Proloque

Katherine Blue Song made her way out of the huge
Cherokee camp, dimly aware of the glances of the sol-
diers stationed around the perimeter. She knew they
didn't care if one less scrawny, sick Indian survived the
march to the Western territory.

She staggered when her worn moccasins let frozen
clumps of snow torment feet that were already chapped
raw, but the fever kept her from shivering. Physical
discomfort faded along with her hope for survival, and
she wished for only two things—that she could tell
Justis Gallatin how much she loved him, and that she
could be buried beside her family in Georgia.

Someday I'll go back there. The promise had kept
her spirits up for months, but it was folly to believe it
now.

Disoriented from sickness and hunger, Katherine
wasn't certain how far she walked along the high bluffs
overlooking the Mississippi River. She dropped her
frayed blanket on a snowy knoll, then sank down on it
and draped her hair around her shoulders as a little
protection from the cold. The thin linsey-woolsey dress
she wore was a far cry from the fine gowns Justis had
insisted on giving her.

Tears filled her eyes as she gazed at the broad,
ice-filled river. Under a full moon, the ice shimmered



like the crystal chandelier her mother had hung in the
dining room back home. Too fancy for a farmhouse,
her father had said teasingly, but the Blue Songs were
prosperous, proud farmers, like many of their Chero-
kee relatives.

The chandelier hadn't survived the white mob who
attacked after the state militia came.

Il buy you a dozen chandeliers, Justis had told
her later, gruffly trying to be kind.

Justis. Katherine lifted her face to the moon and
gazed woozily into its pale light. "I wish he had loved
me," she whispered.

"Her name is Katlanicha Blue Song," Justis Gallatin
told the grim-faced Cherokee matron. "But she goes by
the name Katherine, too. Ijust want to find her. I don't
mean the gal no harm."

He squatted by the campfire and pushed a wide-
brimmed hat back from his face so that the woman
could study the honesty in his eyes.

She stared hard into their green depths, then stud-
ied his chestnut hair and frowned at his moustache.
Finally she scowled at the luxury of his heavy fur coat
and warm wool scarf. Without hesitation he pulled the
scarf off and handed it to her. She ignored the gift.

"You call her 'Beloved Woman,' " Justis said, speak-
ing slowly so that she'd understand his poor Cherokee.
"Everyone on the trail has heard of her. She knows
white medicine and white ways."

"I hear nothing of such a one." The old woman stirred
hominy gruel in a chipped kettle set on the embers at
the fire's edge. "Go away."

No one was talking. They didn't trust him, and so
they protected Katherine. He understood why they loved
her—Lord, how he understood. If only Katie had be-
lieved that no one, Indian or white, could love her more
than he did.

Justis stood wearily, his shoulders slumped. He was



a strong, no-nonsense man, used to hardship and self-
denial, but tonight he was nearly beaten by the fear
and fatigue that had swallowed him during the months
since Katherine's disappearance. Dully he noticed a lanky
young Cherokee man hurrying toward the campfire.

"Mother!" he exclaimed in Cherokee. "The Beloved
Woman won't eat! And she's gone to walk beside the
river alone!"

The woman gasped. "Be quiet!"

Justis ran for his horses. Behind him he heard the
woman yelling for help.

Katherine swayed as a gust of wind hit her. She
leaned forward, placed both hands on the blanket, and
braced her arms. Five-foot-long strands of thick black
hair floated behind her as she tilted her face up even
more toward the high, cold moon. She could feel its
silver fingers running over her.

This same moon was shining on Georgia, blessing
the graves of the parents and sisters who kept watch
over Blue Song land. Katherine's head swam, and she
shook it groggily. Somehow, some way, that land would
always belong to her family, even if Justis produced a
thousand deeds bearing his title to it.

She cried out sadly. Justis Gallatin had become part
of her soul, but he'd never own her, any more than he
owned the land in Gold Ridge. Some things had to be
won through love, and love alone.

At first she didn't hear the repetitive thudding of
horses' hooves racing up the slope to her sitting place.
When she did, she lurched to her feet. Katherine stag-
gered, then caught her balance and looked wildly
toward the sound.

The moon silhouetted the dark figures of a tall rider
and two big horses. The horses were only a few strides
away, and they were charging directly toward her. The
rider reached out in her direction.

The horse's shoulder bumped her, and she nearly fell



down. When Katherine felt the rider's hand winding
into the neck of her dress, she began to claw at him
and struggle.

"Katie, girl, calm down!"

Justis. Stunned, she stopped fighting, and he pulled
her onto the saddle in front of him. His long arm went
around her waist like an iron band.

She sagged groggily against him, her hands digging
into the wide, furry wall of his coat, her face burrowed
in his shoulder. Her feverish mind knew only that
hope had come back into the world, and she couldn't
understand the distant sounds of men shouting and
horses' hooves racing in muffled rhythms. Justis held
her tighter and clucked to his horses. They went into
a smooth, rocking lope following the riverbank north.

Katherine tilted her head back and tried to look at
Justis in the moonlit darkness. Love overwhelmed her,
until all she could manage to say was a plaintive,
"Home?"

He bent his head close to hers, brushed a kiss over
her forehead, and whispered, "Someday."



One

Okay, so she was probably the only Cherokee who had
red hair, green eyes, and skin that bypassed fair and
went straight to paleface.

Erica Gallatin stared at herself in the gilt-edged mir-
ror of her hotel room and doggedly searched for some
hint of her Indian blood. She finally settled for the fact
that her cheekbones were high and her nose had a
noble ridge that some people kindly referred to as
distinctive.

Distinctive, yes. Not pretty—but who needed pretty,
when she had distinctive? Under distinctive in the
dictionary it read, "Clearly marking a person or thing
as different from others."

Well, then, she'd be one helluva different Cherokee.

Carrying a sturdy ballpoint pen—none of that frivo-
lous felt-tipped stuff for her—and a leather folder em-
bossed with "Gallatin Construction" in plain white
letters, Erica left her room and went downstairs.

"Good timbers," she murmured aloud, and pressed
the toe of one practical blue pump into the oak planks
of the foyer floor. She had enormous respect for any-
thing built to last, and the Kirkland Inn dated back to
1835. It was, in fact, the oldest building in Gold Ridge,
Georgia, a town that preserved everything about its
heritage from the gold-rush days.



Erica gazed at a wall covered with framed photo-
graphs that illustrated the progress of Gold Ridge from
rowdy frontier town to charming tourist mecca. The
oldest was dated 1850, and there were no Cherokees to
be seen, since the Indians had been forced to move
west in 1838.

"We're baaack," she sang under her breath, and, feel-
ing proud, headed for the inn's dining room.

Her cousins had already come downstairs and were
sipping tea from pink china cups. Correction. Tess
Gallatin was sipping, one little finger arched delicately
in her best English-boarding-school tradition. Kat Gal-
latin held her cup like a can of beer.

Erica stopped at the door before they saw her, and
took a moment to gaze at them with renewed awe.
Their corner table was framed by a large window and
curtains of white eyelet. Golden afternoon light filtered
across their faces, and a late-blooming dogwood tree
feathered its white blossoms against the window as if
eager to draw their attention. Because their branches
of the Gallatin family had married back into the tribe,
Kat was nearly full-blooded Cherokee, and Tess was
half. They looked wonderfully exotic despite the fact
that Tess wore a flowing turquoise dress straight out
of a Beverly Hills designer collection and Kat wore
jeans and a road-race T-shirt.

Erica sighed with nostalgia for a heritage she'd never
known and approached the table with quick, determined
strides. "Hello, cousins."

They looked up expectantly, and both smiled. "Just
in time. We ordered another pot of tea," Tess said in a
lilting British accent.

Kat impishly arched one black brow and raised a
hand. "How."

Erica sat down slowly, gazing at Kat in surprise.
"Doesn't that kind of Tonto talk offend you?"

Kat shrugged. "Nope. Seems harmless to me. I've
never felt like an Indian."

"Nor have I," Tess added. "Not after being raised in
England by Swedish grandparents.”



Erica put her folder down, straightened her gray, pin-
striped skirt and jacket with quick little tugs, and
said wistfully, "I'm only one-sixteenth Cherokee. Ifyou
guys don't feel like Indians, is there any hope for me?"

Tess laughed gently and Kat grinned. "We've all got
a lot to learn," Kat said. "Let's get to it. I have to be in
New Orleans by tonight. Princess Talana is wrestling
Big Bad Mama, and I need the money."

"And I have to meet with a wholesaler in L.A. tomor-
row morning," Tess added.

Erica shook her head in amused delight. Tess was a
diamond broker, and Kat, petite, adorable Kat, was
a wrestler. "Princess Talana. Is that your professional
name?"

"Uh-huh. I'm the noble Indian maiden. That bit."

Erica sighed and opened her folder. "I wrote down
everything we learned from the lawyer this morning,
and I had copies made of all the documents."

"My word, you're efficient," Tess said with admiration.

"I'm the old-maid businesswoman in this trio. Fits
my image." She riffled through the papers and handed
them out. "Copies of our land plot, of Dove Gallatin's
will, and of the personal data we were told about. I'll
read that aloud, and you guys tell me if I made any
mistakes."

Erica snapped the paper and cleared her throat. "We
share the same great-great-grandparents, Justis and
Katherine Gallatin; their sons were our great-grand-
fathers. Mine was Ross Gallatin, whom I know nothing
about; Kat's was Holt Gallatin—"

"The bank robber," Kat noted proudly.

"And Tess's was Silas Gallatin, who owned a ship-
ping business in San Francisco."

"That's all I know about him," Tess interjected.

Erica nodded. "We were all born on the same day,
September 27, but in different years. Kat is twenty-
eight, divorced, and lives in Miami; Tess is twenty-six,
widowed, and lives in Long Beach, California; and yours
truly is an ancient thirty-three, never been married,



and lives in Washington, D.C., where she builds yuppie
houses."

"That last one sounds interesting," Tess noted. "Tell
us more."

Erica smiled ruefully. "My branch of the Gallatin
family left the reservation decades ago and turned into
plain old Anglo-Saxons. The most exciting thing we've
ever done is vote Independent and refuse to wear white
gloves at garden parties."

"Better than growing up in the circus," Kat interjected.
"And spending your life on the road. I envy you."

"I envy you. And Tess. Tess lives on a sailboat."

"We each envy the other,” Tess remarked. "I think
it's lovely that we feel so close even though we've just
met."

Erica looked at her cousins affectionately. "It's the
Indian blood. It's a bond."

"Whoo, she's being mystical,” Kat said teasingly.

Tess smiled. "Perhaps we'll all feel that way once we
investigate our branches of the Gallatin family."

Erica pulled a heavy gold medallion from a pocket of
her skirt. "Which brings us to these." Tess and Kat
produced their own medallions, each covered with a
winding circle of Cherokee symbols on both sides. "Why
did Dove Gallatin leave two hundred acres of Gold Ridge
land to three relatives she'd never met? And why did
she specify which of us gets each medallion?"

"They have different symbols," Tess noted.

Kat lovingly caressed her medallion. "Do you think
our great-great-grandparents made these? Maybe the
gold came from the land here."

"It was Katherine Gallatin's land. Cherokee land,"
Tess said. "She made certain it would always stay in
the family. I believe the gold did come from here."

Erica felt a heaviness in her chest as she thought of
the magnificent valley and forests the lawyer had shown
them. "Which brings us to the next point. We'd be
smart to lease the land to Tri-State Mining."

"I need the money, but I hate to think what they'd do
to the land," Kat murmured.



"It's beautiful,” Tess agreed. "I know we should be
practical, but..."

"I've been practical all my life." Erica looked at her
cousins solemnly. "In this case I hate to be practical."
They nodded. "So before we make a decision about the
land, we go back to our respective homes and see what
we can learn about our Gallatin history. Still agreed on
that point?"

"Yes, most certainly," Tess said.

"You bet," Kat chimed in.

They placed their medallions on the table and stud-
ied them raptly. Each was punched with a hole, so
that it could be hung on a necklace, and each bore at
least a century's worth of nicks and rubbed spots. They
had been well loved and much worn.

Erica tingled inside with the mystery of it all. She
spread her hands over the medallions and traded de-
termined looks with her newfound cousins. "These me-
dallions mean something," she told them softly. "And
we have to find out what it is."

A blur of movement made the three of them turn
toward the window. A bluebird perched in the dogwood
tree, singing as if with approval.

What the hell was he doing there? And what differ-
ence did it make?

James Tall Wolf leaned against a wall outside the
opulent banquet room, one expensively loafered foot
crossed over the other, big-knuckled hands shoved in
the pockets of custom-tailored trousers, an unlit cigar
clenched between his teeth.

He asked himself the same questions every time
he spoke, at one of these shindigs, and lately it had
been at least once a month. Was he just a curiosity,
or did these business types really listen? How could
he make them listen? Should he just tell them to go
suck a totem pole, that Indians didn't need their smug
patronage?



"Mr. Tall Wolf! I've been looking for you!"

James glanced down the hall. The little blonde was so
close that he could see her eyelashes flutter invitingly.
Her gaze lingered on his face as if she'd never seen
such fascinating features. He straightened and put his
cigar in his shirt pocket.

"Mr. Tall Wolf," she said sweetly, and held out a
hand. "Let me show you to your table. I'm Lisa, the
publicity coordinator for the developers' association.
We're so glad to have you as a speaker. You're such a
credit to your people."

James smiled at her, shook hands, and felt her fore-
fingers stroke his palm. Credit to your people. Okay,
he wouldn't tell her how insulting that line was. He'd
learned long ago that there was no tactful way to ex-
plain without coming across as arrogant and oversen-
sitive, neither of which did the tribe's image any good.

"Why, thank you," he said drolly. "It's not true that
the only good Indian is a dead Indian."

She laughed. "Oh, it's so nice to see that you have a
sense of humor about yourself." She caressed his arm
through the sleeves of his dark jacket as they walked
into the ballroom of the hotel. "Do you get back to D.C.
often, these days?"

"Every few months. I've got some real-estate invest-
ments here."

"I'm a big Redskins fan."

In more way than one, James thought wryly. "Thank
you."

"I was sorry when you retired."

"I was too. But I like to walk without limping."

"You look very healthy. Very." She led him between
banquet tables that were quickly filling with members
of the developers' association. "Do you ever see your old
teammates?"

"Occasionally. I've been away from pro ball for three
years, though."

"Which reservation do you live on? The one in Okla-
homa or in North Carolina?"



"Neither. I've got a little piece ofland in Virginia."

She looked surprised. "But I thought—"

"That all Indians lived on reservations." He smiled
wickedly. "I'm a renegade."

"Yum. I'd love to see your teepee some time."

"It's not called a teepee. And it's not much to see.”

"I'm free this weekend."

"Sorry. I've already accepted an invitation to a scalp-
ing party."

"You like blond hair?" She pulled a strand of hers
over one eye and winked at him. "Think of the deli-
cious contrasts we could make."

"I'm color-blind."

She laughed playfully. "Hair color isn't Important from
the waist down."

They reached the table on the dais and stopped.
James shook her hand in farewell. Again he felt the
slow, intimate movement of her fingertip in his palm.
He sighed. "Lisa, I only sleep with Indian women."

She jabbed him with her nail. "You're kidding!"

"Nope. There's only so much of me to go around. I
have to serve my people every chance I get."

She studied his slitted eyes, frowned, and suddenly
seemed grateful to introduce him to the association's
president, so that she could end her responsibilities.

James sat down next to the president and distractedly
exchanged greetings with him and the other men at
the head table. His thoughts churned. Once upon a
time he would have encouraged the blonde's attention
and heartily enjoyed the result.

Now he understood that he was an exotic pet to
many women; through him they could fulfill some harm-
less Wild West fantasies about Indians, he guessed. He
was good at giving them what they wanted, but he
didn't get enough in return anymore.

I'm getting old and cranky, he told himself as he
ate his salad. His bad knee ached more often than it
used to, and he missed his family down in North Caro-
lina more than ever. He hadn't been home in four



years, and, homesick as he was now, still he remem-
bered funerals and bitterness.

"The ugly ones always make trouble."

"You think she's ugly?"

"She's six feet tall, for cryin' out loud! Women that
big are always insecure. They don't feel feminine, so
they end up trying to dominate men."

James forgot his brooding and listened curiously as
his dinner partners continued to whisper among
themselves.

"You don't know Ricky, or you wouldn't say that."

The heavyset man to James's left snorted derisively.
"The broad stole that award from me last year."

"Stole it? Hell. She earned that construction award."

"Well, she sure didn't sleep with anybody to get it.
Not unless one of the judges liked big-mouthed, skinny
broads."

Intrigued, James looked around for the troublesome
Ricky.

"Excuse me. Thank you. Sorry I'm late." The tall
woman slipped awkwardly between nearby tables, bump-
ing people with a scuffed brown briefcase.

She was gawky in an endearing sort of way; not
clumsy, exactly, but all arms and legs, in a blue skirt and
jacket that were too plain and a little too big. Her wavy,
shoulder-length chestnut hair was laughably dishev-
eled, but it reflected the overhead lights in glossy cop-
pers and golds that held James's rapt gaze.

No one would ever call this woman pretty, not in the
soft, rounded way of most women, but no man in his
right mind would call that combination of statuesque
body, glorious hair, and beautifully chiseled face ugly.

She drew glances from many in the nearly all-male
crowd, and the red dots on her cheeks told James that
she was painfully uncomfortable with the attention.
She scooted into a chair at a table right in front and
sat there with rigid dignity. He could see her profile,
and in it he read careful reserve. She was a successful
woman in a profession dominated by men from the



highest management to the lowest laborer, and she
probably knew that she was an easy target for jealousy.

James studied the tentative, tight smile she offered
her table mates. She was aware that her entrance had
elicited everything from compliments to contempt. She
was definitely an outsider.

You and me both, doll, James told her silently. A
tingling sense of arousal came over him, a sudden
affection and protectiveness. His body's response didn't
surprise him, but the sentimentality did. He kept watch-
ing her in the hope she would look in his direction.

The man who'd defended her at James's table turned
around and called, "Hey, Ricky, leave the killer brief-
case at the office next time."

She swiveled, looked relieved to see a friendly face,
and patted the bulky leather rectangle by her ankles. "I
was out at a site, and my truck died. I took a cab. And I
have to go back to the office after dinner."

"All work and no play, Ricky," he said teasingly.

The heavyset man snickered. "She's not exactly a
plaything. I'd rather make it with a construction crane."

"You know," James told him in a soft, pleasant tone,
"one of the most distinguishing things about Cherokee
culture has always been its respect for women. Chero-
kee women could fight in battle and hold positions of
power on the councils. And the family structure was a
matriarchy. When a man married, he became part of
his wife's clan. My name, for example. Tall Wolf. That
originated with my female ancestors in the wolf clan.”

"That's why our soldiers were able to kick the Indi-
ans' butts." The man slapped his thigh and guffawed.
"The squaws were in charge while the braves lay
around.”

A waiter placed a thick steak in front of James.
James studied it for a moment, wondering idly how it
would look flattened on his table mate's face. "Former
Redskin wallops jackass with beef. Details at eleven."
No, it would play too big in the media.

"Some of us don't use those terms," James explained



patiently. "Squaw, brave, buck, papoose—they're con-
sidered demeaning stereotypes. They're descriptions
white people created. They keep us out of the main-
stream. "

"Don't tell me you people are into all that conscious-
ness raising, affirmative-action stuff. You're a busi-
nessman, just like me. You know that all this minority
bellyaching is ruining us."

James's frayed patience dissolved in one blistering
second of anger. The depth of that anger startled him,
but he knew he had nothing to fear from it. In the old
days, when he was out of control, he would have thrown
a plateful of steak in the man's face, and probably his
fist, too.

He glanced up and saw the skinny redhead gazing at
him anxiously. The look in her eyes was so worried
that he stared back at her, shocked that a stranger had
deciphered his mood.

James was a master at returning flirtations, but this
was no flirtation. This was compassion. He lost himself
in her soulful green eyes.

"What about that issue, James?" the obnoxious ques-
tioner asked. "Are you people big on federal handout
programs?"

James turned slowly to the man. "We're big on any-
thing that helps us keep what's left of our land and
culture." He tossed his napkin on the table and told
the association president, "Come get me when you
need me. I'll be in the hall."

He stood and walked out of the room. Even in his
anger it seemed to James that he could feel the red-
head's eyes on him as he left.

There had to be a bond between people with Chero-
kee blood, Erica thought. Why else would James Tall
Wolf have returned her gaze so intensely and with such
gratitude?

She could barely eat. Where had he gone? What had



that jerk, Harold Brumby, said to him? Harold a hulk-
ing Archie Bunker type, as sensitive as a log, was
constantly in trouble with some union or other.

James Tall Wolf. The moment she'd learned that he
was the guest speaker at the association's spring meet-
ing she'd rearranged her schedule so she could attend.
For years she'd heard of the Cherokee Indian who played
defense for the Washington Redskins.

The press always made a big joke out of the coin-
cidence—an Indian Redskin—but, not being a football
fan, she'd never paid much attention. And after all,
James Tall Wolf had left professional football three years
ago, owing to a knee problem.

From now on, she'd pay attention.

She tuned in to the conversation at her table.

"He's off the juice, you can tell. I bet he's dropped
thirty pounds since he retired."

"You know that stuff turns 'em into monsters. It
makes 'em big and mean."

"Wolfman was one of the meanest. I swear, I think
his own teammates were afraid of him sometimes. But
he was great."

"The coaches like that, when the guys are half crazy.
It's a big macho thing. Everybody thought it was funny
when the Wolfman used to tear up benches with his
bare hands."

The men chuckled among themselves. Erica sat there
feeling a little stunned. "What's juice?" she asked.
"Alcohol?"

"Steroids," one of the men explained. "Growth hor-
mones." He growled comically. "Testosterone."

"Ah." James Tall Wolf didn't look as though he needed
any extra of that. "Aren't steroids dangerous?"

"Sure. But a lot of the guys in pro football take them.
Makes 'em play better."

"Defensive linemen are animals anyway," someone
added. "Gorillas in helmets."

Erica poked nervously at her food. She'd made eye
contact with a dangerous man, then. Funny, he'd looked



gentle. There was something exciting about being no-
ticed by a man who tore up benches with his bare
hands.

She waited anxiously for him to come back into the
room,; finally, during dessert, he did. Erica had hoped
to study every fascinating detail of him, but as soon as
he appeared his gaze went straight to hers.

She clutched the napkin in her lap. What had she
done to deserve this scrutiny? She knew how to deal
with brawny, aggressive men—over the years she'd
turned a few obnoxious construction workers into little
piles of chewed hide—but she didn't want anyone nick-
named Wolfman mad at her. Frowning, she turned her
attention to a piece of runny lime pie and ate as if it
were delicious.

But every time she glanced up, he was still watching
her. Her stomach twisted. She knew she'd made a
gawky entrance. That must be it—Harold Brumby had
probably made fun of her, as she knew he'd done fre-
quently since she'd won the construction award away
from him.

Perhaps Harold had told some disgusting lie, and it
had made James Tall Wolf find her fascinating, like a
bizarre story in a grocery-store tabloid.

"Martians Disguised as Female Housebuilders. Two-
Headed Hammers Discovered!"

She made certain her pie lasted until the associa-
tion's president got up and welcomed James as the
guest speaker. Erica kept her attention on the last
crumbs as she listened carefully to the introduction.
Honors and awards as a star player for North Carolina
State—the Wolfman had played for the N.C. State
Wolfpack (hah-hah)—then many more as a defensive
lineman for the Redskins (hah-hah); and now James
Tall Wolf was a successful entrepreneur, with varied
investments in real estate.

And to top it all off, as the president pointed out,
James was a full-blooded Cherokee, who devoted much
of his spare time to telling his inspirational story to



groups all over the country. He was a splendid example
of the American Indian's progress.

Erica winced. The president implied that Indian cul-
ture was backward, though she was certain the man
hadn't intended any insult. How did James put up
with such misguided, patronizing attitudes?

Give 'em hell, Tall Wolf, she thought proudly. As
everyone applauded. Erica lifted her gaze to the po-
dium and clapped vigorously.

The Wolfman was looking directly at her.

Erica's hands hesitated in midair. She felt like hid-
ing her face from his persistent scrutiny, and her silli-
ness horrified her.

She could do nothing but gaze back at him and wait
to see what he'd do next. What he did was start talking
in a deep, melodic voice faintly touched by a southern
drawl; a voice so rich that it made her think of chocolate.

Finally he drew his gaze away from her to look at his
audience. Erica sagged as if a puppeteer had let go of
her strings.

Tall Wolf was perfection molded from bronze, his
hair the color of sable, his eyes like dark mahogany.
His features were classic—the high cheekbones, deep-
set eyes, wide mouth, and blunt nose of a beautiful
American original. Lord, get those male models off the
cover, of Indian romances, put this man in their place,
and sales would go sky-high.

Much like her pulse rate.

He had to be six-feet-four, at least, and his postfootball
body was big but lean. He knew how to dress and
obviously had the money to dress well; he wore a black
sports coat, blue-gray pants, a crisp white shirt with a
broadly spaced blue stripe, and a blue tie. A thick gold
watch gleamed on his wrist.

"I took my grandfather to New York," he was telling
the audience, "and we stood on Fifth Avenue during
rush hour. We watched all the people for a while, and
finally Grandfather turned to me and said, 'James, I
don't think they're leaving.' "



The joke brought warm laughter and a smattering of
applause. Erica felt a twinge of dismay. How could he
make fun of such a sad subject? His people had lost so
much over the years. She paused, thinking of the cou-
sins she'd met two days before. Our people, she cor-
rected herself, feeling proud.

"We Indians understand how tough it can be for you
to accept us," Tall Wolf continued. "A few years ago we
picketed the Bureau of Indian Affairs office, because we
wanted more of our people in executive positions in the
Bureau. An elderly lady walked up and gave us hell. 'If
you don't like it in this country,’ she said, 'why don't
you go back where you came from?' "

Again the audience chortled. Again Erica cringed.
What was James Tall Wolf, an Indian stand-up comic?

"We have a popular bumper sticker down on the
reservation," he was saying. "It reads, I'm glad Colum-
bus was looking for India instead of Turkey.' "

People guffawed and thumped the tables. Erica
drummed her fingers and tried not to bite her tongue.

"We've made a great living at being mascots and
advertising symbols," James told the audience. "Sports
writers love us. 'Washington Redskins Scalp Opponents.'
'Cleveland Indians Go on Warpath.' Folks, we do take
time out to pose in front of cigar stores, you know."

Erica couldn't stand it. He might come down from
the podium and scalp her in revenge, but she had to
say something. She stood up quickly. "Mr. Tall Wolf,
could you tell us a little about some of the fine Indian
leaders the Cherokees have had? Men like Sequoyah,
who invented the Cherokee syllabary, and John Ross,
who sued the federal government in an attempt to save
the southern homelands?"

An awkward silence settled in the room. He stared at
her for only a second. Then, an exasperated look on his
face, he shot back, "I think you just told us."

Erica gritted her teeth as the audience chuckled at
his quick reply. She didn't want to annoy him; she
wanted to help. She kept her tone pleasant and sin-



cere. "Do you feel that humor is an effective weapon
against prejudice? Are the Cherokee people able to laugh
about their problems the way you can?"

He bristled. "I'm not laughing at these problems."

"As their spokesman—"

"I'm just a businessman who happens to be Chero-
kee. I'm not the tribe's official representative."

"But you're treated that way. Is it a burden? Do you
resent it?"

"This is a surprise,” he said with a strained smile.
"When I got here tonight I didn't notice the cameras
from Sixty Minutes." Everyone laughed. "And you don't
look like Mike Wallace."

Harold Brumby lolled back in his chair and said in a
stage whisper, "Mike wears better suits."

No one dared laugh at that, but there were a lot of
satisfied smiles. Erica felt a dull, sinking feeling at the
center of her dignity, but she grinned cheerfully at
Harold. "And Mike's a lot shorter."

Now the laughter was on her side. She glanced
toward the podium and was surprised to see James Tall
Wolf eyeing Harold with disgust. Slowly James swiveled
his gaze to her.

"When you make people laugh with you about a prob-
lem, you gain their attention and respect,” he told her.
"I think you just proved that."

"Ah. Yes." She sat down, undone more by his subtle
compliment than she would ever be by Harold's less-
than-subtle insults.

He continued with his speech, but now he cast wary
looks at her each time the audience laughed. Erica
forced herself to smile and nod, but questions kept
sticking in her throat. He wasn't addressing the issues.

At an opportune moment she vaulted to her feet.
"Mr. Tall Wolf. Excuse me again."

The cuff of her jacket caught a spoon and sent it
clattering loudly into her neighbor's coffee cup, splash-
ing him. Erica grabbed the spoon and thunked it back
into place, her face hot. This is the closest I'll ever



come to being a redskin, she thought with silent
humiliation.

"In the old days we named people according to their
personalities," James Tall Wolf said in just the right
tone of patronizing amusement. "I think Il call you
She-Who-Makes-Noise." He paused. "Okay, Noise, what
is it now?"

Erica cleared her throat and waited for the chuckles
to end. Damn him, he knew how to work a crowd. "Mr.
Tall Wolf, what are you and other prominent Chero-
kees doing to solve the economic and social problems
facing the tribe today? What are you doing about poor
housing, unemployment, lack of adequate educational
opportunities, and the disintegration of traditional Cher-
okee culture? Besides telling jokes, that is."

The lethal tightening of his facial muscles warned
that she'd finally gone too far. Erica stared up at him
stoically. The issues were too important to ignore.

He smiled, flashing white teeth at her in a predatory
way that iced her blood. "I don't waste my time trying
to answer complicated questions in a twenty-minute
speech after dinner."

"Why? Do you feel that most whites really aren't
interested in the plight of Indians today?"

He went very still, his bench-breaking hands clenched
on the sides of the podium, his dark eyes holding hers
with a look that made her knees weak. He seemed to be
fighting some monumental decision. Whatever chord
she'd touched, it was a deep one.

"Yes," he said softly.

She tilted her head. "Pardon me?"

He lifted his chin and said in a loud, firm voice,
"Yes. I frankly don't think most of you give a damn."

That blunt remark sent a ripple of shock through the
audience. Erica gazed breathlessly at James Tall Wolf,
mesmerized by the challenge and the fury in his eyes,
even though they were directed at her.

"Could you elaborate?" she asked.

"Hell, yes." And he did so nonstop for the next ten



minutes, his voice reaching through the ballroom like
a dark whip. Erica sat down limply in her chair and
watched him in awe. She sensed the crowd's electric
response, and when she glanced at the faces around
her she knew that whether they liked or disliked James
Tall Wolf, they'd never forget him.

Neither would she.

He finished abruptly, shot her a cold look that brought
her back to reality, and told the audience good night.
He strode out of the ballroom without looking back,
leaving a patchwork quilt of approval and disdain; areas
of bright applause bordered by gray silence.

Erica barely heard the president's closing remarks.
When everyone stood to leave she fumbled distractedly
for her purse and briefcase. She felt empty, depressed;
the night suddenly seemed bleak without the vibrant
pull of James Tall Wolf's gaze. He disliked her, and she'd
probably never see him again.

All right, she'd let him cool off for a few days, and
then she'd get his phone number from the associa-
tion's secretary and give him a call. She'd explain
that she was part Cherokee and had only wanted to
express a sincere interest in the tribe.

Getting wearily to her feet, she tucked her briefcase
under one arm and endured silent frowns from the
departing crowd. A few were not so silent.

"Thanks for insulting a guest speaker."

"Didn't know you were so interested in Indians."

"You broads never know when to shut your mouths."

To that remark she replied, "Blow it out your chim-
ney, Harold."

She escaped to a rest room, where she gaped first at
her ashen face, then at the disheveled state of her hair.
Her dark blue skirt was twisted, and she'd forgotten to
pull the jacket lapel over a small mud stain on her
blouse.

Damn, she didn't care about her looks ordinarily;
she'd never been able to compete with her mother or
half sisters on that basis, so she'd stopped paying at-
tention long ago.



1

"I love you," she told the chestnut-haired Amazon in
the mirror, "but you must have looked homely as hell
to the Wolfman."

The Wolfman. An appropriate nickname, even if he
wasn't hairy.

The hotel hallway was deserted by the time she fin-
ished straightening herself up and headed for an eleva-
tor. Even the elevator was empty. Good.

Erica put her briefcase down, leaned gratefully against
the cool, paneled wall of the elevator, and reached for
the ground-floor button.

Her fingers bumped into a big, brawny hand the
color of light copper. Erica jerked her hand back and
gazed up into James Tall Wolf's dark eyes. Angry, watch-
ful eyes.

It was true. Indians could track their prey silently.

He stepped into the elevator and hit the top-floor
button. His intense, unwavering gaze never left hers as
the door slid shut, closing them in together for a long
ride up.

He planted both hands on the wall, trapping her
between his arms. Erica gasped. He leaned forward, a
muscle throbbing in his jaw, and said grimly, "I've
been waiting for you."



Two

"I wasn't trying to antagonize you."

"The hell you weren't." He leaned closer, his breath
hot on her face.

Erica inhaled good cologne and a faint trace of rich
cigar smoke; to her it was the essence of threatening
masculinity. His hair was blue-black under the elevator
lights, and his eyes were so dark that the pupils seemed
to merge with their backgrounds.

"I don't need lectures from a knee-jerk liberal"—he
spoke between gritted teeth—"who hasn't got one
friggin' idea what it's like to be Indian."

"I have an imagination."

He whacked the wall by her head, and she jumped.
"Then imagine this, doll. You're making a speech to a
roomful of people. The last thing you need is a heckler.
Most of the people in the audience already figure that
because you're an Indian you're screwed up. You're a
drunk, or on drugs, or you're lazy, or stupid, or you got
where you are because of government handouts."

"You're wrong. A lot of people aren't narrow-minded."

"The other extreme can be just as bad." He bit each
word off viciously. "They're hung up on the 'noble sav-
age' stuff, and the last thing they want to hear is that
we've got problems just like everyone else."

"I understand why you think the worst, but don't



misjudge me."” Erica shivered slightly. Again she told
herself that she knew how to deal with threatening
men.

But not when she was alone with one of them in an
elevator headed for the moon.

His deep-set eyes caught her tremor. They narrowed
accusingly. "Are you afraid of me?"

Yes was not a smart answer, so she didn't say it. But
it caught in her throat, and he saw it in her face. He
cursed softly.

"I'd be afraid of you whether you were an Indian or
not," she assured him. "I have equal-opportunity fear."

His tone was sardonic. "Injun no hurt paleface."

"Say that without growling and I might believe it."

"Dammit, what did you want from me tonight?"

She hugged herself and glanced at the passing floor
numbers. "Nothing." They reached the top level and
stopped. "Top floor," she quipped in a mechanical voice.
"Sporting goods, appliances, amnesty for women with
good intentions."

Without taking his eyes off her he reached over and
hit the lobby button. She made a soft protesting sound
as the elevator began to move downward.

"Women with good intentions," he echoed in a sar-
castic tone. "Oh, hell, now I get it. The questions were
just a come-on, a little bit more dignified than most.
Congratulations. Your intentions got my attention."

Erica stared at him in astonishment. "No."

"Next time just shake that skinny behind at me in-
stead. I'd give it a second look."

"You're mistaken. I'm not interested in jocks with
egos bigger than their—"

"Oh, come off it."

His arms scooped around her, and he pressed her to
the wall. Erica yelped just as his mouth sank onto hers
with angry force, twisting, taking, proving a point. He
stabbed his tongue between her lips and ran his hands
over her rump, squeezing hard.

She stood on tiptoe, trying to escape, but her foot



slipped out of its blue pump and she lost her balance.
Half-hanging off the floor with her fanny cupped in his
hands, she squirmed against him and tried to shut her
mouth.

He chuckled and reached one hand up to cup her
jaw, the pressure not forcing her mouth to remain
open but rather encouraging it not to close. He finally
let go of her rump entirely, but that hand went straight
to the front of her jacket, pushed the floppy blue mate-
rial aside, and closed on one of her breasts with a
gentleness that confused her.

Erica grabbed the lapels of his jacket, her hands
fiercely twisting the material, but when his big, blunt-
tipped fingers made her nipple swell even through a
blouse and bra she didn't push him away. She simply
held on for dear life.

Erica told herself that everything had happened so
fast, she didn't have time to be rational. The fact that
his touch was much more passionate than angry had a
disastrous effect on her resistance.

"Hmmm," he said from deep in his throat.

"Hmmm," she responded hesitantly.

Then he willed her tongue into his mouth and at-
tacked it as if it were a melting Popsicle.

Big Red Riding Hood was definitely about to be eaten
by the wolf—and it amazed her that she didn't want to
run away. Why? What was wrong with her? She was
vibrating with blind, desperate excitement, and he knew
it. Dammit, he knew it, and she was beyond caring
that he knew.

Erica gave up and wound her arms around his shoul-
ders. The shifting of her body brought her closer to
him, and he flexed slightly, nudging her belly with a
hard ridge.

James Tall Wolf pulled his mouth away from hers
just enough to talk. "Your intentions are even better
than I expected," he said hoarsely.

He frowned at her, his expression not so much angry
as it was surprised. A painful realization cut into Er-



ica. He hadn't expected her reaction or his own. He
was shocked to find her desirable.

Wounded and embarrassed, she shoved him away.
He stepped back tensely, watching her with a troubled
awareness that made him look fierce. "Yeah, there's
plenty under that blouse besides a bleeding heart." His
voice was gruff.

She gagged against the wall, one shoe off, her blouse
half out of her skirt, her mouth feeling so hot and
swollen that she lifted a hand to it. "Touch me again
and Ill kick an extra point right between your goal
posts."

The elevator reached the ground floor, and the doors
opened. A sweet-looking elderly couple stood there in
the hotel lobby, holding hands. "Oh, my," the woman
said pertly, peering in at Erica's disarray.

"Sorry. Excuse us." Erica pushed the button that
closed the door. "No!"

But James Tall Wolf had already pushed the button
for the top floor again. She gave him a lethal look. They
were both breathing too fast. "If you wanted revenge,
you got it."

He gazed down at her sternly, his arms crossed and
his long legs braced apart. "Ajackass at my table called
you ugly. Are you?"

The question was so bizarre that she sputtered,
"N-no!"

"Then get rid of that awful suit and buy something
that fits. And pull your hair up so your face shows.
And when men look at you, don't hang your head like
some sort of wimpy old maid."

His words hit her in the solar plexus, but she drew
her chin up and glared at him. "I don't know who you
were looking at, but it wasn't me. You've got more
money and power and reason for happiness than most
people ever do, but all you can do is whine about being
misunderstood because you're an Indian and then in-
sult me with your stupid-Jock notion that any woman
who's nice to you wants to crawl into your bed."



She tucked in her shirt and quickly jammed her foot
back in the lost pump. "I wanted to be your friend."

"So you stood up and made fun of me in front of
people."

"I honestly didn't mean to." Her shoulders slumped.
She was so addled at that moment that all she could
think about was the feel of his mouth on hers and the
damp heat he'd created between her thighs. She shook
her head at him wearily. "Thanks for the education,
Mr. Tall Wolf. You've taken care of any mistaken ideas I
had about Indians. I guess I did think that you'd be
more noble than the average sports-celebrity-turned-
businessman. But you're just a spoiled jock."

He dismissed her with a fierce wave of one hand.
"Fine. I'm not used to desperate, frumpy women who
don't have the courage to ask outright for what they
want."

Frumpy. Erica could stand most insults, but having
this man make fun of her looks was too painful. "Take
steroids again," she told him. "They couldn't make you
any nastier than you are now."

His eyes flared. "Doll, if I were still on the macho
juice you'd have gotten a lot more of your wishes
fulfilled."

The elevator bumped to a stop. She grabbed her
briefcase and started toward the door, not caring which
floor they were on. He blocked her with one long arm.
Erica nearly stumbled, trying to avoid contact with
him.

"This is my floor," he told her in a low, challenging
tone. "I don't think you want to get off here."

"No. I definitely don't."

He smiled wickedly. "Be honest. I might grant you a
favor."

"I've never tried a one-night stand before, and I'd
prefer to wait for a friendlier offer."

"You sound like you spend a lot of time waiting for
any offer."

"And I doubt you have enough morals to turn down
any offer. Good night. Rabid Wolf."



"She-Who-Makes-Noise, you're a hard woman to
please." He chuckled harshly and walked away without
looking back.

Goose bumps rose on her flesh. She felt Swift
Arrow's obsidian eyes watching her as she washed
her legs in the stream. Suddenly he moved toward
her, his skinning knife in one hand.

Marybelle shrank back, frightened by the power
in his muscular, half-naked body. He grabbed the
neck of her gingham dress and gracefully slit the
bodice to her waist.

"Indian women wear only a skirt. You are an
Indian woman now, my woman. Those white clothes
offend me."

Marybelle tried to cover her breasts with the halves
of her slashed dress. His eyes began to burn with a
primitive urgency as he studied her flushed skin,

"Don't fear, little one," he said with surprising
gentleness. "I won't take you until you want me."

She gathered her courage. "Never. This slave won't
love her master."

He grabbed her bodice and jerked it down her
shoulders. "I will teach you different.”

Marybelle gasped as he pushed her back on the
soft grass and—

"Ricky, your mother's on the phone."

Erica fumbled with the book and dropped it, quickly
kicked it under her desk, and snapped to attention.
"Thanks, Marie. Got it. Right. Is my lunch here yet?
Have you typed that contract to send to George Gib-
son? Where's my new box of floppy discs?"

Marie Stewart, never one to take employer-employee
relationships seriously, frowned at her like a scolding
nanny. "Are you all right?" The office manager glanced
at an air-conditioner vent on a wall painted functional
brown. "Too hot?"



"No. Why?"

"You're edgy, and you were fanning yourself a second
ago."

"Too much coffee." Too much James Tall Wolf, Er-
ica added silently. Too much thinking about the night
before. Too much of that lust-in-the-teepee novel she'd
bought on the way to work that morning.

"Your mother. Line two."

Erica slapped the phone to one ear. "Hello?"

Patricia Gallatin Monroe said what she always said
when she called. "This is the Boston mother phoning
her Washington runaway.” In eight years the words
had rarely varied. "I received your message."

"Hi. Your secretary said you were out of town. Some-
thing about catering a party for the Kennedys. Again?"

"Hmmm. They adore my people. I have the best pastry
chef in Boston."

"Mother, I'm proud of you."

"I know. I did a marvelous job, as usual. Ask Lucianne.
Your sister is still trying to steal my clients."

Erica sighed. Her mother's household ran on pride,
propriety, and vigorous competition, even among fam-
ily members. Erica's half sisters, Lucianne and Noelle,
thrived on the system. It was either compete or get out.
Erica had gotten out.

Erica the rebel. She looked down at her navy blue
tailored dress. Little pieces of lint clung to it. Some
rebel.

"I flew down to Georgia, day before yesterday, and
met my Gallatin cousins."

There was dead silence on the Boston end of the
phone. Finally her mother said, "I asked you not to."

"I'm going to study Dad's family. I want to know
about them."

"Your father was white."

"One-eighth Cherokee."

"Why do you care, after all these years? You never
cared before."

Erica rubbed her forehead wearily. "I never knew any-



thing about the Gallatins because you refused to dis-
cuss them."

"You were so little when your father died in the acci-
dent. After I remarried I thought you wanted to feel like
a Monroe."

"Not so little—seven years old. I never forgot Dad."
That was an understatement. She still had all his Navy
aviation insignia in her jewelry box.

Marie buzzed her on the intercom. "Boss, T.K. is on
line one."

"Mother, I have to go. I just wanted you to know that
my cousins are wonderful people. You'd like them. Bye."

Her head throbbing with tension, Erica punched the
other line. "Are we on for tonight?"

A sinister, chuckling male voice came back. "The
Nemesis Gang sallies forth again. Bring your hammer."

James stepped out of a cab on Sixteenth Street and
gazed distractedly toward the White House, a few blocks
away. The structure always looked majestic, sitting there
at the end of one of the most important streets in the
world—or at the beginning of it, if you were an opti-
mist. James wasn't.

In the lunch crowd bustling along a tree-shaded side-
walk he caught a glimpse of shimmering reddish-brown
hair, and his heart beat faster as he craned his head
for a better look. She-Who-Makes-Noise?

He held his breath in anticipation until he realized
that the redheaded woman was too short and stocky to
be his redhead. His redhead. He looked away, grimac-
ing. It was bad enough that he'd dreamed about her the
night before, and that morning had considered calling
the developers' association to get her name and phone
number.

The last thing he needed was to tangle again with a
cranky loner who liked to cause trouble. After a second
he realized that he'd just described himself.

"Five bucks," the cab driver said impatiently.



James paid the driver quickly. "There you go."

"You Indian?"

"Yes."

"I've driven a lot of foreigners around, but you're my
first Indian. That Gandhi fellow still in charge?"

James gazed at the driver solemnly. "Yeah. We reelected
him head chief last month."

"Oh. That's nice."

James draped a rain slicker over one shoulder and
jogged up the steps of a sleek granite office building.
For a second he regretted wearing jeans and a white
pullover among the sharply dressed office crowd eating
lunch in the spring sunshine. He drew more than the
usual number of curious gazes.

"Go, 'Skins," a young man yelled. "Hrya, Tall Wolf!"

James grinned and waved at the fan. Part of him
liked the attention—he still got a kick out of signing
autographs and talking to fans—but he also knew that
their respect was tainted with morbid curiosity. They
expected him to be outlandish and frightening.

He couldn't complain too much, because back in his
playing days that was precisely what he'd taught them
to expect.

Now he just wanted to be left in peace, and he wanted
to go home to the graceful old mountains of North
Carolina, where he wouldn't be so different, among his
own people. That was where he'd go one day, that was
where he'd stay, and that was where he'd find a woman
who would help him forget about skinny redheads who
made too much noise.

"We're goin' on a raid, my man," Stephen said in his
thick Texas drawl as he tossed a basketball at a hoop
on his expensively decorated office wall. Beside the
hoop hung the annual Sports Illustrated swimsuit cal-
endar. Stephen Murray, real-estate tycoon, good friend,
and lady-killer, was the most laid-back businessman
ever put in pinstripes.



James eyed his partner warily. "Like the time you left
me in the girls' dorm with thirty pairs of panties stuffed
under my shirt?"

"Hah. We're gonna trap us some carpenter ants of
the human variety. And we're gonna put their carpenter-
ant butts in the D.C. pokey."

James propped his feet on Stephen's custom-made
teakwood desk and sipped a glass of brandy. "Does
this have anything to do with the property downtown?"

"Our lovely block of vacant lot, yessir. I got me a tip
from an inside source. Gonna have a carpenter-ant
problem there tonight."

"Same kind as before?"

"Ants named Nemesis. Yessir."

James frowned into his glass. Nemesis was a coali-
tion of architecture students who sneaked onto down-
town property to build huts for homeless people. They
had a slick game plan; in twenty minutes they could
erect a cozy ten-by-ten hut complete with window and
door.

The huts gave shelter and security to the saddest of
the homeless cases—chronic outcasts who'd fallen
through the cracks of the system—and Nemesis thumbed
its collective nose at that system for being so heartless.
He'd approved of the gang's tactics as long as it built
huts on public property, but when the members grew
bold about trespassing on private lots he lost sympathy.

"What's the deal tonight?" he asked.

Stephen chortled. "Gonna hide and wait, pal. Got me
some private security boys lined up. I'm goin' along for
the excitement. Thought you'd like to come too."

"What the hell. Sure."

James downed his brandy. What the hell. He had a
limited amount of sympathy to go around, and he saved
it for his own kind.

The first hut went up without incident. Twenty well-
coordinated gang members, wearing dark clothes and



ski masks, hammered and sawed, and christened the
tiny dwelling with their victory cry, "Home, Sweet Home!"

Erica tugged at her hot, itchy mask and almost de-
cided to pull it off—after all. Nemesis had been building
huts for a year now without ever being caught. It was
two AM, and this part of D.C. wasn't exactly hopping
with people.

But caution made her keep the mask in place, so she
wiped sweaty palms on the legs of her overalls, rolled
up the black sleeves of her work shirt, and helped hoist
a prebuilt base into place for the second hut.

Suddenly the group was flooded by blinding light.
"Do not move," a voice boomed over a speaker. "You
are trespassing on and defacing private property. The
police have been called. You are surrounded by security
guards from Stephen B. Murray Developers. Do not
move."

For a second there was tense stillness. Then T.K.
yelled, "Plan B!"

Everyone dropped everything and scattered wildly.
Erica raced into the darkness and dodged two uni-
formed guards of rather tubby proportions. Her heart
threatened to knock a dent in her chest.

Erica Alice Gallatin, fugitive. Oh, Lord. First the inci-
dent with James Tall Wolf, and now this. Her staid
self-image had undergone some bizarre changes in the
past two days.

"Get the tall guy!" someone yelled. "He's heading for
the street!"

Tall guy heading for the street? Erica faltered. They
were after her.

She quickly recouped and ran faster, glad that she'd
been a distance runner on the women's track team at
Georgia Tech. The way adrenaline was pouring into
her blood just then, she thought she'd come to a halt
somewhere around Vermont.

She hit the two-lane street and aimed for an alley on
the opposite side. If she were lucky it wouldn't be a
dead end.



But then she heard feet on the pavement behind her,
closing fast and taking long, fdrceful strides that made
the patter of her own feet sound childish.

Frantic, Erica zipped into the alley, jumped a low pile
of paint cans, and tripped on a soggy cardboard box.
Who had they sent after her—the Incredible Hulk? The
thing was right behind her, and suddenly it pounced.

She thought her back would break as two big hands
grabbed her waist. Smashing into another stack of
boxes, she fell on her stomach, with the thing on top of
her.

Her breath exploded in a pained yelp. Erica imagined
two popped balloons where her lungs had been; she
figured her breasts looked like fried eggs.

She couldn't move; she couldn't inhale; she gasped
like a beached fish as the thing rolled off of her and took
her wrists in an iron grip.

The thing had a voice. "Sorry it had to be this way,"
it said, breathing with disgusting ease. "I didn't want
to tackle you, but you've got a helluva stride. Get up on
your knees, kid, and puke if you need to."

She managed to get her knees under her and crouched
amidst the boxes, coughing. He—it—patted her shoul-
der. "Okay, kid?"

Erica nodded. The thing clamped a hand on the back
of her overalls and helped her up. Her ski mask was
askew, and she weakly tugged it back into place.

The thing snorted. "No need to keep the yarn face,
kid."

He was laughing at her, and she suddenly realized
that she had a lot more aggression in her Boston-bred
soul than she'd realized. Erica lifted her head and
croaked, "Kiss—"

The thing was James Tall Wolf.

She sat in a circle of her comrades, her arms locked
with theirs, bathed in the lights of the television crews
that had just arrived.



Erica's stomach felt like a knotted rope. Someone
had not only squealed on Nemesis to Stephen Murray
and associate—the victorious James Tall Wolf, who now
stood on the perimeter, watching nonchalantly—but
someone had also called the media. She suspected T.K.,
who was a known glory hound.

"Keep your masks on," T.K. called. "And go limp
when they try to carry you off the lot! It's an old protest
technique."

Erica peered out of her ski mask at Tall Wolf and was
extremely glad that he didn't know whom he'd cap-
tured so easily. Anger tore at her. A man with his
heritage ought to be sensitive to human suffering, yet
he just stood there heartlessly, his expression shuttered.

She heard shouts of anger and jerked her head to the
left. A tall, craggy-faced blond man in chinos and a
sports shirt was moving along the circle of gang mem-
bers, grinning merrily and pulling their masks off. He
jauntily tossed each mask over his shoulder.

"Lookee here," he drawled. "Carpenter ants. Lord
have mercy. Boys and girls. Right ugly bunch."

"Don't unlock your arms!" T.K. shouted. "Murray,
you're an SOB."

"Been called that so much, I had it embossed on my
checks."

Erica and her neighbors locked arms more tightly as
Murray continued removing ski masks. She glared at
James, whose troubled expression showed that he ei-
ther had indigestion or didn't like what his partner
was doing. Probably had indigestion.

"Whoo, here's a big ol' skinny ant," Murray said when
he got to her.

The humiliation was too much for Erica. She was
already a criminal, so she might as well go all the way,
she decided. When Stephen Murray grabbed her ski
mask, she kicked him in the shins with the hard-soled
heels of her work boots.

"A fighter!" He grunted in pain and stumbled back,
his mouth open in shock, her ski mask hanging in his
hand. "A she-fighter!"



Erica glared up at him and shook her matted hair
free. "Touch me again and I'll kick you so hard, your
knees will bend in the opposite direction."

James ran over and halted by his injured partner. He
stared down at her in astonishment. "You."

"You," she muttered back.

He dropped to his heels in front of her, his eyes
riveted to her face. Erica felt the color rise in her cheeks
as she gazed at him, resenting his easy power and the
way the television lights shimmered around him like a
silver aura.

He shook his head. "You wasted time and resources
tonight."

"I guess all Indians aren't big on human rights," she
replied grimly.

"Why didn't you stay on government property?"

"The homeless aren't just a government problem."

"You could have built the huts where they'd be left
alone to do some good."

"We wanted to make a statement.”

"An empty statement." He dismissed the subject with
a wave of one hand. "Are you hurt?"

His concern caught her by surprise. "What?"

"Did I hurt you in the alley?"

"Ah. Yes!"

He rammed a hand through his hair. "Dammit, I
thought Nemesis was a bunch of young college guys."

"No, we old alumni women take part too."

He gazed at her as if meeting her anew. "You don't
look like the type."

She looked at him reproachfully. "Frumpy women,
unite."

His expression hardened. "Be nice to me and I'll keep
you out ofjail."

"Forget it."

Police officers moved in then. James rose and stepped
back, where Stephen Murray stood eyeing the group
balefully, and her in particular.

"Have fun, y'all," Murray said in disgust. He turned



and limped past James toward a limousine waiting on
the street. "You need a lift back to the hotel, Jim?"

"In a second."

Burly policemen grabbed Erica's neighbors and dragged
them away from her. "Passive resistance,” T.K. yelled.
Erica kept her solemn gaze directly on James Tall
Wolf's frowning face.

"Get up, ma'am," an officer told her. Erica glanced
around. Members of Nemesis were being forced to their
feet.

"No."

"Ma'am, if you don't get up voluntarily I'll have to
make you get up."

"Go ahead."

Thick fingers dug into the pressure point on one
side of her neck. Sharp pain zigzagged down her back,
and she squeezed her eyes shut.

Erica couldn't help biting her lip when the officer
twisted her arm behind her and pushed upward. "No,"
she said raspily.

"Get up. ma'am." He began pulling her up by her
twisted arm. The pain made her back arch, but she
refused to give in.

Two new hands latched under her armpits and lifted
her to her feet. "Stop it," James said in a low, growl-
ing tone.

Startled, she stared up into his eyes. "This is my
fight."

"Il handle this, sir," the officer interjected tautly.
"Walk, ma'am."

"Don't do it, Ricky!" T.K. called.

Erica cried out without meaning to when the officer
pinched her neck harder.

"Let her go," James said abruptly.

She gazed at him in astonishment. "Mr. Tall Wolf—"

"She's in custody," the officer warned him. He twisted
her arm. "Walk."

"You're hurting her. That's not necessary."

The officer was angry now. "Back off, sir." He called



over his shoulder, "Reece, gimme some help here!"
Another officer trotted over. "Grab her legs."

Erica fumed helplessly as the two officers carried her
to the van like a human hammock. She looked at James
with a mixture of anger and gratitude. She wouldn't
have been caught if it hadn't been for him and his
superjock speed, but if anything could have made her
cry just then, it would have been his unexpected
concern.

And she was shocked when an officer pushed him
but he refused to move. He stood with his fists clenched,
his mouth a grim line, his dark eyes watching her
until the door of the police van closed her away from
his sight.

The media loved the colorful, combative Nemesis Gang.
Local television stations gave big coverage to the ar-
rests on their early-morning newscasts. Erica only heard
about them because she didn't get up until nine. She'd
left the D.C. jail at four AM.

Gritty-eyed, she drove to a residential site to meet
with her carpentry crew. Then she called the office to
check for messages.

"Call George Gibson," Marie said in a troubled tone.
"He's upset about the Nemesis thing."

Erica waited until she got back to the office. Then,
her mouth dry, she phoned the developer, one of the
most prestigious in the D.C. area. Ten minutes later
she walked Into the spartan room that served as Ma-
rie's office and the company's reception area.

Erica sat down and stared numbly at the floor. "He
withdrew the contract.”

Marie groaned sympathetically. "Oh, Ricky, no."

"l was supposed to sign it tomorrow. Five hundred
thousand dollars' worth of business down the drain.
Two houses in the best new development in D.C." Er-
ica swallowed hard. "We would have grossed over a
million dollars this year."



"Well do it next year, boss."

"Gibson detests Nemesis. Of course, he didn't know I
was a member until he saw the newspaper this morning."

"And your response was—"

"Sorry you feel that way, Georgie. Go hire a builder
who'll let you run her private life."

"Oh, boss, I'm proud ofyou."

"Work's going to be kind of sparse around here for a
month or two."

"Why don't you take a vacation? You haven't had one
in years. You've got a good office manager and a good
construction foreman. The jobs we're working on now
don't need your supervision."

Erica leaned back in the chair and shut her eyes. Idly
she fiddled with the gold medallion hanging around
her neck. For some reason she'd felt compelled to put
Dove Gallatin's gift on a chain and wear it that morning.

Gallatlns. Cherokees. James Tall Wolf. If it hadn't
been for him she would have escaped last night. It was
his fault she'd lost half a million dollars that day. ,

He'd said she didn't know anything about being an
Indian. Well, she'd learn, and she'd be a better Indian
than he was.

Erica stood up, filled with grim resolve. "Marie, get
me a plane ticket to North Carolina."

"What's in North Carolina?"

Erica lifted the medallion and looked at it thought-
fully. "My tribe."



Three

He couldn't stand it any longer. He had to know who
she was. So the morning after the Nemesis incident
James called the developer's association and told the
secretary he needed information on a member.

"Her first name's Ricky, she's tall, and she's got dark
reddish-brown hair." James added silently, She knows
how to kiss and she knows how to fight. He balanced
a note pad on his knee and waited impatiently.

"Erica," the secretary told him. "Erica Gallatin."

James stabbed his pen into the paper. "Gallatin?"

"Of Gallatin Construction. The owner. Seven employ-
ees. Been in business for eight years. Specializes in
residential.”

She gave James the business address and phone.
After he hung up, he sat staring at the information.
Gallatin wasn't a name one saw often. It was a very odd
coincidence that Erica and Dove had the same last
name.

He groaned at his speculation. Coincidences hap-
pened. and there was no way a D.C. businesswoman
with skin the color of apricots and milk could be related
to a full-blooded Cherokee in North Carolina.

He phoned Gallatin Construction and got a pleasant
but firm female voice.



"Ms. Gallatin is out of the office. May I take a
message?"

"When do you expect her back?"

"She's out of town. May I take a message?"

"Shell be back tomorrow? Next week?"

"Are you from the television station? If you are, she
has no comment."

Exasperated, James gave her his name. There was a
long pause, then an icy "Leave your message. That's
all I can tell you."

He relayed his hotel number. What else did he want
to say? Let's meet in the elevator again? No. "That's
all," he told the voice. "I'd like her to call me."

"I doubt she wants to talk, but I'll pass the message
along. Good-bye."

He was suddenly listening to a dial tone. James cursed
heartily and slammed down the phone. Where was She-
Who-Makes-Noise? And how could he deal with this
urge to track her down at all costs?

Erica hadn't had a clear-cut mental image of Dove
Gallatin's house; she had even wondered if Dove had a
house, because Dove's lawyer, T. Lucas Brown, hadn't
mentioned a home or personal belongings in the will.

But here it was, perched halfway up a mountain in a
little grove of oaks and maples, a small log-and-clapboard
structure with a front porch so big that it looked like a
jutting chin on an otherwise well-proportioned face.

She left her rented car under an enormous oak in the
yard and walked around, eyeing the weedy ground for
snakes. There was an old barn nearby, still in good
condition; there was a concrete pad where a fuel-oil
tank had once sat; there was an overgrown garden
plot and a black mound, where decades of household
trash had been burned. .

The home's windows and doors were boarded over with
new two-by-sixes; whoever had done the caretaking
had wanted to make certain no one got inside. But the



place looked solid enough to withstand almost any-
thing; and that fact alone made her like it immediately.

Erica discovered a small back porch with a concrete
well in one corner. The well was boarded over, but an
old electric pump was still in place atop it. Charmed,
she studied it with an engineer's interest in quaint
gadgets.

Then she returned to the big front porch and stood
gazing in awe at a panorama of rounded blue-green
mountains so vibrant that a painter might have just
finished giving them their spring coat. Delicate white
clouds hugged the tops of the taller ones, and low in
the valleys a late-afternoon fog was already gathering.

Erica shivered with delight. She understood now why
these were called the Smokies: Mists shrouded them as
if preserving ancient secrets. These mountains were
older than the Rockies, more gentle in their grandeur,
more hospitable. And the Cherokees had loved them
for hundreds, maybe thousands, ofyears.

She squinted at a hawk gliding overhead and took a
deep breath of air so clean, it made her feel fresh
inside. Yes, she understood why people would fight to
stay there. A friendly meowing sound caught her ear,
and she looked down to find a fat calico cat walking
toward her across the porch.

"Hello, kitty." She knelt to pat it. "Are you a Chero-
kee elf in a cat's body?"

The distant crunch of wheels on gravel made her
look up anxiously. Dove's driveway was nearly a quarter-
mile long; it occurred to Erica that she was effectively
trapped at the end of it.

She stood, watching closely as a police car rounded
the last bend, then sighed with relief as she noted that
the car belonged to the tribal authorities. She studied
the tall man who climbed out, and a puzzling sense of
recognition tugged at her.

Dressed in neat slacks and a short-sleeved shirt bear-
ing official emblems, he might have been an officer from
any small-town police force, except that he was Indian.



Suddenly she understood. He looked like a slightly older,
more solemn version of James, full of the same con-
trolled power and easy self-confidence.

Nodding to her, he strolled to the foot of the porch
steps and stopped. "Ma'am, you lookin' for someone in
particular?" he asked in a gravelly drawl.

Erica smiled. "Word travels fast around here."

He nodded again. "I heard at the motel that you'd
asked about this place. And the neighbors called when
they saw you go up the driveway."

She puzzled over that. "What neighbors? I didn't see
another driveway near here."

"Boy was on his way back from a fishing trip. Saw
you from the woods."

Erica's spine tingled. The forest suddenly seemed
alive with watchful eyes "I'm a relative of Dove Galla-
tin's. Ijust wanted to see her house. I thought I'd talk
to the new owners, but I see that there aren't any."

"A relative of Dove's?" His voice showed his surprise.

Erica explained the family history, and as she did,
his face took on a pleased expression. He really was a
handsome man, and he reminded her more and more
of James.

"So I've come down for about a week to learn about
my Cherokee history," she said in conclusion. "And I'd
like to know what became of Dove Gallatin's possessions
—particularly anything that has to do with the family,
such as diaries or a Bible."

The officer held out a hand. "Let me introduce my-
self. I'm the reservation's director of community services
—fire, police, and sanitation. And I'm the U.S. deputy
marshall around here. Name's Travis Tall Wolf."

Erica clenched his big paw so fiercely that he frowned
at her in discomfort. "Do you have a brother named
James?"

An odd wariness gleamed in his eyes. "Yes."

"I—well, I know him. We met a couple of days ago at a
business dinner in Washington."

Travis Tall Wolf looked relieved. "Then he told you."



"Told me what?"

He stopped looking relieved. "About Dove."

"No." She paused, a sense of dread sinking in her
stomach. "We were never really introduced. He doesn't
know my name."

We almost ravished, each other in an elevator, he
tackled me in an alley, but he doesn't know my
name.

"What about Dove?" she asked in an uneasy voice.

Travis looked at her grimly. "James owns her place.
And everything she left in it."

James knew there was trouble the second he heard
his brother's voice on the phone. For one thing, Travis
never called; he left that social nicety to their sisters.
He and Travis hadn't had anything pleasant to say to
each other in years.

Travis didn't beat around the bush. "Erica Galla-
tin has moved into Dove's house," he told James. "I
helped her pry the boards off the front door and I got
the power hooked up for her."

"What?" James sat speechless and listened to his
brother's explanation. When Travis finished, James had
almost conquered disbelief. Erica Gallatin was related
to Dove. But what in hell was she trying to do about it?
"She can't stay in Dove's house."

"Then you come down and make her leave. It's her
and her cousins' place by tradition."

"It's my place by law."

"You're a white man now, huh? Always call in the
law to settle your personal problems? Or will you just
try to solve your problems with money, like always?"

James bit back harsh words. He grieved for the days
when he and Travis had been best friends, before trag-
edy sent them on different missions in life.

Travis had been his idol. Travis could have played
college football and probably pro, too, but he'd joined



the marines right of high school and had been sent
immediately to Vietnam.

Three years later, when James turned eighteen, he'd
been determined to join the marines too. Then Travis
had come home with a piece of shrapnel buried perma-
nently in one leg, and Travis had vowed to punch him
silly if he didn't go to college and play football.

"Be somebody important and make us proud," Travis
had told him. "YouH do more for your people that way
than I ever did."

James had become somebody important and for a
few years he'd made the family and his tribe proud.
They'd never know the price he had paid to do that.

Now Travis spoke softly, fiercely. "The old man wants
to see you. Becky and Echo want to see you." He paused.
"So do I. I don't know if this Gallatin woman is sincere
or not, but if she gets you back home, she's worth the
trouble."

James gave a humorless chuckle. That was the
problem—she was worth the trouble. "I'm on my way."

Erica left the motel in town and drove back to Dove's
place early the next morning, armed with a crowbar,
hand tools, and camping gear. She was in her element,
wearing cut-off jeans, an old T-shirt, and ratty tennis
shoes, her hair pulled up in a ponytail, and thick leather
gloves covering her hands. She went to work on the
boards barricading the windows, fueled by righteous
anger.

How had James dared to buy this place out from
under an old woman who needed money? How had he
dared to try to put her in a nursing home against her
will? The day before she was supposed to leave here,
Dove Gallatin had walked into the woods, sat down
under a tree, and died. Of grief, the staff at the motel
said.

Erica wrenched another board free from its moor-
ings and slammed it to the ground. Travis Tall Wolf



hadn't told her the complete story, only that James
had bought Dove's home and furnishings.

She walked around behind the house and began jam-
ming the crowbar under the boards on a back window.
She'd buy this place back. James Tall Wolf had a lot of
explaining to do.

Erica flipped a set of Walkman earphones over her
head, attached the tape player to the waistband of her
cut-offs, and returned to work listening to the sound
track from Phantom of the Opera.

The Phantom was singing his solo about revenge,
when a hand grasped her arm.

Erica screamed and swung around with the crowbar
raised in defense. James intercepted it with his free
hand, jerked it out of her grip, and threw it into the
weeds behind him.

"What do you think you're doing?" he shouted.

She gaped at him and stood there with her hand in
midair. He looked tired and rumpled in loose khaki
trousers and a wrinkled blue sport shirt; he must have
traveled hard and fast to fly down this early and make
the long drive from the nearest airport, at Asheville.

"I'm fixing up my family home," she said between
gritted teeth. "I want to buy it from you."

His face was a mask of rigid control as he stared
down at her through narrowed eyes that crinkled at
the corners, not the least bit merrily.

Erica put the earphones around her neck and snapped
off the tape player. The sounds of the spring day pushed
eerily into the silence; katydids singing in the rhodo-
dendrons, birds chirping, her breath rasping like sand-
paper on concrete.

"I said I want to buy this place."

"No."

"No one in town understands why you want it, Mr.
Tall Wolf."

"That's none of their business."

"You took advantage of a woman who was almost
ninety years old! My grandfather's cousin! I'm not sure



what relationship that makes her to me, but Dove
Gallatin was my family, just about the only family I
have on the Gallatin side, and I intend to protect what
was hers!"

During the tirade his gaze had gone to the thick gold
medallion that lay near the center of her chest. He
reached for it boldly, the backs of his fingers brushing
across her breasts as he lifted the medallion for inspec-
tion.

Erica shivered with anger and frustration over the
intimate way he always invaded her personal space.
"That's none of your business," she told him, and took
the medallion out of his hand.

She slipped it under the neck of her T-shirt and
frowned at the way his eyes followed its journey.

"Where'd you get it?" he demanded.

"From Dove. And I want to know what it means.
What did you do with her belongings? If she left any
personal papers, I want them."

He smiled sardonically. "They wouldn't do you any
good without an interpreter. Dove only wrote in Chero-
kee. "

"There are papers, then. Where are they?"

"In storage."

"What did you do with her furniture?"

"I didn't do anything with it," he retorted. "Dove gave
most of it away; what she left is in storage too."

Erica made a sharp gesture at the house and land.
"Why would a man like you want a place like this? Did
you con her out of—"

He cut her off with a hand lifted in warning and a
look that could have started a fire. "I never conned her
out of anything. We made an honest deal, and I paid
her more than the place was worth. I plan to live here
someday."

"You're kidding. Your brother said you haven't been
home in four years. And not very often before that."

His voice never rose, but it became more command-



ing. "This land means something to me, more than it
will ever mean to you."

"I'm not the only Gallatin who may want it." She told
him about Tess and Kat. "Kat's practically full-blooded,
and Tess is half. They look like Cherokees. You wouldn't
deny them their heritage."

He turned away, shaking his head, his hands propped
jauntily on his hips. "Sounds like they don't know any
more about the tribe than you do."

"We can learn."

"It doesn't work that way. You have to live it. You
have to grow up with it. You have to see the contrasts
between the Indian and the white world."

"This is a heritage I'm proud of! Why do you want to
keep me away from it? How am I hurting you?"

He swiveled toward her, his eyes glittering with an-
ger. "You want to play at being an Indian. The glamourll
wear off as soon as you see that life's not quaint or easy
here. You won't fit in."

You won'tJit in. How many times she'd heard those
words in her life. And they always hurt.

Erica went to the back porch and sank down on a
step. She propped her arms on her knees and, blinking
hard, tried to focus her anger on a solitary clump of
grass between her feet.

"I've always been an outsider—in my mother's family
after she remarried, in the construction business be-
cause I'm a woman, in social situations because I'm
too tall, I'm too plain, I'm too aggressive. I don't expect
to fit in."

She realized suddenly that she was trembling and
near tears. It was mostly because James Tall Wolf's
attitude disappointed her so much. He'd treated her
with compassion several times in their brief acquain-
tance, but obviously compassion was not his trademark.

Erica stared harder at the grass clump and willed the
tears away. "You think I'm not a Cherokee because I
don't look like a Cherokee, but I can still want to be
one, and nothing you do will make me stop wanting."



She glanced up as he came to the porch and sat on
the step between her feet. Erica leaned back from the
sudden closeness when he propped one hand beside
her hip. He rested the other hand on his updrawn
knee.

He'd lost a lot of his anger, for some reason she
couldn't fathom.

"You're sincere," he said gruffly. "And don't ever think
I don't admire that."

"Ah." She looked away from the searing scrutiny of
his eyes, feeling awkward.

"But you're naive. I've seen It before. Itll wear off
quickly."

"What makes you so sure?"

"I've brought outsiders to visit the reservation. They
never wanted to stay."

She propped her chin on one hand and tried to look
casual. "Women, huh?"

"Yeah."

"Well, I'm not one ofyour lady friends, and you didn't
bring me. I came on my own. So don't write me off so
soon."

He looked unconvinced. "What do you think of the
town?" he asked abruptly. "The truth."

Erica flinched inwardly, understanding his tactic.
Cherokee, North Carolina, the largest town on the res-
ervation, was a booming tourist trap that played up
every Hollywood B-movie Indian stereotype ever created.

She shrugged. "I understand that the Cherokees draw
more tourists than any other tribe in the country. The
tribe makes a lot of money in the shops. And I heard
about the bingo games. What incredible jackpots. The
tribe must be making a fortune."

"Don't give me facts. Give me feelings," he urged
softly.

It was impossible for her to resist the seductive plea
in his voice. Erica looked at him wistfully. "Some of it's
very sad. Cheap trinkets. Authentic Indian dance masks
made in Taiwan." She nodded at the simple beauty



around them. "I'm sure everywhere's not like that. I
haven't had time to explore yet."

"It's not all like the town," he agreed, his voice husky,
"I'm glad there are jobs and money coming in, but the
tacky hype makes me crazy, especially since a lot of
those businesses are owned by whites who get leases
from the tribe."

"I heard that Dove Gallatin walked out into the woods
and willed herself to die because she didn't want to go
to a nursing home."

Slowly, he nodded. "She did. She had a way about
her. The old people said she had powers."

"Did you . . . what part did you play in the nursing-
home thing?"

He frowned. "What do you mean?"

Erica took a deep breath. "I heard that you had
something to do with making her go."

His voice was bitter. "Like maybe I conned her out of
her place so she had nowhere else?"

Erica nodded.

"Will you believe me or believe people in town?"

"I don't know. You're almost as much of a stranger
as they are." She paused. "I want to believe you. Il
try."

He rubbed his forehead in mild exasperation. "I bought
this place years ago because she needed money and
she wouldn't take a gift. She had to pay back taxes on
some piece of land she owned in Georgia, and she was
desperate.”

Erica wanted to cry. Gallatin land, in Gold Ridge.
Oh, Dove. Oh, Wolfman. He'd saved the land from being
sold for taxes. She owed him the truth about it. "It's
mine now," she murmured sheepishly. "Mine and my
cousins'. Dove left it to us."

James gazed at her with an expression of astonish-
ment that quickly turned into a grim smile. "She gave
up everything to save that land for you. Why don't you
go stay there?"

"My cousins and I will reimburse you for the taxes."



"I bought this place. Dove paid the taxes."

"But—"

"This place is mine, and I'm not giving it to a bunch
of five-dollar Indians."

"What?"

"People who get themselves on the tribal roll just to
collect benefits."

Erica wanted to scream. "I feel like slapping you for
that, but from what I've heard you'd slap me back."

He raised a finger and pointed at her with slow,
furious emphasis. "When I was growing up my only
goal in life was to be a famous football player, so that
my people would be proud of me. I did what I had to do
to make that happen.

"I did and said a lot of stupid, humiliating things
when I was taking steroids, but I was willing to pay
that price. Football's a tough game. I got punished
and I punished back. But I never hurt anybody off the
football field and I never hit a woman in my whole life."

She had watched his eyes as he talked, and the
brutal honesty in them was obvious. Erica hung her
head, embarrassed by her accusation. "I'm sorry I mis-
judged you."

When she looked up, his blank expression told her
that her apology had surprised him. "When I'm wrong I
say I'm wrong," she muttered.

His jaw was tight, his gaze thoughtful. A little dis-
concerted, he fiddled with a blade of grass at his feet. "I
intended to let Dove live here as long as she wanted.
But finally I did talk her into moving to the nursing
home. She had arthritis so bad that she could barely
walk. She was half blind. She couldn't stay up here
alone any longer."

"But didn't she have family—"

James' expression went grim again. "Obviously not,"
he muttered, and rose to his feet.

Erica looked up at his ominous expression, the
straight black brows pulled together, the clean-cut an-
gles of his face looking majestic even in anger.



"If we had known," she murmured, "if Tess and Kat
and I had known about Dove, we would have come to
see her. We would have tried to help."

"But you didn't know because you never cared to
find out. I don't really blame you for that. Just don't
come up here now and try to take over. It's too late."

He headed toward the front of the house with a long,
swinging stride, and Erica trotted after him. "I don't
want to take over."

"You can't have the place," he said over his shoulder.
"What were you going to do—stay here a week or so
and then board it back up when you leave for Wash-
ington?"

He grabbed a hammer and a plank. "If you've got
anything inside, go get it. I'm closing the place up
again."

Erica stepped in front of him, fury scorching her
skin, her hands clenched by her sides. "T'll go to the
tribal council or the Bureau of Indian Affairs or wher-
ever I have to go, and I'll get myself listed on the tribal
roll."

He stared at her in dismay. "So you have checked out
the system."

"Yeah, I guess that makes me a five-dollar Indian, all
right. I found out that anyone who's at least one-
sixteenth Cherokee can ask for land on the reserva-
tion. The council has to approve all transactions, and
I'm going to ask it to take a second look at the way you
bought Gallatin land. You're not very well liked around
here, so I suspect I can at least get a hearing on my
predicament.”

"They may think I'm an arrogant bastard, but they
won't like an outsider either."

"From what I've heard everyone worshiped Dove Gal-
latin, and they'll treat any of her relatives with respect.”

His silent, frustrated glare told her she'd hit pay dirt.
Erica thought about the half-million-dollar contract back
in D.C., and smiled. She'd won a measure of revenge.



His voice vibrated with control. "What exactly do you
want to do on your little vacation in Injun land?"

"Visit. Go into town and talk to people. Read books
about the tribe."

"For how long?"

"I don't know. For once in my life, I'm not going to
set a schedule." She eyed him regally. "What about
those personal papers of Dove's? How can I get them?"

A dangerous gleam came into his eyes. A slow smile
slid across his mouth. "There's only one way youH ever
get those."

Erica's regal confidence faltered. "How?"

"Never say 'How' to an Indian. Oh, excuse me, you
are an Indian, I forgot. You'll have to prove it."

"How—I mean, in what way?"

He walked to the edge of the yard, his head down in
thought, his hands shoved into his pants pockets. Af-
ter a few seconds he turned around and said loudly,
"You have to stay here for two months. At the end of
two months I'll hand over all of Dove's papers, and I'll
even find someone who reads Cherokee well enough to
interpret them for you. And ifyou still want this place,
I'll give it to you."

Erica leaned against a porch support and crossed
her arms, not loosely, but with the hands clamped on
the elbows to form a stubborn shield. Anyone who
knew her well would have recognized the gesture as
evidence of desperate inner turmoil. Thankfully, James
Tall Wolf didn't know her well.

"Don't get upset,” he called. "It's a simple offer."

She almost groaned. How could he be so stern and so
insightful at the same time? "Two months? I have a
business to run."

"If you could leave it to come down here, you must
have a trustworthy foreman. I know the construction
business. You don't have to stay on site if you've got a
good straw boss."

Erica paced, her hands clasped behind her back.
"Can I fly home for a day or two at a time, if I need to?"



He nodded. "All right, butyou live here. This is home.
And you 11 learn what I tell you to learn."

She halted suddenly. "You're staying on the reserva-
tion?"

"For a while."

"You just want to make this difficult for me."

"Yeah."

Erica's shoulders slumped. "Do you disapprove of me
that much?"

He didn't answer; he seemed to be struggling for
something polite to say. "That's not the point. Because
if you make it through two months here, you 11 still go
back to D.C. It won't matter how I feel about you."

It matters to me. she thought sadly. But she'd be
sensible and accept the fact that he only thought of her
as misguided and aggravating. Erica made a grim cor-
rection. When he felt the urge to prove his seduction
skills in an elevator, he also thought of her as a lonely,
willing old maid.

Well, there were no elevators here. There weren't even
any buildings over two stories tall, from what she'd
seen thus far, so she'd be safe, she thought drolly.
Somehow, that didn't make her happy.

"I11 take you up on your deal." she called. "And I'll
win."

He answered with a wolfish smile.

He left to visit his family but was gone for only an
hour. When he came back Erica was vigorously pulling
weeds from an herb bed along one side of the house.
He roared into the yard in an ancient red pickup truck
and slid to a stop, the truck's tires spewing sand.

Erica put her hands on her hips and huffed at his
reckless driving, but didn't say anything. Even dark
sunglasses couldn't hide the fierceness in his expres-
sion. What in the world had happened when he went to
see his relatives?

He gunned the truck's engine and curled one long.



brawny arm out the window at her. "Get in," he called,
with an impatient, come-hither gesture of his hand.
"We're going on a tour."

"I'm busy." She pointed to the herb bed. "Weeding."
She gestured at her sweaty, dirty clothes. "And I need
to clean up."

"You need to do what I tell you to do."

"Lord, with an attitude like that it's no wonder no
one down here likes you."

He gazed at her sternly for a moment, then wet his
forefinger and made a mark in the air. "You scored a
point. Red." He slung open the truck door, got out,
and swept his arm in a ridiculously gallant gesture from
her to the vehicle.

"Please, madam, do abandon your weeding and ac-
company me on a jaunt." He paused, eyeing her over
the top of his glasses. "Wretched company though I
am, [ will try not to be a savage."

"Oh, I like savages," she quipped. There was some-
thing a little anguished about him, Erica felt, and that
made her own stubbornness dissolve.

She tossed her gloves down and got in the truck
through the driver's side. He vaulted in after her and
slammed the door.

A second later Erica was hanging onto the dash-
board with both hands as the truck bumped along the
rutted driveway at about forty miles an hour. It was a
relief when they reached the paved road and James
could drive fast without jarring her insides.

"Where are we going?" she demanded.

"I want you to see how people live here!"

"Can't we do this later?"

"No! I'm in the mood right now!"

"Whose truck is this?"

"My grandfather's!" James gave a sharp, angry laugh.
"Would you believe that two months ago I sent him the
money for a new truck, and I found out today that he
gave the damned money away?"

"Is he senile?"



"No, hejust doesn't care about money!"

"What's wrong with that?"

She'd obviously touched a sore spot. James slapped
one hand against the steering wheel. "What good is
making money if you can't help your family with it?
They're all so damned proud that they've never kept
even half of what I've sent! They give the rest away! I
considered it a big victory when one of my sisters
agreed to take a new car from me for her birthday!"

"Well, they're obviously helping needy people here."

"Hell, yes, but I want to help them!"

"Sounds like you have. They take what they need
and pass the rest along."

"What's the point of all I went through in nine years
of pro ball if my own family thinks I'm a smartass
whitey!"

"A what?" she asked in consternation.

"That's what Indians call a local boy when they think
he's gotten too important for his own good!"

"Well, are you a smartass whitey?"

He gripped the steering wheel fiercely. "You can't
shove a poor, ambitious kid from the reservation out
into a big-league world and expect him not to be af-
fected by it! Everybody in the whole damned tribe wanted
me to go become a celebrity, but nobody wanted me
to come back a celebrity!"

Erica covered her ears. "Roll up your window and
stop shouting."

When he'd accomplished at least the first part of that
request, he settled back on the seat and glanced at her
apologetically. "You didn't want to hear me bellow about
all that stuff," he said wearily. "I just get nuts when I
come back to the reservation."

"Sssh." She patted his arm sympathetically. "Why in
the world do you want to move back here for good one
day, if that's the way you feel?"

"It's home." He gestured vaguely, trying to sum up
deep feelings. "It sounds hokey, but there's something
about being a Cherokee that makes these mountains



part of my blood. Ijust have the feeling that I've always
been meant to come back here, that this is where I
belong."

"I understand that," she said wistfully. "When I find
a place like that, I'm staying for good."

Abruptly he pointed out the front window. "Our tour,"
he reminded her. "I want you to see reality."

Erica gazed out at an old trailer set back off the road.
The yard was weedy, and several nut-brown children
played around ajunked car. "The kids look healthy and
happy," she noted.

"Uh-oh, I've got me an optimist."

"You need an optimist."

"Good. You've got thejob."

He spent the next two hours driving her along tiny
paved roads that wound through beautiful little valleys
and hidden coves, then up mountainsides to breathtak-
ing views of the forest. Along the way he made sure she
didn't miss the rugged cabins, old trailers, and ram-
shackle farmhouses scattered among the woodlands.

Erica made sure he didn't miss a single nicely kept
modern house, of which there were more than a few.

Finally she said, "I'm not shocked by poverty, James. I
see a lot of pitiful situations working with Nemesis.
This isn't pitiful, because there's plenty of happiness
here. Sure, there are problems, but there're also big
gardens and fat dogs and carefree children." She sighed.
"Now, can I go back to Dove's place and clean up? I
smell like an herb garden—dirt and all."

He swung the truck onto a narrow logging road.
"Hang on, Red, I'm taking you to the bathtub."

Erica grabbed the dashboard and looked over at him
anxiously. She didn't like the mischievous smile on his
face.

"Bath time, native style," he announced, and drove
off the road through the woods. A minute later the
woods broke to reveal a beautiful mountain stream.

He began pulling off his blue sports shirt before he



cut the engine of the truck. "Shuck whatever you feel
like shucking and hit the water," he told her.

Erica gaped at him and didn't budge. He got out of
the truck, kicked off his loafers, and began unfasten-
ing his khaki trousers. "What are you shucking?" she
asked.

He smiled at her smugly. "Red, you smell like a ton
of catnip. Don't worry about me, just worry about being
mauled by a purring bobcat. I hate catnip, and I won't
bother you even if you go swimming with all your good
intentions jiggling in the breeze."

"Thanks," she said dryly. There was nothing nicer
than having a fantastically sexy man tell you that you
smelled bad and couldn't arouse him even stark naked.

He dropped his pants, and she couldn't help glanc-
ing over long enough to see that he wore black briefs.
That was the only look she gave his barely clothed
body. A starving woman shouldn't look at filet mignon
unless she expected it to be dinner.

With that interesting thought in mind she got out of
the truck and marched to the stream, still clad in
T-shirt, cut-offs, and tennis shoes.

"At least take off the shoes," James said as he trotted
past her and splashed into the knee-deep water.

"I'm a-shucking." Divested of shoes she waded into
the creek and sat down with her back to him. Now
Erica understood how annoyed, aroused, and nervous
she was—she was up to her shoulders in ice-cold water
and it didn't even bother her.

"What the hell are you doing?" he asked, his voice
full of laughter. "I mean, I know you're a city girl, but
didn't anybody teach you how to skinny-dip?"

"Shut up, do whatever it is you came here to do, and
leave me alone."

"I came here to play in the creek. It's hard to play
when the person who's with you is impersonating a
rock."

"You didn't indicate that you needed someone to play



with. Especially someone who smelled so bad that she
might attract bobcats."

She heard sloshing sounds and realized too late that
he was right behind her. He clamped one brawny hand
on her shoulders, and she jumped, startled. To her
surprise he merely patted her shoulder kindly.

"I didn't mean to hurt your feelings, or upset you,'
he said. "I just felt the need to go to water, and I
thought it'd be a bigjoke to you."

She turned her head slightly and glimpsed a long
stretch of taut male thigh. "Go to water?" Erica asked
weakly and looked away.

"Clean the spirit. In the old days Cherokees were big
on living near creeks and rivers. They loved the water.
There were all sorts of purification rituals."

"Does it make you feel better?"

He chuckled wearily. "Something does. Maybe I just
enjoy arguing with you. You don't take much bull."

She shivered violently, but a lot of it had to do with
the situation. He thought she was grand fun; he didn't
have the slightest interest in her as a woman, and it
hurt. "I would really like to go back to the house now,"
she told him.

He patted her shoulder again. "Okay, Red, okay. I
was just feeling reckless. It's been a bad day. Look, you
stay here, and Ill go pull my clothes on. That way I
won't embarrass you."

Oh, Lord, now he was talking to her as if she were
somebody's maiden aunt. "I'm not embarrassed."

"Uh-huh. Just wait here."

Erica heard him leave the creek. A second later she
was on her feet and striding after him. One discovery:
He hadn't taken his briefs off. Another discovery: It
didn't matter. He had the kind of fantastic derriere
that provoked heart palpitations even when covered.

When he reached the truck and turned around he
gazed at Erica in surprise. She nodded to him quaintly.
"Nothing I haven't seen before."

'



Then she got in the truck and looked ahead without
blinking until he got dressed.

No one had warned her that peace and quiet could be
so unnerving. Erica sat on her sleeping bag in the
middle of Dove's bedroom floor, a tuna-salad sandwich
laying uneaten In her lap, her head tilted toward the
window screen. Actually there were night sounds—the
rustling of tree limbs, the poignant calls of whipporwills,
a chorus of tree frogs.

But she'd been raised in cities, weaned on the un-
ceasing hubbub that formed the background drone of
urban life, and there In the mountains the night noises
weren't sounds so much as a form of mysterious si-
lence. They weren't human.

And the darkness beyond the window screen was
deeper them any city darkness. She understood now
why ancient peoples had created all sorts of myths about
the night world.

Shivering, Erica squinted at the bare light bulb in
an old fixture on the ceiling. More lights, that was
what she needed. The next day she'd put up flood
lamps outside. Just let the creepies try to get past a
two-hundred-watt bulb.

She was exhausted from the long, grueling day. Clean-
ing house and pulling weeds had been easy, but the
strange jaunt with James Tall Wolf had sapped her
energy as a marathon race would. She ought to have
been able to sleep. Erica got up and went to fetch
the book she'd brought with her, the latest Stephen
King novel.

She loved thrillers and suspense novels—they were
such fun when read In the cozy confines of her condo
bedroom. Suddenly she froze. On second thought, read-
ing Stephen King might not be a good idea that night.

Something very real was growling outside the bed-
room window.



James had borrowed his grandfather's truck, and
the high-set headlights cast a bright arc of light on
Dove's narrow, graveled driveway. They caught the two
boys full in the eyes.

The pair, dressed in shorts and dark T-shirts, bolted
into the woods that bordered the road. James cursed
grimly and floored the accelerator. This was what he'd
suspected.

Dove's house was dark, a mere outline against black
woods. James leaped onto the porch and pounded on
the door with his fist. Quick-running feet crossed the
creaking porch as he whipped around, searching the
darkness.

He heard an ominous whirring sound just as some-
thing sharp jabbed him in the arm. Pain and surprise
made him react with automatic reflexes honed by years
of competitive sports. He swung powerfully and cuffed
the attacker with the heel of his hand. The boy was
tall, and the blow hit him in the temple.

With a soft yelp the youngster crashed against the side
of the house and slid into a heap at James's feet.
The whirring sound stopped.

"Sorry, kid," James muttered anxiously, bending over.
"But your game's pretty damned reckless." He latched
his hands onto slender shoulders and felt his way up.
Horror ran through him when his fingers curled into
wavy, shoulder-length hair.

Oh, no. A tall kid. Not again.

She-Who-Makes-Noise was frighteningly silent.



Four

Land of the Giants, that was what this was. Maybe she
was just woozy from being thumped in the head, but
for the first time in her life, Erica didn't feel too big.

She estimated that Echo Tall Wolf was six two and
Becky Tall Wolf, the puny one of the family, was maybe
five ten. Grandpa Sam Tall Wolf was nearly as tall as
James, which meant about six five. Becky, Echo, and
Grandpa Sam looked majestic even in terry-cloth robes.

Erica smiled groggily. Robes were the attire many tall
people favored when forced out of bed at this time of
night.

James kept one hand on her forearm and one be-
tween her shoulder blades as he guided her into a
rustic den with a decor somewhere between a middle-
class family room and a Cherokee museum. He sat
Erica down on an overstuffed sofa and covered her in a
colorful quilt as she squinted around at Indian paint-
ings, woven rugs, a big stone fireplace, and lots of
homey clutter.

"She needs some fresh ice," James said. He took the
washcloth she held against her temple and dabbed her
face with it.

Erica barely noticed the soreness radiating through
the spot beside her right eye. No matter what she
thought of James most of the time, that night he'd



been utterly wonderful—except for knocking her in the
head, of course, but she couldn't blame him for that.

She glanced at the angry bruise below the sleeve of
his white golf shirt.

"I'm sorry I drilled you," she murmured again. "It
was the only weapon I had."

"It's sort of funny. How many women are skilled in
hand-to-drill combat?"

"I have to hear this story, but right now I'll get the
ice," Becky Tall Wolf said in a soft, musical voice, and
left the room.

"James, she needs to be checked by a doctor," Echo
Tall Wolf scolded, trading a sympathetic gaze with Er-
ica. Beautiful and majestic, with rump-length hair and
a magnificent figure that had to be size sixteen at
least, Echo knelt in front of Erica and held up a hand.
"How many fingers?"

"Two. And three left over."

Grandpa Tall Wolf chortled. "She's all right."

Erica nodded, feeling uncomfortable under all the
scrutiny. "James didn't knock me out. I just couldn't
find my eyeballs for a minute."

James rubbed his own face with the washcloth. "I
was more upset after it happened than she was."

Erica nodded, and patted his arm gently. "I haven't
been carried so many places since I was in diapers. I
hope he didn't get a hernia."

Becky came back with a cup ofice. Curvaceous, grace-
ful, her ink-black hair cut in short, feathery layers,
Becky looked like a modern earth mother.

Erica watched silently as James held the washcloth
for Becky and Echo to arrange ice in it. "You guys
make a great team. If first aid becomes an Olympic
sport, youH take the gold."

The woman laughed, and even James smiled. "If there
were more of us, we'd start a basketball squad."

He wrapped the ice into a tight bundle. "Lie down,
and I'll hold this in place for you."

Grandpa Sam tossed James a pillow from the re-



cliner across the room. James put it next to his leg
while Erica gingerly stretched out on her side. She put
her head on the pillow and decided that an injured
woman couldn't be called a flirt even though the top of
her head was mashed cozily against a man's thigh.

So she enjoyed herself thoroughly each time his thick,
ropey muscles flexed against her head. Who would have
thought that a scalp could be an erogenous zone?

Gently James placed the ice pack on her temple and
let his hand rest against her hair. "How's that, Red?"

"Fine." Fantastic. "This is the first time I've stretched
out on a couch where my feet didn't hang off the end."

"James built this couch when he was in high school,"
Echo told her. "He did everything, even the upholstery."

"T build furniture. It's a hobby," James said with a
touch of embarrassment.

He's a builder, like me, Erica thought happily.

"It was an anniversary gift to our parents,” Becky
noted.

"Where do your parents live now?"

"They were killed in a car accident a few years ago,"
James answered in a guarded tone. After a second he
added, "Travis's wife and Echo's husband were killed
in the same wreck."

Erica winced and raised her head. Echo and Becky
sat on the floor, which was carpeted in well-worn deep
shag, a pretty fawn color complementing their skin
tone. Grandpa Sam sat in the recliner, an unlit pipe in
his big, gnarled hands. He had luxurious white hair
that hung below his shoulders, and his weathered,
craggy face made Erica think of a nice old walnut tree.

His and his granddaughters' expressions were som-
ber, touched by memories that would always be with
them.

"I'm sorry about your loss," Erica said softly. She
couldn't turn her head to see James, but she felt his
fingers brush her cheek in gratitude.

"Be still. Let your brain settle."

She rested her head on the pillow again. "Does Travis
live near here?"



"He has a trailer in the woods a few miles off," Becky
said. "He's building a house beside it."

"Ummmph,” Grandpa Sam offered with disdain.
"Some year."

He added more comments in a long string of undeci-
pherable sounds, although he kept repeating Travis's
name in a way that said Travis was a source of concern
in the family. Erica tingled with excitement as she
realized Grandpa Sam was speaking Cherokee.

James answered him in the same language. It was
the most intriguing thing Erica had ever heard, full of
long vowels and round tones, with emphatic pauses. It
came from the back of the throat, and the few conso-
nants she noticed were only languid hints of their
English counterparts.

When he finished everyone was silent for a moment,
and she sensed old disagreements in the air, "No more,"
James said.

"We're not trying to shut you out. Erica," Echo added
quickly. "We don't usually speak Cherokee in front of
guests. I apologize."

Erica waved a hand excitedly. "I love the language. I
want to learn it. Would it be difficult?"

"Try this," James offered. "Gah yo. le sa Ion Cha-
lag-gee.”

"Gah yo. le sa Ion Cha-lag-gee."

"There. You said, 'I speak Cherokee a little." "

She repeated the sentence several times, smiling.

"Good," Becky told her. "Now you're fluent in one
sentence. The rest is easy. Now say, Do yu nay gaje
nah we."

Erica dutifully repeated the words. "What's that?"

"I am of white origin."

"Ah. No. My great-great-grandmother was Cherokee.
Katherine Gallatin."

"Don't argue with this woman," James warned his
sister. "She packs a mean drill."

That sparked new curiosity. Nothing would satisfy
James's family until he recounted the night's lunacy In



detail. Then they wanted to know about Erica's Cher-
okee history, and why she'd decided to visit the reser-
vation. She carefully omitted any mention of her bargain
with James.

"James can bring you to the museum tomorrow if
you want to buy some books about the tribe," Echo
told her. "I teach elementary school, but during the
summer I work at the museum store. Il pick out some
good texts for you."

"And when I have time I'll take you to rent some
furniture for Dove's house," Becky added. "I run a
restaurant on the tourist strip, but I've got a couple of
free hours after the lunch rush."

Erica tried to smile her thanks at the Tall Wolf sis-
ters, but couldn't move her head enough without dis-
turbing James's touch. She wanted to lie there forever,
her head against his leg, feeling his hand gently rub
the ice pack over her temple. The thick, callused pad of
his thumb kept brushing her cheekbone.

Of course he was just being polite because he felt
guilty for whacking her, but she wouldn't quibble over
that. She nudged his leg. "Do you really think that
those boys didn't mean any harm?"

"No, not the way they were running from a drill-
carrying mountain witch. They weren't exactly tough
punks."

"Aw, of course not," Sam added.

"Dove's house is supposed to be haunted," James
explained. "Going up there to pester you was an act of
courage."

"Uhmmm. Like counting coup in battle?"

"I don't know if Cherokees ever did much coup count-
ing," James answered wryly. "We didn't fight very often
after about 1800—not against the whites, at any rate.
We did help Andrew Jackson beat the Creek Indians
during the War of 1812."

"And see how little good it did us?" Sam said in
consternation, as if he'd been there. "Jackson got elected
President, and he kicked us off our land! We shoulda
helped blast him."



Erica's thoughts were still tuned to her unwelcome
visitors. "Did those boys want to scare me because I'm
white?"

"Could be," James murmured. "Most of the tribe are
mixed-bloods. They're friendlier to tourist types than
the full-bloods, as a rule. There's a conservative ele-
ment that doesn't want much to do with the outside
world. Dove's house is in a conservative community."

Tourist type. Erica was disappointed James had clas-
sified her that way, even though his arrogance shouldn't
have surprised her. She phrased her words carefully.
"Does the Tall Wolf family fit the conservative descrip-
tion?"

"Moderate," Becky answered. "We want to preserve
the old ways and benefit from the new."

"We welcome anybody who wants to fit in," Echo
assured her.

Erica smiled. Take that, James. "I'm glad."

"Well see," he announced grimly. "Time for bed." He
got up and held out a hand. "Come on. Ill put you in
my old room. The gals and I1l take turns checking on
you to make sure you're all right."

"I'm fine," she insisted. She tried to take his hand,
but found herself being hoisted into his arms again.
He made the effort so nonchalantly that she felt almost
little. It was a wonderful discovery.

"Good night. And thank you," she told the others
hurriedly as James carried her out of the room. They
looked a little shocked by his actions, and she won-
dered if he'd done something that was unusual for
him.

He climbed a short set of stairs and moved sideways
down the second-story hall so that her feet wouldn't
bump Indian artifacts and family portraits on the wall.
Erica glanced around curiously. Seams showed on the
pale green wallpaper, and the carpet had a foot trail in
the center, but the ambiance was homey rather than
shabby.

"Good floors. Solid construction. Careful attention to
detail," she observed.



"Thank you, carpenter ant."

She almost grinned at him. "The spirit is friendly.
Where I grew up in Boston, the housekeeper yelled at
us all the time."

"My mother never yelled. She just roped off rooms
and threatened to set them on fire if we didn't clean
up. My father called it slash-and-burn housekeeping.
But it worked. When I got my first pro contract I gave
them the money to build a new house, but they wanted
to keep this one."

He carried her into a small room crammed with stor-
age boxes. James worked his way along a cleared path
to a bed that was twin-sized in width but giant-sized in
length. "You made this bed frame," she said matter-of-
factly.

"Yep. The mattress isn't as long as the frame, so the
end is stuffed with pillows."

He put her down on a thin red blanket with a geo-
metric eagle design woven into it. Erica glanced around
at walls covered with high-school and college football
memorabilia. He cleared his throat awkwardly.

"My parents kept it like a shrine."

"They must have been proud.”

"Yeah. There were a lot of things I wanted to give
them in return, if they'd lived."

She looked at him in quiet sympathy. He frowned,
and gestured toward the long, slender legs sticking out
of her cut-offs. "Get rid of those."

Erica chuckled nervously. "My legs?"

"Those shorts. Wear jeans or skirts. You don't want
to look like a show-off. The old folks will approve of you
quicker ifyou're a little on the prim side."

"No one has ever accused me of flaunting these knobby
knees. And I've always been on the prim side."

"Not in those shorts," he insisted.

She stared at him in bewilderment, and finally de-
cided that her legs were such bean poles that the sight
bothered him. "James, in town I saw plenty of homely
tourists in short-shorts and halter tops. If nobody is



offended by them, they won't give a second glance to
my legs in respectable cut-offs."

"If you want to be a tourist, go ahead," he retorted,
his face stern. "If you want to get your hands on Dove's
papers, do what I tell you to do."

Her friendly thoughts about him faded in a burst of
aggravation. He was not only insensitive for hinting
that her legs were ugly, he was also manipulative and
stubborn. "All right," she muttered.

Her temple throbbed, and she cupped her hand over
it. He looked at her closely.

"IH bring you some aspirin."

"I'm fine. And no one needs to check on me during
the night."

"Look, I was knocked out once during a playoff game.
I went to bed seeing ten toes and woke up seeing
twenty."

"I hope you told that woman you had a good time,
even if you couldn't remember it. Happen often?"

Exasperation glittered in his eyes. "All the time." He
turned and stalked out of the room.

Five minutes later Becky brought water and aspirin.
"James sent me. He's bedding down on the couch."

Erica smiled grimly. And counting his toes, no doubt.

She was building a bridge, and the work was darned
hard, considering that she was doing it from bed. Er-
ica saw James smiling at her across a deep mountain
gorge. His big, bronzed body was covered in nothing
but a loincloth.

That alone made her work faster.

She couldn't move her arms and legs very well. She
looked down and found herself wrapped in wide pieces
of elastic material, stark white material that wanted to
hold her like a spider's web.

But nothing could stop her determination to build a
bridge to James, and she struggled fiercely against the
bonds.



"Red, calm down. It's only a dream."

How had he crossed that gorge without a bridge?

Erica lurched upright, struggling against the elastic,
then blinked awake and realized that James had a
gentle grip on both of her wrists. The bedroom was
shadowy; the door stood open, letting in a shaft of light
from a hall lamp.

James sat on the edge of the bed, wearing only his
jeans, one leg drawn up by her hips as casually as
though she and he were old pals. She gazed blankly at
an expanse of broad, well-developed chest, then at big
shoulders defined with fluid muscles and the outline of
veins that she could have traced like rivers on a map.
The warm, musky scent of his exposed skin triggered
a desire to nuzzle him.

"You looked like you were hammering in your sleep,"
he said wryly.

"Mmmm." She figured that now she looked like a
large owl staring at him in the dark. "I was building.
I'm a builder. Like to build things. Make them last,
build them strong."

"I get the point. I'll let you go back to work in a
second. This is your four AM brain check."

He put her hands down on his denimed knee and
carefully slipped his fingers into her hair. He pushed it
back from her forehead, turned her face toward the
hall light, and gazed at her temple.

"See any holes?" she asked.

"Nope. You hide them well." He cupped her chin and
looked into her eyes. "A little test. Full name?"

"Erica Alice Gallatin."

"Alice?"

She huffed. "What's your middle name?"

"Grange. After Red Grange."

"What's a Red Grange?"

"You are brain-damaged. Red Grange is an immor-
tal. He played football for the Bears."

"A Wolf named after a Bear. Makes sense.” With
James's big, callused fingertips touching her, not much
else made sense right now.



He lifted her chin a bit. "Age?"

"Thirty-three."

"Hmmm, could be a few years younger. I'll have to
take your word for it."

"Thank you, Dr. Kildare. You finally said something
complimentary. And how old are you?"

"Thirty-six."

"Ah. A few good miles left in the old crank."

"Everything still works."

"You do a lot of road tests?"

"Depends on who starts my ignition." He cleared his
throat and frowned at her. "Back to your test. Name
your last two lovers."

Erica eyed him askance. His banter did dangerous,
delicious things to her. For one, it transformed her
cotton T-shirt Into an erotic covering that scrubbed
her breasts and made them tingle.

"None of your business."

"She-Who-Makes-Noise and None-Of-Your-Business.
An interesting couple, sounds like. And the second
boyfriend?"

"Name your last twenty lovers," she countered.

"Hmmm. I left my weekly appointment book down-
stairs. I'll have to check."

Erica casually pulled away from him. "You must be
exhausted from carrying that ego around. Good night."

"One more test." He held up his hand and asked in a
coy, singsong voice, "How many claws is the monster
showing?"

"Three. Four if I count the extra mutant thumb."

He chuckled in a low, taunting way. "Go back to
sleep and build an outhouse for your attitude.”

James chucked her lightly under the chin, then got
up and ambled toward the door, his thumbs hooked in
his jeans so that the waistband rode low around his
hips. Erica watched light gleam sensually on his taut
skin.

"I'm a glutton for punishment. Tell me, Wolfman,
what do you dream about?"



He turned around, filling the doorway. The hall light
silhouetted him in heart-stopping detail. With a slow,
languid movement he raised one hand and pantomimed
throwing a football.

"Playing," he said softly. "You're a builder. I'm a player.
And I play to win, Red. Fair warning."

Speechless, Erica watched him stroll away.

James had left to go fishing with Travis the next
morning by the time she got up, but he'd set her
suitcase in the bedroom and taped a note to the handle.

"No cut-offs."

She tore the note in half and left it on the pillow
when she made his bed.

Erica ate breakfast with Echo, Becky, and Sam in a
big country kitchen decorated in a style Sam called
"Discount Store Deluxe." The food was great, the com-
pany congenial, and four big, goofy hound dogs lay
under the table, politely accepting tidbits of food.

Erica was charmed, but a hundred troublesome ques-
tions tugged at her. Many of them she couldn't ask—at
least not this soon, because they were too personal.

What had caused the rift between James and the
family? It was obvious that the Tall Wolfs were all glad
to see one another, but the tension remained.

She mentioned what James had said about moving
back to the reservation and living in Dove's house some-
day. Echo, who at only twenty-nine was ancient and
cynical compared to twenty-five-year-old Becky, made
a disparaging sound in her throat.

"Maybe when he's through playing in the outside
world. He says he won't settle down until he gets old
and rich. Then he's going to move back here and get
married. Dove's house will fall down before that happens."

Erica idly shoved a spoon back and forth in her
coffee. "So he's saving himself for some sweet young
thing he'll find on the reservation?"

Becky smiled puckishly. "Saving? More like he's col-



lecting dividends until the right woman closes the
account."

Erica forced a smile in response. "Lots of dividends, I
imagine."

Grandpa Sam was reading a copy of the tribal
newspaper. He rattled it for attention and said, " 'Spect
he's gonna visit some dividends while he's here."

"Maybe not," Echo said cheerfully, and smiled at
Erica.

Erica shrugged, and prayed James's sisters wouldn't
suspect that she had a crush on him. A crush? Hope-
less. She thought of romance in high-school terms—no,
junior-high-school terms. James' would be grandly
amused if he ever found out.

"Nobody really knows what James will do next," Becky
added quickly. "He's changed a lot in the last few years."

"Oh? Why is that?"

Echo spoke as she began clearing the table. "After
the wreck. He'd been playing football for a lot of years,
living in Washington, and people here said he thought
he was too good to come home anymore. That wasn't
true. He was just busy. He visited when he could, and
he sent money and presents you wouldn't believe."

Becky picked up the story. "When the accident hap-
pened, James came home right away, of course. There
were some problems with the case, because the tribal
police didn't handle the evidence right. Travis wasn't
in charge then."

"Problems?" Erica asked.

Becky nodded. "See, the accident was caused by a
drunk driver—the wife of a sheriff from one of the
counties around here. The reservation police had
stopped her for drunk driving a few hours before she
ran into . . . into our folks' car. But because she was
important, and maybe because she was white, as James
claimed, they let her go."

Sam put his paper down. He folded it with extreme
care, his knotty fingers trembling a little. "James meant
well," he said huskily. "He wanted to bring in a bunch



of Washington lawyers to fight in court. He wanted to
see justice done for his family."

"But we thought it ought to be kept local,’ Echo
explained. She wound a dishcloth around her hands as
she stared out a window at sunrise on the mountains.
"We like to handle our own problems as much as we
can."

Sam patted the pocket of an old sports shirt, then
looked down, frowning, at his gray sweat pants. "Can't
find my pipe," he muttered.

Echo said something gentle in Cherokee and handed
him the pipe from an ashtray beside his newspaper.
Sam fiddled with it as if the feel of the smooth gray
surface was comforting. "Soapstone,” he told Erica,
holding up the pipe, his hand trembling more than
ever. "Hand carved. This is what almost everybody used
back in the old days. "

Erica swallowed hard and tried not to embarrass
him by getting teary.

Becky touched her arm, and when Erica swiveled to
look at her, she murmured, "So Travis and the rest of
us wouldn't let James bring in his lawyers. Things
didn't go so well, and the woman, well, she was let off
without much of a penalty."

Echo turned from the window, her shoulders slumped.
"James has never gotten over that. He blames Travis,
mostly, because Travis was the one who felt the strong-
est about handling the case ourselves."

Erica touched the sore spot on her temple, which
throbbed anew from all the information she'd absorbed
and the confusion it had created in her mind. She
understood a few things much better now. Although
James hadn't always been popular over the years, his
family had known that his motivations were the best.

"The whole tribe put James under a lot of pressure,"
Becky said, as if reading her mind. "When he went off
to play football he knew he couldn't let anybody down.
And he didn't. He was a great football player. But that
kind of success comes at a price."



Erica nodded. "You know," she said softly, "I've never
heard a more eloquent speech than the one he gave
about the Cherokees the other night in Washington."

"What speech?" Becky asked.

Erica looked at everyone askance, then explained.
They were astonished.

"We never knew that James gave speeches defending
the tribe," Echo said.

Erica nodded. "Yes."

Their eyes gleamed with pleasure, and they said a few
words to one another in soft, rapid Cherokee. Erica felt
she was building more bridges that morning, and when
she saw the smile on Grandpa Sam's face, she knew
the bridges would last.

By the end of the day Erica had furniture—funky,
lime-green furniture rented from Trader Tom's Motor
Lodge, but she didn't mind. Because Dove's two bed-
rooms were tiny. Erica put the queen-sized bed and
the dresser in the living room, along with a couch
covered in green vinyl. She decided wryly that the ar-
rangement looked like a low-rent bordello.

The kitchen now sported a table and four green chairs,
plus mix-matched dishes and cookware loaned by the
Tall Wolf sisters. The old cupboards were stocked, and
a small bookcase in the living room/bedroom held a
dozen texts Erica had purchased at the reservation
museum.

It was home—at least for now—and she felt content.
After she ate dinner Erica donned her cut-offs over a
black bathing suit and watched the sunset from a
rocking chair also loaned by the Tall Wolf household.

That night she lay in bed reading Myths and Sacred
Formulas of the Cherokess by the light of a lamp on a
lime-green nightstand. There were formulas for every-
thing from doctoring to romance.

Erica found one called "To Fix The Affections" and
smiled thoughtfully. Well, what the heck.

"Now the souls have met, never to part. His eyes have
come to fasten themselves on one alone. Whither can



his soul escape? Let him be sorrowing as he goes along,
and not for one night alone."

Erica paused. Good. Perpetual sorrowing on her be-
half. "Let him become an aimless wanderer, whose
trail may never be followed."

Take that, James, she added.

She suddenly felt very free from worry, and in cele-
bration she stripped naked. Erica stretched out on top
of the blanket, loving the brisk spring air on her body.
She turned out the light and began to doze, lulled by
the big new flood lamps she'd installed on each corner
of the house. Through an open window she heard the
forest moving in the night wind, the trees whispering
secrets she badly wanted to learn.

Her last thoughts before sleep were happy. An aim-
less wanderer . . . sorrowing as he goes along.

The next thing she heard was the click of the lamp
and a low, masculine groan of dismay.



Five

James thought later that it was like finding an unex-
pected gift without the gift wrapping.

In the second before Erica gasped and scrambled to
the other side of the bed, pulling the blanket up to her
chest, he glimpsed a long, svelte torso with beautiful
breasts and a taut stomach just made for a man's lips.

He groaned because that kind of temptation was the
last thing he needed. Seeing her in shorts and a T-shirt
the day before had convinced James that "skinny" was a
description he'd never use again. She was a tall, coltish
woman, but her angles were soft, and his senses went
into high gear whenever he imagined how her body
would feel under his.

"What are you trying to do?" she yelled, her eyes like
green ice. "Do you want to be drilled in a spot that
really hurts?"

No. Particularly not at the moment, he thought.

James sighed and backed away from the bed, his
hands up. "I knocked. You didn't wake up. I have a key
to the front door. I didn't expect you to be in the living
room naked."

"What are you doing here?"

He nodded grimly toward a heavy leather tote bag on
the floor. Then he caught her gaze and held it. "Moving
in."



Her eyes widened, and she looked like a wild mare
about to paw the ground. Lord, he'd liked to have been
the man who gentled her to ride.

"Why do you want to stay here?" she demanded.

"One, I own the place. Two, there's an extra bed-
room." He looked around drolly. "Two extra bedrooms,
apparently. Three, I hate motels."

"You have a bedroom with nifty football pennants on
the wall and a rock collection glued to the windowsill.
Yes, I lifted the curtain and noticed. Why don't you stay
with your rocks?"

James wasn't about to explain how much it hurt to
visit a home filled with photographs of his parents.
Echo's husband, and Travis's wife. He wasn't going to
explain that he wanted to cry when he overheard
Grandpa Sam solemnly reading the newspaper aloud
to them, so they wouldn't miss out on tribal happenings.

And he wasn't going to tell her that the day's fishing
trip with Travis had been a bitter fiasco of grief and
anger that had ended with Travis telling him quietly
that they were no longer brothers.

"I'm moving in," he repeated fiercely. "I won't bother
you, so don't sit there like a spinster-on-the-half-shell,
looking as ifyou're afraid I might take a bite."

He tracked the rise of fury in her fair complexion.
With her face flushed and her hair tangled like a chest-
nut mane she looked not only wild, but violent.

"I'm not afraid. I know what to do and how to do It
right,” she said in a seething tone. "I know where to
put what and what happens if I p