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        ameohtsé: go

        anováóó’o: The girl is beautiful.

        Ayasha: Little One

        e-énêšévaenâhtséstove: They stopped fighting.

        ema’o: red

        Éše’he Ôhvó’komaeste: White Moon

        Haestôhe’hame: Many Horses

        Heammawihio: the Wise One Above, the creator

        He’amo’ome: above world

        heehe’e: yes

        he’eo’o: women

        Heova’ehe: Yellow Hair (Custer)

        Hestôsanestôtse: renewing of the earth (Medicine Lodge ceremony)

        hetanesêstse: men

        hetómestôtse: This is true.

        hohnohka: contrary

        hoimaha: a spirit from the north that brings winter to the land, appears as a white man

        Hotametaneo’o: Dog Men

        hotoao’o: buffalo

        hova’âhane: no

        Kiwidinok: Of the Wind

        ma’e-ve’ho’e: red white man

        Ma’heonenahkohe: Medicine Bear

        mestaa’e: spirit not of a person

        motšêške: knife

        nahko’eehe: my mother

        náhtse: daughter

        nâhtse’eme: wife

        Nana’tose: I am cold.

        Ná-neéhove: I am the one.

        neho’eehe: my father

        Né-néevá’eve: Who are you?

        Nés-tsêhe’otseha: Bring them here.

        Netonêševehe: What is your name?

        nóxa’e: wait

        Ominotago: Beautiful Voice

        oo’estseahe: shaved head, baldy

        Savane: other tribes, not from the plains

        Seyan: the place of the dead

        si’yuhk: spirit of a person recently dead

        tsitsistas: our people (what the Cheyenne call themselves)

        ve’ho’e: spider

        Ve’ho’e Mestaa’e: White Man Ghost
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        ha: yes

        hoka hey: generic call to action, similar to “come on!”

        le mita pila: my thanks

        Nake nula waun welo: I am ready for whatever comes.

        Paha Sapa: the Black Hills

        wicasa wakan: holy man, prophet

        witcko tko ke: crazy

        wi-wanyang-wa-c’i-pi: Sun Dance
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      Kansas, 1865

      

      “Only good Injun is a dead Injun.” The soldier—maybe Will, or perhaps Bill, even Phil—spat a stream of tobacco juice from the side of his mouth. “Let’s just shoot ’em all and be done with it.”

      Luke Phelan stood on the top of a hill along with the hundred or so other men in his army company overlooking a peaceful Cheyenne village by the river. “If we shoot them all, it’s gonna be damn hard to bring back live captives.”

      The man scowled. “I don’t take your meanin’, Reb.”

      Luke was a Southerner, that was true, but he’d been captured and incarcerated in the Confederate prison at Rock Island, Illinois. He’d gone half-mad there, and had always felt as if the walls were closing in. The Yankees had offered him a deal he couldn’t turn down: if he swore allegiance to the Union, he could go west to fight Indians. When the war was over, he could return home.

      As Luke rode a horse nearly as well as an Indian, and he thrived in the sun and the wind and the wide- open spaces but died inch by inch while locked away, the offer seemed like a godsend.

      He’d been assigned to the 2nd U.S. Volunteers. Known as the Galvanized Yankees—a company mostly of Confederates who’d agreed to the same deal Luke had—they’d been transferred from Rock Island to Fort Leavenworth, then to Fort Riley. For the first time since he’d been captured, Luke saw the sky for more than a minute, and he was glad.

      But Kansas wasn’t Virginia; the Yankees were not the Rebs. Everything felt foreign and not quite right. While most of the regiment were Southerners like Luke, there were several like Maybe Will—Yankees who’d been sent west as punishment for dereliction. That the Rebs were better soldiers than they were did not sit well with their Northern comrades.

      Now that the war was over, Luke just wanted to go home. However, a promise was a promise. A vow was a vow. He’d stay as he’d agreed to do until they released him. They couldn’t keep him in the West forever.

      “If we ride in shooting everything that moves,” Luke said now, “we’ll most likely shoot a captive.”

      “Ya think I can’t tell the difference ’tween a white woman and a squaw?” Perhaps Bill objected.

      Luke had been there only a few months, but even he knew that “squaw” was an insult. He also knew that very few of the soldiers cared. “I don’t think you can tell the difference between your ass and your face.”

      Perhaps Bill blinked. Everyone else glanced back and forth between the two men, then toward their captain, who stood in conference with the Pawnee scouts who had led them to the Cheyenne encampment.

      The man’s hands curled into fists. “Why, you—you⁠—”

      “What’s going on, Private?” Captain Murdoch joined them.

      As both Luke and Maybe Will were privates, along with nearly everyone surrounding them, no one answered.

      “Fight the Indians,” the captain continued, “not each other.”

      Even Phil cast a triumphant smirk in Luke’s direction. “You orderin’ a charge, sir?”

      Before Captain Murdoch could answer, Luke spoke. “Looks like it’s mostly women and children down there.” Everyone glanced at him blankly, and he stifled a sigh. “The Cheyenne have been troublesome for the past several months because of the massacre at Sand Creek.”

      “Massacre.” Perhaps Bill snorted. “That weren’t no massacre. It was a victory, plain and simple.”

      How the murder of hundreds of Cheyenne and Arapaho women, children, and old folks by a troop of armed and mounted soldiers could be touted as a victory, Luke never had figured out. Once the Cheyenne had begun to murder innocents in retaliation, folks conveniently forgot why and devoted themselves to making them stop.

      So instead of killing the settlers, the Cheyenne had begun stealing the settlers. Which was how Luke’s troop had gotten here—wherever here was. They’d started at Fort Riley, but they might be in Colorado Territory by now. Who knew?

      “If we notch another ‘victory’ like Sand Creek,” Luke said, “it’ll only make things worse.”

      “You think you can give the captain advice since y’all did so good in the war?”

      The sneer in “y’all” was not lost on Luke. Nevertheless, he refrained from pointing out that the Confederates had been winning that war for most of the war. The losses had begun only when Lee started to run out of bullets, food, guns, and men. They’d had nothing to do with the caliber of the army or the command.

      Luke had been a member of the 43rd Battalion, Mosby’s infamous Rangers—a band of partisan cavalry labeled guerrillas by the enemy and known for their quick strikes on Union communication and supply lines. Then treachery had resulted in Luke’s capture and imprisonment. He still didn’t know who was responsible for that. But if he ever found out . . .

      Hell was going to be a relief for the bastard.

      “Phelan!” Captain Murdoch snapped.

      “Yes, sir.” Luke discovered he was the only one who had not mounted up.

      “You planning to join us?”

      Luke glanced at the peaceful Cheyenne camp, which wasn’t going to stay peaceful much longer. Why had he thought fighting Indians would be just like fighting Yankees?

      The sound of a pistol being cocked brought his eyes back to Murdoch, who’d aimed his Colt in Luke’s direction. “Get on that horse.”

      Maybe Will grinned. “Shoot ’im, Cap’n. It’s what they shoulda done right off.”

      General Grant had ordered immediate execution for captured partisans. That Luke was still alive was either a miracle or an accident. Luke was no longer quite sure of the difference.

      He got on his horse.

      The captain shoved his Colt into its holster. “Slow and easy. Scouts go first. They’ll ask for the captives. Then we’ll see what we’ll see.”

      They rode toward the river. At least Murdoch had the sense not to thunder down upon the Indians like the apocalypse. The Cheyenne didn’t appear happy to see them, but at least they didn’t scatter. Luke had been hunting often enough to know that if the prey ran, the predators chased them. Nothing good ever came of that.

      A wizened, white-haired Cheyenne man waited in the center of the circle of tepees. His dark gaze remained on the soldiers; he ignored the hated Pawnee scouts.

      The traditional enemy of the Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho, the Pawnee now worked with the U.S. Army. Luke couldn’t blame the old fellow for pretending such traitors were invisible.

      “Tell him that Black Kettle has ordered the release of all white captives,” the captain told his scout translator.

      Black Kettle had released captives of his own before Sand Creek. As that had gone so well, Luke wondered if the chief had truly demanded the release of any others.

      The Pawnee translated Murdoch’s words, but the Cheyenne elder continued to stare at the soldiers as if he hadn’t heard the scout speak. He almost seemed to be waiting for something, or perhaps someone.

      Luke let his gaze wander over the camp. As before, all he saw were women, children, and old people. Where were all the fighting men? He lifted his eyes, saw nothing but swaying prairie grass all the way to the horizon.

      “Search the tepees,” the captain ordered.

      Luke glanced at the prairie again. He’d heard tales of the Indians training their horses to lie on their sides, silent and still, hidden by the tall grass until an ambush was set. He’d always thought the stories nonsense, but now he wasn’t so sure.

      “Captain,” he began. “We should probably⁠—”

      “Do it!” Murdoch ordered.

      Luke bit back a retort and got off his horse. The sooner they followed orders, the sooner they could return to the fort.

      A handful of soldiers scattered, ducking into tepees, coming back out. Within moments, they’d retrieved the two women and three children who had been captured from a settlement near the Colorado-Kansas border.

      The sudden thunder of approaching hooves nearly drowned out a high-pitched whoop. Luke spun, hand to his gun, as dozens of Cheyenne warriors surrounded them. Most held rifles; those who didn’t had drawn their bows. His gaze went to their headdresses—feathers sticking straight up instead of cascading down their backs.

      Dog Soldiers. Hell.

      The most elite of Cheyenne warriors, the Dog Soldiers had separated from the other bands after the Sand Creek massacre. While many of the Cheyenne leaders had preached peace, the Dog Soldiers wanted only war. Both vicious and fearless, they’d been known to picket themselves to the ground by a tether known as a dog rope, then defend that circle of land to the death.

      Had the army known that Dog Soldiers had taken the captives? If so, they should have sent more men. Perhaps all of them.

      “Tell the Dog Soldiers to stand down,” Murdoch ordered.

      The Pawnee scout released a guttural stream, the only result of which was the movement of the Cheyenne women and children behind the mounted Dog Soldiers. The captives remained where they were—huddled together between the two armies.

      “Let us take them.” The captain pointed at the white women and children. “We’ll return to the fort. They won’t see us again.”

      The Pawnee translated. This time the Cheyenne with the best headdress—the snarling head of a coyote—whose horse stood slightly in front of all the rest, the only man who had not drawn a weapon, lifted a finger. An arrow buried itself in the chest of the Pawnee. He slumped to the ground, the lifeblood pouring out of him like grain through a hole in a burlap sack.

      The warrior’s gaze flicked to Luke, and interest lightened the ebony eyes. Only then did Luke realize he’d stepped in front of the captives.

      “I think he wants yer pretty red hair on his scalp pole.” Maybe Will’s voice sounded delighted.

      Luke lifted his hand and encountered his head rather than his hat. He’d moved so fast it must have flown off, revealing his Phelan red hair, a shade as bright and brilliant as the dying sun. Mosby had taken one look and ordered Luke to cut it as close to his scalp as possible; as soon as he had, the colonel handed him a hat so tight the wind never once tugged it off. But in prison, and out here, there was a dearth of scissors, razors, and mirrors, as well as hats that fit, so his hair had grown well past his ears and his hat lay on the ground.

      “Godammit,” the captain muttered. “That was the only scout who spoke both Cheyenne and English.”

      “Life for life,” the leader said, his gaze still on Luke’s hair.

      The captain, Luke, and everyone else in a blue uniform stared at the man as if one of the horses had suddenly opened its mouth and spoken.

      When no one responded, the Cheyenne’s lips tightened. “You take them.” He pointed at the captives.

      “Yes!” Murdoch’s agreement was so sudden and sharp, several of the army horses skittered. The Indian ponies did not.

      “Many lives we give you. You must give us just one.”

      “No,” the captain said.

      Again, the Cheyenne’s finger lifted and an arrow pierced the dirt only inches from the nearest captive. She shrieked and threw her arms around Luke’s knees, nearly knocking him over.

      “Keep them,” Murdoch said hurriedly. “We’ll go.”

      The white women began to keen; the children joined in.

      “You will return,” the Cheyenne continued more loudly so he could be heard over their cries. “You or others just the same. Take them now, or we will kill them and leave them here. It is the only way to have peace.”

      “You think you’ll have peace if you kill them?” Murdoch asked.

      “More peace than I have right now.” The Indian cast an irritated glance at the shrieking captives.

      Luke swallowed a sudden urge to laugh.

      “I can’t just give you one of my men,” the captain said.

      “Then go.”

      Every Cheyenne weapon—arrows, rifles, a few revolvers—shifted to the captives. Luke remained exactly where he was—between the cowering women and children and the Indians.

      “Get the hell out of the way, Phelan! Get on your horse.”

      “No, sir.” Luke’s gaze met that of the Cheyenne leader. “I’ll stay.”
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      Six years later

      

      Rose Varner needed a man. And not just any man, but the one the Cheyenne called the White Ghost with Hair of Fire.

      “Folks go into the Smoky Hills,” said a barkeep in one of the endless supply of tiny towns in north-central Kansas, “and none of ’em come out.” He lowered his voice as if imparting a secret. “He done killed ’em and buried ’em up there.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He lived with the Cheyenne once. Crazy, murderin’ bastards. Done turned the ghost plumb crazy. They say he talks to the spirits.”

      “If everyone who’s ever gone into the hills hasn’t come back, then who’s saying this?”

      The barkeep’s forehead furrowed. “Huh?”

      Rose gave up and moved on. Everywhere she went she heard tales of the White Ghost. He was tall; he was strong; he was brave, bold, and daring. Everyone agreed he’d been a soldier, but some insisted he’d worn blue, while others swore he’d worn gray. He had lived with the Indians. However, opinions varied as to whether he’d been captured and enslaved or joined them willingly.

      She tried to hire a guide to take her into the Smoky Hills, an area of strange, chalk-shaded rock formations that folks had started to call “badlands,” but she could not entice a single soul to accompany her there. The legends terrified everyone.

      Except Rose. She was too terrified of what would happen if she didn’t go.

      The Smoky Hills were visible for miles. She couldn’t miss them if she tried. She didn’t need a guide. She would ride to them alone. Once she was there, she wouldn’t leave until she found him.

      As her funds were dwindling, Rose purchased a small number of provisions. She wasn’t certain what she would do when she ran out. Her split riding skirt and loose man’s shirt had been torn and mended and washed so many times they appeared older than she was. Her boots and her slouch hat were the same. She should have brought her coat, but she hadn’t thought she’d still be riding when winter came round again. She’d been forced to buy another from an undertaker several months back. Hadn’t wanted to—the garment had previously belonged to a dead woman—but the price was right and the snow had been falling.

      She reached the hills about midafternoon and urged her horse through the brush and scrub, then into the shade of the towering rock formations. Shadows flickered, cool and navy blue. Spring in Kansas could go either way. She’d seen patches of snow on the prairie and ice floating on the rivers, which had made the sunshine today seem like pure heaven.

      The rumors of precisely where the White Ghost lived had been as plentiful as the rumors of his origins. Another amazing wealth of information considering that no one had ever returned from the region alive.

      Rose patted her mare’s neck. “Do you think he resides in a cave on the east side or a dugout near the western creek?”

      The horse blew air through loose lips. The sound echoed through a sudden stillness, and Rose bit her own lip, held her breath, listened. Nothing answered but the wind across the plains.

      She found the creek, but no dugouts, no caves, no ghost, unless she counted the bones of a buffalo that decorated the bank. As night hovered, she made camp. The flames of her fire danced with the shadows, making it seem as if a hundred devils approached. But no matter how hard or how long she looked, she didn’t see a single ghost.
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        * * *

      

      He came silently, knife drawn. The mare snored, nose nearly brushing the ground. She never sensed his approach.

      Neither did the woman. He was upon her, blade to her throat, before she drew breath to cry out. Not that crying out would have helped her.

      For an instant the perfection of her cheek—smooth and white—distracted him. He caught the scent of lilies. Her hair, which she’d kept stuffed beneath a man’s hat all day, would have glowed like the sun if she’d set it free. It was free now, shimmering silver beneath the moon. A lock brushed the back of his hand as she stirred.

      He jerked in surprise and blood welled under his blade. He expected her to buck and scream. Instead her eyes opened—blue, like his—and she smiled.

      “I found you,” she said, as if he weren’t straddling her waist in the dead of night, blade to her throat, a trickle of blood tracing the long, graceful column of her throat.

      Something equally sharp pressed against the inside of his thigh, high up and far too close to parts he’d had no use for in years but still did not wish to lose. His breath caught as he realized she hadn’t been asleep; she’d merely been waiting for him.

      “Can you speak?”

      He lifted an eyebrow, shifted his gaze to where her knife pricked his . . . prick.

      “I’ll remove mine if you remove yours.”

      His treacherous body responded to the images that flickered through his treacherous mind at those words. As he straddled her waist, the weight of her breasts rested against his legs, warm and round, no doubt smooth and soft and white. He hadn’t had a woman since . . .

      He lifted the knife from her throat and rolled to his feet.

      She sat up, eyeing his long hair—still Phelan red, but now shot through with silver. “I see the hair of fire. But why do they call you White Ghost?”

      “Né-néevá’eve?” he demanded. Who are you?

      She didn’t answer. Why would she? How could she?

      The wind whispered, Kill her, and while the wind had been his only friend ever since he’d come here, this time he didn’t listen.

      The first men who’d crept close in the night had planned to capture him and put him on display—five cents to see the White Ghost. If he caused too much trouble, they would kill him and sell glimpses of his body until the smell got too bad.

      The wind had told him just what to do.

      The next group had been searching for the first; they had similar ideas. The wind’s answer had not changed.

      Next came the law—a sheriff, two marshals, a detective. A whisper warned that if they found him, he would have to go back. He was not going back.

      After that, the bounty hunters trickled in. None of them were smarter than the wind.

      So why did he now ignore those whispers that had been his only companion, his best counsel? Perhaps it was the way that she smelled.

      Nevertheless, she had to go. If not from this earth, at least from these hills.

      He clasped his knife tighter, lifted it higher, and gave her a menacing glare. She rolled her eyes, and he gaped. He’d dispatched all intruders, yet this woman—Yankee from the sound of her voice—not only pulled her own knife but mocked him with word and deed, invading his territory, alone, as if she had no fear of the White Ghost with Hair of Fire. Perhaps she was insane.

      Like him.

      She got to her feet; her head reached only to the middle of his chest. She was so tiny he stifled the ridiculous urge to ruffle her hair like a child.

      “My name is Rose Varner.” She offered her hand. He stared at it as if it were the mouth of a rattler open to strike.

      She reached forward; he stepped back. Exasperation puffed between dewy lips, and she snatched his hand, pumped it up and down. On her palm, she had calluses. He wondered why.

      “It’s polite, when someone offers her name, to offer yours in return.”

      He snorted. Where did she think she was? A drawing room in New York City?

      “I know that you understand me.”

      He was tempted to spin about and disappear into the rock formations. She’d never find him. Except she’d come this far; she’d hornswoggled him by pretending to sleep, and she didn’t seem the type to leave without getting what she wanted.

      Whatever the hell that was.

      “Shall we try again?” She sounded like his mother when she’d been trying to teach him his sums.

      “I’m Rose Varner, and you are?”

      He opened his mouth, shut it again, glanced to the left then to the right. “Ná-neéhove⁠—”

      It was only when she said, “English” that he realized he’d spoken in Cheyenne.

      “And don’t give me any of that White Ghost nonsense. Tell me the name your mother gave you.”

      Her words, coming so soon on the heels of the first time he’d thought of his mother in years, made his eyes burn.

      What he wouldn’t give to hear his mother’s voice once more.

      “If you give me your name, I’ll tell you what I want.”

      He very nearly told her that he didn’t care what she wanted; he just wanted her to go. But he was curious, and as he hadn’t been for nearly as long as he’d been here, he indulged both himself and her.

      “Luke.” He cleared a throat as dry as the Smoky Hills. “Luke Phelan.”

      Her smile dazzled like the stars above. He had definitely been too long without a woman.

      “Irish,” she said, her gaze brushing his hair. “T’ be sure.”

      He would have smiled himself, if he remembered how.

      “What I want from you, Luke Phelan, is for you to take my daughter back from the Cheyenne.”

      And suddenly . . .

      Luke couldn’t stop laughing.
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      The White Ghost had a laugh as rusty as her own. Rose doubted it was for the same reason.

      The laughter went on longer than most laughter did. She waited patiently, a talent she’d perfected long ago. Patience had proven more useful than she ever would have guessed.

      The White Ghost—Luke Phelan, Rose corrected herself—was very tall and far too thin. His blue eyes and red hair would have hinted at Irish even before he’d said his name and made it true. Despite his coloring, he was fortunate enough to have skin that didn’t burn beneath the western sun, but had toasted to a lovely golden hue. She wished she were half as lucky. However, since she’d come west, her luck—if she’d ever had any—had deserted her.

      His clothing—half soldier, half Indian—only made him seem more Indian. Many of the warring plains tribes took shirts, boots, trousers, and hats—as well as the hair beneath—as trophies.

      Phelan had either kept his yellow-striped, blue cavalry trousers, or taken someone else’s. It would be common to ask which. His feet were bare—as if there were no spring chill—and as thin as the rest of him. The slice of chest and stomach revealed by the open deer hide vest was smooth and rippling with as much muscle as his bare arms. The silver that circled one biceps and dangled from both ears should have made him effeminate but didn’t.

      He had lines on his face—the sun and wind had seen to that. However, she still didn’t think he’d reached thirty, despite the streaks of white in hair the shade of a maple in late autumn. Most ladies would disdain that long, curling, tangled red hair. But Rose was no longer a lady.

      The sudden silence breached her senses. She tore her gaze from his hair, which brushed his too-sharp collarbone, to discover he had been studying her as she studied him.

      The heat of the fire seemed to press on her flushed face. She was no lady; he was no gentleman. Which was fine with her. She had not come here to find more of what she’d had quite enough of already.

      The wind ruffled his hair, but Rose was the one with goose bumps. “I’d appreciate an answer.”

      “Laughter wasn’t answer enough?”

      “No.”

      His lips tightened; he lifted his face to the stars and his hands to his head. She caught her breath as the moon poured over him, revealing ridged scars around both wrists.

      “You were a prisoner.”

      He lowered his hands, then his gaze.

      She pressed on. “How can you not want to help a child in the same predicament?”

      “Predicament,” he murmured, as if the word were fresh and new. Perhaps, for him, it was.

      “Perilous situation.”

      “I know what it means.” His voice had a slightly Southern drawl. “Considering where you are and who you’re with, I’d be more worried about my own predicament, if I were you.”

      “I’m not worried about anything but Lily.”

      He winced. “Don’t tell me any more.”

      Rose hadn’t gotten this far by listening to advice. “She’s three years old.” His fingers curled into a fist, but she hurried on. “She likes newborn calves and butterflies, the color yellow, and—” Her voice broke.

      Luke turned away. “I can’t help you.”

      “Please.” Desperation deepened her voice. “She⁠—”

      He ran, disappearing into the darkness like the ghost he was. Most women would have given up then. But Rose Varner was not most women.

      She didn’t chase him; she knew she wouldn’t find him that way. Instead she stared into the fire until the sun came up. Then she doused the flames and urged her horse in the direction Luke Phelan had run.

      She soon found that bare feet across dry land, with a prairie wind blowing, left very few tracks. The Smoky Hills were deceptive—one pale, dusty, twisted rock formation appeared a lot like another. But she kept going. Eventually she’d find him, or he’d, again, find her.

      When darkness fell that night, she made camp alone. Again, she lay by the fire, closed her eyes, and listened to the night. This time she kept both her knife and her guns nearby.

      She caught the whisper of an approach. Louder tonight. She heard him from much farther away. He didn’t even try to keep quiet. He clumped about so much he sounded like two men. And their horses.

      Rose sat up as the moon cast its ghostly light over just that.
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        * * *

      

      Luke tipped the whiskey bottle to his lips, enjoying both the fire in his belly and the spread of warmth everywhere else. His pleasures in this world were few. Not that he deserved pleasure, but it was human nature to yearn.

      Rose Varner and the story of her lost child had brought back all he’d tried to forget. Only whiskey made the memories fade. But it seemed to take more and more whiskey these days to achieve the desired result.

      What was it about the woman that made him remember? She looked nothing like⁠—

      Kiwidinok, the wind murmured.

      Luke’s fingers clenched on the glass as agony flared. He suckled from the bottle until both it and the whisper went away.

      He had to make Rose Varner leave. He’d heard her floundering around his hills all day. Now he could smell her fire. Hell, he could smell her. He’d have no peace until she was gone.

      He’d have no peace ever, but he didn’t need an audience.

      The scent of smoke, the flicker of flame drew him through the darkness. He hovered just out of sight around a rock formation twice his height. He fingered his knife, wondering what, exactly, he could do to encourage her departure that he hadn’t done already. Then he heard voices.

      At first he thought it was the wind again. But these voices said things the wind never had.

      “Well, hello, pretty lady. Whatcha doin’ out here all alone?”

      “I’m not.” She sounded more annoyed than afraid.

      “Alone?”

      “Pretty,” she snapped.

      “Here, now.” A second voice, rougher than the first. Luke did not like that one at all, even before it finished speaking. “No need to fret. My papa always told me all women are the same with a bag over their head.”

      “And my mama told me about men like you.”

      “What did she say?”

      The two gunshots were so loud that Luke, who’d had his cheek pressed to the sandstone monolith, jerked and banged his temple.

      “She said if a man can’t be a gentleman, he’s better off dead.”

      Luke had thought she was dead, and he was so glad to be proved wrong he’d stepped out from behind the rock before considering that a spooked female just might shoot him too.

      Except she’d already holstered her guns—where had they been last night?—to stare at the dead men, fists planted on her hips, exactly the way his mother used to when she was beyond exasperated.

      “I didn’t need your help,” she said. “I’ve met their kind before.”

      “Kind?” he repeated, moving from moonlight to firelight.

      “Those who underestimated women.” Her lip curled with disdain. “It was their downfall.”

      “They’re dead; you killed them.” He couldn’t seem to get his mind around the fact, as well as her lack of concern over it. Most women would be shaking and crying. Then again, most women wouldn’t have shot two men with two bullets before they even had time to draw their guns.

      “They had worse planned for me. Bag over my head.” She spat at the nearest body, hit him right in the face. “Are you going to run away again?”

      The whiskey he’d drunk earlier seemed to have disappeared from his blood like the life from those bodies. He felt as sober as a priest before Mass. “Are you going to shoot me?”

      “Do you plan on putting a bag over my head?”

      “The man who does is the greatest kind of fool.”

      She glanced at him sharply. He kept his face impassive as he stepped over the bodies and joined her by the fire.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Her voice hadn’t quivered when she’d faced men who would have raped and then murdered her, but it quivered now and he wondered why. There were so many whys that he wondered about her.

      “The eyes,” he said, “hold every secret to the soul.”

      Their gazes met and held. The air crackled. Or was that the fire?

      “If I put a bag over your head, I’d never know what you were planning.”

      “You’ll never know that anyway.”

      She was right. She was like no woman he’d ever met.

      “How did you learn to shoot like that?”

      His sister could have made those shots, but she’d been raised with five brothers and had always tried to best them in every way that she could. She wasn’t stronger than them, couldn’t be, but she could shoot as well, or better, if she practiced more. So she had.

      “You think I’d ride around alone if I couldn’t take care of myself?”

      “I hope not.” He paused. “That really wasn’t an answer.”

      “I taught myself. I had to.”

      He didn’t think he was going to get more of an answer from her than that. And what did it matter? She could shoot. He was glad. His gaze returned to the dead men. “They were probably here for me.”

      “They seemed to be here for me.”

      “Why would they come looking for you?”

      “Why would they come looking for you?” she countered.

      “You did.”

      “I have a very good reason.”

      “I’m sure they did too.” He scratched his chest. “I think there’s a bounty on me.”

      Which would explain the bounty hunters.

      Her eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t ask why. Which only meant that he was right.

      “You could have told them how to find me and saved yourself.”

      “I did save myself. And if they had you, I wouldn’t.”

      “You don’t. You won’t. I . . .” He swallowed the river of dust that had suddenly filled his throat. “I can’t go back to the Cheyenne. I just . . . can’t.”

      Her gaze brushed the scars on his wrists, and he shuddered as if a ghostly fingertip had trailed there. Disgust? Desperation? Desire? It had been so long since he’d felt any of them—it had been so long since he’d felt anything—he wasn’t sure.

      “I’m sorry they hurt you. But what if—” Her voice broke.

      “They won’t hurt her.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know.”

      “You lived with them.” As she wasn’t asking, he didn’t answer. “Why did you leave?”

      “I couldn’t stay.”

      “Because you were . . .” She waited for him to finish the sentence.

      He remained silent, though his mind offered suggestions.

      Foolish. Selfish. Hated.

      Lost.

      “Crazy?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “Did they make you leave because you were crazy?”

      “No.”

      “You aren’t?”

      “Oh, I’m definitely crazy.” Had been for quite some time, perhaps even before he’d left the Cheyenne.

      “Did you kill all the people they say you killed?”

      “Probably.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I’m sure you had to kill them before they killed you.”

      “I killed them because the wind whispered.”

      “You what?”

      His lips twitched. “I told you I was crazy.”

      “You don’t seem crazy.”

      “And you don’t seem stupid, yet here you are.”

      Now her lips twitched. “The wind speaks to you?”

      His amusement faded. “Yes.”

      “What does it say?” She lifted her face to the eerily still night, baring the long, smooth white column of her throat.

      Kill her.

      He clenched his hands.

      Her gaze, as she lowered it to his, held not a trace of fear. “Did it tell you to kill me?”

      He could only nod.

      “You haven’t.”

      Did that make him less crazy or more?

      She was the biggest problem to come into these hills since he’d arrived. That he hadn’t killed her worried him. If he didn’t listen to the wind, the wind might stop speaking, and then what would he do?

      “You smell like lilies,” he said.

      “I know.”

      She wasn’t concerned in the least over his statement that the wind wanted her dead. He considered the blood dampening the dirt at her feet. He wasn’t surprised.

      “I was starting to forget.” She drew in a deep breath, let it out slowly. “The shape of her face, the way that she smiled.”

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      “The scent of lilies helps me remember.”

      The wind made sure that Luke would never, ever forget.

      “I bought some perfume, but now it’s gone and I . . .” She blinked several times, then drew herself up. “What do you want? Money?”

      “Money means nothing to me.”

      “What does?”

      “Solitude.”

      She sniffed, and her nose wrinkled. “How about whiskey?”

      “You’re going to give me whiskey?” He doubted there was enough in the world to grant him the peace that he craved.

      “I’ll give you anything you want if you take me to the Cheyenne.”

      He let his gaze linger on the swell of her breasts that even the loose man’s shirt could not disguise. “Anything?”

      She laughed, the sound harsh and cold amid the quiet of the night and the warmth of fire. “You don’t want me.”

      He tilted his head. “I don’t?”

      “No one does.”

      He frowned, but she continued before he could say anything else. “I would go myself.”

      The thought of this tiny, pale woman approaching a Cheyenne camp made his skin prickle.

      “But I don’t know the language, the customs, or where in creation they might be.”

      “You think I do?”

      “I know you do.”

      “You shouldn’t listen to rumors.”

      “If I’d listened to rumors, Mr. Phelan, I wouldn’t be here. You’re a killer.”

      “Pot. Kettle,” he murmured, his gaze on the two bodies. He thought he heard a burble of laughter, but when he looked back he saw nothing of the kind on her face. Instead she stared at him steadily.

      “I’d prefer that you go with me, but if you won’t. I’m not going to just leave her there.”

      “You’ll die.”

      “Better than living without her.”

      He’d once thought the same. Hell, he still did. But he hadn’t the courage to die. He thought that Rose Varner probably did. Why that bothered him, he wasn’t sure.

      He still wasn’t taking her to the Cheyenne.

      “You’ve proven you can take care of yourself,” he said.

      “I always have. It’s my daughter I wasn’t able to take care of.”

      Which only made them two of a kind.
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      As Rose saddled her horse the next morning, the wind blew south, which seemed as good a reason as any for her to blow south too.

      She hadn’t planned to leave the Smoky Hills without the White Ghost, but short of knocking him over the head and lifting him onto her horse—neither of which she thought she could accomplish—she didn’t see how she could turn that hope into a reality.

      In truth, when he’d abruptly stood and left last night—no good-bye, he’d just stalked into the darkness—she’d been relieved. She’d done her best to pretend he didn’t frighten her, but he did. There was something desperate about him. She recognized it because there was something desperate about her. Desperate people had nothing to lose, which made them not only unpredictable but dangerous. Her being that was one thing; she had to be to retrieve her daughter. His being that way could ensure just the opposite.

      Rose glanced over her shoulder and saw nothing. Still, she thought he was watching her.

      She considered riding to another fort. She’d already been to several—Fort Dodge, Fort Harker, Fort Zarah, Fort Hays, and Camp Sherman, which she had been informed was now called Omaha Barracks.

      Since that idiot Custer had massacred over a hundred women and children at the Washita River not three years ago, the Cheyenne had been troublesome.

      The progress of the railroad across their hunting lands hadn’t made them any happier. They attacked the work crews and supply trains; they destroyed the tracks wherever they could.

      She hadn’t needed a pretentious army colonel to tell her that the soldiers had all they could do keeping the Indians from obliterating everyone in Kansas, Colorado, and Nebraska. She’d lived it, thank you very much. As she’d known from the moment she’d started this quest, she was on her own.

      Perhaps a larger town would provide greater possibilities. There had to be someone besides the great White Ghost who could take her to the Cheyenne. Or at least someone who could point her in the right direction. They were out there. One only had to know where to look.

      Without warning, her mount shied. Rose tightened her legs, gripped the saddle, murmured nonsense. In response, the animal reared.

      She kept her seat. It wasn’t easy. The horse pawed the air, huffed, then slammed its hooves back onto the ground so firmly Rose’s teeth nearly clipped off her tongue.

      Snake, she thought, expecting her mount to bolt or stomp, then buck. She held on with all her strength. She could not afford to be thrown onto a rattler. Instead the horse stilled, nostrils flared, ears pricked, muscles beneath its sleek skin twitching.

      The Indians rose as if they’d grown right out of the ground. Where had they been? She’d seen nothing in any direction but prairie grass—all the way to the horizon.

      In her mind she reached for her gun; she shot them before they got anywhere near. Bang. Bang. Bang. Three bullets, three dead Indians.

      In reality, the sight of them caused a jolt in her chest, in her blood. They wore only short breechclouts and moccasins; the spike of scalp locks trailed from the centers of their shaved skulls.

      She was unable to breathe; her head went light. When they dragged her from her horse, the Rose that lived in her mind fought. She kicked and shrieked, cursed and bit; then she ran.

      The Rose that lived on the earth hit the ground in a heap, then lay there as they gathered in a circle, their soulless eyes seeming to crawl all over her before one of them reached down. She tried to scream, to move. Nothing came out but a moan. One leg twitched.

      He flicked her hat from her head, and that circle of eyes lit on her long blond hair. He lifted several strands to the sun, the contrast between the gold and brown so stark. His other hand lifted; the knife glinted. She wanted to close her eyes, and she couldn’t even manage that.

      The blade descended, disappearing from view above her. Pain flared, brighter than the sky across her scalp. The air filled with the familiar sound of screams. But they weren’t hers.

      The Indians scrambled up. The one with the knife let go of her head, and it thumped to the earth so hard her ears rang. Or perhaps that was the thunder. The prairie shook with its force. How odd since the sky remained bright blue.

      Three dull whacks sounded, similar to the thud her skull had made against the dirt. She lifted her hand, touched her head. Her fingers came away painted red.

      Rose sat up—the better to see past the tall grass—and a warm, wet flood doused her eyes. Impatient, she tore a strip of cloth from her shirt, swiped her face, then tied the band around her forehead so she could see.

      A horse raced in their direction. No saddle, the only bridle a rope looped around the horse’s jaw, but a rider clung low to its back; a long, thick stick swung from his hand. The sound she’d thought was screaming, but was more of a whoop, returned. The volume made her ears ache. As he rode past, he thumped the Indians on the head with the stick—thunk, thunk, thunk—and was gone.

      The Indians seemed to have forgotten her. Who wouldn’t with that whooping, thumping maniac turning around for another pass? However, this time he leaped free several yards away. The horse continued on, making a wide curve and coming to a stop, his gaze fixed on his rider.

      The man wore fringed buckskin leggings and a matching shirt, beaded and quilled. His features had been painted with black and white streaks; a headdress of dark feathers dotted with white tufts covered his head. She’d seen similar headdresses, similar paint, a similar shirt once before.

      On the night she’d last seen her daughter.

      He lifted his face to the sky and gave another long whoop, before he took the rope tied across his chest like a sash and drove the picket at one end into the ground, staking himself to the earth like a horse.

      Her attackers raced in his direction. If Rose could have moved, she would have considered climbing onto her horse and fleeing. But she wasn’t so foolish as to believe that she was not the prize in the coming battle. The idea of being ridden down and captured by the man wearing that headdress, or the three who had planned to take her hair, was too terrifying to contemplate. So she sat in the grass and watched, unable to move any more now than she’d been able to before.

      The new arrival twisted and kicked the first warrior in the chest. The man smashed into the second and they both fell. The third leaped out of their way and practically ran into the knife the painted warrior had drawn. He fell to his knees, then onto his side and lay still.

      Jab after jab opened cuts in all of them. The sun beat down, warmer than it should be, and the sweat painted their bodies, as well as the earth, crimson. A second died the same as the first, and the two that were left circled.

      The staked man stumbled. The other moved in for the kill. The first drove upward with his knife. Not weak, not off balance, had he even tripped? The kill was a dance, graceful and sure. The final attacker fell backward without a sound.

      The victor yanked the picket from the ground and stalked in her direction. Rose meant to meet his eyes, to face her death as bravely as he’d faced his. But the streaked paint, the waving feathers shimmied and in her mind he became another man, in another place, on another night.

      “Not night.” She fought against both confusion and unconsciousness. “It’s day.”

      So why did the sun suddenly go dark? Why could she smell the house burning? Her daughter screaming?

      There was no house. Just as there was no daughter.

      Not here. Not now. Perhaps not ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Rose toppled over as Luke approached. Considering the amount of blood on her face and clothes, in her hair—it now appeared nearly as red as his—he couldn’t believe she hadn’t fainted before.

      Of course she wasn’t the fainting type. She’d faced down two armed men, sparred with them, then shot them without a flicker. She’d spat on one seconds afterward.

      So why were her guns still in their holsters? Why had she just lain there and let the Pawnee nearly scalp her? He had an idea, and he didn’t much like it.

      Luke knelt at her side. He’d need to stitch her wound; she’d probably have a scar. He doubted it was her first. And traveling alone as she was, it wouldn’t be the last.

      He retrieved all the water from the nearby horses, whistling sharply to his own. The animal returned, standing next to Rose’s mount, avoiding the Pawnees’ like the smart Cheyenne-trained horse that he was. All Cheyenne hated the Pawnee, even the horses.

      Luke yanked off her gruesome bandage. The contrast between the pale skin beneath and the brownish red all around made her appear as if she’d been in the sun for days.

      Her eyes opened, then widened. Her breath caught and held. Panic washed over her face.

      “It’s me.

      Her gaze lowered from the top of his head to his eyes. She let out her breath. “Mr. Phelan?”

      “Who else?”

      She ran her fingertip down his cheek, and he jerked back at her touch. Her finger came away covered in paint.

      He couldn’t remember when he’d slapped it on. He’d felt uneasy, watched, stalked from the moment he’d woken. Which only made today the same as quite a few others.

      “Could you—? Would you—?” She breathed in and out once more, then waved at the top of his head. “God, take it off!”

      He removed his headdress, set the item carefully out of the way. His movements caused dried blood to flake off his neck and sprinkle the ground like salt. That didn’t seem to bother her.

      “You shot two men and didn’t flinch, but some paint and a few feathers scare you?”

      She sat up. “You surprised me is all. The only thing that truly frightens me is never seeing my daughter again.”

      “Liar.”

      She blinked; her mouth opened, but nothing came out.

      “You were so scared of those Pawnee you didn’t even draw your gun.”

      “I didn’t have time.”

      He didn’t bother to call her a liar again. They both knew that she was.

      “That’s a Dog Man headdress,” he began.

      Her gaze flicked to the feathers and quills. “A what?”

      “It’s what the Cheyenne call the Dog Soldiers. Dog Men. Hotametaneo’o.”

      “You did ride with the Cheyenne. You can find them.”

      Instead of answering, he took her left hand, rubbed his thumb along the mark on the third finger. There’d once been a ring there. Even though there was no longer, the sun and wind had darkened and roughened the skin on either side of where it had rested.

      “When you said the Cheyenne took your daughter, you meant the Dog Men took your daughter.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Comparing the Cheyenne and the Dog Men is like comparing a tomcat and a lion.”

      “The Dog Soldiers—Dog Men—are Cheyenne.”

      “Some are Sioux as well.” The tribes that had warred in the past had now mingled, their warrior societies too. “But all Cheyenne aren’t Dog Men. Only the best fighters, best horsemen . . . ” He paused, deciding to keep “best killers” to himself. “It’s a military society. There are several: Fox Soldiers, Elk Soldiers, Red Shields, Crazy Dogs, Bow Strings. But the Dog Men are the deadliest military society there is.”

      “I wouldn’t mention that to the U.S. Army.”

      “I don’t have to.” He was pretty sure the U.S. Army already knew.

      He rubbed the pale flesh that circled her finger again. “What about your husband?”

      “He’s . . . ” She swallowed. “Gone.”

      “Mmm.” He continued rubbing. “What about you?”

      “I’m not gone.” She yanked her hand from his.

      “No?” He thought parts of her were not only gone, but they weren’t ever coming back. Like certain parts of him.

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “You killed two bounty hunters.”

      “They were asking for it.”

      “But when three Pawnee try to scalp you, you leave your guns in the holsters.”

      “I was ambushed.”

      “I know.” He tore a piece of the cloth he’d found tied to one of the Pawnee’s saddles, along with a water jug. It looked like some poor farm wife’s skirt; he hoped Rose didn’t notice. He doused it with water and started to wipe the blood and dirt from her face.

      She circled his wrist with her fingers, and his scars burned. “How do you know?”

      He’d returned that morning to her campfire, only to discover it cold and her gone. He’d stripped the bounty hunters of whatever he could use, buried them, and led their horses back to his own camp. He’d trade them, as well as anything else he could, to a prospector who drifted through now and again. The fellow was crazier than Luke, didn’t remember from one visit to the next that he’d met Luke before. Each time the old-timer traded his whiskey—and for some reason, he always had a lot of it—for whatever Luke had collected.

      Despite his spending the night hoping she would be gone, once she was Luke could not shake his unease. He thought she might still be there, or maybe someone else was. He’d walked the boundaries of the Smoky Hills. The only trails he’d found were hers and the bounty hunters’, yet the feeling persisted. Finally he’d climbed the highest peak. At the top, he could almost see Denver City. He’d peered west, east, north, and then⁠—

      “I saw them.”

      “I swore I could feel—” She bit her lip.

      “Someone watching you?”

      “It happens.” She lifted her chin. “I’ve learned to listen.”

      “You should.” Listening to feelings—and voices—had saved him on several occasions.

      “How did you see them? I didn’t.” Her brow furrowed; her wound started bleeding again. “They rose right out of the ground.”

      “They were lying in the grass.” He returned to cleaning her face, and this time she let him.

      “But their horses⁠—”

      “Those too. There isn’t much cover. The tribes on the plains have adapted. I saw them from higher ground.” He pointed to his hills. “You couldn’t.”

      “Why were you watching me?”

      “I felt . . . ” He shook his head and more dried blood rained down, sprinkling onto his legs through the gaps in his leggings.

      He didn’t have much hair there. He’d plucked it when he lived with the Cheyenne. It was what a Cheyenne did. He must have done a good job, because not all of it had grown back. The hair on his chest was the same. In the white world, lack of body hair would be seen as an indication of youth; in the Cheyenne world it was one of the things that made a man.

      “What did you feel?”

      Since she’d arrived he’d felt so many things that he hadn’t felt for so long. Curiosity. Lust. Fear. Anger. Admiration.

      “Something was coming.”

      “You were right.”

      Luke didn’t answer, just continued to dab at the blood until she gave an impatient huff and snatched the cloth out of his hand to scrub at the mess herself.

      He shifted his shoulders, trying to make the tickle between them go away. It should be gone. He knew what had put it there; he had killed them.

      Turning, he let his gaze wander over of the seemingly empty prairie. But that feeling of eyes on his back did not go away.
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