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CHAPTER 1






March 1876, Apacheria Country Near Fort Bayard, New Mexico Territory


“OUT HERE, A LADY HAS to survive the best way she can,” Hannah Wade offered in droll sympathy to the young woman showing her dismay as she looked about the huddle of adobe buildings, stacked with pottery and wares inside and out. “Sometimes that means enduring unladylike conditions.”


Suddenly the hot stillness was broken by the clatter of unshod hooves pounding across the hard desert floor. One minute the only dust that stirred in the nameless, half-Mexican settlement of straw-and-mud-brick adobe buildings was raised by the trailing hems of the fashionably bustled dresses worn by the three army officers’ wives—and in the next dust swirled in a low-hanging haze around the scrawny piebald ponies and their Apache riders.


Hannah Wade stiffened at the sight of the Indians charging toward them. No shouts or war cries shattered the air; that was not the Apache way, which was a practice of stealth, silence, and surprise. Two long years of watching her husband ride out at the head of cavalry companies had taught her that much.


In the seconds they had before the Apaches were on them, Hannah glanced at their escorting officer, whose rough features were shaded by the brim of his campaign hat. “Captain?” The thread of alarm in her low voice demanded his instruction and guidance, but her poise remained as smooth as the coil of mahogany hair at the nape of her neck.


His hand was already lifted, forestalling any action by the black sergeant and the two black troopers waiting by the army ambulance, the military conveyance that had brought the women to this trading settlement. “Be at ease, ladies.” Captain Jake Cutter raised a long, thin cigar to his mouth, his narrowed and keen blue eyes showing a watchful calm. The gauntlet-style gloves were tucked through his belt, leaving his large hands bare.


The Apaches halted their ponies in the small clearing, filling it with billowing alkali dust. Four of them dismounted and advanced toward the brush-roofed ramada where Hannah stood. Lieutenant Sloane’s young wife was at her side and somewhere behind her was Ophelia Bettendorf, wife of the commanding officer at Fort Bayard.


Mrs. Sloane, who was new to the territory, gave a little cry of fear at the approach of the unkempt-looking savages. At the same instant, Hannah noticed the small band had isolated them from the army ambulance and the soldiers—and any protection they might lend. Captain Jake Cutter continued to occupy a corner of her side vision, the pungent smell of his cigar mixing with the raised dust in the air.


No war paint adorned the blunt-featured faces of the Apaches, and the weapons they carried were held in loose readiness, not brandished in a threatening manner. Some of the high tension left Hannah as she recognized that the captain’s split-second reading of the situation had been accurate; they were not being attacked.


With an effort, Hannah ignored the silent menace of the Apaches’ presence and turned from the stare of the flat black eyes to the young wife of the recently transferred Lieutenant Richard Sloane. “Do you suppose the Apaches guessed you are a new arrival, Mrs. Sloane, and staged all this for your benefit?” The lightness of her voice assured the newcomer that she had nothing to fear.


“Wh—what do they want?” Rebecca Sloane shrank against Hannah as a lithely muscled Apache brave walked toward them.


His shoulders were wide and his chest deep. Bared to the waist, his dark copper skin was covered with a fine, dulling film of dust. A breechcloth was wrapped around his waist, the front hanging to his knees and extending over the buckskin leggings of his high moccasins. His ageless, heavy-boned features had a brutal quality, their harsh composition aggravated by a knife scar across the right cheek.


For a brief instant, contempt showed in his expression as he noted the fear in Rebecca Sloane’s voice and eyes; then he rudely shouldered his way past the women to enter the trader’s small store. Two other braves followed, pushing their way past as well. The rank odor of their bodies was so strong that Hannah pressed a lavender-scented handkerchief to her nose to block out the smell. She was barely able to disguise her disgust for these vile, filthy savages, who bore no resemblance to the “noble red man” that she’d read about in the eastern newspapers before coming west.


“After all these years on the frontier with the colonel,” the matriarchal Mrs. Bettendorf murmured, “I still find the manners of these heathens insufferable.”


Fear continued to edge Rebecca Sloane’s expression, but it was overcome by an uneasy worry that she might not have acquitted herself well in the eyes of the commander’s wife. “I . . . I’ve never seen a wild Indian before,” she stammered out in her defense. “Only the scouts at the fort. It was rather frightening when they rode up like that.”


“It gave us all a start,” Mrs. Bettendorf assured her, although Hannah personally doubted if anything was capable of shocking this iron woman, a staunch supporter of her husband and his career and the occupant of the female side of the fort’s throne, ruling over the officers’ wives. “As long as those Indians are in that store, I don’t intend to go inside.” With a regal swish of her skirts, the commander’s wife turned and marched to a corner of the shady brush arbor, her amply rounded figure emphasizing the wig-wag of her swagged bustle. “You’ll need some of these clay jars, Mrs. Sloane.”


Ollas were suspended from a corner post of the ramada. Hannah drifted after her companions, not listening to the lecture about the dual use of the containers, which kept water cool by evaporation and also provided a cooling effect on the surroundings by the same method. Her attention remained with the Apache warriors left on guard in the clearing. She was curiously repelled and fascinated by them at the same time.


Short of stature and honed to a tough leanness, they wore a ragtag collection of clothing. Two were dressed in the loose-fitting shirts and pants of white men’s attire, and a third wore buckskin pants and a plaid shirt. One of them, Hannah noticed, was quite heavy for an Apache. Lank black hair hung to their shoulders and below, faded sweatbands around their foreheads. Except for the lizardlike awareness of the eyes catching every movement about them, the Apaches appeared indifferent.


The dust had settled, although the smell of it remained in the still air . . . the smell of dust and cigar smoke. She glanced at the holder of the long brown cigar, skimming briefly that hawkish face leathered to a smooth shade of brown by constant exposure to the harsh desert elements. Small seams showed around his features, lines of experience drawn out from the corners of eyes that were as dry and blue as the desert sky—quick eyes that missed nothing, including her glance.


“Are they Chiricahuas?” Although Hannah’s husband’s regiment, the Ninth Cavalry, had only been transferred from Texas to the District of New Mexico six months ago, she had quickly become familiar with the local Indian problems. Since the death of Cochise a year and a half ago, more and more Chiricahua had become discontented with reservation life and left the agency land in neighboring southern Arizona.


“They’re Chiricahuas, but not from Cochise’s band.” From his position in the ramada’s shade, Captain Cutter had an unobstructed view of both the clearing and the crudely built adobe store. “More likely, the Nde-nda-i group.”


For many newcomers to the Southwest, the Apache tribe was a confusion of smaller bands: the Lipan-Apache, the Kiowa-Apache, the Mescalero, the Jicarilla, the Chiricahua, and the Western Apache. And each band was made up of groups that shared hunting grounds and cooperated in certain undertakings such as war and religious ceremonies. The groups were composed of scattered, extended families, the lineage reckoned through both parents although the culture was essentially matriarchal. Each group had leaders, but no chief could make commitments for the whole tribe.


When Cochise made peace, he had spoken only for himself and promised to urge the rest of his group to agree to the terms. No treaty was made with the other Chiricahua bands, leaving them free to raid and war as they were wont to do, as evidenced by the frequent sorties they made against the miners in the Silver City area.


Hannah had heard the frustration caused by the too-democratic system discussed too many times. The army didn’t know how to deal with it. But it wasn’t that knowledge that brought her attention to the captain now. He’d spoken with certainty rather than suspicion in naming the band. More than once her husband, Stephen, had complained about the difficulty of telling one Indian from another, yet the captain was claiming to distinguish one Apache band from a host of others.


“How do you know this, Captain?” she challenged. He absently rolled the cigar along his lips, taking his time in answering. The action showed the angles and hollows of his jaw and cheek. Of all the officers at Fort Bayard, Captain Jake Cutter alone remained clean-shaven, growing neither whiskers nor mustache. It set him apart from the other men, as did many things about him.


“See that dumpy, mean-looking one on the glass-eyed roan?” He spoke around his cigar, his lips barely moving while he clamped the butt between his teeth. “He fits the description of Juh, a leader of the Nde-nda-i group.” He pronounced the Apache’s name as Hwū.


In her earlier perusal of the small band, Hannah had glossed over the fat one. This time her glance paused on him. Whether or not her impression was colored by Captain Cutter’s words, she sensed a malevolence behind those devil-black eyes, a base cruelty that brought a shiver to her skin and prompted her to look away.


“What is he doing here?” She sought to dispel the sensation and rushed the question, giving it a tone of demand.


“Shopping, the same as you, Mrs. Wade.” The dry reminder came with the hard gleam of a smile. “Although I expect they’re wanting to trade for something other than odd pieces of pottery and baskets to pretty their wickiups.”


His comment obviously revealed his skepticism about the importance of this trip. They’d come to purchase some inexpensive Mexican goods that would be utilitarian as well as decorative for Mrs. Sloane’s quarters on Officer’s Row. Without some attempt to brighten it, army housing could be as drab and barren as the desolate land surrounding it.


“Spoken like a jealous bachelor who has no woman to create a cheery corner where he can slip away from the army’s hard existence,” Hannah retorted, completely sure of her role and purpose in her husband’s life, which was to provide beauty and grace and to alleviate loneliness.


“I knew I was missing something.” His jesting comment mocked her sentiment, but not unkindly.


A flurry of movement distracted Hannah, checking her reply as the Apaches who’d been in the store came out. They moved swiftly, not appearing to hurry yet gliding across the ground. They swung onto the blanket-covered saddletrees strapped on their horses’ backs and each gathered up the single braided rawhide strand looped around the horse’s lower jaw that served as both bridle and rein. The shifting hooves dug up the dust layers, the horses snorting to clear their nostrils.


The first Apache, the bare-chested brave with the scarred cheek, faced his tan and white pony toward the store. The look he threw at Captain Cutter was a killing one, but the border Spanish he called out was intended for the trader inside the adobe building.


“He said he would be back when the ‘yellow legs’ and his ‘buffalo soldiers’ had gone,” Hannah translated. “Yellow legs” referred to the yellow stripe down the legs of a cavalry officer’s trousers, while “buffalo soldier” was the Indians’ descriptive term for the Negro troopers whose kinky hair reminded them of the shaggy mane of a buffalo.


“I heard.” But he couldn’t guess the reason for a return visit—perhaps to complete a trade for illegal goods or to settle a score over some slight, or merely to talk big.


In a scurry of ponies, the Apaches swept out of the clearing and melted almost instantly into the desert scrub that grew thickly along the dry wash. Cutter watched until there was no more trace of them, then brought his attention back to the party of women.


A shaft of sunlight pierced the dried brush roofing the crude shelter and awakened fiery lights in the red-brown hair of Mrs. Wade. They caught his eye, causing his glance to linger on her. Slim and round-bodied, she had ivory-fair skin and heavily fringed brown eyes. Her smoothly refined features held a contented look, as of strong passions running a serene course. His attention centered briefly on the soft crease of her lips, a hint of will and pride at the corners. When her glance swung to him, it was full and direct.


“You speak Spanish.” Cutter remembered the instant translation she’d made of the Apache’s words only minutes ago.


“When we were stationed in Brownsville, I had a Mexican woman for a maid. And you, Captain, where did you learn?” The heat was already building, even in the shade beneath the ramada. She lifted a lace handkerchief to her face and delicately pressed it around her mouth to absorb the fine sheen of dampness.


“I guess I picked it up during all those years on the Texas border, too.” Cutter observed her action, so indicative of breeding and refinement. The lavender fragrance drifted across the heated air to him, stirring up memories and an old bitterness. Those were behind him—and better left there.


So instead he considered the way the army could isolate a man. Even though he and Major Wade had served in the same regiment for the last four years, this was the first time they’d been assigned to the same post. Therefore he’d only recently become acquainted with the major’s wife. At some of those Texas outposts, months would go by without Cutter ever seeing a white woman. Few officers permitted their wives to join them, not necessarily because they were bothered by the hardships of the post or the threat of hostiles, but because they were concerned about their women living in close proximity to all the enlisted colored soldiers. Exceptions were the forts near centers of civilization, like Brownsville.


The entire officer corps of the Ninth Cavalry Regiment was white. The Negro soldiers they commanded never advanced beyond the noncommissioned ranks. And few officers were happy about serving in a colored regiment, but Cutter had been with the Ninth since its inception after the War Between the States. Besides, he’d always had trouble fitting the mold.


At the outbreak of the Civil War, he’d enlisted in the Union army at the age of eighteen. He was a natural leader, and all his promotions had come in the field, catapulting him up through the ranks and earning him an officer’s commission without the benefit of a West Point education, something the War Between the States had done with many a soldier.


But that need didn’t exist after the war was won, and the army found itself with a surfeit of officers. Like many other officers, Mrs. Wade’s husband among them, Cutter had been demoted at the close of the war. But unlike Major Wade with his West Point ring, he didn’t insist on the observance of military courtesy that dictated his being addressed by his former rank. While the others scratched and clawed to regain their previous status, Cutter found no great difference between the major he’d been and the captain he now was. Having seen the army from both sides—officer and enlisted man—he was satisfied with the uniform and the job.


He was an officer, but he didn’t fit in with them; Jake Cutter was a soldier, but he didn’t belong in the ranks. At thirty-two, he was an outsider to both, and the years in between had calloused him with a hard self-sufficiency. So when he looked at the proud major’s wife, she represented a class and lifestyle he didn’t seek—the formal soirees and teas, the petty post intrigues and politics, and all their accompanying emptiness and greedy ambitions.


“Tell me, Captain Cutter”—the scented lace was lowered and smoothed by her slender white hands—“how did you know those Apaches intended us no harm when they rode in? You didn’t even put a hand to your pistol.”


Her observation produced a brief flicker of admiration in him. “A collection of things, but most notably their clothes,” he answered, smiling as he held the cigar in his hand. “Only one of them was stripped to . . . his native gear; the rest were fully dressed. Nah-tay, the Apache scout at the fort, told me it’s bad to wear clothes when fighting. If you’re shot, a piece of material can get inside the wound and cause an infection. Don’t ever underestimate the natural intelligence of an Apache, Mrs. Wade.” He shifted to survey the clearing with its scatter of adobe huts. “Perhaps you should join the other ladies and finish your shopping. It might be best if we don’t linger here too long.”


A small question flared in the brown wells of her eyes, but she was too well-trained a military wife to ask it. Army discipline dictated that one accept orders without questioning the reasons for them.


“Of course, Captain.” The long folds of her skirt made a swishing sound as she turned to rejoin her companions.


His gaze lingered on the gentle slope of her shoulders and the fashionably nipped-in waist of the black-and-green-striped dress top. A beautiful woman. Then his thoughts moved on to more pressing matters as he left the shade of the brush arbor and crossed to the army ambulance.


The driver, a tall, leanly muscled black sergeant named John T. Hooker, stood by the four hitch of long-eared mules. Sergeants were the officers’ communication links to their troops; all orders were funneled through them. John T. Hooker was A Company’s top sergeant. He’d served under Cutter during those long border years in Texas and had earned the chevrons on his sleeve through skill, courage, and intelligence. Unlike most of the black troops, where literacy was a problem, Hooker could read and write. He was officer material, but Cutter knew no black trooper would rise above a noncommissioned rank in this white man’s army.


“Came outta nowhere, didn’t they?” Hooker studied the brush.


“They usually do—if you’re going to see them at all,” Cutter replied.


“Think they’ll be waitin’ for us?” Hooker wondered. The two accompanying troopers stayed by the military ambulance where their horses were tied, standing at ease now that the threat was gone, yet remaining watchful and alert.


“They stopped here for one of two reasons—ammunition or supplies.” A mule stamped its foot at a fly, its brace chains rattling. “Let’s hope it was ammunition. They’ll be less likely to waste what they’ve got left on us.” A humorless smile lifted the corners of his mouth.


“That was a raidin’ party on their way to Mexico, and I’d bet my stripes on it,” the sergeant declared, perspiration from the desert heat giving a sheen to his brown-black skin and accenting his strong cheekbones and jaw.


“I don’t think you’d lose.” With an idle slap on the curried-slick neck of a mule, Cutter turned to bring the women into his view. They were still outside poking through the odds and ends stacked under the ramada, nicknamed the “squaw cooler” by some whites, in search of some house trinket.


The owner of the store emerged from the adobe building, a potbellied white man with a bushy mustache and long, flowing sideburns, slovenly dressed in baggy pants secured by dark suspenders over the faded red of his long johns. He was one of the early settlers of the area, drawn by the stories of Apache gold and then held by the money to be made selling supplies to miners, soldiers, and Apaches. Long ago he’d married a squaw from one of the Mimbres bands so he could have a foot in both camps, the white man’s and the red. But he was never fully accepted in either; whites looked askance at a squaw man, and the Apache never forgot the white man’s greed.


“’Lo, Captain.” The locals called him “Apache Jack” Reynolds. As he approached Cutter, he showed a measure of discomfort, a nervous tic twitching the skin along the corner of his upper lip. “Sorry about that little incident. Hope it didn’t scare the ladies much. They were just some of my wi—Little Dove’s relatives come to visit.” He checked the impulse to identify the heavy, plodding Apache woman as his wife, craving the respectability of his own kind and deprived of it by their prejudices against his copper-skinned wife, no longer the maiden he’d once desired. “They’re comin’ back. Like most of their kind, they get nervous when the army’s around.” He laughed, weakly trying to make a joke out of it while explaining the parting comment in case Cutter understood Spanish.


“Relatives.” Cutter somehow doubted that. “I thought I recognized Juh. Who was the one that called to you?”


Beads of sweat broke out across the trader’s forehead. He couldn’t be sure whether the question was a trap and Cutter already knew the warrior’s identity. He mopped his brow with a soiled bandanna and tried to hide his unease.


“Lutero.” It was a tight, forced smile he offered with the name; then, in defense, he added, “You know how tangled these Apache relations get sometimes. I mean, even Cochise was related to Mangas Coloradas and that war shaman Geronimo.”


Lutero. Cutter matched the name to the scar-cheeked image in his mind and filed it away. Such pieces of information were maybe important and maybe not. But it might be worth remembering that he had seen an Apache, believed to be Juh, in the area with a handful of warriors, among them a brave called Lutero. Maybe a raiding party? Blood always ran fast in the spring. It had been bold of them to show themselves to Cutter and the escorting troopers. There was no doubt in his mind that their little group had been thoroughly scouted before Juh and his band had ridden in.


“Is there anything I can do for you, Captain?” The inquiry had an edge to it; the questioning had put Apache Jack on the defensive and turned him slightly belligerent.


A mule snorted, ridding its nostrils of accumulated dust. “We’d like to water the team if you can spare it,” Cutter replied.


“The well’s there to the side. Ya can draw what ya need.” The white trader gestured in the general direction of the desert well.


“Sergeant.” Cutter, knowing Hooker had overheard the conversation, left the business of watering the mules to him.


“Grover!” Sergeant John T. Hooker called to one of the troopers, a strapping, ebony-skinned man named Angst Grover who was a six-year veteran with the Ninth.


“Yo!” he responded to the summons, and moved quickly toward his sergeant.


“Get some water from the well for these mules,” Hooker ordered.


As the trooper drew abreast of Cutter, the trader pushed his chest out and adopted a surly stance. “You’re welcome to water your animals, but I ain’t got none to spare for them niggers of yours.” A victim of prejudice himself, Apache Jack was still quick to turn the tables and look down on those he considered inferior.


Neither Private Grover nor Sergeant Hooker blinked an eye at the discriminatory remark. They were used to such bigotry, encountering it wherever they were stationed. A and C companies of the Ninth Cavalry Regiment had been assigned to Fort Bayard in south-western New Mexico to provide protection for the miners and settlers around Silver City, but few were keen to be protected by colored soldiers—and they made no secret of their feelings.


Jake Cutter was a man slow to rile, but when pushed, he shoved back hard. “What’s the matter, Reynolds? Do you think he might contaminate your water? Maybe you’re afraid the black rubs off? Well, it doesn’t!” He reached out and roughly wiped his hand across the trooper’s sweat-shiny ebony cheek, then held it palm up toward the trader. “See,” he challenged. “But don’t worry. We won’t drink your damned water.”


Apache Jack Reynolds backed away from Cutter, wary of that cold temper. He looked over his shoulder as the women filed into his store. “Best see if I can help the ladies,” he muttered, and left quickly.


Through it all, Grover had stood silently next to Cutter, his sergeant on his other side. As his rancor eased to a grim tolerance, Cutter glanced at the colored soldier. A flare of pride and deep resentment was in the answering looks of both men.


Cutter released a heavy breath. “Wiping your face like that embarrassed you, didn’t it, trooper?” he guessed.


“Yes, suh.” It was confirmed with defiant stiffness.


“I was trying to make a point—” Cutter began, then stopped and gave a small shake of his head.


“Water the mules, Grover,” Sergeant Hooker inserted quietly, dismissing the soldier.


Cutter watched him walk away. When he spoke again, there was a hard edge to his voice. “I’m tired of hate, John T.” He dropped the military formality. “I’m tired of Rebs hating Yanks, whites hating blacks, white men hating red men. Such unreasoning hatred . . . it makes no sense. It’s like hating the desert because there’s no water in it.”


“Yes, suh,” was the noncommittal response.


Across the clearing Cutter saw Mrs. Wade pause in the doorway of the store and look back in a questioning manner. He touched his fingers to the brim of his hat and feigned a slight bow, assuring her all was well.





CHAPTER 2






LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, Hannah felt the steely strength of Cutter’s gauntleted hand as he assisted her aboard the army ambulance and waited while she arranged her skirts to sit on the seat. When she was comfortably settled with Mrs. Bettendorf and Mrs. Sloane, he walked to the back of the wagon and untied his horse. She watched him swing onto his McClellan saddle and wished, for an instant, that she had ridden her blooded thoroughbred. Army ambulances did not provide the gentlest of rides.


“Do you ride, Mrs. Sloane?” she inquired with interest.


“I have,” came the hesitant response from the young wife.


“I ride almost daily. There are some lovely trails close to the fort. You must have your husband find a gentle mount for you, and we’ll ride together some morning,” Hannah urged.


“Mrs. Wade is a most accomplished horsewoman,” Mrs. Bettendorf volunteered in endorsement of Hannah’s skill, although she herself had long since given up the pleasures of the sidesaddle for something a little more settled. “Naturally the colonel insists she never leave the fort unescorted, for her own protection.”


“I don’t let that stop me.” Hannah’s voice had a carefree, lilting sound to it. “Even when Stephen is on duty, there is never a lack of officers to ride with. An escort can always be arranged.”


“I’ll mention it to Dickie—Richard.” Mrs. Sloane hastily corrected her usage of the familiar nickname.


The scrape of the brake being released was followed by the jangle of harness and bridle bits. Hannah gripped the seat for balance as the mules lunged into their collars. The wheels rattled over the stony ground, rolling and gathering momentum to sweep the wagon along.


The track led into the mountain-wrinkled desert and took a northerly course toward Fort Bayard, which lay at the foot of the Pinos Altos Mountains. The two troopers deployed to their respective positions, one ranging in advance of the ambulance to ride point and the other lagging to the rear to ride drag. On the right, the side opposite the drifting dust of the wheels, Captain Cutter sat astride his drab brown horse, rocking in an easy canter.


Hannah’s attention lingered on him, noting his tight seat in the saddle. That was the army way, which she had learned from Stephen. No longer could she be ridiculed for “rising” when her horse trotted; her seat in the sidesaddle was firm and secure. This winter Stephen had been so pleased with her progress that he’d even begun letting her jump the cavalry hurdles and ditches. She was becoming quite good.


Idly she studied Jake Cutter’s long-bodied form, muscled and erect. He did not dance attendance on the young women living on Officers’ Row, as most of the bachelor officers did. Any attention he tendered was usually obligatory, such as this escort duty; the colonel had given him the assignment even though there were probably any number of volunteers for the task.


Conscious of his alertness, the restless sweep of his gaze along their path, Hannah found herself searching the brush and gullies for any glimpse of a hiding Apache. The winter had been relatively quiet, but many officers—her husband among them—expected the raiding to begin with the onset of spring.


Fort Bayard in the New Mexico Territory sat at the end of the rough and dusty ride. The frontier outpost was strategically situated where the desert and mountains met. To the south, the land prickled with cactus and thorny trees all the way to the Rio Grande and Mexico, and to the north lay the awesome canyon country of the Gila River area.


Outside the fort’s perimeter there was a small encampment where the Apache scouts lived with their families. The head of the scouts, a white man named Amos Hill, lived there as well with his Apache squaw. As they passed, Hannah recognized her working outside the brush-covered jacal, her face whitened with rice powder.


They passed the guardhouse post, entering the fort. No outer wall protected the collection of military buildings that surrounded the parade ground. There was no stockade behind which the soldiers could hide. Their only protection at this fort was their own vigilance—and their guns. It resembled a small town with its barracks, barns, shops, and supply stores, its military “upper-crust” housing along Officers’ Row, and the limited housing for the families of enlisted men on Suds Row, so named because the wives took in laundry to supplement their husbands’ army pay.


The ambulance rolled down Officers’ Row, with its collection of squat, crudely built multifamily dwellings of adobe brick. Chimneys, constructed of the same mud-and-straw brick, poked from the tops of the brush-covered roofs. Ramadas jutted from the fronts of the structures, providing shade and a frontier-style galleried porch that faced the parade ground. When the ambulance stopped in front of one of the buildings, Captain Cutter dismounted to assist the ladies down from the wagon seats while the sergeant collected their purchases.


“We did so enjoy your company this afternoon, Captain,” the commander’s wife thanked him.


“My pleasure, Mrs. Bettendorf.” But the response was merely words, spoken without sincerity or any attempt to feign it.


“The major and I are having a little get-together this evening to welcome Lieutenant and Mrs. Sloane to Fort Bayard. I do hope you’ll come, Captain,” Hannah invited, and saw the polite but definite refusal forming in his expression.


“Of course he’ll be there, won’t you, Captain?” Mrs. Bettendorf stated in the most positive manner.


“How can I possibly decline?” He bowed his head in a subservient manner, a resigned acceptance flattening his smile.


As the empty ambulance with its escort of riders rattled toward the stables, Cutter took his leave of the women and remounted his brown cavalry horse. Instead of heading toward the barns, he turned the heavy-headed animal in the direction of Suds Row. Cutter knew what tonight’s party meant—formal military dress, so he’d be needing his clean laundry.


The long, rectangular parade ground was like a village square with everything built around it. Officers’ Row was the “right” side of town, and Suds Row was the “wrong” side. The parade ground that separated them was as wide as the class distinction that separated them. Even if the Ninth hadn’t been a colored regiment, there would have been no socializing between the families of the officers and those of the enlisted men, and almost no contact of any kind except for the laundress services or the occasional maid help.


The brown horse carried its rider across the parade ground at a shuffling trot and responded sluggishly to the pressure on the reins that turned it down the row of tent housing behind the adobe-walled barracks. A handful of young Negro children, pickaninnies, stopped their noisy play to stare at the white officer.


Halfway down the row Cutter saw the ripely curved black woman standing by a fire and stirring something in a big iron pot. He slowed his horse to a walk as he approached her, the sight of her lush body blotting the children out of his vision. Clothes boiled in the iron kettle. As she stirred them with the long, water-whitened stick, her body swayed from the hips with the rhythm of it. Hers was an earthy beauty, full pouting lips and knowing eyes that looked at a man and knew what he wanted.


Steam and perspiration had combined to plaster the cotton blouse to her torso. Her full, rounded breasts were clearly defined through the dampened fabric, even to the extent of showing the nubby points of her nipples. Cutter had trouble looking away from them. Cimmy Lou Hooker had a body that aroused a man, regardless of the color of her skin—and the fact that she was his sergeant’s wife.


She stepped back from the heat for a moment’s relief from the steam and smoke and pressed her hands to the small of her back, flexing her muscles and thrusting forward those tautly round breasts. When she caught sight of him sitting on his horse watching her, her pose became deliberately provocative.


“You likin’ what you see, Cap’n Cutter?” She grasped the long stick and slowly churned the clothes some more, making the action somehow suggestive.


“Is my laundry ready, Mrs. Hooker?” The saddle leather squeaked as he shifted his weight and settled deeper in the flat-shaped McClellan saddle.


“How come you always pick up yore clothes yo’self and don’t nevah send that young striker of yores?” She continued to stir the boiling clothes, her coffee-brown face all shiny and her young earthy beauty powerful as sin. “What you afraid I’m gonna do to him?”


“I know what you’d do. It’s what the sergeant might do that worries me,” Cutter acknowledged dryly.


“I knows how to keep John T. happy,” Cimmy Lou insisted softly, and laughed when he looked away. She rested the stick against the side of the big iron kettle and moved away from the fire, wiping her hands on her skirt. “Best be fetchin’ yore laundry for you. That is what you came fo’, ain’t it, Cap’n?”


“Yes.” He watched her start toward the large tent with its door flap tied open. She had a natural way of moving that always pulled a man’s glance to her hips—the same way that, when she talked, his eyes were drawn to her lips.


Stopping short of the door, she turned to look back at him. “Ain’t you gonna get off that horse and come with me?”


“I don’t mind waiting.” Cutter refused the invitation as she’d known he would. It was a game she played—she liked playing with men. Marriage hadn’t changed that about her. She knew what she did to them, and she liked doing it. At times, Cutter wasn’t sure whether he envied John T. or pitied him.


“Are you afraid of comin’ inside this tent with me, Cap’n?” she taunted. “Maybe you think you might not be man enough?”


“Is any one man enough for you?” he countered, unsmiling.


Anger flashed in her eyes at the implied insult, and Cimmy Lou swept inside the tent. Cutter’s horse stamped at the flies buzzing incessantly about its legs, the brown hide on its withers shuddering to shake them off. She was gone only a matter of seconds, then reappeared at the tent’s opening with a bundle of fresh laundry in her arms. She crossed to him, her bandanna-wrapped head tilted at a proud angle. He took the clothes from her.


“Reckon yore goin’ to that party Miz Wade’s havin’ tonight. I gotta go dress her hair fo’ her—and Miz Bettendorf, too,” she informed him importantly. “My mama taught me all ’bout such things. She used to be Miz Devereaux’s personal maid. ‘Course, that was b’fore the war.” She lifted her hand, turning up her rose-brown palm. “You owe me five dollahs, Cap’n Cutter.”


He reached inside his pocket for the money and flipped her a five-dollar gold piece. She caught it with one hand and slipped it inside her blouse, finding a place for it in the crevice between her full breasts. Those dark, knowing eyes watched him turn his horse away.


At sundown the bugle called retreat and the flag was lowered with all the accompanying pomp and ceremony the two meager companies of the Ninth could muster. Afterward the columns of mounted troops rode to the respective stables of their companies while orderlies collected the officers’ horses and led them away. The day was at an end, and the white officers drifted toward their quarters.


In the Wades’ bedroom, Hannah leaned close to the mirror to fasten her earbobs. She wore a brown dress, with sleeves and bodice streaked with gold thread that caught and reflected the light. Its shining darkness and the darkness of her hair drawn up on top of her head made the creamy white of her throat and neck appear all the more fragile. With the pair of glittering earbobs fastened, Hannah straightened away from the vanity mirror above the dressing table.


“I do admire that gown on you, Miz Wade,” Cimmy Lou declared, and wistfully eyed the finery.


“Thank you, Cimmy Lou.”


“Hannah?” The muffled summons was followed by a knock on the bedroom door. “Are you ready yet?”


“That will be all, Cimmy Lou,” she said, dismissing the colored girl hovering behind her. Her skirts rustled as she turned to face the door the laundress-turned-maid opened.


Outside, Stephen Wade stood in the narrow hallway, garbed in his full-dress uniform complete with gold epaulets, sash, and regimental cord. Tall, nearly six feet, he cut a dashing figure, with his smoothly handsome features and brown-shaded mustache. The coiled energy and restlessness that were so much a part of him swept Stephen into the room. He barely noticed the young, dark-skinned woman who eyed him before she stepped past him to leave.


The dark pupils of his eyes were shot with flecks of gold. They glittered now with admiration as his encompassing glance took in his wife. “You look beautiful in that dress, Hannah,” he said with force.


“You always say that.” She held out her hands to him. He took them and drew her close, raising both of them to his lips in courtly adoration.


“That’s because it’s true,” Stephen Wade insisted. “Brown is such a drab color, yet you make it come alive.”


“Flattery comes too easily to your tongue.” But Hannah loved it. “You are a handsome devil, and you know it.”


His hands shifted to span her waist, leaving her fingers to rest on the front of his uniform. Pride and confidence settled onto his strongly chiseled features. “Everyone talks about what a beautiful couple we make.” Possession was in his face, mixed with love and passion—but not too much of the latter. It wouldn’t be seemly for an officer and a gentleman to reveal such a coarse side to his lady.


“That’s because I love you more than I did five years ago when we married.” The instant the words were out, Hannah regretted them, wishing she hadn’t emphasized the passage of time.


Five years. Stephen had hoped for so much to happen in that time. Hannah recalled their first meeting at her father’s silversmith shop in Philadelphia, and the lifting of her heart at the sight of this dashingly handsome officer. She had learned he was on leave, visiting friends in the city. They had met again at a soiree given by the Van Camps, old and valued patrons of her father. His reputation as an artist in silver and the wealth he’d accumulated, plus her mother’s socially prominent but impoverished family background, gave Hannah an entree into Philadelphia society. And on that night, they had gained her a formal introduction to Major Stephen Wade. The attraction between them had been instantaneous. Hannah had been drawn as much by his intelligence and sureness of purpose as she had been by the striking figure he made in his uniform. She had noted, too, the ambition-riddled restlessness that caused him to chafe at his martial duty in the Reconstructed South. He had applied for a transfer to another regiment, preferably one posted on the frontier.


His leave had been short, so their courtship had been fast. His orders, assigning him to the Ninth Cavalry in Texas, had arrived the day before their wedding. There had been no time for a honeymoon.


Initially Stephen had attempted to discourage her from accompanying him to the western outpost, but his warnings of adverse conditions, hardship, and danger had made Hannah all the more determined to go with him and provide a cultural oasis for him in the harsh environs of the frontier.


It had been a challenge from the beginning. Over the last five years, they had moved three times, sold and set up three households, but there had been no promotions, no advancements, no permanent assignments. Living in this uncertainty, never knowing where he might be posted next, to what dregs of the frontier outposts the army would assign the Ninth or when, they had postponed starting a family. Out here in these Godforsaken frontier outposts civilization was at its barest—few schools, even fewer churches and hospitals except what the army provided. Babies, a family, they had decided, would wait. Only time was slipping away.


Stephen’s jaw hardened for an instant after her comment, that gnawing frustration surfacing briefly before he broke away from her, turning so she couldn’t see his expression. But his reaction was evident in the tension that showed in his body, in the muscles held taut and stiff.


“Custer has been summoned to Washington to testify at the congressional hearings about all those accusations he made against Belknap this past winter in New York.” W. W. Belknap was President Grant’s secretary of war. “Some are speculating that he won’t be back in time to lead the Seventh on its summer campaign.”


“I hadn’t heard.” Hannah was careful not to comment on the news, aware that he was sensitive to any discussion of the Seventh Cavalry.


“I should have accepted that transfer to the Seventh four years ago and gotten away from these damn niggers. But the promotions were coming faster for the officers in the colored regiments,” Stephen said, reiterating the arguments that had convinced him to stay with the Ninth. “And I didn’t fancy serving under that glory-hunting boy general. Maybe I was wrong.”


Wisely she said nothing, merely slipping her hand inside the grip of his fingers. “We need to check to be sure everything is in readiness for our guests.”


The living quarters were austere, the lamp flames reflecting on the dull adobe walls. The drabness and severity of form were part of the army stricture that no habitation should be better than any other save that of the commanding officer. So all of them had colorless adobe walls, plank floors, and green shades at the windows.


Only Hannah’s personal and prized possessions, brought with them from outpost to outpost, relieved the severity of their quarters. A green and gold Turkish carpet, a wedding gift that she had insisted on shipping all the way from Philadelphia with their china and silver service packed inside its roll, gave the parlor its color, and the hues were repeated in the sofa throw and finely embroidered pillows that Hannah had stitched by hand over the long, lonely hours when Stephen had been away from the fort on patrol. Lace curtains, remnants of an heirloom tablecloth from her mother’s family that had been destroyed by bugs, relieved the starkness of the windows, while family pictures and framed samplers, more of Hannah’s handiwork, adorned the blankness of the earth-bricked walls.


The dining room held a small buffet table with a punch bowl of lemonade as well as platters of canapés and dainty cakes. Hannah inspected every item. Everything had been prepared by their striker, the army term for a soldier hired to be an officer’s servant. It was a coveted job, since it meant additional wages besides a soldier’s regular pay, as well as relief from routine duty. The practice had been officially outlawed six years ago, but it continued. It was too difficult to find and keep good help. Private Delancy was a superb cook, trained in one of the finest New Orleans restaurants. Rumor said he’d killed a man over a beautiful octoroon. He was a very quiet man. Hannah would never have thought their excellent soldier-servant was capable of violence.


“Have you heard of an Apache called Juh?” she asked, repositioning the silverware to a more precise angle, her thoughts running back over the afternoon’s incident and her subsequent conversation with Captain Jake Cutter.


“A leader of one of the Chiricahua bands,” Stephen recalled. “Why?”


“Captain Cutter believed he was with those Apaches this afternoon.” Hannah paused. “Do you think it means anything?”


“The bands are moving. I don’t think the quiet is going to last,” was the most he was willing to venture. “The Tucson ring has gotten too strong. Too many people—from government contractors to miners, ranchers, and lumbermen—want to see the Apaches concentrated on one reservation. In Arizona, they’ve already transferred all the Indians from the Camp Verde and White Mountain reservations to San Carlos. It’s only a matter of time before they decide the Mimbres—the Warm Springs Apaches—have to be moved from their New Mexico reserve at Ojo Caliente, and the Chiricahuas from their desert mountains. The Apaches will fight.” His lips thinned into a long, straight line. “And here we are—undermanned, at half company strength, mounted on inferior horses—and no one cares.”


Hannah understood the bitterness Stephen felt. For five years, he had played the political games of currying favor to gain the attention of the right people, his company distinguishing itself in all its engagements with the enemy. During the Civil War, Stephen had legitimately possessed a major’s title, and he would never be satisfied until he was no longer addressed as “major” out of courtesy, but because he had earned the title back.


“Then you expect there will be trouble.” Hannah turned from the buffet table to study him fully.


“I hope there is. I’d hate to be stuck out here and forgotten.” A wry smile slanted his mouth as he lifted his punch glass.


She picked up a glass and filled it, keeping her private fears out of her expression. “To the victor, Major Wade.” She toasted him, inwardly knowing what his assertion meant. Making war on the Apaches meant taking chances—calculated risks, Stephen called them. It meant fighting and killing—things a soldier’s wife should understand. But hers was the waiting game, the sitting at home and worrying while smiling bravely.


The hollow tramp of footsteps on the packed earth outside their door signaled the arrival of their first guest. “It must be poor Lieutenant Delvecchio,” Stephen guessed in advance of the knock at the door. “I feel sorry for him.”


“Why?” Hannah set down her lemonade glass.


“Because he’s in love with you, and you’re mine.” He smiled as a hand rapped at the door, and she was charmed by his possessive affection and that sense of being so very special to him.


Together they went to answer the door. Lieutenant Delvecchio stood outside and the Sloanes, the guests of honor, were coming up the walk. The atmosphere took on a social air, one of flirtatious fun and good company.


•   •   •

Cimmy Lou strolled along the path that circled the parade ground, which was outlined with rocks. Oblivious to her surroundings, she daydreamed about all she had seen in the private quarters of Officers’ Row: the beautiful clothes, the satins and laces, the bright baubles and beads, the gilded hairbrushes and combs, and the pretty food. She’d snitched one of the cakes and now she sucked at her fingers to get the last sugary bit of the icing’s taste while her long skirts swayed with the sauntering rhythm of her walk. Molasses was about the sweetest thing she’d had lately.


Ahead of her, a trooper leaned against a rough cedar post that supported the ramada roof attached to the fort’s bakery. Long and slim, he was half hidden by the purpling shadows of twilight. At Cimmy Lou’s approach, he kicked leisurely away from the post and intercepted her. There was something catlike about him, with his small face and shiny-dark eyes, his pencil-thin mustache and pointy chin, and he had a cleverness about him, the scheming slyness of a cat, too.


“You shouldn’t be walkin’ by yo’self afteh dark, Miz Hooker. I’ll make shore you get safely home.”


She pulled her fingers from her mouth with a small, smacking sound and studied Private Leroy Bitterman with a considering look. Her strong sexual instincts made her always aware of the maneuverings between a man and a woman, the planned setting up of a seemingly happenstance meeting. And this man, who had long shown indifference to her, now was casually offering to walk her home.


“I don’t need protection,” Cimmy Lou asserted, losing interest in him now that he’d come around like all the others.


“I’ll walk with you just the same.” He smiled and matched his stride to her slow stroll.


“Do as you please.”


“I’ll always do that.” He walked along. “You don’t like me much, do you?”


“You ain’t very nice.” She eyed him. “I think you could be cruel sometimes.”


“I’m a full-blooded tomcat. I sure as hell ain’t as tame as the men you been toyin’ with.” He spoke with an arrogance and sureness that Cimmy Lou didn’t like.


“You don’t know what I do,” she retorted.


“You like to get a man all hot an’ excited, then throw cold water on him. Makes ya feel big.”


“Then don’t get excited.”


“Cold water won’t stop me.”


“There ain’t gonna be no startin’, so there won’t be no stoppin’ neither.” Cimmy Lou kept her voice down as they came to the tent housing of Suds Row, but her tone was firm.


“Then why you been walkin’ with me and talkin’ with me? Why you been watchin’ me all these months?” Several yards short of her tent, his steps slowed. “You don’t know me. But you will.”


Bitterman left before she could order him to go, and that angered her. She liked to control such things. Like all men, he had eventually come sniffing after her, but he’d backed off on his own. First Captain Cutter, now Leroy Bitterman, two in one day. It worried her, made her restless and edgy as she entered the tent.


John T. was standing at the cookstove, stirring a pot. A pair of suspenders stretched up over his bare torso, his dark skin rippling with lean muscles. He was handsome, the handsomest man she’d ever seen, with his proudly ridged features and darkly brilliant eyes. Cimmy Lou knew he’d cooked supper for her. He was always doing kind things for her, she realized with a flash of irritation.


“What’s that I smell?” she demanded, catching an odd scent mixed in with the familiar aroma of stew made from potatoes, onions, tinned tomatoes, and stringy beef.


“I put some of them Mexican peppers in it. Really livened up the taste.” He held out a spoonful for her to test and watched her pouty lips graze the spoon’s edge as she drank the tomato broth.


“It’s hot,” Cimmy Lou ventured hesitantly, and John T. smiled at her dubious response. “It’s a change, that’s for shore.”


Later when the stew had been dished into metal bowls and they sat at the homemade table and spread butter made from suet on sour bread, Cimmy Lou reflected on the stark differences between the dainty repast at the Wades’ quarters, the buffet arranged on china and silverware, and her own dinner. She described the bite-sized sandwiches and sweet cakes and the beautiful finery to her husband.


While she talked, John T. watched her. He could see the hunger in her face, the intense wanting, the great needs that never seemed to get filled. She’d always been a hungry woman. It troubled him.


“Maybe you shouldn’t be goin’ and workin’ for the officers’ ladies,” he said at last.


“But they pay me. Look at all the extra money I make fixin’ their hair an’ doin’ for ’em,” Cimmy Lou protested.


“It ain’t good to cross over and see how they live. Yore always upset when you come home. I see the wantin’ in yore eyes.” Many things he could give her—the prestige of his top rank, the status and respectability, and a sergeant’s pay—and every ounce of his love. She was the kind of woman who drained a man dry. Even in bed, she kept coming back for more. God, how he loved her.


“Sometimes, John T. . . . sometimes I get to feelin’ so hungry for things”—the intensity of her feelings was present in her voice and expression, a mixture of fierce impatience and frustration—“that I get to hurtin’ inside.” The admission turned her petulant and she pushed the half-empty bowl of stew away from her. “An’ sometimes I get to wishin’ Lincoln’d never freed us. If I was a slave, I’d be livin’ in the Devereaux’s fine big house, wearin’ nice dresses an’ eatin’ good food. I wouldn’t be boilin’ clothes an’ ironin’ all day, an’ sweatin’ like a field hand.”


“Don’t say that.” John T. pushed himself angrily to his feet. “Don’t ever say that. Yore momma’s filled yore head with tales about those times, but it wasn’t like that. An’ yore too young to remember how it was to be a slave.” The metal spoons clattered together in the tin bowls as he gathered up their eating utensils to clear the table. “If you was a slave in that house, one of them Devereaux men would be beddin’ you—maybe all of ’em. An’ there wouldn’t be nothin’ you could say about it.”


Cimmy Lou wasn’t unduly troubled by that thought. Her body had always gotten her what she wanted and she was not averse to using it, but she was wise enough not to say that to John T. Men tended to be jealous, possessive creatures, but that could be used too. Besides, she knew all about being sent up the back stairs at night to one of the masters’ quarters. Her momma had told her about that—and about the little presents they sometimes gave if a girl was real good at pleasing them. And Cimmy Lou knew all about pleasing a man. The fact remained that if she was a slave now, she could have the Devereaux with their pretty gifts and John T. as well. Because John T. couldn’t have done anything about her going up those stairs.


With the dirty dishes set aside in the metal basin, John T. turned up the coal oil light. “You need to practice yore readin’.” His body cast a long shadow on the canvas wall as he crossed the tent to fetch the well-worn reading primer.


Reading and writing had always been such a mystery to her—and still were despite John T.’s sporadic attempts to teach her. Too often he was away from the fort on patrol for days, occasionally weeks at a time, and too much time passed between lessons. Now John T. sat close beside her at the table and held the primer open, watching over her shoulder while Cimmy Lou struggled to identify each simple word. John T. was always patiently correcting her.


She resented his superior knowledge. She disliked anything that made her feel small, and her inability to grasp the rudiments of reading made her feel foolish in front of him. Usually it was men who made fools of themselves around her, and she didn’t like it the other way around.


Cimmy Lou pulled back and took her finger away from the printed words on the page. “Don’t they ever write ’bout nothin’ besides dogs and cats?”


“Sure, but this is for learnin’. Ya gotta start out with the easy ones. Come on,” John T. urged her, pointing to the primer.


“Does anybody write books ’bout a man and woman lovin’?” She set out to distract him and make him forget that boring and frustrating primary reader. “Now, I’d like to read ’bout that.”


“There’s books like that.”


“Have you ever read any of ’em?”


“Sure.” He eyed her with a downward glance, conscious of the heat of her warm flank along his thigh and the rounded point of her shoulder against his bare chest.


“Tell me about ’em.” She slid an insinuating hand, fingers splayed, across his flat stomach and up to his chest. “Do they tell you how a woman feels when a man holds her an’ touches her? What do they say ’bout lovin’? Do they talk ’bout different ways?”


The book was taken from his hands and laid aside. “Cimmy Lou, this ain’t no way to learn to read.” But his curiosity was stronger than the mild protest as she shifted, half-rising and hitched up her skirts to sit astraddle his lap. The heavy globes of her breasts were before him, straining against the confinement of her blouse. John T. had trouble looking higher.


“Then let’s learn somethin’ else.” Her soft mound moved suggestively against his hardening shaft. “I nevah did know how to ride a cockhorse. Some kinda cavalry sergeant you are nevah to have teached me. Let’s giddy-up, John T.” She bit at his ear as he groaned and loosened the fly front of his uniform trousers. Their silhouettes on the canvas wall merged into a humped outline before he reached to turn the kerosene light down to a dim flicker. Then his hands were grasping her haunches, holding onto her as she rode the bucking horse.





CHAPTER 3






A DESERT MOON REIGNED OVER the velvet-soft night, aglitter with stars arching high above the inky blackness of the parade ground. To the north the mountains stood, a high, black wall rife with a sense of danger and mystery and all that is ancient and wild.


From the guardposts around the fort’s perimeter came the echoing call, “Nine o’clock and all’s well,” traveling from sentry to sentry. Jake Cutter stepped up to the wooden post supporting the ramada roof outside the Wades’ quarters and angled his body against it, resting the point of his shoulder along a rough corner.


Light spilled out the window, cheerfully throwing itself into the shadows and reaching for the darkest corners. Cutter looked through the opening, seeing the officers and their ladies gathered inside, their warm voices and faint laughter drifting out to him. He’d put in his appearance, satisfied Colonel and Mrs. Bettendorf, and now he would leave, undoubtedly not missed by anyone there.


Yet something held him. Cutter felt the catch of loneliness and tried to shake it off. He was used to being alone. He was beyond these sentimental longings.


He straightened, intending to leave, but the soft sound of a footfall checked the impulse, staying him. He turned to see Mrs. Wade slip out of the house. He saw her hesitate when she recognized him; then she came forward, her manner relaxing.


“Captain Cutter, I should have guessed you’d be out here.” She stopped beside the pillar where he stood, her head tipped back while her direct glance went over him. “No cigar?” she observed with some surprise. “I thought you’d come out to smoke.”


Any explanation seemed pointless, so Cutter reached inside his uniform for a long, slim cigar that was tucked in one pocket. “Do you mind?” he asked, bringing it out.


“Not at all.” Although the night air was mild, she wore a shawl around her shoulders. She faced the parade ground and the desert stars above it, showing him the clean, white line of her throat. Her eyes observed the flare of the match and, in a sideways study, watched him drag the flame into the cigar tip, puffing long and slow until it was burning well. “It’s quiet out here,” she said when he’d shaken the match dead.


His glance went to the window and its clear view of the people inside. “And not nearly as crowded,” he added.


Her laugh was a small, soft sound. “You don’t like being confined, do you, Captain? Not by walls or people . . . or what they might think.”


“What makes you say that?” His head came up, watchful, though he made no attempt to deny it.


“An impression I have.” A faint shake of her head seemed to dismiss the importance of it. Yet a second later, when he looked away, her eyes came back to study him. Hannah sensed the ease in him, the loose and relaxed feeling returning to him as his initial tension at her approach left.


It was odd how she could look into his face at this moment and see the thing that made him different. All evening she had watched Stephen, seen the intensity in his eyes when Apache strategy was discussed and observed the tightness around his mouth when he was in the presence of superior officers.


Cutter seemed to have shrugged off the ambitions and worries that whipped and exhausted other men. Some long-ago decision had settled the question of his future to his satisfaction, and tomorrow didn’t trouble him.


“Everyone expects trouble from the Apaches.” Inside, the men had talked of little else, hushing when a woman came by, Hannah had noticed.


“People usually get what they expect.”


“What do you think Colonel Hatch will do? Put a force into the field?”


The cigar tip glowed red, then faded under a dulling accumulation of ash. Pungent smoke scented the still air. “He’ll do what he’s ordered to do. He’s a soldier.”


“And what will you do?”


“The same.” After a short silence, he said, “I’m not good at small talk, Mrs. Wade.”


“On the contrary, Captain Cutter, you are very good at it.” Her voice had a sharp edge to it. “You just said precisely nothing.”


“Idle speculation serves little purpose.” But her frankness had thrown him off stride.


In the darkness he searched her moonlit face. Self-control was evident in her composure, and that flare of pride was unmistakable. A strong will was there, too, revealing itself sometimes at the corners of her lips and in the tone of conviction in her voice. A rather reluctant glint of admiration came to his eyes. He wondered if Wade knew what a lucky man he was.


“If I may be so bold as to say it, Mrs. Wade, you are a remarkable woman.” The smile that gentled his hard mouth had warmth to it.


“More small talk, Captain?”


“No, ma’am.”


“I must write my cousin in Memphis and invite her for a visit.” Hannah spoke the thought aloud, then looked at him for a reaction. “I’ll introduce the two of you.”


“Is she southern?”


“Do you have a preference for southern ladies, Captain?”


“They do have soft white skins—smooth as a magnolia blossom.” The musing recall was followed by a slow exhalation of cigar smoke.


“Yes, they have lovely complexions,” she agreed, and his lidded glance concealed the wicked glint in his eyes. He could have told her that it wasn’t their faces he was remembering, but the innocence of her expression reminded him that, despite her married state, she was sheltered from all things that did not bring out man’s finer instincts. “What was her name?” Hannah asked unexpectedly.


“Whose?” His head came up slightly.


“The one whose skin you recall with such fondness. Were you very much in love with her?”


“That was long ago, Mrs. Wade.” He listened to the night’s sounds, hearing in his memory that softly drawling voice.


“What happened? Or would you prefer not to talk about it?” she asked.


“Not at all.” Cutter shrugged to deny the suggestion. “She was an unreconstructed Rebel who despised the blue uniform I wore. Eventually she got over that, but she couldn’t forgive me for commanding a company of coloreds. She wanted me to resign my commission, and I refused.”


“How unfortunate,” she murmured.


“I have no regrets,” he stated. “It wasn’t her love I rejected. I simply didn’t want her hates.”


Laughter rang out loudly from inside the house, and its intrusion reminded Hannah of her duty. She caught back a sigh before it escaped. Her shawl slipped lower on her shoulders as she made a small movement in the direction of the door.


“I must see to my guests.”


The gold braid on his dress uniform glinted as he bowed slightly, his hair heavy and black against the night’s darkness. “The evening has been a pleasure, Mrs. Wade.” His hard, tanned face was engrained with a roughness, presently tempered by an expression of respect.


“There is no reason to leave so early.” Hannah was surprised into the protest.


“There is no reason to stay any later,” he countered.


“But the party—” She looked over her shoulder to the window’s view of her guests.
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