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Prologue

Texas, 1872

 


This is a day like
no other.” Two Moons, the great chief of the Comanche, caught his
wife’s hand and, in a rare display of affection, brought it to his
lips. “This day I will have my firstborn.”

“And your sister, Morning Light, will become
a bride.” His wife, Shining Star, who lay upon the buffalo robe,
gave him a weak smile before another pain caused her to gasp.
“Leave me now,” she whispered. “For my time is here.”

He strode from the tepee while the old women
took up their positions on either side of his wife. Under a
cloudless Texas sky, a breeze ruffled the tall prairie grass,
adding to the festive air in the Comanche camp.

Morning Light, sister to the great chief, Two
Moons, had been led to the stream where the women had helped her
bathe and perfume her hair. Now, dressed in her finest buckskin
gown, her hair entwined with wildflowers and pretty beads, she
stood in the doorway of her brother’s tepee for the last time. From
this moment her home would be with One Who Will Lead, a great
warrior among her people.

All of her earthly goods had been bundled and
set outside her brother’s tepee. On this day she would become an
honored wife, with a tepee of her own. Soon, she hoped, she would
be like Shining Star, giving her husband a child of their love.

In a formal ceremony, the chief accepted the
string of ponies from the sun-bronzed brave. With the bride-price
paid, One Who Will Lead strode forward with an air of confidence to
claim his woman. He led the horse upon which she would ride away
with him.

To Morning Light he looked like a young god
as he strode confidently toward her. Stretching out her hand to
him, she smiled shyly, then glanced up at the sudden sound that
broke the stillness. The smile froze on her lips. Seeing the look
of sudden horror on her face, he turned, then placed himself in
front of her for protection.

Nearly two dozen soldiers astride horses
crested the hill and raced through the camp, their guns
blazing.

The first bullet hit One Who Will Lead
directly in the chest. He collapsed against Morning Light. With a
cry of pain and outrage, she fell to the ground and cradled the
handsome brave in her arms. His blood stained the front of her gown
and flowed in ever-widening circles, until the grass beneath them
ran red with his blood.

The air was filled with the screams of the
women and children, and the thunder of hoofbeats as the armed men
raced through the camp, destroying all in their path.

Morning Light had no idea how long she lay in
the grass, holding the lifeless body in her arms. When at last she
was lifted in her brother’s powerful arms and carried to the edge
of the stream, she looked around as though in a daze.

Black, acrid smoke drifted from the burned
tepees. Bodies of men, women and children littered the ground.

“Shining Star?” she whispered.

He shook his head, and she saw the tear that
squeezed from his eye before he turned away. He was, after all,
proud chief of the Comanche. There must be no show of weakness
before his people.

“She is dead?”

“The bullet found her before the child could
be delivered.”

With a cry of alarm she caught his arm. “And
the baby?”

“A son.” The words were wrenched from the
chief’s constricted throat.

“He—lives?”

He nodded. “For now. He seems very weak, but
alive. The old women brought him forth with great difficulty. But
one of the white soldier’s horses trampled them and crushed his
foot. Because of this I have named him Runs With The Wind. This
will give him strength against his weakness.” The chief’s voice
shook. “The journey before him will sorely test his strength.”

He stood and offered his hand. “Come. We will
mourn our dead. And then we must leave this place before the
soldiers return with more men and more guns. We will make our way
to the high country.”

His voice roughened. “Because of this
treachery, I turn my back on the white chief’s treaty. I will raise
my son in the ways of my father.”

Morning Light’s eyes narrowed in fury. “I
give you my word, my brother. I pledge my life that no soldier’s
hand will be lifted against your son, unless it first strikes me
down.”

She stared at the blood that stained her
hands and arms, the front of her dress. This was to have been her
wedding day, the happiest day of her life. Instead it was a day of
pain and horror.

Kneeling at the banks of the river, she was
suddenly overcome with grief. She could not wash away the blood of
One Who Will Lead. It was all she had left of the handsome brave
who had pledged his heart. Instead she smeared the blood on her
face, where it mingled with her tears.

As was their custom, they buried their dead
in caves and crevices, facing the rising sun. When the last body
had been laid to rest, Morning Light and Two Moons stood with the
others who had survived this massacre and grieved without
mentioning the names of the dead, for that would be
disrespectful.

As she made her way from the burial site,
Morning Light vowed she would never forget. Nor would she forgive
those who had done this thing. She would carry this anger against
all whites in her heart. And nurture it until she had extracted
vengeance.



Chapter One

Texas, 1876

 


“Oooeee! Jessie.
Cole.”

At the commotion outside, Jessie and Cole
Matthews looked up from the breakfast table and hurried to the
front door, followed by a towheaded boy of six and a dark-haired
girl of three. In Jessie’s arms was an infant whose chubby fingers
tugged on a lock of her hair.

Jessie’s brother, Thad, didn’t even wait
until his horse had come to a halt before sliding from the saddle
and racing toward them. Dust swirled around him in a cloud as his
boots pounded the dirt. He held aloft a crumpled envelope.

“A wrangler who’s a friend of mine in Fort
Mason spotted Dan.”

Jessie’s eyes went wide with surprise and
pleasure. “He’s in Texas? Where is he now? When is he coming
home?”

“Not so fast. He didn’t say much.” Thad
thrust the letter into his sister’s hand and reached down to easily
swing his niece and nephew up into his arms. “Just says he knows of
a doctor who wandered into the town and stayed long enough to see
to a lot of people’s needs. Then, just when he’d earned the town’s
respect, there was some kind of trouble, and the doctor left just
as silently as he’d arrived. But I know it was Dan. Read it.”

Jessie scanned the words written in an almost
illegible scrawl, then handed it to her husband without a word.

Cole read the letter. Seeing the way Jessie’s
eyes filled, he tousled her hair in a gesture of tenderness. “Dr.
Dan Conway.”

She sniffed back the tears that had surprised
her. “It sounds like Dan, doesn’t it?”

Cole nodded. Glancing toward Thad, he
muttered, “We’d better send one of the hands to Fort Mason to find
out all he can.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Thad
nodded toward the bunkhouse. “I’ll get my stuff together now.”

“What do you mean?” Cole’s brows knitted into
a frown.

“He’s my brother, Cole. I need to find him.”
His voice lowered. “I don’t mean to leave you without a wrangler.
Jeremy Storm said he’d take over my chores until I get back.”

“To hell with the ranch chores.” Cole gave a
quick glance at his wife, knowing how she felt about swearing in
front of the children. “Look, Thad, I’m worried about Dan, too. But
if you’re going to run off every time some cowboy reports a doctor
who looks like your brother, you could spend the rest of your life
crisscrossing the trails of Texas and never find him.”

“I’m going,” Thad said, turning toward the
bunkhouse.

As he strode away, Jessie placed her hand on
her husband’s arm. “Let him go, Cole. Thad needs to do this. He
spent all his growing-up years missing Dan. Now that he’s a man, he
has the right to try to find him.”

Cole took the infant from his wife’s arms so
that she could read the letter again. He saw the way her hands
shook.

“I know that something terrible happened to
Dan,” she murmured, carefully folding the paper. “Something that’s
keeping him from returning home like he planned.”

“People change, Jess,” Cole whispered.

She shook her head, then draped her arms
around her husband and baby, and nestled her head on his shoulder.
“If Dan has changed, something has happened to change him. All I
know is, I won’t rest until I find out what it was.”

* * *

The horseman topped a rise and stared at the
land spread out below him. The baked earth shimmered beneath a
blazing sun. Towering buttes dotted the landscape, along with
rock-strewn cliffs and dry, barren soil.

He lifted his hat and wiped his brow, then
pulled the hat low on his head to shade his eyes.

He had never forgotten how relentless the sun
could be in Texas. Nor how desolate the land. Despite the flow of
people into strings of tiny towns scattered across the plains,
Texas was still an uncharted wilderness. For that, he should be
grateful. What he didn’t need was civilization. Or recognition. He
wanted to get swallowed up in this vast land and be left alone.

Alone. It struck him that that single word
best described his whole life. Growing up in Texas had isolated him
and his family from the rest of the world. His dream of being a
doctor had isolated him, as well. Even his own father hadn’t really
understood his need to heal the wounded.

Big Jack Conway had wanted his son to be a
rancher. And when Dan Conway had finally gone East to study, he’d
found himself in a world into which he never quite belonged.
Harvard Medical School in Boston was not just separated by
thousands of miles from Texas. It was a separate culture, as well.
But through dogged determination he had made a place for himself.
Whether he walked amid the squalor of the docks or the glittering
life of the scholarly and successful, he had been accepted as a man
who charted his own course.

His musings were interrupted by the sight of
a wagon hurtling along on the flat stretch of land below him. At
first he thought it might be hauled by a runaway team. But as he
watched he saw the driver crack his whip, urging the team even
faster.

Damn fool, Dan thought. He’d probably wind up
along the trail with a broken neck.

Minutes later a dozen or more horsemen raced
past, following the trail of the wagon. From his position Dan could
see that all the men carried long-range rifles. Buffalo hunters, he
realized. They were overrunning this part of Texas. Probably on the
trail of a herd. A big one, from the number of men he counted.

He veered off the path and followed a dry
gully until he came to a small creek. Though it was little more
than a mud hole, he stripped off his clothes and sought relief from
the heat. A short time later he staked out his horse near the
water’s edge and took shelter beneath an outcrop of rock. He would
sleep until the heat of the day was past. Then he would resume his
journey.

* * *

It wasn’t any sound that alerted Dan to
danger. In fact, it was the absence of sound. No birds shrieked
overhead. No insects buzzed. One moment his horse had been
contentedly drinking from the creek. The next moment the sound
ceased. As if, Dan thought, his eyes quickly opening, someone had
muzzled the animal.

As he started to rise, he heard the sound of
a pistol being cocked. The cold steel of a gun was pressed to his
temple.

“I wouldn’t move,” said a raspy voice,
“unless you like dyin’.”

Dan froze.

“I’ll take the gun,” said the voice as Dan’s
pistol was yanked from his grasp.

Dan turned toward a man in dirty buckskins
whose face bore a jagged scar from his temple to his jaw. Stringy
copper hair fell to his shoulders beneath a black, sweat-stained
hat. Two men stood behind the stranger. Both carried rifles aimed
at Dan’s head.

“What do you want?”

“You’re on our land,” the man said. “We
thought we’d see if you were carrying anything of value.”

“Your land? I thought this land belonged to
the Comanche.”

“Not anymore. Haven’t you heard? The Indians
have been sent packing to the reservation.” The man gave a sly
laugh. “We got friends in high places who let us use the land. And
we don’t like anybody trespassing on our property.”

“Well, look here.”

At the shout, Dan turned toward the creek and
watched as a scrawny boy of about fifteen rifled through his
bedroll and saddlebags. Spying the black bag, he untied it and
lifted it in the air.

“Bring it here,” called the scarred man.

The boy ran up the hill and said with a grin,
“Looks like one of them doctoring bags, Cal.”

The man studied the contents for a moment
then asked, “You a doctor?”

Dan nodded.

The man gave a slow smile, revealing
tobacco-stained teeth. “We just keep getting luckier all the time.
Billy, fetch his horse.”

The boy went running down the hill and
returned leading Dan’s horse.

“Come on,” Cal cried, giving Dan a shove. “We
got someone who needs you real bad.”

The men pulled themselves into the saddle and
gathered around Dan, to make certain he couldn’t escape. Cal took
up the reins to Dan’s horse and led him. Some distance away, in a
secluded campsite surrounded by evergreens, stood the wagon Dan had
seen earlier in the day. The group of men clustered around a camp
fire looked up as they approached.

When they came to a halt, Dan was hauled from
the saddle and led toward the wagon. Lying on the ground beneath it
was a man wrapped in several layers of blankets. Despite the heat
of the fire, his teeth chattered uncontrollably.

“We found you a doctor,” Cal said, staring
down at the man.

The man’s eyes opened and he struggled to
focus on the figure looming over him. His eyes slowly closed.

“Fix him up, Doc,” Cal said, tossing the
black bag at Dan.

“What happened to him?” Dan asked.

“Damned if I know. He just keeled over when
he was riding today. Said he couldn’t go another mile. We thought
we could get him to a town in the wagon, but we had to stop when he
got half-crazy with the pain.”

“He wasn’t shot?” Dan was already kneeling
beside the man. As he unwrapped the blankets, heat poured from the
man’s body in waves.

“Hell, no. Who’d shoot old Quent? He’s the
meanest, toughest trail boss in Texas. His hide is too tough for
bullets.”

The men all laughed at Cal’s words.

Dan’s fingers moved slowly over the man as he
carefully probed. As he touched Quent’s lower side he heard his
sudden intake of breath. The man’s face became contorted with
pain.

Dan glanced up. “It’s his appendix.”

“Fix it,” Cal said.

“It isn’t that simple,” Dan explained
patiently. “It may have ruptured.”

“And if it has—whatever you called it?”

“Ruptured.”

“Yeah. Then what?”

“His body will be already filled with
poisons. I won’t be able to save him.”

“And if it hasn’t—whatever you said?”

“If it hasn’t ruptured, I could try to remove
it. But under these conditions...”

“Then quit talking about it and do it,” Cal
said. “But remember this, Doc. If Quent doesn’t live, you won’t
either.”

“I didn’t cause his trouble,” Dan said
evenly.

“Didn’t say you did. But you’ll die all the
same.” Cal gave an evil laugh. “Life just isn’t fair, is it,
Doc?”

The others joined in the laughter.

Dan searched through the meager supplies in
his bag. Until he replenished the medicines in a town, there was
almost nothing left that he could use. He bit down on his
frustration. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been forced to work
under such primitive conditions.

“I’ll need some whiskey,” he said. “And a
kettle of boiling water.”

One of the men took a healthy swallow from a
bottle of cheap whiskey, then handed it to Dan. The driver of the
wagon wrapped a dirty rag around his hand and removed a blackened
kettle from the fire. He dropped it beside the sleeping man. Dan
plunged his instruments into the boiling water, then, with the aid
of a stick, plucked out a knife.

“Give him a stiff shot of whiskey,” Dan said.
“And then hold him still.”

Cal nodded and did as he’d been told. For a
moment the men stared transfixed as Dan bent to his patient. But as
he began to make an incision, the men beat a hasty retreat. As the
blade of the knife bit into his flesh, Quent let out a scream of
terror that filled the air. Then he fell deathly silent.

“There’s no need to hold him now,” Dan said
softly. “He’s beyond pain.”

Cal remained, kneeling beside his friend. He
seemed unmoved by the sight of the blood that spilled from Quent’s
body.

Dan studied the diseased organ and realized
that the deadly poisons had already begun to spread through the
man’s system. Discounting the notion that his efforts would
probably be in vain, he worked feverishly to do all that he could
to save him. Moving quickly, he removed the appendix and closed the
man’s wounds. Any minute now Quent would come to and begin to
thrash around. If that happened, he would surely bleed to death. Of
course, that might be preferable to the slow, painful death that
often resulted from a ruptured appendix.

Dan had no idea how long he worked over
Quent. It could have been hours or mere minutes. But the sky had
become streaked with thin red ribbons, signaling a brilliant
sunset. At last Dan sat back on his heels and surveyed his patient.
When he lifted a hand to his forehead, he was surprised to see that
the hand was smeared with blood.

He plunged his hands into the bucket of water
that had been used to sponge the patient. It now held dirty
instruments. Instantly the water was stained the color of rust. Dan
wiped his hands on his pants as he stood.

“I’ve done all I can,” he said as Cal
continued to kneel beside the still figure of his friend. “Now all
we can do is wait.”

“You’d better hope you did enough, Doc.” Cal
stood and waved his pistol toward the camp fire. “Make yourself
real comfortable. You’re not going anywhere unless Quent opens his
eyes and tells us he’s ready to ride.”

Dan walked to the fire and filled a battered
tin cup with strong black coffee. Then he sat with his back against
a rock and stretched out his legs. The hot coffee seemed to sharpen
his senses.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as
Billy carefully went through the rest of his saddlebags, examining
his meager supplies. Several times he saw the boy glance around
before stuffing things into his pockets. When he was satisfied that
Dan had nothing more of value, Billy led Dan’s horse to where the
others were tied. Dan noted that all the horses were tethered to a
single rope. He stored the knowledge away for future use.

Draining the cup, he leaned his head back and
pretended to sleep.

There was a chorus of sound in the camp.
Men’s voices, raised in anger, low with laughter. Someone swore,
loudly, viciously. A horse nickered. Another whinnied in reply. The
driver of the wagon, who was also the cook, banged blackened pots
against each other as he cleaned them in the stream. On the far
side of the camp fire, several men were engaged in a hand of poker.
A wail of protest issued as the last card was dealt. Someone hooted
as he stuffed a handful of money into his pockets.

At first Dan took little notice of another
sound. High-pitched, like the bleat of a lamb, it seemed to come
from inside the wagon. He heard it again. Higher now, almost a
wail. A night bird perhaps? He strained to sort it out from all the
other sounds. At last he heard it again. It was definitely coming
from the wagon. It sounded like crying. A child perhaps. The hair
on the back of his neck rose. A female child.

Dan sat very still, his mind whirling. His
every move would be watched. He glanced around the camp. Young
Billy was occupied with the horses. That was obviously his job with
this crew. Besides the boy, Dan counted ten men. But the number of
horses told him that at least two men were unaccounted for. That
would mean that at least two men were in the wagon. Two men and a
girl child. He felt the bile rise to his throat. His hands clenched
into fists at his sides.

Twelve men. Twelve guns. And he was unarmed.
Not the best odds he’d ever faced. But somehow, he would have to
find out if what he suspected was true. And if it was, he thought,
death would be too good for these animals.

Dan watched as two men climbed from the back
of the wagon and sauntered toward the creek. Tossing aside the tin
cup, he stood.

“Where’re you going?” Cal asked, reaching a
hand to the gun at his waist.

“Thought I’d check my patient.”

With lazy, unhurried movements Dan made his
way toward the man who lay as still as death beneath the wagon. He
knelt, pretending to examine the man. As he did, he heard the
unmistakable sound of muted weeping from inside the wagon.

“How is he?” Cal asked, coming up behind
Dan.

“Still out.” Dan touched a hand to his
patient’s brow and was alarmed by the fever that raged. Quent was
fading quickly. The poisons had already begun to drain him.

Reaching into his bag, he removed a small
amount of his precious laudanum. It was necessary to keep this man
as quiet as possible. Then he poured a generous amount of whiskey
on a piece of flannel and placed it over the wound to act as a
poultice.

“Is he going to make it?”

Showing no emotion, Dan nodded his head. “So
far everything seems fine.” He made a great show of taking the
man’s hand and feeling for a pulse.

A fight erupted between two of the
cardplayers, and Cal swung away, determined to end it before it
grew into a full-blown gunfight. Seizing the moment, Dan made his
way to the back of the wagon and peered inside. At first he thought
there was nothing but a pile of rags in the far corner. But as his
eyes adjusted to the dim light, he made out a small, crumpled
figure half-hidden by a tattered blanket.

As he crawled toward her, he saw her cringe
until her back was pressed against the rough wood of the wagon. He
was dismayed to discover that she was, as he had feared, a child,
no more than perhaps ten or twelve years. Her hair was dirty and
matted and fell over her face in wild tangles. Her buckskin dress
was torn and bloody. She held the gaping bodice together with a
small fist. Her eyes were glazed with pain. But, he noted with
relief, she was still prepared to fight him.

He struggled to recall the simple Chinook
jargon he had learned as a boy. That was a common language used to
communicate with the various Indian tribes that had often crossed
their rangeland.

In halting words he whispered, “I am friend.
When I leave here, you leave with me.”

Her eyes widened at his words.

He touched a finger to his lips. “Watch,” he
said tersely. “And listen. When the time comes, we move with all
speed.”

He saw her lips move. But no words came out.
Instead, tears filled her eyes. Without another word he slipped
from the wagon and returned to the man who lay unconscious.

He knelt beside the still figure and watched
as Cal stepped between the two angry poker players. Despite Cal’s
daunting presence, one of the men threw a punch and the other
followed suit. Soon it had erupted into an all-out brawl, with the
other cardplayers joining in, and several of the other men leaping
in to put a stop to it.

Dan glanced around. Only Billy stood between
him and the horses, and the boy was busy watching the fight. This
might prove to be the best chance.

He got to his feet. At the back of the wagon
he said simply, “Now.” Then he forced himself to walk slowly toward
the line of horses.

Billy glanced at him as he approached. Dan
forced himself to appear unhurried.

“Where you going, Doc?”

“I need something from my saddlebag,” he
said. “For Quent.”

Billy glanced at the prone figure, then back
at Dan. “I don’t know. I’d better wait till Cal gives me the
word.”

Dan shrugged. “Suit yourself, boy. But don’t
blame me if something goes wrong with your trail boss. I’ll just
tell him you didn’t think it was very important.”

Billy was torn between a desire to witness a
good fight, and to follow Cal’s orders. With a shrug he said, “All
right. Get what you need. But don’t try anything or I’ll blow you
to bits.” The pistol he waved seemed too big for his bony
hands.

Dan strolled past him and paused beside his
horse. Billy stood beside him as he rummaged through his
saddlebags. When one of the poker players knocked another to the
ground, Billy turned to watch. That was all the time Dan needed to
deliver a blow to the boy’s jaw that sent him crumpling to the
ground. Kneeling over him, Dan quickly removed his belongings from
the boy’s pockets.

The girl, who had been watching, bounded from
the back of the wagon and raced toward Dan. Dan pulled himself into
the saddle, then lifted his knife and cut the rope that held the
string of horses. Reaching down, he caught the girl and hauled her
up in front of him.

“It’s the doc,” someone shouted.

“Stop him,” Cal screamed.

A shot rang out as Dan wheeled his mount and
dug in his heels. He felt his body jerk slightly, and he struggled
to hold on to the string of horses. If he were to drop it now, the
men would be on their trail before they could reach safety.

A second shot rang out and Dan jerked again
before bending low over the girl, determined to keep her safe. His
left hand tightened around the rope, and the horses streamed along
behind him, their hooves thundering.

He heard voices shouting and swearing. But as
his horse continued its pace, the voices grew dim.

His arm circled the girl and he leaned
heavily on her. He felt her shift as she turned and took the rope
from his hands. The sound of the horses behind him grew faint, and
he wondered idly if she had turned them loose. But still he could
hear them, as if from a great distance, keeping pace.

The wind whistled past their heads as their
mounts continued speeding across the hard-packed earth. Dan
wondered why the nighttime had come so early. It was dark. So dark
he could no longer see.

He was now hunched far over the girl. And he
had grown very warm. The heat seemed to radiate from his back and
shoulders, and trickle along his spine in warm, sticky rivers.

He slumped over the girl and wrapped the
reins around his wrist because he could no longer feel his fingers.
And though he felt weary beyond belief, he knew he could not
stop.

He knew that he was losing consciousness. He
shook his head to clear his mind, but the movement only made him
feel more light-headed.

At least the girl was safe.

He had forgotten where he was headed. Or why.
His mind refused to function. But he sensed that in this direction
was safety.

The pain came over him in great waves.

With an iron will he urged his horse on.



Chapter Two

“I am Comanche,”
came the young girl’s voice. “Do you understand?”

Nodding his head seemed too great an effort
for Dan. He squeezed her hand and allowed his head to bob against
her shoulder.

“I am Little Bear. And you are the pale wolf
I saw in my dream. I knew you would come, just as the dream
promised.”

Her words made no sense to him. He gave no
response.

Their mount stumbled then righted itself. Dan
gritted his teeth against the pain.

“I will take you to my people.”

He wanted to resist. He needed a doctor, and
they could be found only in a town of some size. But he couldn’t
find his voice. All his energy went into staying alive. She would
have to decide for him.

The girl urged the horse into a hard, jarring
run. When Dan’s hands on her waist went slack, she gripped them
firmly, knowing that he was once again unconscious.

* * *

Dan struggled to focus on the view spread out
before him. The Comanche had chosen their campsite with careful
attention. The animal hides of their tepees blended into the wooded
setting. The rock wall behind them and the river in front made
their camp accessible from only two sides. Beside the banks of a
swollen river, women spread out their wash on low-hanging bushes
while the children played nearby.

As the dusty horse and its riders made their
way through the camp, a sudden hush seemed to fall over the
inhabitants. The women and children watched somberly from a
distance. The braves formed a wall that gradually closed in until
the horse came to a halt.

There was a great cry as the girl’s parents,
recognizing their long-absent daughter, raced to her side.

The girl spoke softly, and many hands reached
up to lift the man from the horse. The girl slid from the saddle
and fell into her parents’ arms. After a jubilant reunion, the sea
of silent observers parted, as the man was half dragged, half
carried toward a tepee in the middle of the camp.

Before they could reach their destination, a
young brave barred their way, glowering at the girl.

“Why have you brought this white man to our
camp?” the brave asked.

“He saved me from the buffalo hunters who
stole me.”

Dan heard snatches of the conversation and
struggled to make sense of the words. Words he had heard in his
childhood, he realized. Comanche. If he could only rouse himself,
he would make himself understood. But the pain came in great black
waves, searing his mind and body. He clenched his teeth and fought
to hold on.

Maybe this angry brave would kill him, he
thought. But he experienced no fear. At least then the pain would
end. Maybe death would be a welcome relief.

As his eyes closed he heard a new voice. One
filled with quiet authority.

“Little Bear said you make good
medicine.”

Dan’s eyes flicked open. It was plain that
the blurred figure standing before him was the chief. It was
evident in his stance, in the way the others stood back a
respectful distance. Dan’s eyes closed. With a grunt of pain he
croaked, “Hell, I can’t even heal myself.” He was unaware that the
words were no more than guttural sounds.

“Take him to my tepee,” the chief said.

Dan tried to walk, but his legs refused to
obey. He felt himself falling, before strong hands caught and
lifted him. The pain was so intense, he swore loudly, viciously.
Then a soft black cloud enveloped him. He slipped beyond the
pain.

* * *

Morning Light, sister of the great chief, Two
Moons, stood in the shallows with the other women and watched from
a distance. Several of the mothers caught up their infants and
hurried to their tepees, convinced that an army would soon converge
on their camp. Others wore worried frowns as they saw their
husbands circle the horse and riders.

Hearing the cries from Little Bear’s family,
Morning Light scooped up the little boy who clung to her skirt and
began to run toward them. Then, as she realized they were cries of
joy, she paused and watched as the girl was embraced by her father
and mother.

She let go of a long, slow hiss of breath and
began walking slowly toward the crowd. There seemed to be no danger
here, only rejoicing.

As the stranger was hauled from the saddle,
she caught a glimpse of his blood-soaked shirt. For a moment she
swayed, seeing in her mind another, whose bloodstained body writhed
in her arms until he had given up his life. She felt the unexpected
ache around her heart before she shook off her feelings and forced
herself to continue walking.

As she approached, the chief said, “Morning
Light, you will see to the stranger. You must use your healing
powers on his wounds.”

She nodded and followed the braves to her
brother’s tepee, all the while clinging to the child in her arms.
She had been taught the power of healing by their old medicine man.
But it had never occurred to her that she might one day use it to
heal the wounds of a hated white man.

* * *

It was Dan’s worst nightmare. It had dawned
on him in one of his rare lucid moments. He had been shot in the
back. Twice. Someone had to get the bullets out, or he would bleed
to death.

Two braves stripped his clothes from him and
held him down while a ghostly maiden, her face painted eerie white,
advanced on him with a knife. She spoke to the braves in Comanche,
unaware that Dan understood her words.

“I do this only because my brother has
commanded it. As for me, I would rather plunge my knife into his
heart. Then there would be one less white man to bring harm to our
people.”

The braves rolled Dan over and placed a strip
of rawhide between his teeth before they held him down.

He heard the hiss of the fire and knew that
the medicine woman had plunged her knife into the flame. At least,
he thought with bitter irony, the blade that killed him would be
clean.

As the blade sliced through his flesh, he
felt white-hot pain exploding through him. A flash of sunlight
seared his brain until he thought he would go mad from the blinding
light. He bit down hard until he tasted his own blood. And then,
just when he thought he could bear it no longer, he felt himself
catch fire and begin to melt. His bones became liquid. His flesh
burned away. He floated on blood-red waves. Angel hands cradled him
against a soft breast. A heavenly voice crooned to him in words
that were unintelligible. Dying was easier than he had
expected.

* * *

Morning Light knelt beside the man and
sponged his fevered flesh. In the tepee, all was silent. But the
sounds of laughter and jubilant singing drifted on the air.
Everyone in the camp was celebrating the miraculous return of the
young maiden, Little Bear. She had been given up for dead. And now,
she had been returned to them. Little Bear told and retold the
story of this white man’s heroic rescue. Though the presence of the
white man caused much fear and speculation, he had earned the
gratitude of Little Bear’s family. And though this white man was
unknown to them, his story had already become legend. This man,
whom her people called Pale Wolf, had become larger than life.

The man moaned and Morning Light murmured
softly as she drew the buffalo robe around him. Beneath his dark,
bristly beard, his face showed the ravages of pain. He looked as
fierce and frightening as the cunning animal for whom he had been
named. Tentatively she touched a hand to his forehead. Fever raged
through him. He sighed and she abruptly withdrew her hand.

Morning Light did not know this stranger
whose presence caused a prickly feeling along her spine. And yet
she had the distinct impression that she had seen him before. Yet
how could that have been possible? Surely she would remember a man
such as this, who would stand taller even than her brother, the
chief.

Wringing out the cloth, she placed it on his
fevered forehead. Suddenly his eyes opened and his hand clamped
over hers, pinning her when she tried to pull away.

Where had such incredible strength come from?
She struggled, but he only held her more firmly.

“I have to go.” His voice was little more
than a whisper.

“You must not,” she said, struggling against
the hand that held her in a painful grasp.

“You keep saying that.” His voice lowered.
“What would you have me do? Stay here and grow sleek and rich like
the others? You knew why I came here. You knew from the beginning
that I would take what I learned back to the people who need
me.”

His words made no sense. But they did not
disturb Morning Light as much as the anger she could feel simmering
inside him.

“You are weary,” she said softly. “You must
rest.”

His eyes, which had been glazed, suddenly
focused on her. “You aren’t Sarah. Who are you?”

“I am Morning Light. Sister to the Comanche
chief, Two Moons.”

He smiled, and she was amazed at the
transformation in him. “Then I know I must be dreaming. Where the
hell am I?”

She moistened her dry lips and whispered,
“You are in the camp of the Comanche. My brother asked me to see to
your needs.”

“Comanche camp.” A sound issued from deep
within his chest, and she thought it might be laughter. “So that’s
what they call heaven.”

She did not understand.

“And you’re the angel they assigned to
me?”

She tried again. “I am Morning Light,
sister—”

Her words were abruptly cut off as his
fingertip began to trace the outline of her lips. “God in heaven,”
he muttered thickly. “If I’d known angels were like you, I’d have
let them kill me long ago.”

The effort he made to speak had been too
great a task. A dry cough caused him to wince in pain.
“Water...”

She reached for the buffalo paunch filled
with cool water from the stream, and poured some into a buffalo
horn, while he continued holding her by the wrist.

She tipped the horn to his lips and watched
as he drank his fill. But as she attempted to set it down, he
suddenly pulled her into his arms until she was flattened against
his chest. The water seeped into the earth beside them.

“Thank you, angel.” His hand cupped the back
of her head, drawing her close until his lips brushed hers.

Morning Light was too stunned to pull away.
Wave after wave of feeling washed over her as his lips moved over
hers. Icy needles raced along her spine. Her heartbeat accelerated
until she could barely breathe.

She was aware of so many things about this
man. The hair that darkened his chest was soft against her palms.
The breath that fanned her cheek was warm. Her heart thudded in her
breast as she forced herself to meet his gaze.

Her mouth opened in surprise. His hands,
which had held her in a painful grip, were now slack. His eyes were
closed; his breathing slow and steady. He had drifted once more
into sleep.

She would have to be more careful of this
stranger. Pushing herself away, she paused a moment to study him.
Even in repose, he seemed dangerous.

A rawhide strip around his neck caught her
eye. Attached to the rawhide was an amulet. She lifted it and by
the light of the fire studied the intricate markings.

She gasped and dropped it against his chest.
What games were the spirits playing with her? This amulet had
belonged to her mother, many years ago. She had worn it until her
death, when it became Morning Light’s. It had remained around her
neck until the day she had given it away, to a white youth who had
saved her life.

From some corner of her mind she produced the
name she had thought long forgotten. Dan Conway. Da-Nee. She
studied the face beneath the heavy beard. There was no trace of the
boy she had once known. Her eyes narrowed. This stranger had
probably killed Da-Nee and stolen his amulet. That was why he had
fallen into disfavor with the spirits. She lifted the amulet once
more and closed her hand around the copper disk. Someday soon, she
would reclaim her mother’s amulet for herself.

His eyes opened, pinning her. For a moment
she feared that he could read her thoughts. Then she scolded
herself for such foolishness. His eyes were merely glazed with
pain. Almost at once they blinked shut.

Picking up the empty buffalo paunch, she made
her way from the tepee and hurried to the stream to fetch more cool
water. The impression of the stranger’s lips was still warm upon
hers. Her legs were still unsteady. Her breathing was still
ragged.

* * *

Dan knew that this was only a dream. He knew
it because the beautiful face swimming in and out of his vision
kept reminding him of someone from his past.

“You must drink this,” she said as she lifted
his head to her lap and held a buffalo horn to his lips.

The liquid tasted foul as he swallowed it and
he decided he didn’t like this dream. He struggled to wake up, but
the dream wouldn’t let him go.

“One more taste,” she said in that lyrical
voice that soothed.

He winced as the vile liquid trickled down
his throat.

The vision disappeared. In her place was the
white-faced devil, with hard, clever hands. But her face was no
longer streaked with eerie white paint. Her face was unsmiling. Her
voice was low with anger.

“My dreams are troubled. I should have
disobeyed you, my brother, and killed this Texan while I had the
chance.”

The chief’s voice was low, reasonable. “He
brought Little Bear back safely to us. Is his life not worth as
much as the one he saved?”

“I tell you, he will bring death and
destruction upon our people. Ishatai is concerned that...”

“We will speak no more of this, Morning
Light,” said the calm voice of the chief. “He must rest if he is to
return from the spirit land.” Two Moons, chief of the Comanche,
turned and left.
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