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“You asked for this,” Kincaid said, picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder.



“I couldn’t tell you the truth,” Reb protested.

Kincaid tossed her on the bed. “Why the hell not?”

“I was in love with you!”

Kincaid’s hands went to his hips in triumph, and a huge grin stole across his face.

“You don’t have to be so smug,” Reb said haughtily. “I didn’t want to be in love with you.”

“Rebel, Rebel,” Kincaid said lovingly as he wagged his finger at her.

“I’m not a kid,” she said, throwing the pillow at his head. “I’m a woman!”

“Act like a brat, get treated like a brat!” Kincaid responded good-naturedly as he flattened Reb under him on the bed. “Act like a woman, get treated like a woman,” he added in a voice that had thickened in passion.
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Laramie Mountains


April 1865

Reb Hunter kneed her bay mare, Brandy, and when the animal grunted, she tightened the cinch on the saddle one more notch. She led her horse out of the barn and hitched her to the rail in front of the log ranch house. One of the few things Reb enjoyed about being a rancher’s daughter was owning her own cowhorse. She gave the horse’s silky jowls a comforting pat and darted inside. Brandy snorted twice at being left standing in the cold, the foggy air billowing from her nostrils like smoke from some mythical dragon.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Reb closed the door behind her and stood, feet apart, facing her father. Matt Hunter leaned against the heavy pine trestle table that dominated the room. Steam rose from the mug of coffee cupped in his hands. Behind him Reb could see her younger sister, Dillon, working on some flapjacks at the iron stove and trying not to appear to be eavesdropping.

“Where I go every spring at this time—to take supplies to Blue in the mountains,” Reb replied.

“I can’t spare your brother to go with you this year. Spotted Tail’s Brulé Sioux tribe is under guard at Fort Laramie on their way to a reservation they don’t want any part of, and Standing Buffalo’s band of Brulé renegades are raising hell. I have to get the roundup finished before that powder keg blows up,” her father said.

Reb raised her chin an inch and crossed her arms under her breasts. “Fine, then. Adam can stay here and help you. I’ll go by myself.”

“No, Reb. It’s too dangerous. You saw what happened to the Morgan family.”

Reb’s face paled. One of the many groups of settlers that passed by on their way to the promised land, the Morgan family had stayed overnight at the ranch before continuing their trip north to the Oregon Trail. After dinner Reb had held the little blond girl in her lap, and the towheaded boy had played with her younger brother, Jesse. Even now, the picture of what had been left of the mutilated couple and their two children when she and Adam had discovered them an hour north of the house made her sick. Reb swallowed back her nausea at the memory of those bloody, hairless heads.

“That was March. This is April, almost May. I’ll be careful,” she managed to say.

Her father rose to his feet. Tall and lean, the golden-haired man hardly seemed old enough to have five children, the eldest of whom was twenty-two. But there was no question he was the final authority in the house and expected obedience.

“Rebecca, don’t argue with me. I said no.”

Calling her by her full name was a sure sign of his distemper, a reminder that she was a seventeen-year-old girl, and there were limits to what she could do. The setdown was not surprising, just frustrating.

Reb had been prepared for her father’s attempt to keep her from making the journey. In the past he’d found other excuses. One year it had been a threatening blizzard. Another, she’d just gotten over a bad cold. Each year she’d overcome his objections and made the trip.

This year there was a difference. She no longer had a strong ally to support her. Perhaps invoking her ally’s name would be enough.

“If Mama were alive, she’d let me go.”

It was Matt’s turn to pale. His eyes fixed on the empty chair where his wife should be sitting. In six months the loss hadn’t gotten any easier to bear. Reb was right, of course. If Rachel were alive, she would insist Reb be allowed to make her yearly pilgrimage to see the mountain man who’d been like a second father to her. And to please Rachel, he would have agreed.

For most of his adult life, Matt had trapped beaver with his friend Blue in the Laramie Mountains. Six years ago they’d parted ways. Matt’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened in anger until a muscle in his cheek jerked. He’d trusted Blue and had been enraged at the discovery that his best friend had deceived him.

In his first fury at that betrayal, he’d almost killed Blue, who wouldn’t fight back when Matt attacked him with a knife, stabbing Blue in the ribs. Rachel had grabbed his arm, begging him to spare Blue’s life. That had only infuriated him more. It was not until she reminded him what Blue meant to Reb that Matt dropped his knife, and turned his back forever on his friend.

Matt had left the mountains and moved his family down to this road ranch along the Overland Trail, one of the many way stations where the Overland Stage changed horses while its passengers enjoyed a meal. Over the years he’d established a good-sized herd of cattle so that he operated more as a ranch now, with the station a service he continued to provide. Through it all, Matt had hidden his bitterness and anger from his children.

He regretted that decision now. He couldn’t explain to his daughter why he didn’t want her to go near the mountain man, especially now that Rachel was dead and couldn’t answer the questions that were sure to arise. The Indians provided a valid reason to forbid the sojourn without any further explanation, so he turned away from Reb without answering her charge.

“It’s time for breakfast. Call your brothers,” he said, dismissing her.

Reb had planned to eat before she left anyway. Hiding her exasperation, she moved to the front door and called Adam from the barn, then called Garth and Jesse from their wing of the house.

Dillon flashed her a conspiratorial grin that crinkled her green eyes at the corners, and then flipped her auburn curls back from a breathtakingly creamy complexion.

“You could help by setting the table,” Dillon said. When Reb passed her at the stove, Dillon murmured so their father couldn’t hear, “I’m surprised you gave in so easily. Or did you?”

Reb just grunted and pulled some dishes from the cupboard. If she’d been more desirous of male attention, she might have been jealous of her sister’s beauty. Her own short black locks and mahogany brown eyes did not seem to have the same effect on men.

Actually, Reb had the same flawless complexion as her sister—except for the freckles. Her straight, boyishly cut hair fell onto her brow haphazardly and hid beautiful arched brows that framed her large, expressive eyes. She had a delicate, aquiline nose, but a stubborn mouth and chin.

When Reb finished setting the table with the good china, she poured herself a cup of coffee and seated herself at her place to the left of her father. He didn’t seem to notice when they were joined by two of her brothers.

When it appeared that Jesse’s fidgeting might break her father’s reverie, Reb shot a warning glance at Garth, who, at twenty and the second son, was least like his sire. He silently nodded his head in understanding and immediately proceeded to distract the youngster.

Garth’s quiet demeanor, dark hair, and penetrating black eyes evidenced their grandmother’s Indian heritage. Garth made up in wiry strength what he lacked in size. He also lacked the flamboyant sense of humor their father seemed to have handed down intact to Adam, his firstborn.

The quiet was broken when Adam burst into the house, rubbing his hands together and blowing on them to warm them. As he passed by his youngest brother’s chair, he placed his frigid fingers on Jesse’s ears.

“Hey, stop that!”

Adam tousled Jesse’s hair, then plopped into his chair next to the youth.

Jesse was a miniature physical copy of Adam, and it appeared from his gangly limbs that he would grow to equal his brother’s six-foot size. Both had their father’s sandy blond hair and their mother’s green eyes.

“Jacks coming up,” Dillon announced. She handed the plate of flapjacks to her father and joined the rest of the family at the table, where they joined hands in the traditional short grace their father still said in deference to their mother.

“I’ve got the mules packed,” Adam said, pouring honey on his pancakes.

“Well, you can unpack them,” her father snapped. He threw Reb an aggrieved stare.

“What’s going on?” Adam asked, looking from Reb to Matt and back again. “I thought you told me Dad was letting us go.”

“He didn’t say anything about not going until just now,” Reb said. “How was I supposed to know he would go back on the promise he made when Mama was alive?”

“This has nothing to do with my promise to your mother,” Matt said, knowing as he spoke that it had everything to do with just that—the promise Rachel had forced him to make and the sanctity of which she’d protected all these years—that Reb be allowed to visit Blue each spring. He rationalized that it was a promise to Rachel, but didn’t say that aloud. Instead he growled, “I’m trying to keep you from ending up with your scalp hanging from some Sioux lodgepole. Standing Buffalo and his braves are on the prowl, and there’s no reason for you to expose yourself to that danger just to deliver some supplies to Blue.”

“I’m not afraid of any Buffalo Man—”

“Standing Buffalo,” her father and Adam said together.

“Standing Buffalo,” Reb repeated irritably. “For that matter, I can just as easily be attacked when I’m searching for cattle in some gully during the roundup. That’s no good reason to keep me here. You promised Mama when we moved down from the mountains that I could visit Blue every spring. Well, it’s spring, and even though Mama’s not here, I’m going to hold you to your promise.”

Reb pushed her chair back and stood at her place, fists balled at her sides. “Unless you plan to keep me tied up or locked in my room, you can’t stop me,” she said through clenched teeth. “If you do lock me up, I’ll never forgive you,” she added in a harsh whisper. “Don’t you understand? I need to go.”

Her brothers and sister shifted uncomfortably, but no one joined in the private battle of wills.

Reb was as close to pleading for permission as her pride would allow her. She let her stricken eyes rest for a moment on her father’s stony visage. She didn’t know how to explain in words the sense of freedom she found in the Rocky Mountains, isolated from civilization of any kind. Not that their road ranch was a hub of society, but they were visited frequently by travelers on the Overland Stage and by those pioneers headed for the Oregon Trail to the north. Her father’s previous trapping partnership with Blue also had made his ranch a haven for those mountain men who craved the sound of a human voice.

Reb loved to sit by their campfires at night and listen to their stories of survival in the wilderness. She vicariously lived each of their adventures and yearned for the one week of each year that she and Adam took off for Blue’s cabin on their own. She refused to be cheated of the time in the mountains she’d enjoyed every year since she had turned eleven.

“At least eat your breakfast before you leave,” came a calm voice from the shadows in the corner.

Reb turned to where her grandmother, the Old One, sat in her willow rocker. The perfectly straight white hair framing her face in two braids that hung forward nearly to her waist proclaimed that the Old One possessed Indian blood, but not even she herself could say how much, or what kinds. Her flesh seemed to have shrunk over the years so it was stretched taut over her facial bones like a pelt staked out on a willow hoop to dry. Reb had found the Old One’s dark black eyes to be wells of wisdom, always providing the cup of promised knowledge. So, as in the past, she let them sway her now.

“You’re right,” she agreed. “I would only get hungry on the trail.” She sat down and picked up her fork, although her trembling hand revealed the tension in her lithe young body.

The sound of the Old One’s rocker creaking on the wooden floor filled the silence that had settled on the table. Occasionally a pewter fork would scrape against a china plate, but they ate without speaking.

The Old One felt the charge of lightning in the room waiting to strike. It was bound to come to this, she thought. Maybe if she and Rachel had not been so much at loggerheads…but they’d been as different and as evenly matched as two adversaries could be, and Reb had been caught between them.

The Old One had warned Matt against marrying the green-eyed woman with milk-white skin and auburn hair; she had never expected Rachel to fit in to the wilderness life her son led. Who would have believed that the daughter of a Philadelphia historian traveling with the first party of missionaries and settlers along the Oregon Trail would have adapted so well to the hardships endured by a trapper’s wife?

But the Old One had to admit she had. Rachel had clung tenaciously to values of the civilization she’d left behind, but she’d been intelligent and realistic enough to adopt the wisdom of mountain customs as well. The bony point of their contention rested on the fact that Rachel never compromised in her belief that the mountains would not remain isolated for long.

She could remember the lecture Rachel had given to the children more than once. “When civilized society finally arrives in the West, as it will in your lifetimes,” Rachel had preached, “you’ll need certain talents not only to survive, but to excel.”

The Old One had scoffed at Rachel’s ideas, equally sure, as her Indian forebears had been, that the white man was only passing through. She couldn’t swallow the possibility that her daughter-in-law might be right without a lump in her throat, and had looked for ways to thwart Rachel’s efforts to prepare her children for “civilized society.” Reb had been by far the best tool for that job.

While Rachel instructed Reb on how to read and write, using everything from Shakespeare to obscure philosophies provided by her father, held regular dancing lessons, and observed strict etiquette at the table, the Old One made sure Matt instructed Reb on how to shoot straight, trail game, and trap beaver. When Rachel insisted a dress was proper attire for Reb in and around the cabin, the Old One was equally adamant that buckskin shirt and leggings be donned for Reb’s forays into the mountains.

She gladly would have made the same arguments on Dillon’s behalf, but Dillon, two years younger than Reb, had different priorities. Attracting a man was more important to her than dressing like one. Reb chuckled to herself at Dillon’s one-track mind. No, Reb had definitely been the better tool with which to antagonize her foe.

The Old One had more than once encouraged Matt to let the child try her wings merely as a goad to Rachel, who didn’t approve of Reb’s increasing deviation from the accepted feminine role. Reb was adept at the things her mother taught her, but she enjoyed doing the things her father taught her more. As the Old One watched Reb meet and conquer every challenge, she developed a curiosity to see for herself how far the girl could go.

Unfortunately, time had proven that Rachel was right, and she was wrong. The Overland Stage ran a regular route through the territory now, and a telegraph line sang along the plains. There was even serious talk of a railroad coming across the country.

The Old One understood Reb’s fear that the wilderness she loved was escaping her grasp; she felt the same fear herself. That understanding made her decide to support her granddaughter’s wishes in spite of the pain she knew it would cause her son for Reb to seek out Blue. How strange that in this first confrontation between father and daughter without Rachel there to act as mediator, she should find herself taking the side her daughter-in-law would have argued. She consoled herself with the thought that what Rachel had really cared about was that Blue see Reb. The Old One wanted Reb to see the mountains.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Dillon had the temerity to speak to her rebellious sister.

“I don’t see why you want to go up there. Except for Blue there’s not another man around for fifty miles.”

The reactions to that statement were as varied as the personalities at the table, but Adam’s hoot of laughter irked Reb onto her feet.

“I’m going to see Blue, and I’m staying the week,” she said. “Adam is welcome to join me, if you can spare him.” Reb left the table and stalked outside to await her brother.

Adam turned to his father with a quizzical look, awaiting his decision.

Under his breath Matt swore. “Damn!” Reb had more than a little of her mother in her.

A firm, soft voice broke in to soothe his consternation.

“The danger is not greater than in the past, only of a different nature. She’s a woman, not a child. You trained her yourself. She’s a better shot than any man you know, and coolheaded. She’s Adam’s match at reading signs. Let her go.”

Matt considered his mother’s words carefully. He was not so ignorant of Reb’s nature as to think he would be successful in keeping her confined against her will. Nor could he blame her for missing the mountains when he missed them himself. If she were a man, he’d know how to handle her. If she acted more like a woman, he would not have felt so at sea.

But Reb was something in between—a woman who knew everything Matt could teach her about being a successful mountain man. He refused to let the bitter gall that rose when he thought about Reb with Blue make him alienate his daughter any further. This year he would let her go, but he knew he had to find some way to end these hellish confrontations each spring.

Maybe he could send Reb away to one of the finishing schools her mother had suggested for the two girls shortly before the accident. Settling on this possible solution to an apparently insoluble problem, he turned to Adam.

“Your brothers and I are going to start the roundup. I’m not so sure General Dodge’s attempt to put the Brulés on a reservation won’t backfire, and I want Garth to get the cattle back on the range before the repercussions start. Go, but keep your eyes open and get back here as quick as you can. We can use the help.

“Come on, boys,” he called to Garth and Jesse. “We’ll see you at dinner, Dillon.”

Reb eyed her father warily as he stepped onto the porch. When he reached his arms out to her, however, she stepped into them and laid her head against his buckskin shirt, drinking in the familiar earthy smell of him.

“Be careful,” her father whispered in her ear as he held her close.

“I will.” She hugged him tightly.

At last, he stepped away and headed for the corral.

“Are you going to bring me a baby bear this time?” the irrepressible Jesse asked Reb on his way by.

“Let’s hope not,” Garth said. He pushed the eight-year-old toward the corral, then paused to search deep into Reb’s eyes. She automatically lowered her gaze to protect her private self.

“Have a good trip. Keep your eyes open, and don’t do anything you’ll regret later.” Garth kissed her lightly on the cheek and headed after Jesse.

Reb was still musing over Garth’s admonition when Adam came to the porch with his arm on Dillon’s shoulder. Dillon hugged herself to stay warm in her frilly, bright yellow cotton dress, which was flattering, but too light for the cold snap they were having.

Adam pressed a kiss to her forehead. “So long, little sister. Don’t let any beaus get too friendly while I’m not here to protect you.”

Dillon giggled and gave Adam a hug. “No one you wouldn’t approve of, anyway,” she reassured. “So long, Adam. So long, Reb. Take care.”

Adam and Reb mounted, and he pulled the pack mules loaded with supplies behind him as they rode toward the sun-rimmed Laramie Mountains.

Reb longingly eyed the broken ridges silhouetted in an orange daybreak. “If I were a man, I’d live in the mountains and never leave.”

“But you’re not,” Adam reminded. “You’re only a girl. So dream, dear sister, of something more practical, if you please.”

“Well, it doesn’t please!” Reb shot Adam an impish grin and urged her mare into a canter. “This girl is dreaming of at least a week in the mountains, and that’s as practical as she gets on a cold, beautiful April morning. I’ll see you at Blue’s cabin.”

“Hey, Reb, wait for me,” Adam shouted. He kicked his horse and pulled the pack mules forward, but their broken trot was no match for Brandy’s distance-eating lope. Reb left him behind as she answered the beckoning call of the Rockies.
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Kincaid had reached the limit of his patience with the garrulous woman who balanced her overdressed bulk on the narrow seat facing him and babbled incessantly about her daughter and the successful San Francisco merchant the fortunate young woman had met and married in New York.

For the past fifty miles of the ride west, while the stagecoach had swayed on its heavy leather traces like a ship in a turbulent sea, he’d heard how they begged her to join them and how much she would uplift the cultural and moral fiber of San Francisco when she arrived.

When he recognized a lull in the conversation, he tipped his dark blue felt hat and agreed politely, “Yes, ma’am, I’m sure you’re right,” although he had no earthly idea what she’d just said.

He let his gaze wander out the window to the receding view of the Laramie Mountains. Spring had barely touched the plains they now crossed, and the dull brown flattened grasses grudgingly gave way only here and there to the green of new growth.

Eula Thomas held a much higher opinion of the Yankee officer seated across from her, whose physical presence filled the cramped interior of the Overland Stage. She would have given a lot to be twenty-five years younger and a hundred—no, she admitted honestly with a cackle—a hundred and fifty pounds lighter.

Eula perused the mobile mouth and square jaw. She guessed he was used to having his own way. A scar below his right eye lent his face a rakish look, but his eyes were what caught her imagination. Steely gray, rimmed in sooty black lashes and capped by finely arched brows as black as the errant curls that he brushed back occasionally from his forehead, they seemed to look right through her. Her knees went to jelly at the thought of those eyes turned on her in anger or in passion.

He was massaging his right thigh again. She’d questioned him earlier, and he’d reluctantly admitted it was a war wound. He probably was a hero of some Civil War battle. He looked the type. He hadn’t volunteered a tittle of information to satisfy her curiosity, however.

All she’d been able to find out was that he was from New York, and his name was Kincaid. Not “Major Kincaid,” mind you, although she could see his rank perfectly well from his uniform. Just “Kincaid.”

He seemed preoccupied, and she had to tap his knee with her fan to get his attention when she spoke to him. “I noticed you’re headed away from Fort Laramie, Major—I mean Kincaid,” Eula said with a girlish blush.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

“Are you headed someplace in particular?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Can you tell me where you’re going?”

“No, ma’am.”

One of the soldiers in the cavalry escort from the fort drew alongside the coach and addressed Kincaid.

“Sir, we’ve sighted a couple of renegades.”

“I’m just a passenger, Corporal Jennings. I don’t have authority to give you any orders.”

“Yes, sir, I understand, sir. I just thought I’d let you know we’re planning to go after them.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Kincaid could hear the painted braves baiting the recruits—“Come fight us, you sons of she-dogs!”

“We don’t have to take that from those red devils, sir!”

The youth crimsoned when it became apparent Mrs. Thomas had heard the taunt as well.

“No need to be alarmed, ma’am. We’re going to rid ourselves of those two vermin in the shake of a beaver’s tail. Begging your pardon, ma’am,” the lad added, tipping his hat to the rotund woman. He raced with the rest of the escort after the two Sioux rapidly disappearing over a rise to the west.

Kincaid shook his head at the soldier’s misguided exuberance. At the same time, he pulled his Colt from its holster to check the rounds. How many kids had he heard make the same brash promise about some Johnny Reb? He hoped the results were not the same for these inexperienced recruits.

He scanned the countryside keenly for signs of danger, then laid the gun down on the worn leather seat next to him with his finger wrapped around the trigger. God, he was glad the war was over. It had been over for him for a while now, he thought ruefully, as he rubbed the ache in his leg. He wished he had more space to stretch out and ease the stiffness.

His father had pressured him to take this assignment from General Dodge, outlining the details he and Dodge had worked out, but Kincaid hadn’t resisted much. The task had the intrigue of being a secret mission, and although he’d resigned his commission from the army, he’d been authorized to perform his investigation in uniform.

He’d harbored no desire to become one of the northern carpetbaggers that ravaged the South, nor could he seek solace by assisting those he’d helped to defeat, since that meant acknowledging his complicity in the events leading to the death of his wife during the war.

To his mother’s dismay, two days after the talk with his father, he’d headed west. A wry smile widened on his face. His mother would consider it poetic justice to know his hurried timing had gotten him to the Overland Stage depot at the same time as Eula Thomas. They were nearly at his destination, and she hadn’t talked him to death yet—although it was a very near thing.

All in all, Eula Thomas was certain to make him appreciate the opportunity this mission offered for solitude.

[image: space]

Standing Buffalo bared his teeth in a cruel smile as he watched the progress of the Overland Stage toward the gully where he waited in ambush with half his braves. The other half hid beyond a rise to rain arrows on the raw recruits being led to them by the two decoys. They had used the plan successfully many times over the winter. So far it was working perfectly, despite High Forehead’s whining complaints that they should quit raiding and join Spotted Tail at Fort Laramie.

It had taken some convincing to overcome High Forehead’s objections. Standing Buffalo had reminded the hawk-nosed brave—who should have been named for that prominent feature, rather than his moderately low forehead—about the thieving agent of the White Father, who stole their goods and left them to starve and freeze in the winter. He’d argued that they could not trust the white devils and must kill those who came to drive the buffalo away. Before they returned, he’d shouted, his knife must taste the white man’s blood and leave his bones as bare of flesh as the hungry women and children of the tribe.

The graphic picture of starvation, too vivid in their memories, had convinced the other braves to join him, and at their urging, High Forehead had capitulated and this attack had been launched.

The inexperienced soldiers, fresh from duty in the East, did not get far before a hail of arrows decimated their ranks. Then a cluster of Indians charged from behind a slight rise in the flat terrain. The Sioux suffered casualties when some of the soldiers had the presence of mind to fight back. But of the eight troopers, only three remained alive to rue their underestimation of the enemy. They turned back to the stagecoach in panic.

The two decoys, Spotted Elk and Strangling Wolf, gave chase, exhibiting superb horsemanship as they closed the gap. Guiding their ponies with their knees, they used bows and arrows to summarily end the lives of two of the fleeing men.

Corporal Jennings raced his lathered horse onward. When he located the stagecoach, the full folly of their escapade became apparent. The four stage horses were down in their traces, peppered with arrows, and the driver had already been scalped. The Indians were mutilating the body in a way they believed made it difficult, if not impossible, for the white man’s spirit to find its way to the land of Wakan-Tanka. Not waiting to see more, and convinced he was the lone survivor of the raid, the soldier thundered away toward the nearest Overland Stage station.

Had he paused a moment longer, he would have seen a very tall man emerge from the interior of the coach to take a stand before the open door, his handgun blazing. Several warriors screamed and fell before the rest sought refuge out of range.

Kincaid was unaware that Standing Buffalo crouched above him, hidden amidst the baggage on the coach. He threw the emptied Colt aside in the sagebrush and stood boldly facing the Indians, empty-handed, in obvious contempt of their prowess.

The Sioux yelped in glee. Here was an adversary worthy of their attention.

“I will be first to count coup,” Black Horse shouted exultantly.

“First after me!” Rolling Thunder bellowed back in the voice that gave him his name.

The two painted braves raced away on their ponies, competing for the honor of counting coup first on the large man. It soon became apparent that this was a rash action on their part.

Soundlessly, Kincaid reached out with his bare hands to unseat Black Horse, who was then brained with his own tomahawk. Seconds later he swiftly and accurately threw the bloody tomahawk at Rolling Thunder, who tumbled backward off his horse, dead.

It was a sign of their admiration for his courage that the Indians did not then attack the white man with bow and arrows. The deaths were unfortunate, but within the rules of this deadly game that allowed the opponent on whom the Indians attempted to count coup to do his level best to kill them.

More wary, however, they raced back and forth in front of their tall adversary, waving their lances and screaming insults. Unarmed, the man faced them calmly, seemingly undaunted. He brushed a black curl back from his chiseled face and waited.

Standing Buffalo’s younger brother, Smaller Bear, took up the silent challenge, seeking to count coup with the tip of his lance, a little safer distance than the coup stick allowed.

Standing Buffalo watched in satisfaction. It is good for my brother to fight as a man, he thought.

Sadly, it was the end of Smaller Bear’s life as a man. As he raced past, Kincaid rolled over in front of the Indian pony with a grace and speed that defied his size and his lameness, causing the animal to rear in fright. In the moment before the pony could speed its rider to safety, he disarmed the boy, broke his neck with a sharp upward jab of the lance, and then backed up slowly in his halting gait to the stagecoach, lance in hand, to await the next foe.

Stunned by this turn of events, each Indian searched his heart to determine whether he stood in as good stead with the Great Spirit as this white man obviously did.

Wakan-Tanka smiles upon him, Standing Buffalo thought, noting that the white man was not even breathing hard from his exertion.

The tension mounted as several warriors in turn danced their ponies toward the white man, only to wheel them back into the crowd.

Standing Buffalo realized that if he did not take matters into his own hands soon, it was possible all his warriors would be sent to the Happy Hunting Ground one at a time.

Moving stealthily, he reached the edge of the coach above the powerful white warrior. Swinging with all his might, he brought his stone and rawhide war club crashing into the man’s right temple. The giant dropped to his knees, still clutching the lance, then fell forward like a mighty tree cleaved from its trunk.

The Sioux thanked the Great Spirit for this good fortune with whoops of delight. Such a great warrior was strong war medicine, and they rushed up to obtain talismans from his person.

Rides-Two-Ways, one of the younger braves, had already stripped the shirt from Kincaid’s body before the groan sounded that evidenced life. Startled, and more than a little fearful, the young brave raised his tomahawk.

Standing Buffalo descended from the stagecoach in time to grab the youth’s arm on its downward arc.

“He is mine. Do not take the scalp that protects his soul. I want his strong spirit to find its way to the Happy Hunting Ground to serve my brother and the other braves who died today. I will test the limits of this man’s strength. Then we will truly know the worth of this enemy that took my brother’s life.

“But you may keep the shirt,” he said.

“Another enemy, but already dead,” High Forehead yelled. He referred to the heavyset older woman discovered inside the coach, who’d been killed by a stray arrow in the first attack.

“Let me help,” Rides-Two-Ways offered, joining the braves in dragging the woman’s body out onto the ground and stripping it. Others tore through the baggage.

“Look at me!” one commanded, as he paraded cockily in a bright lavender opera cloak.

Standing Buffalo ignored the cacophony, concentrating instead on his prisoner. He checked the man’s pockets, looking for booty. A grin spread across his face when a heavy gold pocket watch, bearing the inscription, “To Kincaid with Love from Laurie,” appeared in his hand.

He searched the other pocket eagerly, but was disgusted to find only a folded piece of paper. He opened it up and perused it but, as with the inscription, the writing meant nothing to him.


April 15, 1865

Christopher Lyle Kincaid

Fifth Avenue and 28th Street

New York, New York

Dear Major Kincaid:

After our successful association in Atlanta during the war I am ready to set another task of equal, or perhaps even greater, importance for you now that General Lee has surrendered.

I realize you have barely had time to recover from your wound, but your father and I have discussed the necessity of your participation in this effort on behalf of the Union Pacific railroad and are agreed you are the best man for the job. Your father can fill you in on the significance of making the right choice between the two alternate routes.

I need you here as soon as possible. Meet me at the second Overland Stage station west of the Laramie Mountains no later than May 15. I’m counting on you.

Maj. Gen. Grenville M. Dodge, Commander

Dept. of the Missouri



Standing Buffalo started to let the wind carry the paper away, but on second thought folded it again and stuck it in the sacred medicine bag that hung around his neck. Perhaps some of the white warrior’s powerful aura might wear off on him.

Having completed their destruction, the braves who had attacked the soldiers rode up to join the rest of the band. They were greeted by the excited shout of Rides-Two-Ways, who said proudly, “I have the shirt of a great white warrior. It will ensure my conquest of the white man.”

Each group of Indians boasted of their bravery, but the exploits of the unconscious man, when recounted by the Sioux who had seen them, acquired a little of the supernatural in the telling.

Standing Buffalo ordered several braves to take their dead comrades back to their families, along with the soldiers’ horses, with instructions they would follow soon. “Strangling Wolf, you and Spotted Elk put our captive on my brother’s pony,” he commanded.

It was a struggle for the two short, stocky Indians to move the large man. “Rides-Two-Ways,” Spotted Elk shouted to his friend, “stop bragging and help us get this big man up here.”

He panted with the effort of getting the captive up onto Smaller Bear’s pony, which had been chosen to bear this last burden before its life ended. As the dead Indian’s favorite mount, the little mare’s head and tail would be cut off and tied to the scaffolding supporting Smaller Bear’s body, enabling the pony to serve her former master in his travels in the afterworld.

With extra-human effort, the three Indians completed the task. When they stood back to survey their work, Rides-Two-Ways could not suppress a snigger. He was joined by Strangling Wolf’s raspy chuckle and Spotted Elk’s outright guffaw.

Seeking the source of this mirth, the other Indians took one look at the prisoner and convulsed with laughter. The white man’s fingertips touched the ground on one side of the pony, and the toes of his boots dragged the ground on the other. Even Standing Buffalo, weighed down by the sorrow of his brother’s death, could not keep his lips from quirking.

“The Council will long sing the praise of our capture of this white man who is too big for horses,” Standing Buffalo said solemnly.

“Yes, Too-Big-For-Horses was a brave warrior in battle,” High Forehead agreed, sealing the label on the man.

“Let us go now to tell Spotted Tail we will return to the Powder River and hunt the buffalo. We will test the strength of Too-Big-For-Horses along the way, and tell his tale to our children around the campfire.” Standing Buffalo grasped the rawhide lead on Smaller Bear’s pony and headed north.

The Indians rode far into the night, then camped high in the mountains, where they believed themselves safe from pursuit. Always cautious, however, Rides-Two-Ways was selected to stand guard while the others slept. With sunrise only moments away, the boastful brave was tired, but still exuberant over his prize. It was a good thing that the sun was rising, since it meant his vigil as lookout was nearing an end.

He noticed the white man they had named Too-Big-For-Horses was awakening. The prisoner stood where they had tied him spread-eagled between two ancient spruces. He had not died from the blow to the head from Standing Buffalo’s war club that would have killed an ordinary man. Soon the other braves would be stirring, and the testing of the white man promised by their leader could begin.

We will find much pleasure today helping Too-Big-For-Horses seek the Great Spirit, Rides-Two-


Ways thought, fingering with pride the white man’s dark blue shirt that dwarfed his figure. He hoped Too-Big-For-Horses manfully withstood the exquisite torture planned for him, since that would make his token all the more valuable.

“Today your trip to the afterworld begins. Be strong, Too-Big-For-Horses,” he chanted. “This conquering brave wills it so.”
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Kincaid woke to the throbbing pain in his massive shoulders and arms, which were stretched out taut away from either side of his body. The effort to flex his benumbed hands resulted in agony as tightening thongs bit into raw wrists. His head hung forward, so that when he blinked open his eyes to the early-morning light he saw only the muddy ground, strewn with pine needles, below him.

A slight turn of his pounding head in either direction revealed his black-booted feet, spread far apart and secured by rawhide at the ankles. His eyes followed the rawhide on one side to where it wrapped around a thick spruce.

Kincaid closed his eyes and struggled mentally to orient himself.

A pulsing ache in the muscles of his right thigh took him back to a scene from the past. The scream of the shrapnel that had left him with a slight but permanent limp resounded in his ears. He jerked unconsciously at the memory of that first awful impact of metal on muscle. It was a nightmare he relived time and again, but always with the same painful ending. He remembered anxiously watching the slender woman, her long blond hair windblown around a terrified, heart-shaped face, racing toward where he had been pitched from the saddle by the blast. He’d warned her to get down, but was unheard amidst the chaos of defeated soldiers fleeing on horseback and on foot.

Suddenly, a blossom of red unfolded on the front of her high-necked gray wool dress. A tentative hand reached up to admire the deadly corsage, and she sought Kincaid’s steel gray eyes with her own silvery blue ones, a poignant sadness replacing the fear for him on her face. Stumbling unsteadily, she took one more step. Then he watched helplessly as his wife crumpled, like a flower trodden to the ground.

He dragged himself to her side, forced to pause occasionally by the bursting shells around him. Finally, he cradled her head in his arms as he lay full-length beside her on the red clay. He searched her face for signs of life, but when he saw none, gathered her close to him, their long bodies molding perfectly, and pressed gentle kisses on each closed eyelid, and finally on the still-warm mouth. The taste of his loss was bitter on his lips. Tenderly, he laid her head down and rested his own cheek beside hers on the cool clay.

His throat constricted so that he couldn’t breathe without turning his gaze away from the precious young face to the sky above, dotted with ugly clouds of black smoke. If only she hadn’t insisted on being where she didn’t belong in the first place. If only he’d demanded she obey him and leave. But, oh, how he’d secretly admired her for staying.

“Damn you, Laurie!” he raged. He hugged the lifeless body to his own in frustration, while tears of anguish squeezed from eyelids drifting closed in unconsciousness.

But the war of brother against brother was over now and had been for more than a month. Kincaid realized he’d remembered too far back in the past, and wished he hadn’t. He’d awakened an ache in his heart as persistent as the one in his wounded thigh. He forced his mind to focus on solving the puzzle of how he had come to be tied, spread-eagled, between two trees in the middle of a forbidding pine forest.

Two other minds worried over the same problem from another perspective.

“I count nine Sioux, including the lookout,” Adam whispered to his lanky, buckskin-clad younger sister. “Too many for us to kill before one of them kills him.”

“Why do you suppose they kept him alive?” Reb asked, as they observed the unknown man from their hiding place behind a mammoth boulder.

“Don’t expect we’ll ever know. Could be his size. That is one big man. Maybe they just want to see if the extra inches give him extra courage.”

Millions of pine needles and spruce branchlets rustling in the wind muffled their voices, and the strong breeze carried the softened sound away from the Indian camp.

Reb appraised the body that was stripped to the waist and suspended between two trees. She found no fault in the impressive shoulders and chest, the defined muscles across the abdomen, or the strong, sinewy thighs molded into a pair of Union Army pants. She was curious to see the face that went with such a body, but the head hung forward, hidden in the shade of the forest.

They were several hours’ ride south of Blue’s cabin, on their way home with the beaver skins they’d picked up from the loner in exchange for the coffee, flour, and beans they’d delivered to him. Located where the Laramie River crossed the plateaulike summit of the mountains, the cabin was more than fifty miles, as the crow flies, from Fort Laramie on the plains directly to the east, and equally distant from their home at the base of the mountains to the southwest.

Reb wondered whether the presence of this captive meant another massacre of soldiers on patrol like the many throughout the winter. “Aside from the blood on his forehead, he doesn’t appear to be hurt,” she said.

“Not yet,” Adam replied. “Those eagle feathers identify that lookout as one of Standing Buffalo’s renegades, the ones Dad warned us about. I’ve seen samples of their handiwork. The kindest thing we can do for that stranger is shoot him.”

Reb’s senses rebelled against the mutilation planned for the magnificent specimen of mankind she saw before her. Surely the fates that had caused them to stumble onto this warrior camp could not have intended they pass without changing the now dismal outlook of this stranger’s life.

“There must be a way we can save him. Think, Adam.”

“Whatever we do should be done soon, before those sleeping Indians wake up,” he said, “Or we could take a chance that they’re planning to postpone their entertainment until they get to wherever they’re headed. We might be able to steal their prisoner away during the journey.”

Adam figured the band was headed for the Powder River far to the north near the Black Hills, where Red Cloud’s Oglala and other Sioux less inclined to peace than Spotted Tail were congregating. If so, he didn’t like the idea of trekking across mountains and plains after the Indians. They were too likely to be discovered and share the stranger’s fate. He said as much to Reb.

“You’re right,” she agreed. “What about a trade?”

“We don’t have a snowball’s chance in the sun of bargaining with Standing Buffalo for that man’s life, even if I were willing to give up Blue’s beaver skins, which I’m not. Those Brulés won’t trust us as far as they can throw us. They’ll kill him sure if we charge in there. No, I’m afraid he’s a goner, Reb. There’s nothing we can do.”

As he finished speaking, a far-fetched idea came to Adam of how to save the doomed man. He rose, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Yep. The kindest thing we can do is shoot him.”

Adam clamped a hand over Reb’s open mouth as she jumped up to protest.

“Listen,” he whispered excitedly. “I’ve got a crazy idea, but it just might work. What’s the first thing those Sioux will do if we start shooting?”

Reb mumbled against Adam’s hand, but he ignored her in his exuberance.

“Kill that stranger, that’s what! So we’re going to ‘kill’ him first. That is, we’re going to make them think we’ve killed him, so they’re more concerned about escaping our ambush than hanging around here to carve up a dead body.”

The large, liquid brown eyes rimmed with long black lashes, together with the light dusting of freckles visible across Reb’s nose above his callused hand, reminded Adam of a startled fawn. When she mumbled again in frustration, he took his hand away from her full, still-parted lips.

“How?” she hissed.

“You’re going to shoot him. I think if you hit him just above the heart, that ought to convince them he’s dead.”

Reb sucked in a breath of air between clenched teeth, but said nothing.

“I’ll sneak around to the far side of the clearing. When I’m set, I’ll shoot the lookout. That’ll leave eight Indians. We’ve got two seven-shot Spencer rifles, four Colt repeaters, our knives, and the element of surprise on our side. We can’t lose,” he said with a lopsided grin.

“When the lookout falls, you shoot the stranger,” he continued. “I’ll unhobble the Indian ponies so that they stampede when the noise starts. Don’t stop firing till they’re all dead or gone. I’ll be doing my part from the other side. Any questions?”

“What if I miss?”

“You miss those Indians, and we’ll be dead ducks.”

“You know that’s not what I mean,” Reb said. “What if I accidentally kill that stranger?” She gnawed her lower lip with her straight white teeth, her forehead wrinkled in concern. She was a crack shot, but had never aimed her gun at a man before, only at animals and standing targets.

“Like I said, the kindest thing we can do is shoot him. Besides, you’re too good a shot to miss. If it bothers you so much, we can just leave the way we came. He’s no worse off if we leave him dead than if we leave him alive.”

Adam might be a pragmatist, but Reb was an eternal optimist. Besides, she very much wanted to see the stranger’s face, and she was more likely to get her wish if they tried to save him.

She had no qualms about killing the nine Sioux when she remembered the Morgans. Those horrible deaths, among others over the winter, were evidence that a state of undeclared war existed with the Indians—at least, undeclared on the white man’s side.

The previous November, Colonel John Chivington had ordered the murder of Cheyenne men, women, and children waiting at Sand Creek to begin peace talks. The unprovoked attack of the army on the peaceful Cheyenne was the last straw. In retaliation, the Sioux, Arapaho, and Cheyenne had indulged in what many mountain men considered a quite justifiable rampage.

The Indians began paying the white man back for the degradation of drunkenness caused by his whiskey, for diseases brought back to Indian husbands by wives who prostituted themselves with the soldiers for scraps of food, for the theft of government annuities by dishonest Indian agents, and above all, for the lies of the White Father who broke treaty after treaty.

The Sioux were incensed by the story of how the Cheyenne chief White Antelope, who stood alone and refused to fight the white man at Sand Creek, was shot down, then scalped and castrated by the soldiers. When his story was told, the Sioux smoked the war pipe gladly. They became the scourge of the Overland Trail, killing soldiers and settlers indiscriminately and pillaging or burning everything in their path.

The atrocities committed over the winter had included the riddling of one body with no fewer than ninety-seven arrows. Both sides had given sufficient warning that when one met the other, the rule was “Kill or be killed.”

“All right, I’ll shoot him,” Reb said at last.

Adam disappeared silently into the forest. She lifted her Spencer to her shoulder and sighted down the barrel to a spot several inches above the stranger’s heart.

Reb’s hands shook at the enormous responsibility she’d undertaken. Knowing that she held the stranger’s life at the tip of her trigger finger, she wanted to know very badly who he was and where he’d come from. She wanted to know the color of his eyes, to hear the sound of his voice. She wanted to know if he had a sweetheart, or worse, a wife and children.

“Look at me.”

She willed the stranger to respond. As though reading her thoughts, his head rose slowly on his shoulders until he stared proudly forward, directly at Reb.

His whole face wasn’t visible, only his eyes, lit by a narrow shaft of sunlight that blazed through the towering spruce and two-hundred-foot lodgepole pines, so named for the use to which the Indians put them. She was unable to discern the color of the unwavering orbs that bored into her own, compelling a response, demanding her soul.

Lost in his piercing gaze, Reb momentarily surrendered to the stranger’s power, willingly giving to him a part of herself never before offered to anyone. In that fleeting instant Reb experienced a feeling of belonging so intense that it took her by surprise. This feeling was not the same sense of well-being that had always been provided by the support and love of her family. It was much more.
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