter from
you, I expect you to tell me he's decided he'd rather live on the reservation.”

"Oh, I think he got a little more than he bargained for when he agreed to
try living here, but he's adapting nicely. You heard for yourself earlier how
well his English is coming along, and he and Skylar are able to visit his family
fairly often. [ actually think he likes it here.”

Like everyone else, Meade had been delighted when General Crook had
used his considerable influence to get the Mescaleros transferred back to their
own reservation. The citizens of New Mexico weren't too happy about having
the Apache tribe back, and some of Rancho Verde's neighbors were still com-
plaining because Consayka's people had been permitted to come back to
Verde where they belonged, but to Meade's way of thinking, everything had
worked out for the best.

Since Skylar was an Americanized citizen, more or less, Crook had been
able to persuade the head of the Indian Bureau to allow Sun Hawk to live on
Rancho Verde with the other Mescaleros. Meade was happy about that
because it had made his wife happy.

"How do Rayna and Sun Hawk get along?" Libby asked him.

Meade chuckled. “They manage. Rayna hates it that he refuses to live in
the house and prefers to camp among the Mescaleros, but she tolerates it
because she doesn't have any choice. You mark my words, though, before the
year is out, she'll have her brother-in-law sleeping in a bed.”
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"Oh, Meade,” Libby said with a sigh as she turned back toward the house.
"Life is a never-ending series of changes, isn't it?"

"It is at Rancho Verde,” he commented dryly.

"What will you—"

The sound of a woman's shrill cry cut her off, and Meade's tanned face
turned pale as a sheet. "Rayna!” he yelled as he began running toward the
house. Libby hurried after him, and they heard another shriek and the sound
of Lucas's and Jenny's high-pitched voices as they darted through the walled
garden and into the arcade.

"Rayna, what's wrong?” Meade called out urgently as he burst into the
courtyard, and then stumbled to a halt. Rayna was standing in the courtyard
blindfolded, her arms flailing wildly as she tried to find the giggling niece
and nephew who were dancing around her just beyond her reach. His beau-
tiful seven-months-pregnant wife was playing blindman’s buff

"Where are they, Meade> Am | hot or cold?” she begged him to tell her
as she spun around, lunged at Jenny, and came up with an armful of air.

"What the devil do you think you're doing?" he asked, charging across
the courtyard. He yanked the blindfold off her face and threw it to
the ground.

Rayna sighed with exasperation and looked at Jenny and Lucas.
"Obviously your Uncle Meade's education has been seriously lacking if he
doesn't know a game of blindman's buff when he sees one. Shall we show him
how it's played?” She stooped to retrieve the blindfold, but it required
Meade's hand on her elbow to help her back up again. She smiled at him
sweetly and offered him the strip of cloth. “Would you like to be the blind
man for a while?’

Meade bit down on his tongue and reined in his temper before he
finally answered, “No, thank you. Three children in the house are more
than enough.” He looked at Jenny and Lucas. “"Why don't you two run out
to the corral? | think your father and Sun Hawk are about ready to ride
El Nifio."

"Yes, sir," Lucas said gravely. Then he and Jenny were off and running.

Meade turned back to his wife. “Rayna, don't you have even a single lick
of sense? You could have fallen and hurt yourself or the baby.”

"Don't be silly,” she scolded. “I had a little peephole in the blindfold that
allowed me to see everything.”

"Oh, wonderful. My wife is not only reckless, she's an unscrupulous cheat.”

Rayna batted her eyelashes at him and grinned. "Of course. How do
you think | keep beating you so badly at poker? No one's luck is that
bad, darling.”
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Meade sighed heavily as he pulled her into his arms. Her swollen belly
made it a little more of a stretch each day, but he couldn't complain. "Good
Lord, what am I going to do with you?”

She laced her arms around his neck and looked up at him coquettishly.
"The same thing you've always done. When you get the urge to strangle me,
kiss me instead.”

He cocked one eyebrow at her. "I suppose you realize that means we're
going to have a very large family>" he asked, and then his lips closed over

hers, silencing her laughter.
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