
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
DANCING ON COALS

by

 


Ellen O'Connell

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

 


* * *

PUBLISHED BY:

Ellen O'Connell at Smashwords

Copyright 2011 by Ellen O'Connell

All rights reserved

 


This book is a work of fiction. names,
characters, and incidents are the product of the author's
imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is
strictly coincidental. Some of the places mentioned do exist. Some
of the characters did exist. However, descriptions may have been
altered to better suit the story.



This ebook is licensed for your enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be resold or given away. If you would like
to share this book with another person, please purchase an
additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are
reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased
for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's
work.

 


* * *



TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


Story Summary

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Afterword

Author's Note

Also by Ellen O'Connell

About the Author

 



 


Story Summary

After escaping robbers intent on murder,
Katherine Grant says, "I jumped from the frying pan to the fire.
Before long I'll be dancing on the coals." The highwaymen were the
frying pan; the handsome young Apache who saved her from them was
the fire; and the coals? Gaetan.

Rage against the enemies of his people has
consumed Gaetan from boyhood. The only use he ever found for any
white was to test the sharpness of his knife. Forced by his brother
to endure Katherine's company, Gaetan tries to deny what he sees -
the white woman has a man's temper and a lion's courage. She has an
Apache heart.

In spite of hate, distrust and fear,
surviving in the rugged country of southern Arizona and northern
Mexico forges a strange bond between Katherine and Gaetan. When the
bond turns to love, can they admit it? Can they bear the
consequences?

 


* * *


Chapter
1

Arizona Territory

Spring 1881

 


FOUR PASSENGERS IN a stagecoach instead of
six improved the experience from hellish to miserable. No longer
crushed between a drummer stinking of whiskey and a cowboy spitting
streams of tobacco juice out the window, Katherine tried without
success to find a comfortable position on her expanded share of
seat. Overhead, the driver shouted to the horses, cracked his whip,
and the stage lurched into motion, leaving the Tucson station
behind in the dust.

Her two-day respite in the rough town hadn't
been long enough. In days past Katherine had endured the press of
meaty thighs, knobby knees and scrawny shanks in the full coach,
hating every minute. Now she missed the support of other bodies
wedging her in place as the coach rolled like a ship on
wind-whipped seas.

This leg of her journey home promised to be
even more exhausting than the last. How soon would the stage stop
in another town with a hotel?

Catching herself planning another stop with
the last hardly out of sight, Katherine almost laughed. One stop in
New Mexico, she vowed, maybe two or three in Texas. She did want to
get home this year, didn't she? The thought sobered her. Not
wanting to dwell on it, she studied her new traveling companions
instead.

Señor Estrada, a portly silver-haired man,
sat across from her, eyes glued on the wide-brimmed hat in his lap.
Since climbing into the coach, he hadn't raised his head. His worn
black suit and hat were Mexican in style. Even if the few words of
broken English he'd used to introduce himself weren't all he knew,
the other passengers probably intimidated him.

Large, loud men with dark hair and bushy
beards, the Hochners, father and son, undoubtedly intimidated a lot
of people. Heavy work boots, canvas trousers and coarse wool shirts
emphasized their aggressive manner, and their demanding behavior in
the depot this morning hadn't recommended them as amiable fellow
travelers.

Before either one of the pair could drag her
into unwanted conversation, Katherine decided to find out if her
guesses about Señor Estrada were correct.

"Siempre es tan caluroso el Marzo, Señor
Estrada?"

He jerked his head up, his pleasure at
meeting someone he could speak with in his own language evident.
His reply was slow and careful, as if he feared her Spanish would
prove too limited for conversation.

"Not always, but often, señorita. This is a
warm climate. You speak Spanish well."

Katherine shook her head slightly. "I know my
Spanish is different from what's spoken here, but at least I can
understand and make myself understood."

"Most certainly. You speak with elegance. May
I ask where you learned?"

"In Cuba, Spain and the Philippines. My
family is in shipping, and as a girl I traveled around the world. I
picked up a little of several languages and more of Spanish and
French."

"You're far from the sea. What brings you
here?"

The story Katherine had told so often slipped
off her tongue easily. "One day I realized I'd been around the
world several times but had never seen my native land west of
Philadelphia or south of New Jersey. So here I am on a grand tour -
from New York to California through the middle of the country by
rail and now back home through the South."

Surprise flashed across Estrada's face. "Your
family allowed you to undertake such a journey alone?"

"Everyone in my family is a traveler. No one
has a problem with my trip." Especially since they don't know
about it. They're probably on a tiger hunt in India right now in
blissful ignorance, and I'll be home long before they are.

The coach bounced hard over a rough section
of the road, almost throwing Katherine to her knees on the floor.
Catching herself, she pushed back into the seat.

"If I had it to do over, I confess I'd be on
a train right now."

Estrada nodded his understanding, and
Katherine turned the conversation to the purpose of his own trip.
As the first way station of the day came in sight, they fell
silent. When the stage continued on with fresh horses, Alfred
Hochner made it clear there would be no more opportunity for
conversations in Spanish.

"How about talking to us in American for a
while, missy," he boomed.

Katherine stiffened and turned an icy glare
on the man. As she drew breath to give Hochner the reply he
deserved, she heard Estrada's soft Spanish plea. "Please, señorita,
do not antagonize these men."

After another deep breath, Katherine took his
advice, although she didn't try to keep the frost out of her tone.
"I'm so sorry, Mr. Hochner. We never meant to exclude you from our
conversation. We merely shared information about our travels. Mr.
Estrada is going to take a new position in Santa Fe. I'm returning
home to New York."

"You shouldn't be traveling alone," Hochner
said, staring rudely.

"You're absolutely right, and I'm never going
to do it again." Let the oaf find a way to argue with that.

He didn't argue; he lectured. "A lady like
you shouldn't be out here alone. It's bad enough for men like me
and Jake here. At least we're armed." He slapped the holster on his
hip for emphasis.

Katherine ran a gloved fingertip over the
hand-tooled flower design on the leather of her traveling purse,
feeling the hard outline of the Remington pistol inside. Carrying a
weapon handy in a holster at the waist would be an advantage, but
there was something to be said for surprise.

Hochner hadn't stopped talking, and Katherine
flinched at his next words. "You may not know it, but we got an
Apache problem here in Arizona."

How could she not know? From the time she had
first set foot in Arizona Territory, she had heard as much about
Apaches as she could stand. Hochner could not, absolutely could
not, conjure up a single Apache atrocity she hadn't heard told in
varying bloody detail at least three times.

Thank goodness the stories no longer had the
power to bring the sour taste of bile to the back of her throat
because for her sins she was going to have to listen to Hochner's
version today. She briefly considered citing the travel rule posted
in the stage depot forbidding passengers to talk of Indian attacks
and robberies and abandoned the thought. No rule would divert a
blowhard like Hochner.

As he and his son traded stories of one
depredation after another, a familiar tone resonated. In Africa her
five brothers had never missed an opportunity to tell gleeful tales
of man-eating lions. In the Philippines they had made her believe a
cannibal hid behind every tree. The Hochners were grown men, but
the sly looks on their faces as they glanced at her every so often
matched her memory of five boys checking to see if they had scared
the girl yet.

Regretting that she was about to break the
stage company rule herself and make Señor Estrada very unhappy,
Katherine said, "Are you worried about an Apache attack on the
stage, Mr. Hochner?"

"I always worry about Apaches, and you should
worry more, being a lady and all."

"How often do they attack a stage?"

He looked at his son and smiled. "What do you
say, Jake? Pretty much every week?"

Jake pursed his lips as if trying to
remember. "Yeah, that's what I'd say all right. At least once a
week."

So they considered her a mindless twit.
Katherine felt a twinge of temper. "Are you sure? That's not what I
heard from John Clum."

The blank look on Hochner's face told her the
name rang no bells in his thick skull.

"Mr. Clum is editor of the Tucson
Citizen," Katherine said, "and he was the agent for the Apache
reservation at San Carlos before that. He told me it's been years
since an Apache attack on a stage. General Crook has things well in
hand, and most of the Apaches are on the reservations now. He told
me what I should worry about is a robbery by bandits, that there
have been two robberies already this year where everyone was
killed."

Hochner flushed a deep red. "So you been
talking to a lily-livered Apache lover, and now you're calling me a
liar?"

Katherine raised a hand to her throat,
widened her eyes and gave a delicate gasp. "Of course not, Mr.
Hochner. Never. I merely wondered about your sources, and the
bandits Mr. Clum talked about sound quite as evil as the Apaches,
don't they?"

"Nothing's as bad as Apaches. Nothing."

The men treated her to sullen silence after
that. Even Estrada shot her a look of disapproval, but Katherine
gazed out the window beside her at the empty, dry land passing by
and smiled. Maybe those two would think twice the next time they
decided to scare the girl.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
2

IN THE EARLY afternoon of the second day
after she had insulted the Hochners, Katherine jerked out of her
trance-like state of endurance when the coach tilted and started up
a steep grade. The driver's yells of encouragement to the straining
horses sounded loud inside the vehicle. Maybe he would pull up soon
and order them all to get out and walk up the hill.

Hoping for a chance to stretch cramped
muscles in fresh air and sunshine, Katherine leaned forward, her
face almost out the window, trying to see the road ahead and along
the side of the coach.

"Stick your nose out there, and it's liable
to get knocked off," Hochner said.

This time the big man was right. The mountain
closed in on the coach more tightly with every foot they traveled.
Were they headed into a canyon barely wide enough for the stage to
pass? Definitely not. On Hochner's side of the coach, the view was
of a cascade of rocky canyons falling away in the distance.

The coach canted at a steeper angle. The snap
of the driver's whip punctuated his shouts, echoing off the side of
the mountain only to be swallowed in the vastness of the canyons.
Jake Hochner watched her, enjoying her dismay.

"Scared of heights, are you?"

"No, but I don't like imagining what would
happen if one of the horses hiccuped about now. Are you familiar
with this road? Does it run on a ledge on the side of the
mountain?"

"Yeah, we take this trip every year. With a
full coach, we'd be walking already. Even with just the four of us,
he'll stop when it flattens out aways up ahead. We'll have to get
out there, and it's a rough hike. Last time there was a lady on
this route, her husband about had to carry her."

Katherine lifted the hem of her dusty brown
linen traveling dress enough to show the feminine, pointed toes of
sturdy cowhide walking boots. "I bought them in Tucson just for
occasions like this."

He looked so disappointed, she couldn't help
but add, "I ruined a pair of good shoes in my first days on the
stage and learned my lesson."

The vehicle leveled out and came to a halt
with many shouts of "Whoa there" from the driver. As Katherine
looped the strap of her purse over her arm and prepared to get out
and walk, a shotgun boomed overhead. Gunfire cracked amid cries
from the driver and guard. The coach rocked and jolted as the
horses started forward, stopped, backed and finally halted.

Cursing sounded in a coarse voice completely
unlike that of either the driver or the guard. "God damn it! I told
you to stay out of sight until they were all out."

The door on Hochner's side of the coach flew
open, and the same voice said, "Out. All of you get out."

Katherine couldn't believe her eyes when
neither Hochner nor his son made any move to draw a gun. She
grabbed his arm. "Don't do it. We should resist. Remember what Mr.
Clum said."

He shook her off and flicked a finger at the
cameo broach pinned at her neck. "They're going to take your
baubles is all. If they spook the horses, we'll go off the side of
the mountain, and they can pick the pockets of our corpses."

The Hochners jumped down from the coach, but
Señor Estrada gestured for Katherine to precede him. Clutching her
purse against her chest, she shook her head violently. Brown eyes
drooping with resignation, he went ahead without her.

As Estrada's back filled the doorway,
Katherine tried the door on her side. It hit rocks before opening
enough for her to squeeze out.

Undeterred, she squirmed through the window,
yanking and ripping her skirt free when it caught in the frame. The
mountainside was steep but not an impossible climb. Up, sideways -
she clawed her way along any path that led away from the robbers
and their guns.

More shots sounded behind her, evenly spaced,
one after another, drowning out pleas in English and Spanish. "No,
please!" "Por favor!"

She slipped, fell back and scrambled up
again. Jamming her boots in one foothold after another, Katherine
fought her way up through the rocks until she reached one large
enough to hide behind. As she crouched there, gulping for air, a
tiny hope flared. Maybe they didn't know about her. Maybe they
hadn't seen her crazed flight and wouldn't come looking.
Maybe....

"Go get that damn fool woman!"

She needed a better defensive position. A
cluster of tumbled rocks leaning against each other on a shelf
below caught her eye. To get there meant running more than twenty
feet exposed to rifle fire.

She ran.

The first shot exploded rock behind her,
adding impetus to her mad dash. The second showered her with
stinging shards of stone as she jumped down and dove into the
shelter of the small granite fort.

She peeled the shredded gloves off her bloody
hands, threw the scraps of cloth aside and yanked the Remington out
of her purse. Dropping down flat on her stomach, she peered through
one space between the rocks after another until she found a spot
where she could see without being seen.

If only the pistol in her hand were a rifle.
In imagining dangers she might face, Katherine had envisioned
pointing the gun at a single man intent on harming her. The enemy
was supposed to be close, well within pistol range and impossible
to miss.

If she didn't stop wishing for what she
didn't have, the enemy would be close. What she did have was
a pistol with five bullets loaded and another five spare in her
purse. She dug the extra bullets out, loaded one into the empty
chamber under the hammer, pulled her hat off and settled down,
trying to steady her breathing, determined to make every shot
count.

One of the men climbed the hill in the open,
making no attempt to stay behind cover. The fools would never
expect a woman to be armed. The corners of Katherine's mouth pulled
straight back and her lips parted just enough to expose her
teeth.

She heard her brother Mark's voice. You're
giving yourself away with that smile that isn't a smile, Kate.
Anyone who sees that knows you're going to make trouble. The
corners of her mouth turned up, changing the smile to a real one,
the memory of Mark's words steadying her.

Surprise was her best weapon. She had to let
him get close enough. She had to remember about shooting downhill.
She had to keep her nerve. She cocked the pistol and waited.

As the killer closed in, he showed some
caution at last. Stopping before he reached the open ground around
her, he drew his gun and called to her, his tone friendly.

"Come on out, lady, and we won't hurt
you."

"Then go away and leave me alone."

"You know we can't do that. You'd starve or
die of thirst out here all by yourself. All we want is your jewelry
and your cash. We never would have hurt nobody except they started
shooting."

Katherine bent the pin on her broach ripping
it off and threw it at him. She followed it with her purse. "That's
all I have. Take it and go."

"That's not good enough."

He started toward her again, and she lined
her sights up just below where his rotten heart should be. Praying
that allowed enough for the slope of the hill, she squeezed the
trigger.

The bullet hit him square in the chest,
turning him into a boneless rag doll wavering on his feet for a
long second before he fell backward. His body rolled downhill until
stopped by a clump of scrawny bushes.

"God damn it! She's got a gun. She's got a
gun, and she shot Butch."

Katherine squinted down at the stage road
through eyes burning from gun smoke. Four men stood there staring
up. Not one of them wore a mask. No wonder after killing the driver
and guard they had executed the Hochners and Señor Estrada. If the
robbers were identified and caught, they would hang.

She studied their faces. If she lived, she
would bear witness.

"Yes, I have a gun, and I know how to use
it," she shouted. "So you just take what you've got and leave me
alone."

Even down in the road, well out of range, two
of the men sidled behind the coach. One of the others put his hands
on his hips and yelled back.

"You got nothing but a pistol, lady. We're
going to dig you out of there, and if you killed Butch, you're
going to pay. Butch? Butch!"

In other circumstances, it would be funny.
Did that killer think anyone could be stupid enough to believe when
this was over a live Butch would mean a live Katherine?

Nine bullets. She had nine bullets, and there
were at least four of them, four men who now knew she had a gun and
its limitations.

Fighting the urge to do some cursing of her
own, Katherine examined the terrain around her. If she could hold
out until dark, she might be able to get away, but even this early
in spring, night was long hours away. Down below, the brave one
waved his arms and pointed high up the mountain. Katherine looked
up too, knowing what he must be saying. If a man with a rifle got
above her, he could shoot her like an animal in a trap.

Sure enough, another robber started up
through the rocks. He kept well out of decent pistol range and used
any cover available, but Katherine remembered how the shards of
rock had exploded around her from a missed shot. She sat up,
steadied the pistol on the rocks and watched until he reached an
exposed spot.

Her shot missed but had the effect she hoped
for. He dropped from sight with a yell. After a minute, he started
back down to the road. To Katherine's regret, he didn't look
hurt.

When the climber reached the others, they
gathered in a group, gesturing and conferring. No one betrayed any
noticeable eagerness to come dig her out. As she watched, one of
the men pointed, and all four scattered and ran. They fell and dove
behind rocks, shooting wildly in every direction.

Katherine's heart lifted. Anything that
terrorized the bandits like that had to be good for her. Lawmen? A
cavalry patrol? What could have that effect on so many armed men?
Their shouts made no sense until one word sounded clearly and
destroyed her hope. Apache.

Stretched on her stomach again, peering
through the crevice in the rocks, Katherine watched long-haired,
dark-skinned men close in on the bandits from above and below.
Gunfire cracked and echoed, and one after another, the bandits
slumped and fell.

For the second time, she prayed that an enemy
intent on harm didn't know about her. Still, they had surrounded
the bandits, come at them from all sides. What if....

She whirled. The muzzle of a rifle pointed at
her nose from less than two feet away. Even half prone at his feet,
Katherine could tell he was tall, slender. Black hair held by a red
headband brushed his shoulders. A bandolier crossed his chest over
an untucked, belted calico shirt. Dark leggings hardly showed under
moccasins that reached almost up to his knees and a breechclout
that reached almost down to his knees.

"Put the gun down," he said, his English
flawless for those few words, his voice soft.

Katherine stared up, her mind racing. She
lowered the pistol as if to obey, then flipped it so that the
barrel pressed against her breast.

Whatever she expected, it wasn't the flash of
amusement that crossed his face and sounded in his voice. "I can
take the pistol from you before you can cock it."

"I don't think so." Her tongue felt thick and
clumsy with fear, but her voice sounded steady in her own ears.

"You're too young and have too much courage
to die today. Put down the gun and come with me. No one will hurt
you, I promise."

"That's what the stage robbers said. They
lied."

He nodded. "Most white men are liars, but I'm
not. Put down the gun and live. You need to decide quickly. There
isn't much time."

Ignoring the rifle barrel was almost
impossible, but Katherine forced herself to look past it at the
man. He was young and not trying to hide his pleasure at catching
her unawares. Unpainted bronze skin covered a broad forehead and
high cheekbones. The lower part of his face narrowed only slightly.
Straight nose, firm-lipped mouth, the face she searched for clues
to the man would be handsome no matter what color skin covered
it.

The fact he didn't look like the savage of
countless horror stories affected her, as did the fact he spoke
English better than many of the people she had met in her travels,
but in the end what convinced her to take a chance on surviving as
an Apache captive was the combination of amusement and sympathy in
his dark eyes.

Katherine gave her pistol to the Apache.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
3

GAINING POSSESSION OF the gun didn't
transform him into the merciless killer of the endless stories.
Katherine let her breath out in a relieved whoosh when his
expression sobered but didn't turn ugly. He picked up her extra
bullets and jammed them into empty loops on the bandolier. After
checking the pistol, he tucked it under his belt, then pointed with
his chin.

"Go that way. It will be easier."

Anything had to be easier than the mindless
path of her flight from the stage. Obeying his directions had them
back on the road in minutes. Katherine barely set her boots on
level ground when the stage lurched backward, angled and
disappeared over the side of the mountain, crashing and banging its
way down to a final resting place. The terrified horses, cut free
at the last minute, tried to run, but half a dozen Apaches held
them, calmed them, then began cutting the harnesses away.

The bandits and their victims sprawled where
they had fallen. She had steeled herself for the sight of scalped
and mutilated bodies. Now she stared wide-eyed. Not one body looked
disturbed. What kind of Apaches spoke excellent English, killed
highwaymen, didn't scalp them and rescued their victims?

Before she decided whether to ask or how to
ask those questions, the savage of nightmares charged down the road
on a dark horse. Frozen by the sight, Katherine waited for man and
animal to smash into her and trample her into the dust or knock her
over the side of the mountain to the same rocky grave as the
stagecoach. Rage masked his face better than any war paint. His
eyes glittered with fury as he pulled his horse to a sliding stop
that sprayed gravel and raised his rifle.

Calm words from the man beside her unlocked
her brain and muscles. He took her by the arm and pushed her behind
him.

"Stay there."

She didn't want to stay there. She wanted to
run. After a single step, commonsense stopped her. Where would she
go? Without even the pistol what would she do? The madman on the
horse could run her down in seconds.

Rage emanated from the horseman and permeated
the words he spoke in a language unlike any she had ever heard. The
control in the deep voice made it more menacing. The young Apache
shielding her answered calmly. They argued, rage on one side
competing with reason on the other, and Katherine knew her life
hung in the balance.

At last her Apache said only a few short
words in a sharper tone. The two men faced each other for long,
tense moments before the horseman spit and wheeled away. Katherine
sagged with relief. Pain she hadn't noticed made her open hands
clenched in tight fists. Her fingernails had dug into her bloody
palms.

"He wants to kill me."

"Yes, but you're mine. Gaetan won't kill you
unless you let him. Don't run."

She swallowed hard. "I won't run."

"I'm called Nilchi."

"I'm Katherine. Katherine Grant. I think....
I think, thank you."

He gave a brief nod and pointed toward the
horses. Walking past the bodies of the stage passengers, Katherine
bent over and picked up Señor Estrada's wide-brimmed hat.

Nilchi grabbed it from her and threw it down.
"Don't take from the dead."

He didn't seem angry but determined, and
Katherine really needed protection from the sun, at least until she
turned as brown as an Indian herself.

"He was a friend," she lied, "and he would
want me to have his hat."

Nilchi's frown made her wish she hadn't
spoken, but after a moment his expression cleared. "You're not
Apache. Take it."

She picked up the hat again and put it on,
tightening the cord under her chin as she followed Nilchi toward
the horses.

The other men had stripped all but two of the
thieves' horses of their saddles and bridles when Nilchi called
out. Left to choose between a broad-backed bay and a weedy
chestnut, Katherine chose the chestnut, mindful of how long it had
been since she rode astride.

Of course she couldn't ride until she got on,
and getting on with her stylish, narrow skirt and petticoat stymied
her. Nilchi solved the problem by throwing her up onto the horse,
but there was no way to sit astride without leaving her legs
exposed above where her stockings ended, indeed so high that her
drawers showed.

Before she could think of any way to preserve
modesty in front of all the savage male eyes, the horse crowhopped
forward, as unhappy with the situation as Katherine. She shortened
the reins and dug in her heels, glad to be taking control of
something and mindful that Nilchi wasn't the only one amused.

Turning the animal in a tight circle to be
sure it understood it had to put up with her, she almost smiled
herself until Gaetan came into sight. A face carved in stone showed
more expression. A snake's eyes held more warmth. Any desire to
smile died. She straightened her horse and followed Nilchi down the
stage road.

More than a mile from the massacre site, a
large herd of horses, cattle and mules grazed under the watchful
eye of a single young guard. Most of the mules carried packs. The
Apaches ran the extra horses from the stage in with the others,
headed them all up and started them moving south. What had seemed
like a horde when killing bandits and swarming over the stage
turned out to be eleven men.

Maybe only eleven, but ten of them wanted to
kill her. Katherine kept close to Nilchi, made sure her horse
stayed slightly behind his, kept her mouth shut and her head down.
Other women had survived this. If they could do it, so could
she.

 


BY SUNSET EXHAUSTION and screaming muscles
had Katherine holding on to the saddle horn in a daze, her only
thought to somehow stay on the horse. She understood why the army
had so much trouble controlling these people. Under the Apaches'
relentless prodding, even the cattle and the mules burdened with
packs moved faster than should be possible.

The last purple and orange streaks of the
sunset were fading in the western sky by the time the Apaches
stopped. Katherine managed to dismount unaided but had to cling to
the side of the horse until her shaky legs regained enough strength
to support her.

"If you never ride a horse, how did you know
what to do?" Nilchi asked.

"They make me.... Ladies don't ride astride.
I ride, but I ride sidesaddle."

"Hunh." The single sound expressed
disapproval of ladies, sidesaddles and probably women who rode in
stagecoaches. Katherine followed him to where the other men sat,
talking in low voices. For one wild moment she wondered if as the
only woman, they expected her to build a fire and cook in this dry
camp.

When Nilchi pointed at the ground and said,
"Sit here and wait," she almost thanked him.

Dinner was stale water from a curious water
jug woven like a basket but waterproofed by a mysterious glaze and
iron-hard dried meat that burst with flavor once saliva softened it
enough to chew. Almost hungry enough to eat the fat and gristle she
had disdained in the stage stations, Katherine chewed with relish
and tried to study Nilchi in the fading light without him noticing.
He not only noticed, he studied her back.

"You're very beautiful. We'll marry, and
you'll make a good wife. The sun sets your hair on fire."

Something in his expression reminded her of
her brothers when they were teasing, so she dared reply in
kind.

"My hair is plain brown with occasional
reddish highlights. My nose...." How did one describe a nose with
what her father euphemized as an aristocratic arch to an Apache?
"My nose is not straight. My chin sticks out too much. My eyes are
an ordinary blue, and I'm too tall and too...." She searched for an
acceptable word. "Lean. Why aren't you courting some beautiful
Apache girl who wants to be your wife? Surely many do, and I
don't."

"Your nose and chin are strong. A tall woman
is strong. Your eyes are like the sky before a storm. You have
courage, and you'll make a fine wife." He hesitated then asked, "Do
you mourn a husband? Was one of the men on the stage your
husband?"

"No, they were strangers until we all boarded
the stage in Tucson. The bearded men were unpleasant." Remembering
her fib about Señor Estrada, she exaggerated. "The Mexican
gentleman and I became friends. He was a good man."

"Do you have a husband waiting for you?"

Katherine considered inventing a husband,
decided her marital state would make no difference to him and said,
"No, I have no husband."

"Good. We'll marry, and I'll make you very
happy."

"We're not going to marry, and I'd make you
miserable if we did. I have a bad temper and a worse tongue, and
you're too young."

"You don't look like an old woman. I'm
twenty-four."

"Twenty-six," Katherine admitted grudgingly.
She had thought him much younger, boyish.

Too tired to argue further, Katherine changed
the subject. "This dress is not made for riding. I need to fix it,
and I need - to be alone for a few minutes." Night had almost
closed in around them, but even so.

"Go a little way behind me. No one will see
you."

Not seeing wasn't enough. She wanted a solid
wall, or a fort with a lock, or better yet to be hundreds of miles
away. How far was a little way? Far enough to make the men
disappear in the shadows.

With her back to them all, Katherine ripped a
wide band of cloth from the bottom of her chemise then unbuttoned
the bodice of her dress and let it fall around her waist. She undid
her corset laces, yanked the thing off and threw it into the
night.

Running the band of torn cloth around her
back, she tugged the ends together in front to get enough extra
cloth to tie it together and bind her breasts. Maybe if she got out
of this mess alive, she'd write Henry Dumont and tell him how small
breasts were an advantage in certain situations.

Henry had been so disappointed the first time
he saw her unclothed he hadn't tried to hide it. "Oh, well, all I
need is a mouthful," he'd said.

The thought of Henry caused her to jerk the
knots in the binding so tight undoing them would be difficult.

Feeling better than at any time since the
first sound of gunfire, Katherine rebuttoned her dress, lifted her
skirt and ripped her petticoat from hem to waist right up the
front, then twisted the back to the front and did it again.
Wriggling the petticoat back around the right way, she scoured the
darkness in all directions before daring to relieve herself.

After only a few steps back toward the
Apaches, she slowed and stopped. How could she pick Nilchi out in
the dark? What if she stumbled across one of the others? Did she
dare call out?

His voice came out of the night, and he was
nearby. "Why did you tear your dress?"

Where had he been when she did that and other
things? The relief of finding him close and not having to worry
about the others kept her from caring.

"I tore my petticoat so it will cover me
decently in the saddle tomorrow. At least I hope it will."

"You threw something away as if you're happy
to be rid of it."

"I am."

He led the way to blankets spread side by
side on the ground. Katherine lay down, trying not to think of the
looks on the faces of her father, brothers, aunts and cousins if
they could see her here. No matter how good his English, handsome
his face or charming his manner, Nilchi was an Apache warrior, and
the two of them lay side by side mere inches apart.

Then again, if her father and brothers were
close enough to see her, they'd be close enough to attempt a
rescue. Six of them, eleven Apaches. Better that they were safely
off having great times halfway around the world.

From the smell of the blanket under her, it
had spent the day on the back of a horse, and it hardly padded the
ground. Still, she had slept on hard ground before, and exhaustion
should make sleep come easily. It didn't. She stared at the endless
sky and familiar stars overhead, considering and rejecting one
impossible plan after another.

Her best chance had to be to convince Nilchi
to take her to the outskirts of a town and let her go. Would an
Apache be interested in ransom? In spite of the marriage talk, he
didn't seem serious, which was why she couldn't stop thinking of
him as young, boyish.

Except when standing up to the devil on the
dark horse, Nilchi's attitude was one of amusement, at her, at
everything. The other men with their impassive faces would fit into
all the stories she had heard. And of course Gaetan.... Katherine
shuddered.

Nilchi must have grown up on one of the
reservations, and the reservation schools must have very good
teachers.

As if he could hear the thoughts tumbling in
her mind, he said, "You need to sleep."

"I know, but I can't. Too much happened, and
there's too much I don't understand. I know you're Apache. This is
a war party, isn't it?"

"A raiding party. Your people and the
Mexicans call us Apache. They call all our people Apache, but we
call ourselves Nde, the people, and we're not all the same. I am -
these men are Chiricahua."

The Chiricahua - the most recalcitrant of all
the savage Apache bands - had featured prominently in the stories
Katherine had been bombarded with for days.

"Were you going to stop the stage but the
bandits got there first?"

"No, we raided far to the north, and now
we're going home. We never thought about the stage, but when we
crossed the trail of the white robbers and saw they were few, we
decided to follow and kill them."

The casual way he said it drove the true
meaning of all the stories she had heard about the Apaches home as
nothing else had. The few renegade bands still on the loose were
engaged in all out war with the United States and Mexico. Now she
was in the middle of that war, her life depending on the whim of
this one young man.

"So I was just lucky that you saw me and got
to me before one of the others."

"Some of the others wouldn't kill you and
would want to keep you, but maybe they wouldn't stand against
Gaetan."

"Probably not," she whispered. Not many would
argue with that kind of fury.

A mere sliver in the sky, the moon still gave
enough light to see Nilchi turn on his side toward her. She tensed,
afraid he'd touch her and unsure what she'd do.

"Where were you going on the stage? Why are
you traveling alone with no husband or father for protection?"

Her tension dissolved, and she turned the
beginning of a laugh into a cough. Enemies to the death, the one
thing that Americans, Mexicans and Apaches all agreed on was
Katherine Grant should not be traveling alone on the stage without
husband, father, or brother. They were all right too, weren't they?
A male protector would have died today, but if she had stayed home,
she would be safe and comfortable right now.

"These are secrets you're going to keep?"

Telling him had to be better than staring at
the stars and worrying, and maybe an Apache, riding and raiding
free across empty land, would understand what civilized men could
not.

"No, no secrets. I'm on my way home. I live
far to the east near the ocean in a place called New York."

"I remember New York. It's one of the states
in the United States. I remember it on the map."

Much as she wanted to know, she couldn't
think of a polite way to ask where he'd seen a map or how he'd
learned such good English. "My family owns a shipping company. Our
ships transport goods from the United States all over the world and
bring goods back from all those places."

She hesitated, but he said nothing, asked no
questions. "My mother died when I was young - six - and my father
couldn't find anyone to take care of us when he was away. I have
five brothers, and we were just too many." And too angry and
unwilling and bereft. "So he took us with him. We sailed all
over the world, and when we put into ports and my father did
business, we left the ship with him. My brothers took care of me,
and I dressed like them and ran after them and did everything they
did."

"You grew up that way, always on ships on the
ocean?"

"A lot of the time, but not always. In truth,
my father could stay in New York and run the business from there,
but he has a wanderlust and likes to sail and visit one country
after another - and to hunt. I believe my father has killed at
least one of every animal over fifty pounds in every country in the
world."

"Did you hunt too? Is that how you learned to
shoot?"

"Oh, yes. I hunted right alongside Father and
the boys for years."

He made a little grunting sound that could
have been approval or disapproval.

"As I got older, I had to start wearing
dresses and behaving like a girl. My brothers even decided that I
should have to take care of girl things, so I was the one who
cooked and cleaned, or arranged to have it done."

She fell silent for a moment before deciding
to tell him the truth, and all of the truth. "And then one day when
we were in home port, my aunt told my father I was a disgrace. She
said I was no better than a half-wild animal with no manners and no
chance of ever finding a husband and something had to be done with
me. So my father and brothers left me with my aunt and told me to
learn to behave like a lady and to find a husband, and they sailed
away without me."

The quaver in her voice as she related this
last embarrassed her. Shouldn't she at least be able to control her
voice?

"You ran away from your aunt?"

"Oh, no, that was years ago. I was seventeen
when they put me ashore, and I did what my father wanted. I wore
the clothes I was supposed to wear and learned never to raise my
voice and never to run - at least never where anyone could see -
and what to talk about and what never to say. I even almost caught
a husband."

"He got away?"

She could hear the amusement in his voice
again. "No, I threw him away."

"He wasn't a good husband?"

"We never got that far. We were engaged,
promised, and he did something unforgivable, and I broke the
engagement and said I wouldn't marry him."

"What did he do?"

The thought of it brought a flash of the old
anger and indignation as she told this stranger what she had never
told anyone except her father and brothers.

"He hit me."

Nilchi made the same non-committal sound as
before. Probably Apaches had no problem with hitting wives. Most
men didn't. Ignoring his attitude, whatever it was, she finished
the story.

"My father and brothers were home for the
wedding. This happened only a week before we were supposed to be
married, and they took Henry's side. They believed that I provoked
him. They wanted me to apologize and marry Henry anyway. When they
couldn't make me agree, they sailed away without ever looking
back."

She didn't know that, not for sure. Maybe
they looked back, and if they did maybe their faces reflected
sorrow or regret instead of the anger with which they had berated
her every day since she'd raced home after getting away from Henry.
Maybe by now they regretted ignoring her pleas, her begging
to sail with them again.

"That's when I came West. That's why I was
alone. The one country I never saw was this one, and I decided if
they could sail around the world, I could travel across this
country. I went from the Atlantic Ocean in the East to the Pacific
Ocean in the West by train. Every time a place looked interesting,
I stopped and stayed there for a few days. I didn't want to see the
same places on the way home, and that's why I was on the stage. I
wanted to visit different places on the way back to New York."

"And now you're here with me."

"And now I'm here with you."

"I'll be a good husband. I won't hit
you."

"You need an Apache wife. I need to go
home."

"You'll stay here and be my wife. We'll be
good together."

Strange as it might be, nothing in his words
or manner felt threatening, and talking to him had relaxed her. She
yawned, fatigue tangling her thoughts. Tomorrow she would make him
understand he was wrong. Tomorrow she would convince him to take
her to a town. Tomorrow.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
4

KATHERINE HAD NO opportunity to talk to
Nilchi about anything in the morning. The pale gray promise of
false dawn had only begun to chase the night when faint sounds of
the men rising brought her awake. Nilchi no longer lay beside her.
Even the blanket that had served as his bed was gone.

Staying quiet in her own blanket, she turned
only her head, observing the shadowy Apaches as they rose and moved
around the campsite. Before long the strengthening light let her
pick out the tallest two of the men, standing face to face a short
distance from the others.

One talked, gestured. The other stood
motionless until his head moved in a distinctive way before he
turned and stalked off. Even before Nilchi walked back toward her,
she knew he was the man who remained. The one who had spit and left
could only be Gaetan.

She turned her head as if she hadn't been
watching and used stiff, aching arms to push her stiff, aching body
to a sitting position. A night on the ground had finished turning
her body into a version of the piece of dried meat that served as
breakfast. Someday she would tell her brothers how she gritted her
teeth, struggled to her feet and crawled back on the chestnut horse
without a whimper, and they would applaud. Today the Apaches
ignored her.

They drove the herd of mixed livestock south
at the same relentless pace as the day before. As her sore muscles
slowly loosened and adapted to the saddle, Katherine began to take
note of the way the men had organized themselves. Nilchi rode on
the left flank of the herd as he had the day before. She obeyed
instructions and stayed near him but out of the way. Dust swirled
up into her eyes and nose, and the chalky taste filled her mouth.
Even so, only the men on point had a better position. She wondered
what hierarchy dictated who rode behind, invisible in the choking
cloud.

Last night there had been eleven men in the
camp. Today only nine drove the herd. A sharp stab of
disappointment lanced through her. Maybe the armies of both the
United States and Mexico weren't searching for these particular
Apaches, but they were in the field looking for hostiles. If the
two missing men served as scouts, chances of rescue by gallant
cavalrymen were slight.

Except for an occasional shout at an animal
that broke from the herd, the men were silent, their faces closed
and expressionless. Every man had a rifle slung over his shoulder
or tied to his saddle and a knife at his belt. Several carried
pistols. While the water jugs and leather canteens tied to their
saddles all looked empty or close to it, each one did have a way to
carry water. They rode tirelessly as if born on horseback.

Abandoning thoughts of rescue, Katherine
considered escape. In contrast to the Apaches, she had no weapons,
no way to carry water, no food and no knowledge of the land. Her
body would soon adjust to long hours in the saddle, and she would
be able to run, climb, ride and hide. If no one watched her more
closely than last night, she could get away. Then what? No matter
how she examined one idea after another, by midday she had to
accept that a successful escape was no more likely than a speedy
rescue.

Which left her right back where she had been
the night before, plotting the best way to change Nilchi's mind and
convince him to take her to a town or at least leave her near one.
By early afternoon, Katherine had decided to use what he had said
about his people needing the livestock and supplies on the
mules.

Her family would forget how unhappy they had
been with her once they knew she was missing. They'd be more than
willing to give the Apaches many times what they could steal on
dozens of raids for her safe return, but would the army let them?
What else could she promise as a lure or say to disenchant him?

As she considered possibilities, a change
rippled through the animals. The drooping head on her own horse
came up, and his steps quickened. The men along the flanks and in
the drag rode forward, all positioning themselves so as to hold the
herd back. The only thing that would affect the herd like that was
water. The animals must smell water.

Katherine followed Nilchi forward and stopped
when he did, eying the cattle nervously. Standing between an animal
with a four-foot spread of horns and something it wanted didn't
strike her as smart.

The two missing Apaches raced from behind the
next hill, shouting and gesturing. The faces around her finally
showed expressions. Relief, eagerness. She gave Nilchi a
questioning look.

"The soldiers set traps for us where there's
water. We think this water is known only to us, but sometimes the
soldiers surprise us." He gave a small shrug with one shoulder.

"What would happen if soldiers were
here?"

"Unless they were very few, we'd go to
another place."

None of the animals had had water since she'd
been with the Apaches, and none of the men had taken a drink since
early this morning. Katherine's own thirst raged. She wasted no
time regretting the absence of soldiers who would get no chance to
rescue her and shared in the general anticipation of as much water
as she wanted.

"Why aren't they letting the animals go to
the water if it's safe?"

"The spring is small. Only a few can go at a
time."

Even as he spoke, three men cut several mules
from the herd and followed them as they took off around the hill at
an eager trot. Half a dozen at a time. Including the mules and
saddle horses, there had to be more than a hundred animals in
total.

"We'll be here until dark," Katherine said.
"Will we stay here tonight?"

Nilchi looked toward where Gaetan and another
man discussed something intently, their attitudes and occasional
gestures signaling strong and conflicting opinions. "Yes. Chishogi
won't listen to Gaetan."

"How can he not listen to the leader?"

Nilchi frowned at her for a second before his
face cleared. "Gaetan isn't the leader. Chishogi is the leader. The
men would never follow Gaetan. We aren't alike in many ways, but
we're alike in that way."

"That's Chishogi he's arguing with?"

"Yes."

She had picked Chishogi out of the other men
already, not because he struck her as a leader but because he
didn't. Flat, thick features made him look dull, and he walked with
a swagger. On the ground she doubted the top of Chishogi's head
would reach Gaetan's nose. She wondered if that's why the argument
was taking place on horseback.

Much as she didn't want any part of the
hate-filled devil who wanted to kill her, Gaetan looked as if he
should be the leader of these men. Since his furious confrontation
with Nilchi the day before, Katherine had never looked directly at
Gaetan, not wanting to attract his attention in any way.

Avoiding an accidental glance in Gaetan's
direction had been easy because he stood out from the others. His
size was part of it, but it wasn't just size. Nilchi was also tall,
but Nilchi looked young, slender and lithe. In contrast, Gaetan was
mature, lean and powerful.

Every one of the Apaches looked tough to the
bone. Imagining them in the stories of terror and killing took no
effort, but none of them emanated the dark aura of raw power of
Gaetan.

We are not alike in many ways, but we are
alike in that way. Gaetan was still arguing with the other man.
Katherine dared to study him and saw what she did not want to see.
His face was Nilchi's with a dozen years added to it and the charm
and amusement replaced by bitterness and anger.

Her mouth felt drier than ever as she
swallowed hard. "He's your brother."

Amusement danced in Nilchi's eyes again. "You
didn't see? I'm much more handsome, but one of the ways we're alike
is our faces."

"I see now. Yesterday all I saw was how much
he wanted to kill me. Does he speak English as well as you do?"

"I don't know."

Before she could question that unbelievable
statement, Gaetan finished his talk with the other men, rode toward
them and pushed his horse between hers and Nilchi's. Katherine kept
her head down and didn't move, had to remind herself to breathe.
Their voices were different too, one lighter, calm, the other
deeper, passionate. When Gaetan turned away, helped cut more mules
from the herd and went with the next group to the water, she dared
raise her head.

"Is he always so angry?"

"Yes. Gaetan says the white men stole my
Apache heart and gave me a weak white one. I say they turned his
heart black. Sometimes I think if Gaetan is cut, his blood will
spill out black from the poison inside him, but he's my brother,
and he tries to protect me."

"Protect you from what?"

"From any danger. He came on this raid only
because he thinks there may be trouble because Chishogi is
careless. The men believe in Chishogi because he's a good leader
and has had many successes, but Gaetan has no respect. He says
Chishogi should be more cautious, that he's arrogant and foolish.
That's why they argued. Gaetan says to stay here is dangerous, but
we'll stay here tonight."

Katherine didn't want to agree with Gaetan
about anything. Even so, if the army set traps for the Apaches at
water sources, she agreed that lingering around water with a
hundred stolen animals was careless. She turned her head to hide a
smile. Maybe the chances of rescue were higher than she had
calculated.

Night had not yet fallen when men, beasts and
woman had all drunk their fill, but the sun hung low in the west.
Nilchi's prediction proved true, for the men settled into a camp
not far from the spring. They butchered a steer, and in what seemed
a matter of minutes, had a fire going and strips of meat cut out
and roasting over the open fire. Katherine's mouth watered as the
scent filled the air.

She ate her piece of beef, licked her fingers
and sucked the bone bare. Thoughts of coffee, fresh bread and
butter danced in her head as she did it. And fruit. She pictured a
juicy red apple wistfully. If the Apaches subsisted on a diet of
meat alone, it would be one more reason to find a way back to
civilization as fast as possible, not that she needed another
one.

The men sat in groups of two and three, but
none approached Nilchi. They had also kept their distance the night
before. "Are they avoiding you because of me?"

"No. Because of Gaetan. He's going to argue
against Chishogi even more soon. They think Chishogi is right and
Gaetan wrong, and they think I'll side with Gaetan."

"What will they argue about?"

"Soon we have to choose our way home. There
are several ways we can go. Chishogi will choose the way that's
easiest with the horses and cattle, the way that will take the
fewest days. Gaetan will argue that way is too dangerous."

"Is it? Is it more dangerous?"

"Maybe."

"So will you support Gaetan against Chishogi
?"

He shrugged one shoulder. "I think not. I
want to get home quickly too. The sooner we get home, the sooner
you and I will marry."

"If I continue to say no, will you force
me?"

"The people don't force women to marry. I'll
court you, and you'll say yes soon."

Katherine met dark eyes alive with humor,
aware of the handsome face those eyes brought to life, and her
heart sank. Not long ago she had let Henry Dumont, a man without
one particle of Nilchi's charm, talk her into his bed and all but
ruined her own hopes for a decent future.

The slanting rays of the setting sun
burnished the young Apache's face, and Katherine swallowed hard,
unable to deny the attraction she felt for the uncommonly beautiful
young man. Heaven help her. Given enough time, he could talk her
into anything. She needed to get away before she did something
stupid again.

Unable to remember any of her convincing
arguments about why he should let her go, she changed the subject
back to their earlier conversation.

"What did you mean when you said you don't
know if your brother can speak English? Did he go to a different
school than you did?"

He stared vacantly across the camp for so
long she thought he wouldn't answer, but then he said, "We were in
the same school for many years. Gaetan escaped when he was sixteen,
and since that time he has never spoken English or Spanish. He says
the words are dirt in his mouth. He still understands, I think, but
he won't speak."

His own English must have failed him. No one
had to escape from a school. They just stopped going. But how could
they have been in school for years together when Nilchi was so much
younger?

"Your parents must have been pleased that you
stayed in school and learned so well," she said finally.

"The reason we were in the school was that
the white men who killed our father and mother took us there."

The matter of fact way he said it
disconcerted her. Before she summoned words of sympathy, he
continued.

"I was five and Gaetan was nine."

Katherine couldn't believe her ears. How
could they be so close in age? Gaetan looked so frightening.
Mature. So much more mature. She missed some of what Nilchi
said while readjusting her preconceived notions then gave him her
full attention again.

"Gaetan says we were going to visit my
father's family, but I don't remember that. I remember the way four
men rode toward us smiling and friendly, and how when they were
close, they shot my father and mother and laughed. We couldn't
understand them but could tell two of them wanted to kill us. Two
of them argued with the others. They laughed at me, threw me in the
air and from one to the other. They tried to do the same to Gaetan,
but he fought them. He cut the face of one with a stick. He kicked
another so hard the man fell down. After that, I think three wanted
to kill Gaetan, but one still argued against the others."

"I'm sorry," Katherine whispered when he
paused. She remembered the devastation of her mother's death, and
she had still had a father and five brothers.

He gave that same indifferent little shrug of
one shoulder.

"They tied us up and put us in their wagon.
They took us to St. Tilden's Indian Mission School. A man there
gave them money for us. The people at the school believe they will
go to heaven because they teach Indians to be like white men. Not
just Apache. They also had Papago, Pima and Navajo there. We were
all the same to them."

For years Katherine had felt sorry for
herself because she lost the freedom to run wild with her brothers
when she was seventeen. He had lost everything when he was five.
She couldn't think of anything to say, and no words would fit past
the lump in her throat anyway.

"Don't look so sad. For me the school wasn't
so bad. I did what the white men wanted. As you say, my English is
very good."

"Were they - were they kind?"

"Not in the beginning. After Gaetan gave in,
sometimes."

"Gave in?"

"Gaetan fought them the same way he fought
the men who killed our father and mother. They beat him, and they
gave him no food, and they shut him in small places, but he fought
them, and in the end, I think they knew they would have to kill
him. He would never give in."

"But they didn't kill him."

"No, doing those things to him didn't make
him obey, but when they did those things to me, Gaetan did what
they wanted. He stopped speaking Apache. He spoke English, and he
spoke Spanish. He learned the other things they wanted, and he was
respectful to them. They gave us stars. We were very good
Indians."

She didn't realize she was crying until he
reached out and brushed away a tear with his thumb. The thought of
him touching her had frightened her only the day before. Now his
touch comforted.

"They only hit me a few times. He's my
brother. He didn't let them hurt me."

"How did he escape?"

"A teacher took him outside the walls of the
school. He told me it was going to happen, and I told him to go. No
one blamed me for what he did then."

"Did you graduate? Is that how you got
out?"

"When Gaetan became a warrior, he came back
for me. I was fifteen."

"He didn't just knock on the front door and
ask for you, did he?"

As she'd hoped, Nilchi laughed at that. "He
came over the wall with guns and knives, and we left the same
way."

Katherine didn't ask what Gaetan had done to
any teachers or staff he'd encountered, refused to even think about
it. "Were you glad to get away?"

"I was glad to see my brother again. He came
to take me back to our own people, and he did. He's wrong that the
teachers changed my heart, but they put things in my head. I speak
very good English and Spanish, I can read and write, and I can do
sums. I know the states of the United States and their capitol
cities, and I know the names of the presidents. When I returned to
the people I couldn't speak our language and didn't know our
customs, but I could do all those other things."

"Oh." He had been dropped into a foreign
world where he didn't know the language or customs once at five and
then again at fifteen. She couldn't even imagine it.

"That's what you meant when you said the men
wouldn't follow Gaetan. It was the same for him."

"Nothing is the same for Gaetan. He threw
away everything he learned in the school and honors the customs of
our people in all ways, but he believes only what he wants to and
sometimes I think that's nothing. He's an unbeliever."

"The way he was arguing with Chishogi, I'd
say he believes in himself."

She'd hoped to make Nilchi laugh with the
comment, but he didn't. The sun had sunk below the horizon, shadows
closing in, but the empty bleakness in his eyes was still too easy
to see.

"It's the same for you, isn't it?" she said.
"You learned different ways in the school, and then you came back
to your people, and it's hard to believe in their ways."

"Yes. Some things the whites taught are so
different it's hard to decide what's true." He chased the empty
look with a smile. "But I believe you and I will be happy
together."

Katherine suppressed a sigh and ignored the
marriage subject. "Do you wish Gaetan had left you alone? Did you
want to stay at the school?"

"I never thought about it until he came back,
but the school does no good. Some who leave when they're old enough
go to work for white men, but most become beggars and drunks. Soon
the soldiers will kill us or make us live as they say on the
reservation, and we'll be beggars and drunks there, but because
Gaetan came for me, we have this time to be free."

He gave another indifferent shrug, and she
fought an urge to grab him by both shoulders, shake him, and tell
him to stop that. Decisions did matter. Her decision about
Henry had mattered. Her decision not to follow the other passengers
out of the stagecoach mattered.

"Maybe living on the reservation wouldn't be
so bad," she said. "Maybe you could teach others there."

"I lived at San Carlos and at Tularosa. The
reservations are bad. When Victorio decided he would fight before
he would go back to San Carlos, we went with him."

Katherine stiffened, staring at him in shock.
That name was the one most often cursed in all the stories, the one
blamed for the worst murder and torture.

Proud of how steady her voice sounded, she
said, "You rode with Victorio?"

"I told you we're Chiricahua. Our band is the
Chihinne. The Mexicans call us Mimbreños, and your people call us
Warm Springs Apaches. Victorio was our chief. Gaetan and I only
went to war with Victorio a little while. Gaetan wants to kill
every white and Mexican he can, but he likes to hunt alone. He
doesn't want to listen to others, and he says to take captives and
to torture is stupid. If you kill an enemy quickly, no one can
rescue him. Some say the hate in Victorio was so strong, he went
insane at the end. I think someday the poison inside will drive
Gaetan insane too."

Jaded cynicism tinged his words. The men
around the campsite looked more dangerous than before. She should
be thankful Gaetan believed in killing quickly, but he wasn't the
leader, and Chishogi's opinions in that regard had just gone on the
list of things she didn't want to know. If anything happened to
Nilchi, or if he did change his mind about wanting to marry
her....

Nilchi left her, went to his brother,
crouched down and started talking. After one worried glance,
Katherine kept her head down and her eyes on the ground. Behaving
sensibly would be easier if she didn't see the devil spitting.

She lay awake on her blanket that night,
going over and over what she'd learned. No matter what Nilchi said,
she had five brothers and knew how things could be between
brothers. She wasn't sure she believed his denial that he would
have preferred to stay at the school, and she remembered how much
she and her youngest brother had resented the overprotective
attitude of the older ones.

She and Tom had spent one whole summer
flaunting every restriction imposed, no matter how reasonable.
Nilchi admitted by coming on this raid he had forced Gaetan to do
something he wouldn't normally do and didn't like doing.

The moon rose, a thin, cold crescent in the
sky. A powerful desire to run into the night swept over her, and
she dug her nails into her scabbed palms to keep control, stay
still. If a younger Apache brother wanted to tweak an older Apache
brother who hated whites, what better way than to take a white
woman captive and claim to want to marry her? Only Nilchi stood
between Katherine and disaster. What if Gaetan was right about one
more thing - the consistency of his brother's heart?

 


* * *

 



Chapter
5

WITH HEIGHTENED AWARENESS of how precarious
her situation was, Katherine obeyed instructions, stayed out of the
way, and asked no questions for the next two days. Learning that
Nilchi had been with Victorio, even for a little while, had shaken
her, as had the glimpse of his cynicism about the tragedies in his
own life. His charming manner, good looks and excellent English had
led her to believe he was different than the other Apaches,
civilized, reasonable.

He had shaken her confidence in her original
judgment. If convincing him she would never marry him didn't mean
being forced, would it mean becoming prey for the other men? Or
death from a swift thrust of Gaetan's knife? In that case, she'd
sew her own wedding dress.

As they prepared to head out early in the
morning of the third day, Gaetan approached for the first time
since they'd watered at the small spring. At first his voice was
low, persuasive, then increasingly angry until his rage was as
powerful as the first time Katherine saw him at the site of the
stage robbery. At one point he looked right at her, raked her from
head to toe with a contemptuous glare, and said a few words in a
tone that made the back of her neck crawl.

Nilchi said little and kept shaking his head
until Gaetan whirled and stalked off. Only because she was looking
for it, Katherine caught the satisfaction that flitted across
Nilchi's face as he watched his brother's back.

She couldn't keep from saying, "Are you
really angry enough at him to do something dangerous to get
even?"

He looked surprised. "I'm not angry at my
brother."

"Resentful then."

For a second she thought she'd gone too far,
then he said, "He thinks I'm still five years old and need his
protection. He's too...." He couldn't find the word.

"Bossy."

"Yes. He thinks Chishogi isn't careful
enough, but Chishogi is a good leader. No one is ever careful
enough for Gaetan. He should never have come with us."

"Maybe he won't next time. What did he say
about me?"

"He said if I went a different way with him,
I could bring you, and he wouldn't kill you."

Anger let Katherine forget any remaining
muscle soreness and swing up on her horse as if she had spent hours
every day for the last year riding astride. At least if she had to
marry Nilchi, the world would be saved from whatever horrors Gaetan
would perpetrate in the future. If he didn't die of his own rage at
the wedding, his new sister-in-law was going to find a way to
augment the poison already in him at the wedding feast.

No more than a few miles passed before
Katherine understood the danger of the trail. An ambush from the
cliffs above would be easy. Only a few men would be in position to
fire at a time, though, and the army would want to bring greater
strength to bear.

That afternoon the steep walls of the canyons
fell away, and the trail widened. In the narrow canyons, the
livestock had strung out into a long, narrow snake. Now the Apaches
bunched them into a herd again. Thick clumps of scrub brush leading
into steep hills offered too many hiding places for animals
determined to break away.

A single gunshot popped, and Katherine
stiffened in the saddle. She scanned the Apaches, expecting to see
one of them with a rifle raised. Instead she saw the warriors
kicking and whipping their mounts to a dead run and ramming their
way in among the loose horses. They hung so low in the saddle they
all but disappeared, their shrieking yells increasing the panic of
the stampeding animals.

A blaze of gunfire erupted as riflemen opened
up from concealment in the hills on both sides of the trail.
Katherine's vague ideas that she could go toward attackers, that
the sight of her dress and sound of her English would make them
hold their fire, dissolved in the face of reality.

She tried to stop her half-crazed horse until
a bullet spurting dirt into the air only a few feet away brought
home the danger. Her hesitation had let the loose animals thunder
on by.

Leaning low against his neck, she gave her
horse his head, intending to imitate the Apaches and work her way
in among the laggards of the herd. Once out of the line of fire,
she could stop her spent horse and start shouting.

Getting away from Nilchi or any of the other
Apaches posed no problem. Through the roiling clouds of dust, she
could see the Apaches ahead of her, racing for their lives in the
midst of the herd. Behind her.... She glanced back, saw horses
down, saw a lone figure crouched behind one of the big bodies,
firing at men emerging from the brush.

A lone man trying to hold off a dozen with a
single-shot breech-loading rifle had no chance. As if he heard her
thought, Nilchi threw down his rifle and pulled her Remington from
his belt.

She reacted instinctively, yanking her
horse's head around with all her strength, kicking one side to
force him to turn. The gelding fought her, wanted to follow the
herd, almost fell, but in the end he turned. Nilchi saw her coming
and vaulted up behind her before she stopped. He reached around
her, grabbed the reins and urged the horse to turn again.

The pursuers all wore gray, yet they looked
more like rabble than soldiers. They had the advantage of fresh
horses not carrying double. Katherine twisted around in the shelter
of Nilchi's body, peering over his shoulder to see how fast the men
were gaining.

A hammer-like blow slammed into the rib under
her left breast, knocking her sideways. She grabbed for the saddle
horn, fighting to keep her balance as Nilchi slumped over her.

The saddle slipped. The horse's stride
roughened. Katherine kicked free of the stirrups, ready for the
inevitable fall, when Gaetan charged out of the dust ahead. The
saddle slipped another inch.

Even if Gaetan meant to help, he couldn't get
his horse turned in time. He couldn't, but he did. As he drew up
beside them, he threw his rifle away, grabbed Nilchi by the
shoulders and shoved him and Katherine with him back up on the
horse.

The reins flapped uselessly around her
horse's legs, but it didn't matter. Gaetan drove both horses toward
the brush ruthlessly. They hit it at a run, the thick tangle
dragging them to a stop as the branches closed behind them.

As fast as the horses stopped, Gaetan was
faster. On the ground before they halted, he let Nilchi fall into
his arms and moved deeper into the brush, bulling his way through
the thick growth as if it didn't exist. Katherine got off her horse
and stood there, uncertain what to do.

Blood drenched the bodice of her dress front
and back. Nausea rose in her throat at the sweet, metallic smell.
Her rib and breast burned liked fire. How could she even stand with
a wound like that?

Unbuttoning the top of her dress, she
explored the source of the pain. The bullet had grazed a rib and
torn a gash several inches long, but so far as she could tell, the
wound wasn't deep and was hardly bleeding. The blood that soaked
her was not her own.

 


COARSE VOICES CURSED in Spanish, getting
louder as the men drew near. A bullet zinged by her, followed by a
shout.

"No! No shooting unless necessary. Take
them alive. Position yourselves."

In spite of the reassuring order, another
gunshot sounded, making up her mind. She pushed through the
clinging branches as fast as she could until she reached the place
where Gaetan had broken trail and followed him even faster.

He had laid Nilchi down in a small clearing.
Nilchi was alive, talking to Gaetan in gasps through a bubbling
pink froth. Katherine slipped close silently, knelt and took the
hand Gaetan was not holding in both of hers. Nilchi's eyes slid
across her face, and she thought he tried to smile before he spoke
again, the Apache words meaningless to her.

Shaking his head, Gaetan uttered a single
word she would have no trouble recognizing in any language.
No. How could he? How could anyone not give a dying brother
whatever assurance he needed?

Nilchi spoke again, the gasping effort
dreadful to see, the froth on his lips darkening. Gaetan gave in,
his face softening as he spoke. Nilchi whispered a few more words.
When he stopped, the only sound was of his labored breathing, and
then there was nothing. The light left the dark eyes, and the feel
of his hand in hers changed. The beautiful young man was gone.

Fighting tears, Katherine looked up into eyes
still alive, alive with so much hate and rage she froze in place.
When Gaetan pulled his hand free from Nilchi's and went for the
knife at his waist, her paralysis broke.

Throwing herself backwards, her heels digging
through the layers of leaves and sticks on the ground, she
scrambled away like a crab, knowing she had no chance, no chance at
all.

The killing attack never came. Gaetan didn't
lunge across the body after her. He faded away into the brush, a
wild animal stealing away from hunters.

The voices of the men calling back and forth
in Spanish sounded nearer. In open country, they could follow the
blood trail at a run, but thick growth and caution slowed their
pursuit. In spite of how rough they looked and sounded, they must
be soldiers of some kind. The shooting had stopped. Once they
arrived, she would explain herself, tell her story, and this whole
nightmare would be over.

Katherine crawled back to the body. "I'm
sorry," she whispered, pressing his eyes closed. "You saved me from
the bandits, from your brother and the others, and I didn't save
you at all, did I?" She stopped holding back her tears, took
Nilchi's hand in hers and wept.

When the Mexicans broke through to the
clearing, the first man to reach her pulled Katherine away from the
body, held her with her back against his chest and shouted in
Spanish.

"I have the woman. We were right. She's a
gringo!"

The contact was disgustingly intimate.
Katherine forgot her Spanish as she drove an elbow back into his
ribs and stomped on his instep.

"Let go of me! Yes, I'm American, and I want
to speak to an officer right now. Let go!"

He did let go, then grabbed her by the arm
and yanked her back, one hand raised to hit her. An order barked in
Spanish stopped him.

"Let her go."

"Commandant, the woman helped the Apache.
She was weeping over him."

"I saw what she did. Leave the Apache
whore to me."

She needed to calm down, start talking and
start talking fast. Katherine took a deep breath, but before she
said a word, the man who had just called her a whore spoke to her
in English, his manner solicitous.

"Señorita, I apologize. My men have their
blood up after the chase. Why are you with these savages? Did they
capture you in the north?"

He was thin and sharp faced, barely her own
height. He wore clothes the same style and light gray color as the
other men, but his were better quality with rows of lace on the
sleeves. In spite of his labored, heavily accented English,
Katherine didn't answer him in his own language. Instinctively she
knew this was not a man who needed to know she spoke Spanish.

"Yes, I was on a stagecoach traveling east
from Tucson. I know the Apaches are your enemies, but this man
rescued me from stagecoach robbers who were going to kill me. The
other Apaches would have killed me too, but this was a good man. He
didn't hurt me, and he was kind. My name is Katherine Grant, and my
family will be most grateful to you and your men."

A hint of a possible reward for her safe
return could do no harm.

"I am Commandant Eleazar Hierra Vargas -
Commandant Hierra - of the Rurales," he said with a trace of a bow.
"We are charged with keeping the countryside safe from the likes of
that."

He gestured toward the body, and the motion
drew her gaze there. She saw one of the men with a knife pulling
Nilchi's hair back and cutting, cutting.

Katherine threw herself at the man, knocking
the knife from his hand.

"Stop that! Stop it! Make him stop. Make him
stop!"

Hard hands clamped on her shoulders and
pulled her away. Hierra stepped in front of her.

"Señorita Grant, control yourself. Every man
here has lost family and friends to the Apaches. They are inhuman
savages, and my men are entitled to a small measure of revenge. For
now I will accompany you to where we will spend the night. After
you have rested and feel more like yourself, we will discuss how to
return you to your family."

In Spanish he said to the men, "We'll
bivouac near the water tonight. After I make the whore wash the
Apache stink off her, I'll decide what to do with her. Bring me the
scalps."

"The others fell under the running horses,
Commandant. They'll be torn up badly."

"If you want your share of the bounties,
find me enough hair to collect on. Do it."



"Yes, sir."

As Hierra had advised, Katherine had regained
control of herself. When he switched his attitude back to concerned
and his language to English, she didn't spit at him or call him a
liar, but smiled with what she hoped was a better imitation of
sincerity than his.

"Come, Señorita Grant. My men will have camp
set up very shortly. I'll arrange for you to bathe and have a hot
meal. After a night's sleep, you'll be able to forget this
unpleasantness."

Katherine didn't want to bathe, eat, or sleep
around Hierra and his men. And she didn't want to forget. "Of
course, Commandant," she murmured as she headed back the way he
indicated.

The chestnut gelding stood with his head
sagging, sweat drying white on his neck. One of the Rurales had
already repositioned the saddle. Katherine gave the horse a
sympathetic pat and climbed aboard.

Hierra was still issuing orders when one of
his men galloped up, waving with excitement.

"We caught him, Commandant. You were
right. He had no gun and the cordon worked. We have ropes on
him!"

Hierra's eyes lit with triumph. "Take the
woman to the camp," he ordered the others. "No one touches
her, but make sure she washes and get those clothes from her and
burn them."

He took off with his messenger, and Katherine
watched them go. Maybe the world would be a better place without
Gaetan in it, but she regretted he had been captured by men like
these because he wouldn't leave his brother to die alone.

One of the Rurales took the reins of her
horse and led her toward the hills. She made no objection.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
6

HOURS LATER KATHERINE stood in the middle of
the small tent Commandant Hierra usually occupied and examined
every support, every square inch of canvas and the few sparse
furnishings.

A locked trunk sat against one wall. She knew
it was locked because she had tried to open it. An oil lamp hung
near a blanket-covered cot set against the opposite wall, and a
small table with one drawer stood across from the closed fly of the
tent. The drawer contained a few sheets of paper, a pen and a pot
of ink.

Hierra's accommodations were the height of
luxury in a camp like this, and all she could think of were the
hunts she had come to hate, the ones that trapped the prey in net
or pit. Of course, she was not like a trapped tiger. She was like a
fatted calf.

The Rurales had indeed taken her to the
stream that ran close to where they bivouacked and given her
dubious privacy to bathe. At least she had been able to scrub the
wound under her breast with soap.

The only battle she won was to keep her
boots, perhaps because Hierra's order had only mentioned burning
her clothes. So far the shadows under the cot had concealed the
boots from notice. A spare shirt from one of the men was the only
dress Hierra had allowed. It barely covered her knees, but at least
it was clean.

The Rurales had also given her the blanket
she clutched over the shirt. Now, as she listened to the men
talking outside, they gave her information she desperately
needed.

"Carlos says he heard the woman talking to
the Commandant when they ate. She's a rich American, and her family
would pay a big ransom to have her back."

"You know it will make no difference to
the Commandant. Apaches killed his wife and son. Do you think he'll
send a woman who whored for an Apache and wept over his body home
for money?"

"He should. He should think of us. His
family is rich, and he doesn't need the money, but we're entitled
to a share of the ransom, just like the scalps. We should have a
say in what he does with the woman."

"Tell him that then. Here he
comes."

Katherine already knew telling Hierra
anything was a waste of breath. He had given her no choice except
to share a meal with him, barefoot and dressed in a shirt and
blanket. In spite of the pretense of concern for her well being,
not one word of her explanation of how she had come to be with the
Apaches or what happened afterwards had changed his contemptuous
asides to his men in Spanish.

Maybe if she could get one of the greedy ones
alone long enough to have a talk with him....

The fly on the tent opened, and Hierra
stepped in, followed by another officer. "I hope you feel better
now, señorita."

"Yes, thank you, I do. The bath and hot meal
made a great difference."

"Good. I have one more thing for you, a
little aid to help you sleep tonight. I know ladies such as
yourself do not drink brandy, but in circumstances such as these,
it is medicinal."

Refusing had not been an option with the bath
or food, and she knew it wasn't an option now. As she took the tin
cup, a voice in her head that sounded remarkably like her oldest
brother warned that drinking the contents would be a terrible
mistake. She believed the warning. Spilling the cup's contents
would only mean a brief respite, but she couldn't think what else
to do.

"Commandant."

At the sound of the voice, Hierra and his
officer both turned toward the tent entrance. Katherine spilled all
but a swallow of the brandy into the folds of the blanket around
her. The liquid soaked through to the skin at her waist and started
to run down. She let the blanket sag around her feet.

One of the men entered the tent, a leather
pouch in his hand. "The scalps, Commandant."

"Are they wrapped well?"

"Yes, sir. I wrapped them in oilskin first
myself."

Katherine knew she should pretend
indifference and wasn't able. She stared as Hierra took a small key
from his pocket, opened the trunk, and tucked the pouch inside.
After refastening the lock, he pocketed the key and turned back to
her.

"Have you finished the brandy?"

She swallowed the last liquid in the cup and
didn't have to fake a shudder as it burned its way to her stomach.
"Yes, Commandant. I'm sure it will make sleep come more quickly.
Thank you."

"We leave you to your dreams then." He gave
the smallest of bows and led the way outside, speaking to the other
officer as they went. "How much did you put in?"

"More than enough. You'll have to shake
her awake in the morning."

"I hope not too much. I want her awake to
weep over the big Apache. When she sees how I kill him, she'll be
very cooperative, no matter what I decide to do with her."

"The men could use a laundress."

"And a whore. Maybe the Apaches taught her
interesting things."

The two men walked out of the tent laughing,
and Katherine listened as Hierra assigned guards. Once they were
sure she was asleep, only one had to stay the night. That meant
they were going to check. She had to stop the panicked panting,
stop shaking and feign sleep believably.

The only thing in the tent with a point of
any kind was the pen in the drawer of the table, not exactly a
formidable weapon. Katherine cocooned the blanket tightly around
her body to discourage casual groping, clutched the pen in her hand
and stretched out on the cot.

Her eyes closed against her will. If one
swallow of the brandy had this effect, how much laudanum or other
sleeping potion had been mixed in? Maybe Hierra's lieutenant had
been trying to do her a favor and poison her.

She played mind games, recited favorite poems
in her head, pinched herself regularly and she fell asleep.

The sound of male voices brought Katherine
awake in time to keep from reacting when a callused hand touched
her face and ran down across her swaddled body.

"Bah, she's wrapped herself so I can't
feel anything."

"All we need to know is she's asleep. If
you do more, the Commandant will string you up beside the
Apache."

"He'll never know."

"If she wakes up and starts screaming,
everyone will know. She's asleep. Let's get out of here."

"I'll keep watch now."

"Don't do anything foolish, Ramon. There's
no way you can have her without leaving sign. No woman is worth
dying for."

The men left, Ramon still cursing and
mumbling under his breath. Katherine pushed off the cot and
unwrapped the blanket. How long had she slept? How long did she
have before Ramon worked up courage to attack a drugged woman?
Maybe screaming would take care of the guard and his lust tonight
but it wouldn't save her from Hierra's plans tomorrow. She needed a
real weapon, and she needed to get away.

The blackness inside the tent was total now.
The only thing inside with her that she hadn't explored was the
trunk. Reaching out with each bare foot carefully before trusting
her weight to it, she groped her way to the trunk.

The point of the pen fit in the lock, but no
amount of twisting or pressing had any effect. Thwarted, she
stabbed the point into the keyhole in frustration. The lock popped
open with a click that sounded so loud she froze, waiting for the
guard to come running.

After long seconds of silence, Katherine
opened the lid an inch at a time and reached in. The leather pouch
she had seen Hierra put inside was on top. She set that aside to
take with her. If she had to toss it on the first campfire she came
to after leaving here she would. Whatever else happened, the
Commandant wasn't going to get a penny from those scalps.

After that she began pulling out clothing.
She separated things by feel. Underclothing of soft cotton,
stockings of wool and silk, wool trousers, linen shirt.

Much as she hated wearing Hierra's clothes,
they smelled of soap, clean, and he was about her size. She added
to her list of things to write Henry about someday. The less than
voluptuous figure he had disparaged once again proved to be an
advantage. Hierra's drawers and trousers fit snugly over her hips,
but they fit.

Dressing in trousers brought back memories of
running over ship decks after her brothers, of some of the best
times in her life, and she felt stronger and less vulnerable as she
returned to her exploration. The last items of clothing in the
trunk were wrapped around hard shapes. A crucifix, a carved frame
as for a photograph, a book. Across the bottom of the trunk,
Katherine found what she had been praying for.

The scabbard was too long for a knife,
decorated and tassled. The short sword it sheathed slid free
easily, and the blade cut her thumb at a touch. Katherine knelt
there unmoving a moment, shaky with relief. The sword would be
clumsy, but it gave her a chance.

Fully dressed, boots laced over Hierra's
fancy stockings, Katherine sat on the trunk lid with the sword in
one hand, the leather pouch in the other and the folded blanket
over an arm as she considered her next step. Should she wait for
Ramon to come back inside after her or walk outside and take him by
surprise? Go after him, she decided. She had no idea how much of
the night was already gone, how long she had slept.

Once she escaped, she could work her way
around the camp to where the horses were picketed, take one and
escape. And then what? She had to face the fact she was now in the
same position she had been in when thinking about an escape from
the Apaches.

She tried to picture herself slipping off
into the night on a horse and successfully escaping Hierra's
pursuit, finding enough food and water for herself and the horse,
or even for herself. If she made it to a town and asked for help,
could anyone help her before Hierra tracked her down? She had no
money for bribes, telegrams, or even food. Could she make it far
enough north to be safe in Arizona or New Mexico?

Her mind skittered away from the one
possibility that kept creeping in.

Ramon saved her from wasting time in further
fruitless speculation. The canvas ties that held the tent closed
whispered as he released one after another. She dropped the blanket
and scalps and moved to a position near the opening as he muttered
his self-justification.

"No one will know. The woman won't
remember, and Commandant will never know."

Enough light followed the guard into the tent
for Katherine to see his outline. She drove the sword into him the
way she had heard Mark describe years ago, from below the rib cage
at an angle toward the heart. When the hilt hit flesh, she wrenched
it to the left, then the right. He fell with a grunt of surprise
and pain, thrashing and groaning loudly several times before he
stopped moving and fell silent.

Katherine grabbed the pistol from its holster
at the dead man's waist and crouched over the body, hands shaking,
waiting to see if anyone had heard him. The night stayed quiet. The
coppery scent of blood brought bile to the back of her throat
again. Swallowing it down, she ran her hands over Ramon's belt. He
had carried both a pistol and a knife. Draping the gun belt around
her chest like a bandolier, she retrieved the leather pouch and
blanket and stepped outside.

After the blackness and close air of the
tent, the light of the quarter moon and stars made her blink. She
sucked in deep breaths of fresh air, savoring freedom, determined
to keep it and more aware than ever that she had no time to waste.
The positions of the moon and stars told her the night was more
than half gone.

Ramon's rifle leaned against a wooden crate.
His hat sat on top. Grimacing with distaste, Katherine twisted her
hair on top of her head and jammed the hat down over it. With luck
any guard or light sleeper who spotted her now would see only a
fellow Rurale walking to the edge of the camp to relieve
himself.

By Katherine's best guess, there had been
more than sixty Rurales in the troop even before the wagons with
equipment and supplies pulled into place late in the afternoon.
Tents for Hierra and the officers were on one side of the camp,
soldiers slept on the ground opposite. The picketed horses and the
wagons formed the other two sides of a rough square. Reminding
herself to walk like a man who had every right to stroll through
the camp in the middle of the night, Katherine set out.

A fire with flames still leaping from fresh
fuel burned near the wagons. Voices came from that direction. She
approached carefully, crouched behind a stack of equipment and
crawled closer before peering out. The scene before her stopped her
breath.

Two Rurales moved back and forth between the
fire and the wagon, their shadows falling across Gaetan's
contorted, naked body where it stretched across one of the big
wagon wheels. A leather thong bit into his neck, holding his head
back over the wheel rim and exposing his throat as if for
sacrifice.

His chest heaved with the effort of each
breath. Every muscle and tendon bunched and strained against the
pressure of the way his arms and legs had been stretched and tied.
Sweat-sheened bronze skin glowed in the firelight. She slapped a
hand over her mouth to keep a moan inside.

As she watched in horror, one of the men
picked up a rifle with bayonet fixed and walked over to Gaetan. As
he ran the bayonet up the inside of a leg, a black line followed
the tip of the blade. Katherine's vision blurred.

This time the voice in her head was Nilchi's.
Sometimes I think if Gaetan is cut, his blood will spill out
black from the poison inside him. She shook her head and made
herself look again. More black lines crossed his chest and stomach.
The blood simply looked black in the firelight. That was all. That
had to be all.

She had come looking for him thinking to make
a deal with the devil, and now her nerve failed. If she could find
a way to cut him loose and he could still move at all, he would
surely kill her first and then go berserk through the Mexican camp.
She thought of trying to escape alone. She thought of leaving him
here knowing if not exactly what Hierra planned, the kind of thing
he planned.

In the end, Katherine ignored the shivers of
fear running up and down her spine, wrapped the dark blanket over
her light gray clothes, and worked her way behind the wagons. If
Gaetan repaid her by killing her, not only would she escape Hierra,
she would die with the satisfaction of knowing she had loosed a
madman in the Mexican camp.

She hid in the shadows of the wagons and
listened to the Rurales while she decided on the best way to get
close to Gaetan. One man pulled the other back toward the fire as
they argued.

"The Commandant said we could toy with him
a little. If you do more, we'll be beside him tomorrow."

"Look at the size of him. Cutting deeper
won't weaken him."

"Your opinion doesn't matter, only
Commandant Hierra's, and he said he wants him strong. He should
last days."

Their argument continued. Katherine stopped
listening to the words and kept an ear open only for their tone and
volume so as to be warned if they turned back to Gaetan. The way to
get close enough for him to hear her was to get in the wagon. The
Rurales were insulting each other now. With luck they would come to
blows.

Barrels filled the wagon but there was a
small space between the last ones and the hanging wagon gate. She
eased up into the wagon bed so slowly the only sound she heard was
her own blood pounding in her ears. Stretched on her stomach, she
squirmed until she was behind the rear wheel, behind Gaetan.

Praying Nilchi had been right that after a
dozen years Gaetan would still understand enough English or Spanish
to know what she was saying, she began in a low voice. "This is
Katherine. I'm going to cut you loose. If you wait after I do that,
I'll go around and distract those men for you."

As she spoke, she reached out over the edge
of the wagon and cut the rawhide thong around his throat. He didn't
move, but his breathing eased. She repeated her words in Spanish as
she reached out in the same way and cut the rawhide from first one
wrist and then the other.

"I ask that you let me follow you away from
this place and help me escape these men," she said as she finished.
She repeated her request in Spanish, reached out a last time and
put the haft of the knife in his right hand. His hand closed around
the knife, and he still didn't move.

Katherine climbed down as fast as she could.
No longer worried about hiding her movements, she ran around the
wagon to the fire. As she stepped into the firelight, the men
looked up in surprise. She dropped the blanket, took off the hat
and shook her hair free.

"Sergeant, oh, Sergeant, please help
me," she said, knowing her imitation of flirtatious friends
would have her brothers howling with laughter but not caring so
long as these two kept staring at her in wonder.

Behind them, she saw Gaetan lean down and
slash the bonds on his ankles. She raised her hands as if in
supplication and took a step forward to hold the Rurales'
attention. Gaetan stumbled as he came off the wheel, caught himself
and reached the man closest to him in three strides.

Before the first Rurale's body hit the
ground, Gaetan's arm closed around the head of the second. He slit
the man's throat with a single swipe of the knife. Katherine backed
away.

Knowing in her mind what she was releasing
had been one thing. Facing that ferocity alone in the night was
something else. She made herself stand still. Her die was cast, and
she would not run. She waited, fighting a foolish instinct to cover
her throat with an arm, but Gaetan never looked her way.

He ripped a cartridge belt off a body,
grabbed one of the rifles and disappeared into the night at a speed
that belied any injury. Katherine crammed the hat back on and
picked up the blanket, rifle and leather pouch. A canteen on the
ground near the fire caught her eye. She swung the strap over her
shoulder and ran after Gaetan.

She only found him in the dark because he
stopped at the water to drink. Emptying the canteen, she sloshed
fresh water over it and refilled it, glad to rinse away any trace
of the pigs by the fire. She fumbled to close the lid and sling the
strap back over her head and shoulder as she jogged after Gaetan
when he took off. Unless he stopped her with the knife, she wasn't
letting him out of sight again.

In minutes Katherine felt a bitter gratitude
toward the Rurales. If Gaetan could move at this pace after hours
with muscles contorted and straining on the wheel, keeping up with
him when he wasn't hurt would be beyond her. Her breath rasped in
her ears, her heart pounded, and pain stabbed in her side as she
pursued the shadow moving steadily through the night.

Before long she reluctantly dropped the
rifle, unable to keep carrying the weight of it. The canteen would
have to go next. She was not going to be out in this wild
land running from Hierra and his men unarmed; no matter what, the
pistol would stay.

Gaetan slowed before she had to abandon
anything else. Finally able to do more than force one foot after
another, Katherine caught her breath and looked around. The eastern
sky held the first hint of dawn. In the remaining shadows, she
could see that they were back in the area of the ambush. That made
sense. It would still be the shortest route to the Apache village.
Except that wasn't where she wanted to go.

He disappeared into thick brush before her
eyes. Katherine hurried after him, yelping as branches he pushed
aside snapped back, stinging her like whips. The clinging, snapping
branches, following Gaetan through them - the familiarity brought
understanding of where he was going and why.

Would he really risk recapture by Hierra's
men to get to Nilchi's body? No, he wouldn't. He'd been unarmed
except for a knife when the Rurales captured him. Now that he had a
rifle they wouldn't take him again. She touched the pistol where it
hung across her chest and ran her fingers over the tops of the
bullets in the belt. They wouldn't capture her either, not
alive.

Pushing through the brush must be miserable
naked and with a body laced with fresh wounds. As Katherine yanked
her shirt free from a snag, another branch whipped back across her
cheek, and her sympathy dissolved. Too bad she had no salt to throw
in those wounds. If he had some idea stinging branches were going
to make her drop back so that he could disappear on her he had
another think coming.

Weak light and deep shadows hid the details
of what the Rurales had done to Nilchi. As she halted at the edge
of the clearing where he lay, fresh grief and anger swept through
her. She expected a stronger display of the same feelings from
Gaetan. He showed no emotion at all as he stripped the breechclout,
leggings and moccasins from the body and put them on.

The contempt that flared in Katherine receded
just as swiftly. He needed the protection of the clothing. Maybe
the Apache taboo on taking items from the dead didn't apply in
situations like this. More likely this kind of thing was what
Nilchi had meant when he called his brother an unbeliever.

Gaetan walked toward her, and Katherine only
just managed to keep from cringing away. He pulled the gun belt
over her head, unbuckled it and swung it around his waist.

Indignation banished her caution, and she
tried to grab the belt back.

"Wait a minute. I'm the one who brought that.
You have the rifle. Give that back."

He ignored her and shoved the knife into its
sheath. Taking Nilchi by the arms, Gaetan pulled the body up,
hoisted it over his shoulder and moved off into the brush. A ray of
the rising sun showed a splash of red in the grass, Nilchi's
headband. Katherine picked it up and followed Gaetan.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
7

KATHERINE ARGUED WITH herself as she
followed Gaetan north toward the canyons. She had the canteen, she
could take off on her own. Hierra and his men would track them and
keep after Gaetan if her tracks branched off in another direction,
wouldn't they?

No, she realized. With so many men, some
would stay on Gaetan's trail and some would follow her. She had
thought of her die as cast, and it truly was. If Gaetan meant to
fight over his brother's body, all she could do was fight with him
- if she could get the pistol back from the hateful ingrate.

Gaetan laid Nilchi's body down in a grassy
area before they got to the canyons. The hills had steepened but
were not yet cliffs, and small ravines raked the land. He
straightened Nilchi's head, arms and legs, got up and walked away.
Katherine watched him go, certain after so much effort to get to
the body, he wouldn't leave it like that and would be back.

At first she couldn't bring herself to look
closely at the mutilated body, so reduced by death, but after a
while she became accustomed. Hesitantly, she got down on her knees
beside what was left of the beautiful young man. Sometime ago she
had tied the string of the leather pouch to her waist. Now she
opened it, unwrapped the scalps and picked Nilchi's from the three.
The scent of death rose all around her. Katherine breathed through
her mouth and distracted herself by talking.

"I suppose you know that your brother hasn't
killed me yet. I think he's going to, if not straight out with a
knife or gun then by lingering around here instead of putting as
much distance between us and the Rurales as possible. Not that I
don't think you should have a proper burial, I do. But I don't see
how that's possible. We have nothing to bury you with, and the
Rurales can't be far behind us."

She fit the scalp into place as best she
could and began braiding the hair into the hair around it as a way
to hold it in place.

"Getting away from Commandant Hierra and his
men was no picnic. You'd be proud of me for it."

She described how it had been to the spirit
she thought might be listening if spirits really were able to do
such a thing. With the scalp fixed in place, she tied the red
headband over her handiwork.

"I'm sorry. It only makes things a little
better, doesn't it? But it is a little better."

Wetting a corner of the blanket with canteen
water, she cleaned the dried blood from his face as best she
could.

"I jumped from the frying pan into the fire,
didn't I? Before long I'll be dancing on the coals. Maybe my real
mistake was not following the other stage passengers out the door,
but I just couldn't do that. I'm not ready to give up now, but your
black-hearted brother took the pistol away."

The tails of the blood-encrusted shirt hung
low enough to cover his nakedness, but the stripped lower body
bothered her. Katherine picked up the blanket, measured what she
thought was the right width and used her teeth on the edge until
she tore through. Once she had a long, wide strip, she tore a
narrow one for a belt and fashioned a breechclout out of the pieces
of blanket.

"I wish that bullet missed," she said softly.
"I wish we went the other way with Gaetan. I wish the bullet hit
him instead of us."

A shadow fell across her, and she looked up
defiantly. Gaetan ignored her and lifted Nilchi's upper body enough
to smooth what was left of the blanket under the head and
shoulders. He folded the blanket over in a kind of shortened
shroud.

Cradling the body in his arms, he carried it
in the same direction he'd gone before. Katherine picked up the
canteen, shoved the remaining scalps back in the pouch and walked
along behind.

Her nerves were screaming in anticipation of
the blow of another bullet or the sound of the Rurales' pursuit
when Gaetan disappeared over the side of one of the gullies.
Hurrying to the edge, Katherine watched the muscles in his bare
arms and back bunch and strain as he negotiated the steep bank
while carrying the body of a man his own size, but he never lost
his balance. With no illusions that she could descend the bank on
her feet, Katherine slid down on her bottom, holding onto any scrap
of shrub or rock she could on the way.

Brush choked the floor of the small ravine.
The water that had dug out this cleft had long ago found another
channel. Gaetan laid Nilchi's body down and began tearing out
bushes and piling them over the body. If he wanted to build a
funeral pyre, she could help, but how was he going to start a fire?
She placed the other scalps beside the body and started adding to
the pyre, wishing she had checked to see if the lantern in Hierra's
tent held matches.

Except a fire didn't seem to be his intent.
After adding a few last branches to the pile, Gaetan left the body
and climbed out of the ravine. Brush covered the body high on top,
but not well at all on the sides.

Katherine placed the sticks in her hand along
one side, reluctant to leave with the job half done. Still, what if
this was Gaetan's idea of a sufficient burial? She better not let
him get out of sight again.

Crawling up the steep bank was harder than
sliding down. Searching for Gaetan after she got to her feet on
flat ground, she spotted him far up the hillside that towered over
the narrow ledge where she stood. As she watched, she saw him at
the base of the largest boulder on the slope, saw what he was doing
there - and ran.

When she was sure she had run far enough back
the way they had come, Katherine attacked the big hill from the
side with determination spurred by fury. Gaetan was out of sight,
but she knew where he was - behind that rock.

Katherine's father had convinced her at an
early age that vulgar language was proof of poor breeding and a
lack of both education and imagination. After reaching the rock and
catching her breath enough to speak, Katherine said loudly and
clearly in one language after another, "You ungrateful
bastard."

If he understood, he gave no sign. Having dug
around the base of the boulder on the downhill side, he now had his
shoulder against it on the uphill side, shoving hard, trying to
rock it out of position.

Katherine looked down. They were so high that
the place where Nilchi lay looked small in the distance. More large
boulders and rocks covered the slope below, though none so large as
the one Gaetan worked on displacing. If he succeeded, a good part
of this hill would fill the small ravine.

Still angry that he had let her figure it out
herself and planned to bury her alive if she didn't, Katherine
grudgingly conceded if Gaetan could dislodge the boulder, no one
would ever disturb Nilchi's grave.

"Move over."

She squeezed in beside him, put her own
shoulder to the rough stone and helped him push. After half a dozen
straining shoves, budging the massive stone seemed hopeless, but
then she felt it, the first yielding.

Katherine renewed her efforts, heard a low
grunt from Gaetan as he did the same, and the boulder gave way. She
watched in awe as it hung in the air for a moment, tumbled over
slowly, then rolled faster, bouncing and smashing everything in its
path. And everything it smashed into started down the hill and
smashed into everything else until the whole hillside moved like a
living thing.

She couldn't take her eyes off the
destructive power of the landslide, aware Gaetan also watched as
the ravine filled, the extra earth mounded over it and the dust
settled.

Her eyes watered, and not from the dust.
Rest in peace. And thank you.

Gaetan reached out and pulled the canteen
over her head, ignoring her efforts to stop him. Settling it over
his own head and shoulder, he started uphill. Katherine scrambled
after him, moving more easily without the canteen flapping against
her and without the extra weight but unwilling to admit it.

"I'm going to get the pistol back, and I'm
going to kill him," she muttered. After a minute she added, "But
not until I'm sure they can't catch us."

Gaetan no longer moved so fast she had
trouble keeping up. In fact, so far as Katherine could tell, she
was the only one worried about pursuit. He moved at a steady pace,
but he kept stopping, disappearing over the edge of one ravine
after another and then climbing back out before she mustered the
nerve to slide down. After the second time, she stopped trying to
follow him on these eccentric side trips. After the sixth time, she
was almost beside herself.

"You know they're coming after us don't you?
We killed Hierra's men. They didn't sit down to a leisurely
breakfast before starting after us. They got up, found the bodies
and poured out of that camp liked bees out of a smashed hive. The
least you could do is let me have the pistol. You can't fire two
guns at once, and I need that pistol. I'm the one who stole
it in the first place. It's mine, and I need it."

The second time she said it - in Spanish -
got no more reaction than the first. She tried again, this time
with a deliberate barb. "How do you see yourself as some big, brave
warrior if you're afraid to let a woman who's on your side have a
gun?"

Still nothing. She started searching for
stones the right size. Maybe he would ignore her so thoroughly she
could hit him, stun him long enough to get the pistol back. Once
she had it....

He stopped again. Nothing looked any
different to Katherine than any of the other times. The sides of
the gully were steep and high. Maybe it wound on farther than the
others. Maybe the bottom was sandier.

Gaetan saw some difference she could not
because this time he didn't jump down and climb right back up. She
leaned over the edge, and when she couldn't see him, slid down
after him as fast as she could. She ran, following his tracks in
soft sand, too out of breath to say what she thought when she
caught up.

She stayed out of breath as she followed him
over and around what turned out to be a web of deep cuts in the
land. One gully branched off another. When they hit a dead end,
they climbed out, then back down in another place.

Exhausted and desperate, Katherine couldn't
believe her eyes when she saw her own boot prints in the sand
ahead. She looked up at the edge of the gully, wondering how long
it would be before Hierra sat there laughing as his prey chased
their own tails in circles.

No more did she think that than Gaetan turned
down another of the many side gullies. She trotted after him,
determined to draw in enough breath to give him another stringent
dose of her opinion. Before she could do that, he stopped and
shoved her through the growth of tall grass, rushes and brush until
her back hit the dirt bank. He made a gesture that reminded her of
the signals her brother Peter used on his hunting dogs.

Stay!

"I'm not staying here while you...."

He pulled the knife and laid the flat of the
blade across her mouth, daring her to say another word with an
unblinking, narrow-eyed stare. She shut up and leaned back against
the bank, fuming. Her heart raced as he moved out of sight and
slowed when she saw him again, but then she realized what he was
doing and bit back a shout.

He backed toward her, sweeping a piece of
brush across their tracks, removing footprints and leaving brush
prints. She could barely contain herself. What good would that do?
Did he think the Rurales would ignore such a clumsy attempt to
erase tracks?

As she watched, a small dust devil of the
breeze that swirled through the maze of gullies skipped on by,
picking up sand, playing with it and spinning it back down,
smoothing out a large swath of the brushed sand. Katherine sat down
and wrapped her arms around her legs.

The Apaches have been doing this kind of
thing for centuries. I will calm down, keep quiet and help if I
can. She rested her head on her knees, remembering the feel of
the knife on her mouth, the menace in the black eyes. Maybe he
wouldn't speak to her, but, oh, did he know how to give orders.

He backed right to where she sat. Katherine
understood they were going to hide, not run, but she couldn't see
how. The undergrowth along the base of the bank was thick, but not
much more than thigh high.

Gaetan got down on his knees and hacked into
the dirt with the knife, loosening the sandy soil, then scooping it
out. She watched for a while, then began helping. In minutes they
had a silent partnership going. He dug. She scooped.

Working together, they had dug a
coffin-shaped hole more than a foot deep when Gaetan stilled.
Katherine patted the dirt in her hands into place on the small berm
around the hole, watched him and listened. Voices. Hierra and the
Rurales had arrived.

Gaetan tipped his head at the hole, and she
got in, unsure how to position herself. He set the rifle, pistol
and knife along the front edge of the hole, pushed her against the
back edge on her side and fit himself in front of her, crushing her
against the dirt. Only a few times in her life had Katherine felt
fragile. This was one. Her shoulders barely cleared the level of
the gully floor. His dwarfed her.

In the stagecoach with a full load of
passengers, she had hated the enforced intimacy of the male bodies
around her. None of those men ever pressed into her the way Gaetan
did now. Every breath he took crushed her chest. The hard wall of
his naked back pinned her in place. The curve of his rear pressed
into a place she didn't want to think about.

She didn't dare so much as wiggle. If she
fussed, there was the knife, and he would probably prefer to hide
with her corpse rather than a fussy woman.

She could see almost nothing. None too clean
black hair tickled her nose, and the scent of unwashed male
overwhelmed the musty smell of freshly dug dirt.

Hysteria threatened to break from the back of
her throat. This time the voice that advised her was her brother
Lewis's, "You're the best of us all at seeking, Katherine, but you
need to practice hiding a lot more."

I'm practicing, Lew. I'm practicing hard,
and I'll tell you all about it someday.

Something pattered on her legs. She risked
turning her head and looked toward her feet. Gaetan threw more
loose dirt over their legs. Her right arm rested free along her
side. She grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it. Soon the banks of
loose soil around them were gone, and they lay under a spotty
covering of clumps of sandy soil. How well did they blend in, she
wondered. How soon would they find out?

Katherine had relived a fox hunt in England,
a lion hunt in Africa, and was in the middle of a tiger hunt in
India when she heard a strange, rhythmic noise. Swish, thump.
Swish, thump.

"If Commandant sees you cheating like
that, you'll wish you hadn't." Swish, thump.

"Ah. What does it matter. They aren't
here." Swish, thump.

"You lean over like you should and put
your back into it." Swish, thump.

Katherine closed her eyes and pressed her
forehead against the back of Gaetan's neck, trying to make herself
smaller. They were poking bayonets through the grass, weeds and
bushes into the bank of the gully. How low? How far apart?

A blade bit into the dirt near her head. She
flinched but kept the sound of fear trapped behind lips she
clenched between her teeth. The blade came again, over shoulders,
waists, knees and feet, and then they were past.

She opened her eyes, raised her head and saw
blood. Red blood, bright and running from the top of Gaetan's arm
down between them. She closed her eyes again, trying to deny a
strange relief. She had never believed his blood would be black.
She hadn't. She really hadn't. But he never moved. What kind of man
didn't move when a bayonet went through his arm?

The Rurales were gone now, or at least far
enough along the gully that they couldn't be heard. She moved her
arm the little distance necessary to put the cuff of her shirt over
the wound and pressed, her fingers curving over his warm, bare
skin. She wanted to say something, wanted to move her cramped and
aching body. Instead she closed her eyes and went back to the tiger
hunt.

By late afternoon, rising heat and the
crushing force on her chest overwhelmed Katherine. As night fell,
she passed into a half-sleeping, half-conscious state. When Gaetan
sat up, she stayed unmoving, dragging in one glorious deep breath
after another of the cooler night air.

Reviving enough to move, she left her legs in
the hole and sat on the edge, flexing her left arm and fingers to
get the circulation going.

The slight sound of the cap of the canteen
coming off reached her, and she saw Gaetan's shadow, head back,
drinking. He lowered the canteen and replaced the cap. She grabbed.
He held on.

"Who brought this?" she whispered.

He let go, whether because her words hit home
or to keep her quiet she neither knew nor cared. The water sluiced
down her throat, better than any iced beverage back in the
civilized world. She wanted to drink every drop, but lowered the
canteen after half a dozen swallows and replaced the cap. She
didn't waste effort resisting when Gaetan pulled the canteen out of
her hands.

When they left, he slid so slowly through the
shadows of the gully, Katherine had no trouble staying close and
concentrating on putting each foot down as quietly as he did in
spite of her hard-soled boots. They had gone no more than a hundred
feet when a slight cough sounded from above.

Another cordon. If Hierra had every one of
his men cordoning off this tangle of gullies could they surround
them all? How far apart would the sentries be?

The floods that had formed the gully had not
cut as deep here. The banks no longer loomed above their heads.
Gaetan bent double, and Katherine imitated him. When he dropped
lower, she crawled too, trying to ignore the small stabs of thorns
and sharp stones on her hands and knees.

Before long she inched on her stomach, her
nose all but touching his moccasins. Climbing out of here would be
easy - if they could just slither between sentries. The moonlight
showed the gully coming to a dead end, the low banks curving in a
semi-circle.

Gaetan stopped, and Katherine waited,
listening hard. Each minute lasted forever, but she knew not much
time had really passed when a tiny spot of flame flared in the
dark. The scent of tobacco drifted through the night air.

Katherine pulled her lips back in the smile
that wasn't a smile. If Hierra even suspected one of his men of
giving in to the urge for a cigarette while stationed out here, the
Commandant would be apoplectic.

Gaetan drew the knife and gave Katherine the
dog signal again. Stay. She lay quiet and counted to three
hundred, straining to hear any sign. Her fear of being left
conquered her fear of what Gaetan would do to a disobedient white
woman.

She crawled forward and made it halfway up
the bank before her left foot knocked down loose dirt. A man loomed
out of the night, the muzzle of his rifle in her face, his voice
high and nervous.

"You. Raise your hands and get up here.
Get up here."

"I can't get up there with my hands
raised."

He reached down and pulled her up by the
shirt. "Stay there. Stay on your knees and put your hands on
your head. Where's the Apache? Where is he?"

The Apache was behind him, using the knife
with brutal efficiency. Then the Apache was gone into the night,
the disobedient white woman right behind him.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
8

FOR THE FIRST mile after breaking through
the Rurales' cordon, Katherine had no trouble keeping up with
Gaetan. He moved cautiously, stopping to listen often. When he
picked up the pace, she rejoiced in spite of the difficulty. From
the moment she had escaped from Hierra's tent, all her instincts
urged putting as much distance between herself and the Mexicans as
possible, and finally that's what they were doing.

Expecting Gaetan to head south toward the
Apache village in Mexico that Nilchi had described, Katherine never
thought to check the direction of their travel. Instead, all
through the night she wrestled with thoughts of how and when to
start north to United States territories on her own, which of
course came down to how to get a weapon from Gaetan. If he knew
she'd strike out on her own if he gave her the pistol back, maybe
he'd consider it a cheap price to be rid of her.

The sight of the sun rising to her right
changed Katherine's plans. They were traveling north, whether to
lose the Rurales by returning across the border or for some other
unknown Apache reason, Katherine didn't care. Once across the
border she could find help in any town or from any travelers she
came across - most travelers she amended, remembering the stage
robbers.

As the day wore on, the country they crossed
became stonier, even more dry and desolate. Katherine watched the
way Gaetan picked his way over the flinty ground and felt smug
about the hard soles of her boots. Nothing grew here except an
occasional cactus or scrawny bush. In the days of travel with
Nilchi, they had covered some barren country, but nothing this bad.
Worn out, hungry and thirsty, she stumbled up the side of a small
butte after Gaetan and collapsed near him when he sat in the shade
of a few rocks near the southern rim.

He shrugged the canteen off his shoulder and
drank. She counted swallows and waited. He put the canteen down on
the ground and ignored it and her. Katherine drank exactly the same
number of swallows and returned the canteen to where he had left
it.

Her thirst was nowhere near quenched. Her
stomach was growling, and if she didn't sleep, she'd soon fall over
in her tracks. He leaned back and closed his eyes, and Katherine
risked a close examination of his face.

He and Nilchi had not been twins. The
forehead was the same, and the arch of the brow. Like Nilchi, and
unlike the other Apaches, he had eyebrows, not very thick brows for
a man with hair as black as a crow's wing, but distinct. His nose
was narrower, his cheekbones sharper, the bow in his upper lip more
distinct, but the width of his mouth, and the strength of the
almost square jaw matched her memory of Nilchi in every way.

Even with faces so much the same, the fact
remained that Nilchi was handsome, and Gaetan was - not. A face
always taut with fury and eyes either cold and flat with dislike or
glittering with anger did not add up to handsome. Nilchi's eyes had
shone with amusement more often than not. What shone from Gaetan's
eyes brought to mind dark and dangerous things that made men huddle
close to their fires in the night. If most Apaches were like him,
she understood the stories that made them sound on the one hand
possessed of supernatural powers and on the other less than
human.

Years after she had been put ashore,
Katherine had overheard her aunt telling a friend that one reason
she had insisted that Katherine stay home was to get her out of an
environment where she was constantly exposed to "half-naked
savages."

In truth Katherine had seen her share of men
of all races, sizes and shapes without shirts and sometimes wearing
nothing but a loincloth. Many of them had been well muscled from
physical labor. Some had probably had muscling as distinct as
Gaetan's, but she didn't remember any.

Her own brothers were tall, well built men,
but if they sat leaning back like that, with legs slightly bent in
front of them, would the legs look as long? Did shoulders that
broad usually taper so much to the waist and - rear?

The thong that had held his head back so
unnaturally had bitten into his neck, leaving a red line with
purple bruising on either side. Bruises and bayonet cuts covered
his chest and arms. All the injuries had scabbed over and looked as
they should except for a few places where the cartridge belt and
canteen strap rubbed and kept the cuts red and raw. His moccasins
and clothes must be doing the same to the wounds on his stomach and
legs. Would the pain be the same as what she felt from her single
wound?

Ignoring the throbbing pain under her breast
was becoming harder and harder, and her wound was no more than a
graze. The bayonet had sliced into Gaetan's arm muscle just below
the shoulder. A thick, shiny scab covered the cut, as if it had
bled again recently. On her father's ships a wound like that would
mean a trip to the surgeon and stitches. How had he remained as
still as death when the blade hit?

She had dined with Hierra almost ten hours
after Gaetan last ate, yet his stomach wasn't the one complaining
loudly. He didn't look light-headed either, and she had been
feeling that way off and on for hours.

Since he hadn't killed her yet, he probably
wasn't going to unless she really provoked him, but feeling afraid
of him and dependent on him at the same time made her want
to provoke him. Pride goeth before a fall, Katherine.

The words echoing in her head this time were
her father's, and she cringed from the thought of him. Thinking
about her father meant thinking about what he had said in their
arguments about Henry - and what she had said. When she saw her
father again she was going to fall in his arms, apologize and
pretend she thought he was right.

One thing about trekking all over the
Southwest in the company of Apaches - Commandant Hierra wouldn't be
the only one to make assumptions about how she survived. Whatever
shreds of her reputation she hadn't destroyed being stupid over
Henry Dumont were now lost forever somewhere in Northern
Mexico.

A slit of dark eye gleamed at her from
between Gaetan's lids. Katherine shifted, turning her attention to
the vista of empty land before her, her heart pounding. Goodness
knew what he'd consider proper treatment of a woman caught staring
at him while he slept. There was probably some taboo against it,
and that would be one he'd believe in.

After a moment, she lay down a cautious
distance away. Aunt Meg would be appalled, but Katherine wished she
could tie a string to this particular half-naked savage so he
couldn't sneak away while she slept. If Gaetan would just tolerate
her long enough, she could get back to civilization and home, her
father and brothers would have to admit marriage was no longer a
remote possibility, and she could make a productive life for
herself in better ways. She could nurse. She could teach. She
could....

By the time Katherine woke the next morning,
the sun was well up. Gaetan lay stretched on his stomach at the
edge of the butte staring to the south. One look told Katherine
what he must be watching. She crawled to his side and stretched out
the same way, telling herself the pain under her breast was no
worse than the day before.

In the distance, the Rurales looked like toy
soldiers. A single man walked ahead leading his horse. The main
body followed in loose formation, and Katherine thought she
recognized Hierra.

"I'd give anything for a rifle with a 'scope
right now," she said.

Gaetan ignored her and continued to focus on
the Mexicans, but she felt the same commonality of purpose with him
they had achieved when digging in the gully. She wondered if they
needed to start running soon and hoped not. In spite of the hours
of sleep, she didn't feel much like running this morning.

As they watched, the man leading his horse
halted, mounted and returned to the others. Toy arms waved on toy
men, and the entire column turned and headed back south.

"They lost our tracks on that stony ground,
didn't they? Or maybe we're too close to the border. Once we're out
of Mexico, you could give me the pistol and point me at a town and
be rid of me forever, you know."

She considered repeating all that in Spanish
and decided not to bother. Staying low until she was off the crest
of the butte, she went down the hill a distance to attend to
private needs. When she finished, she pulled her shirt out of her
trousers and lifted it high enough to take a good look at the
bullet wound.

The sight of the swollen, angry red flesh
ended her denial. Instead of healing, the wound was suppurating. In
the next few days, either her body would overcome the inflammation,
or she would die of blood poisoning. Even back home where a doctor
could clean the wound and dress it, she knew the likely outcome.
Out here.... She dropped the shirt, tucked it back in and went back
up the hill, expecting Gaetan to be gone and to have to track him
down.

The canteen sat with its cap off where she
had slept and Gaetan sat nearby, cleaning his fingernails with the
knife. A few eager swallows finished the last of the water. She
screwed the cap back on and held it out. "Unless I can have it now
that it's empty."

He took the canteen from her, got up and
walked away. Katherine pushed to her feet. When the pain and fever
got bad enough, all she had to do was figure a way to make him use
the knife. Hitting him with a rock still held a lot of appeal, but
devising better and more imaginative ways helped pass the time.

By late afternoon, Katherine knew she would
trade a 'scoped rifle for a swallow of water. Her hope rose as they
climbed an odd rock formation that had healthy looking bushes
growing in every crevice. Maybe there was a spring somewhere close
by. Please let there be water somewhere near.

Exhausted and fighting fear - fear of being
left, fear of not being able to make him kill her quickly, fear of
dying alone - Katherine concentrated on keeping her footing on the
rocky ground at the base of a cliff no more than head high. She
looked up in time to keep from bumping into Gaetan when he halted
and gave the dog signal. Stay.

He turned to leave, and Katherine's fear
exploded. She balled her fists and shook them at him, dancing in
place like a prizefighter, ready to launch at him swinging.

"Stop that! You stop with those dog signals
right now! I'm through being scared of you. I'm tired of being
hungry and thirsty, and I'm tired of you. If I want to follow you
wherever you're going, I'll follow you! Nilchi was right about you,
you're an overbearing, arrogant, black-hearted, ungrateful...."

He walked into her, hooked a leg behind hers
and bounced her down on her bottom. Her furious rant died as her
breath thumped out. She sat on the ground sputtering, feeling the
effects of the hard landing for long seconds. When she jumped back
to her feet, still full of fight, he was gone. The anger drained
away as suddenly as it had arisen. She sat back down, fighting
tears.

So much time passed, she accepted he had left
her, not that it mattered. When he reappeared as if by magic
through a crack in the rockface, she looked up at him dully - until
she saw the canteen in his hand, water dripping off it. He set the
canteen beside her and walked away.

Katherine couldn't unscrew the cap fast
enough. She tipped it so high, rivulets of water ran down her neck
as she swallowed. After the first greedy gulps, she stopped long
enough to pour a little water into her hand and rub it over her
face and the back of her neck. There was barely a slosh in the
bottom of the canteen when she refastened the cap and set it back
down.

"I'm sorry," she said. In two languages.

She didn't move when he picked up the canteen
and disappeared again. And she didn't say anything when he returned
with it refilled and led the way north.

Two days later, Katherine labored to keep
moving for no reason other than a stubborn refusal to give up.
Hunger no longer bothered her. The day before Gaetan had knocked
half a dozen fruits off an ugly cactus, rolled them in the dirt to
get rid of the spines, peeled them and eaten them. When he left the
knife in the dirt at her feet, she forced herself to pick it up and
do the same with another couple of the bland, fibrous things,
hoping she would feel better for it. She didn't.

Fever from the festering wound burned through
her entire body. Keeping up with Gaetan was no longer possible.
When he stopped, she caught up. When he walked on, she fell farther
and farther behind, and she no longer cared.

The sun had set and dusk fallen sometime ago,
but Gaetan kept going. If he didn't stop soon, she would stop
without him. She wanted rest, sleep. Some part of her knew if she
lay down she would never get up again. Her father and brothers
talked to her off and on, each telling her in his own way not to
give up, but she didn't want to listen any more.

Ahead of her she could barely make out
Gaetan's form. He had stopped just short of the crest of a hill and
stretched out in that way he had when he wanted to see without
being seen. She trudged right up the hill beside him and stood
there, swaying on her feet.

Surprise cut through the feverish haze. The
ground fell away steeply before her, and a grove of cottonwoods
hinted at water beyond the fire that blazed at the bottom of the
hill. A male voice shouted something about coffee in English.

Before she took in more of the camp spread
out below, Gaetan grabbed her. He pulled her down and shoved her.
She rolled down the hill - faster and faster. Katherine landed at
the bottom with a moan and sat up to see three bearded men running
toward her. A rush of nervous excitement cleared away the last of
her lethargy.

"Are you Americans?" she asked the
barrel-chested man who arrived first.

"We sure are, darling. Who, or what, are
you?"

"My name is Katherine Grant. I've been hoping
to find someone like you for days. Maybe it's too late, but I
hope.... I need help."

"Where did you come from? Where's your
people?"

"I'm - I'm alone. I was on a stage that was
robbed, and then...."

Admitting to being alone was a mistake. The
big man grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet so hard her
chest smacked into his. Her cry of pain had no effect on him.
Wrapping a fist in her hair, he forced her head back and closed his
mouth over hers in a bruising kiss. She kicked at his shin hard,
only to hit the leather of his boot.

He laughed at her. "You want help from us,
you're going to have to be a lot more cooperative."

Before she could tell him what she thought of
that - and of him - one of the other men said. "Come on, Cal. The
lady needs help. Stop scaring her."

"Lady." The big man made a sound of contempt.
"You ever seen a lady with pants stretched over her ass like that?
If you don't want any of what she's peddling, I do."

He squeezed one cheek of the body part he
referred to as he talked. Katherine kicked at him again, aiming
higher, but she was slow, and he avoided her easily. Gripping her
left arm hard, he twisted it behind her back. For a moment she
floated on the wave of pain. When her vision cleared, she saw more
men joining the crowd around her.

"I mean it," the second man said. "There's no
reason to hurt her. Let her go."

"I ain't gonna hurt her. She needs help. That
means giving her food we paid for, letting her be extra weight on
one of our horses. You going to be a Nancy boy and just give her
what we scraped to pay for? I'm saying she has to pay her way is
all. That's fair."

The men exchanged wary looks. Some of them
sidled closer to Cal, some to the other man, but the way the men
opposing Cal wouldn't look directly at him told her Cal would get
his way in the end. If she weren't so tired, she could organize her
thoughts, could tell them about ransom, could....

A ululating scream split the night. The sound
scraped across Katherine's nerves and down her spine as did another
and another. The thunder of horses stampeding sounded with the last
ungodly shriek.

"The horses! Damn it, you stupid sons of
bitches, you left the horses!"

Cal let her go, yelling and cursing as he
charged across the campsite. A few men followed him. Most of them
looked too scared to move. "What the hell was that?"

"Apaches," Katherine said, and she turned and
ran.

She ran in the direction the horses had gone,
even as the sound of them faded in the night. Stumbling over rocks
and crashing into brush and cactus, she ran until she fell to her
knees.

"Gaetan!"

Rifle fire sounded behind her. She should
pray for a bullet to the heart. Instead she lurched to her feet and
ran again, her blood pounding in her ears, a knife tearing at her
side, her lungs burning. She fell and rolled.

"Gaetan!"

Staggering up, still she ran, but slower now.
When she fell, she screamed a last time.

"Gaetan!"

Or maybe it wasn't a scream. Maybe it was
only a weak cry. She huddled on her knees in the dirt, sobbing as
she gasped for breath.

The quality of the air around her changed.
The ground gave off the faintest tremble. She held one heaving
breath long enough to listen. The tremble swelled until the night
vibrated with the drumbeat of galloping hooves. She made it to her
feet, waved her arms hoping he'd see the light-colored shirt, and
waited until a large shadow separated from the darkness, racing
toward her.

"Gaetan. Gaetan!"

She stumbled a few steps forward. His
outstretched arm hit her middle like a blow. She hung there against
his leg and the side of the running horse until they were far from
the camp, from the men and their guns.

As Gaetan pulled the horse to a halt,
Katherine didn't wait for him to drop her. Whatever his intention,
she wasn't letting go. She kept a death grip on his arm and flailed
until she got a foot on top of the stirrup and crawled onto the
horse behind him. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she locked
her hands together. He could pry her off or cut her off, but that
was the only way he was going to get rid of her.

Afraid he might do just that, she didn't
relax until the horse started forward, slow now. The steady clop of
hooves and the rolling easy gait soothed her hammering heart and
heaving lungs. Her arms and legs stopped quivering.

Close to full now, the moon showed grass,
brush and rocks in otherworldly relief, black, charcoal and silver
shadows passing in the night. Cool air whispered like silk across
her fevered face. The sharp scent of horse sweat rose so thick in
the air, she tasted salt on her tongue. Or maybe she tasted
tears.

She sat erect, touching Gaetan only where her
arms clutched his waist so desperately, but her hands rested
against his stomach, bare skin against bare skin, and against all
reason she took comfort from the size of him, from the muscular
feel of him, warm and alive. He had used her to get the
horses and never intended to come back for her. She knew it and
decided her ghost should haunt him for it, but only for a little
while. All that mattered was that he did come back.

Running like that had probably pumped the
poison through her body faster, but it would make no difference in
the end. She fought to keep her eyes open, fought the returning fog
of fever, wanting to hold on to awareness, to the soft caress of
the night, but she lost the battle. Her eyes closed; her head
drooped. She sagged against Gaetan's back, her cheek on his
shoulder.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
9

GAETAN BARELY REMEMBERED a time when anger
hadn't burned in his heart and belly. Sometimes it subsided to
embers and lay quiet for a while. Sometimes it burned so hot it
threatened to consume him, but it never died. The anger fed on his
hate for the Americans and Mexicans who had his people trapped
between them.

He had been angry at himself before, for
mistakes, for missed chances to kill the enemy, but never for
weakness. Fury at his own weakness and the price he would pay for
it ate at him as he rode back to where he had abandoned the white
men's other horses and mules.

Only a white man would use his own death to
extract an unwilling promise the way Nilchi had done, but the
school had turned Nilchi's heart pale and weak, turned him white
inside. For the first time, Gaetan considered that maybe the school
had weakened him also, yet how could any man continue to say no
while watching blood froth on his brother's lips and hearing him
struggle to speak? In the end, he gave the promise.

"Promise me. Promise not to kill the woman or
hurt her. Promise to give her back to her own people."

"I promise."

He hadn't killed her. He hadn't hurt her.
Tonight he had given her back to her own people, but then he had
been weak once more. He had gone back for her. It didn't matter if
the white men at the water were like the stagecoach robbers. In
giving the woman to white men he had fulfilled the promise. Going
back for her because she screamed his name was weakness.

Some of his people believed that when a
person used your name three times in asking a favor, the favor
should be granted. He believed no such thing. A white woman
screaming his name a hundred times meant nothing.

After careful thought, he had decided he owed
the woman nothing for freeing him from the Mexicans. She had freed
him only to save herself. The debt came because she went back for
Nilchi when she saw him on foot and the Mexicans closing in. Gaetan
had not seen Nilchi's horse go down. He had turned only because he
saw the woman turn and thought to kill her before she could reach
the soldiers. Because of the woman, the Mexicans had not captured
Nilchi alive.

The way she had honored Nilchi in death added
to the debt. She made his body whole for burial, and if their
people were right, for the afterlife. Gaetan couldn't forget the
way she knelt and washed the blood from Nilchi's face. When he had
returned from scouting out a burial place, he had watched as the
woman braided the scalp into place and covered Nilchi's nakedness.
He had listened to her tell his brother's spirit how she escaped
the Rurales.

He shook his head. Letting her live would
have repaid any debt, but the promise bound him to more. He had
traveled north, intending to cross the border, take her close to a
town and leave her. Now he couldn't do that. Chishogi's raid should
have brought their small band of refugees supplies they needed
after the long winter. By now Chishogi had returned, bringing
nothing but grief, and the need would be greater.

The horses and mules hadn't run far after he
left them but scattered and started grazing. He counted as he
rounded them up and started them moving - eight horses, half still
saddled, and six mules, their outlines distorted by the packs they
bore.

They weren't much compared to what Chishogi
had lost, but the packs would contain enough food to keep the white
men fat for many months while they scratched in the earth for gold
or silver. That much food would supply his people for a while, and
he dared not risk losing it by taking the woman further north. The
white men were fouling the water he had thought to use, but there
was another place he could reach by morning, a better place, where
he could lay up and rest for a few days.

The presence of the woman behind him intruded
on his thoughts. In the years he had spent imprisoned at the
school, he had seen many white women. They came there as teachers,
cooks and housekeepers. None of them had been anything like this
one. Nilchi thought the woman's courage commended her, but killing
an enemy woman this strong was more important than killing a weak
woman. The sons of this one would be formidable enemies, and
because of the promise, she would live to bear them.

Nilchi's eyes had turned as white as his
heart to think the woman was beautiful, although she was not as
ugly as most whites. Her hair was dark, not the color of weeds in
winter. Her eyes were blue, but not ghostly pale, and her skin had
not turned red from the sun, but browned to where she looked almost
human. The bones of her face were strong and distinctive, unlike
most white women, whose overabundant flesh hid their bones, making
it almost impossible to tell them apart. She had a woman's shape
without big soft lumps of breasts and rear end sticking out all
over, but no white woman could be beautiful.

Nilchi had teased him by repeating everything
the woman confided. Gaetan knew she claimed to have no husband and
said the one she thought to marry had abused her. He felt a mild
twinge of curiosity over the story.

A man who hit this woman would be foolish to
ever turn his back or close his eyes in her presence. Probably the
white man hit her and ran away.

She had the temper and pride of a man. As she
slumped against his back and fell asleep, head on his shoulder, he
added arrogance to her faults. When she first pulled herself behind
him and locked her arms around his waist he should have knocked her
right off the horse. Promise not to kill her or hurt
her.

The heat of her was offensive, raising sweat
on his back, and the effect her body was having on his own
infuriated him. Hunger and lack of sleep had weakened her
throughout the day, but now all she had to do was sit on the horse.
She could wait to sleep.

He shrugged his shoulder. Her head bounced a
little, but she didn't wake. Incensed, he jammed an elbow back into
her side. She moaned softly, and her head fell off his shoulder,
hanging lifelessly to one side. She wasn't asleep.

He touched her hands where they locked
together in front of him, felt the heat and reached back to touch
her face. No wonder the feel of her made his back sweat. Her fever
was the kind that killed. He relaxed, the anger dying back down.
Maybe he'd be free of the promise soon after all.

 


PAIN SO TERRIBLE it pierced the fever and
blackness tore across Katherine's rib and into her breast. She
writhed against the weight pinning her to the ground, opened her
eyes and saw Gaetan looming above her. He was astride her, sitting
on her hips. His weight on her lower body and one hand on her
breastbone immobilized her. The blade of the knife in his other
hand glinted in the sunlight.

Katherine abandoned her feeble efforts to
dislodge him, transfixed by the sight of blood running along the
edge of the blade and forming a bead at the point. The ruby red
drop grew larger, elongated and fell onto her bare breast.

She tore her gaze away from the knife and the
blood and looked into eyes as flat and empty as the first time
she'd seen them, but she was beyond fear. Raising a hand, she
touched his cheek.

"Poor Gaetan," she whispered, "you can't even
kill me. The Rurales did that days ago."

Her hand fell away. The knife flashed, and
pain drove her back into the same blackness it had pulled her
from.

 


KATHERINE WOKE CONFUSED and feeling
dreadful. Little by little, she remembered running, Gaetan, the
knife. Why was she alive? Was she alive? She lay in the shade of a
cottonwood, her head pounding, chest aching and throat so dry
swallowing hurt.

Deciding she was most definitely still alive,
she pushed herself up by the arms, and her shirt fell off - the
remnants of the shirt, she saw with horror. Most of the cloth had
been wrapped tight around her rib cage, reaching up under her
breasts, pushing them up in an absolutely indecent way.

Her trousers were still on, as were her
boots. She plucked at the edge of the wrapping, her fingers coming
away covered with something sticky. What had he done to her?
She stared down at herself, slowly putting it all together.

The fever was gone. The throbbing, fiery pain
that had started along her rib and begun to move deep into her
breast was gone too, replaced by a quiet soreness. The knife - he
had cut deep into the wound and drained the purulence. The wrapping
was a bandage, the sticky substance a poultice.

And then he left her here half naked! She
tried to scramble to her feet, fell back on a wave of dizziness and
settled for making it to her knees. The packs from the mules and
saddles from the horses sat in a careless heap a little distance
away. At the sight of them, her panic subsided. Gaetan would leave
her here alone in a heartbeat, but he wouldn't leave the spoils he
had used her to steal.

She crawled to the nearest bushes and took
care of her most pressing need, then lurched to the supplies. There
had to be canteens on some of those saddles. There were canteens;
they even contained some water.

Feeling better, she pawed through the pile of
goods and found a treasure trove. Not that she'd use the comb she
found in the saddlebags before boiling it, or ever use any of the
toothbrushes, but rubbing the fuzz off her teeth not just with a
bit of cloth but with a bit of cloth and the help of some tooth
powder felt good. She found a spare shirt, huge, but it covered
her. Two knives. A well oiled gun belt with a Colt in the holster.
She strapped the gun on, almost crowing in triumph.

The sight of the foodstuffs that had come off
the mules awakened her hunger with a vengeance. Flour and cornmeal,
sugar and coffee, bacon and beans. There were also shovels, picks
and equipment she didn't recognize.

The men must have come to Mexico looking for
gold or silver. Feeling benevolent toward them, she hoped they got
out alive. Well, all of them except Cal. And canned goods. Peaches!
She pried open a can with one of the knives and ate the juicy fruit
with joy, savoring the flavor.

When she was done, she pillowed her head on
one of the bedrolls, curled up on her side and went back to
sleep.

 


KATHERINE WOKE AGAIN in late afternoon,
clear-headed enough to realize if Gaetan was keeping the livestock
here, there must be a source of water nearby. She staggered to her
feet and wove through the trees. Sure enough, a short distance away
a shallow stream ran through dapples of sunlight and shade. She
knelt and drank her fill, splashing water on her face when she was
done, reveling in the feel on her skin. There were a lot of goodies
in those saddlebags....

Moments later she returned to the stream with
blankets in her arms and a bar of soap clutched in her hands.
Nervously, she stripped off her clothes, wrapped herself in a
blanket and scrubbed Hierra's clothes and the miner's shirt. She
took the wet clothing back out into the sunshine to dry and
returned to the stream. Bathing her lower body presented no
problems. She sat in the water.

The bandage made washing higher problematic.
She felt fine, but she had felt fine for days after the bullet hit,
and she had washed the wound in Hierra's camp. Unwilling to remove
the bandage or get it wet, she settled for a much less thorough
cleaning of everything from the bandage up and unhappily abandoned
thoughts of washing her hair.

Drying herself off with a blanket, Katherine
yawned. She really should go get what she needed out of those packs
and prepare a decent meal. Gaetan had to be close, didn't he? Maybe
he'd show up if the smell of coffee or bacon reached wherever he
was lurking. She just needed to rest a minute first. Here in the
shade of the suckers that had sprung up around the base of this
tree....

Sensing the presence of another, she woke and
lay still, trying to assess the danger. Nothing happened. A bird
sang nearby. She sat up slowly, eyes and ears straining, then
huddled back down in her blanket. Gaetan.

She watched as he leaned his rifle against a
rock, dropped the bandolier next to it and took off his moccasins.
He pulled a blue plaid shirt off over his head. Evidently he had
been into the miners' supplies also. The gun belt dropped onto the
shirt, and then leggings and breechclout all came off at once. He
stretched, muscles rippling under bronze skin, turned his back to
her and moved the shirt and gun belt closer to the edge of the
water.

Katherine's mouth went dry. She shouldn't be
spying on him. But if she tried to leave, he'd see her. She closed
her eyes. They popped back open.

What was the matter with her? She'd seen him
naked in the Mexicans' camp. She'd been crushed against his bare
back hiding from Hierra's men and studied him carefully when he
slept on the butte. Her bare hands had been against his bare
stomach and her chest against his back riding through the night on
the horse.

In the Mexican camp she had seen only a
nightmare, some crazed artist's vision of hell, complete with
demons dancing around the tortured soul. Traveling with him, what
had mattered was the size and strength that made him dangerous. He
was a man who wanted an excuse to kill her. A man. Male.

Her breathing quickened. She recognized the
hollow, dropping sensation low in her stomach and the feel of her
own flesh swelling between her legs. And moisture! Henry, who
prided his expertise in carnal matters, had kissed her and touched
her in intimate ways in order to get her body to respond the way it
was now to a man many feet away seen through a screen of leaves and
branches.

That wasn't true. Nothing Henry did ever
achieved this kind of reaction. Sweat broke out and prickled along
her spine. The amount of moisture between her legs would be
embarrassing back home, but then back home men were like Henry.

She pressed her lips together to keep from
laughing at the thought of Henry Dumont, his narrow chest covered
with a thin carpet of graying hair, his pale white stomach
protruding slightly over male organs almost invisible in a nest of
more hair.

Nothing about Gaetan was narrow or invisible.
She could see bone, muscle and sinew in arms and legs, back and
chest, belly and rear. She could see male. A small sound
reverberated in her throat. She pressed her lips together and bit
them between her teeth to make sure it didn't happen again.

Something had to be wrong with her. Maybe
this was a symptom of the other problem. She knew, everyone knew,
that men were easily aroused, but women were not.

He moved into the water and sat down, and she
almost wept with relief. His bare chest and arms were familiar. If
that was all she could see, she could regain control. Except
nothing looked familiar any more.

How exactly had she come to the conclusion
that he wasn't handsome? He wasn't, she realized. Handsome was too
civilized a word. Beautiful had fit Nilchi with his amused charm,
but she couldn't think of a word in any language that defined
Gaetan.

He wasn't using soap but rubbing himself with
sand from the streambed. Goosebumps rose on her arms and her
nipples ruched tighter as if sand rubbed her skin also. He lay back
in the water, his hair floating on the current and water droplets
sparkling on his chest. Her throat vibrated again. She scrunched
her eyes shut and buried her face against her arm. Until she heard
a splash and couldn't stand it.

He was on his feet, moving back to the stream
bank. He sat on a flat rock there, his legs bent and crossed at the
ankle, his arms around his knees. She closed her eyes and buried
her head again, afraid the weight of her gaze would give her away.
The heat of her gaze. How long would it take him to dry off
enough to leave?

She looked again, watched him dress, and then
he was gone. She thought of George, the scholar in her family and
the prissiest of her brothers. George spent a lot of time
justifying the family's wandering ways. Everyone should travel.
Travel expands one's horizons.

Katherine hugged her arms to her stomach and
began to giggle, rocked back and forth and laughed. If Dr. Whitman
could see her now, he would diagnose hysteria brought on by the
imbalance in her system and prescribe some foul-tasting tincture
full of opium she'd only pretend to take. She laughed until she
cried. When she was all cried out, she went and got dressed.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
10

BY SUNSET KATHERINE had a fire going, coffee
made and biscuits ready to bake. The miners had thoughtfully
provided every utensil Katherine would have packed herself if given
the opportunity, including a Dutch oven. She unwrapped the slab of
bacon and started slicing. Beans soaked in another pot. If Gaetan
didn't pack up and head out in the morning, they'd be ready to cook
tomorrow.

As she tossed another slice of bacon into the
big frying pan, a rabbit's body dropped down next to her. She
jumped and darted a hand for the pistol hidden under the oversized
shirt but relaxed as Gaetan sat across the fire. Katherine kept her
head down, all too aware the heat scorching across her cheeks must
be visible. Maybe if he noticed at all, he'd think her high color
came from being close to the fire.

She filled a coffee cup, stuck a spoon in a
cup of sugar, and sat both cups on the ground beside him. Returning
to her place by the fire, she watched him stir three heaping
spoonfuls of sugar into the coffee and couldn't keep quiet.

"That's not good for you, you know. Maybe you
don't have to worry about getting fat, but that much sugar will rot
your teeth."

He stirred in a fourth spoonful. "They're
your teeth," she muttered. "Or at least they will be until they
fall out."

She started the bacon frying while she cut up
the rabbit. When the bacon turned crispy, she set the slices aside
and eased the rabbit into the fat.

Memories of Africa and the last time she
cooked over an open fire came back to Katherine as she worked. Life
had seemed free and uncomplicated then. Even knowing it was an
illusion, the same feeling lifted her spirits once more. Right now,
right this moment, she felt happier than she could remember feeling
for years.

The meat would take a while to cook and the
biscuits to bake. Gaetan sat still the way she had seen the Apaches
do when she was first with them days ago, quiet, with no need to
fuss over anything or fill the space between them with words.

There were things she needed to say, however.
"Thank you." She looked right at him, even though he didn't look
back. "I didn't think there was anything that could be done to stop
the blood poisoning and it was only a matter of how long it would
take to kill me. It was the same bullet that killed Nilchi, you
know. I twisted around in the saddle to look back, and that's when
we were hit."

He did look at her when she said Nilchi's
name, a speaking look that warned and made her hesitate before
going on. Maybe the Apaches were like some other tribal people and
didn't speak the names of the dead. She repeated herself in Spanish
but didn't say the name again.

"I apologize for what I said when I woke up
and you were - doing whatever you did. Your brother told me how you
feel about whites, how you don't believe in taking captives. I know
you'd rather kill me than put up with me, but I'm sorry I assumed
the worst, and I'm grateful."

She picked up the coffee pot, walked over and
refilled his cup as she repeated her words, then sat back down and
refilled her own cup.

"Maybe it doesn't make any difference once
you're dead. I'm not sure what I believe about that, but I know I'd
rather die sooner with my spirit whole than live a little longer
and be broken. Even when I still thought I'd die that night, I was
grateful that you came back for me because - because that's how I
feel and those men weren't much better than the Rurales."

Embarrassed to have said more than what was
necessary to thank him and apologize, Katherine didn't repeat her
last words in Spanish. She changed the subject.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to tell me
how soon I can take this bandage off? I cleaned up as much as I
could today, but I'm afraid to get it wet. Dog signals won't work,
but maybe you could just hold up the right number of fingers? One
for tomorrow? A fist for right now?"

She demonstrated, waving fingers at him.

He drank coffee and studied the outline of
the hills in the distance, which she expected, but still.... She
sighed and busied herself with the food. When the meat was done,
she piled most of it on one of the tin plates, opened three fat
biscuits and drizzled honey inside. Carrying the plate across the
way, she put it on the ground beside Gaetan.

As she filled a plate for herself, she
watched him start eating. He chewed with his mouth closed. Maybe
that school he was in wasn't all bad.

He went still, staring at her cold-eyed as
she picked up a biscuit. Probably Apaches believed women were
supposed to cook the food, hide until the men finished eating and
eat the scraps. And that would be a belief he subscribed to. This
time she ignored whatever message he was sending. She wasn't
Apache, and she was hungry. She smiled at him around a mouthful of
biscuit, chewed and swallowed.

"You know, now that we have the horses and
supplies, you can be rid of me any time. A horse, a canteen, a few
supplies, and I can keep going north on my own. A map would be
nice. I don't suppose you could bring yourself to scratch something
out in the dirt, sort of give me a hint as a goodbye present?"

Nothing. She stopped trying to provoke a
reaction and finished eating in silence. Then she plopped a couple
of peach halves from an open can on her plate and took the rest to
Gaetan.

"They're wonderful. Say what you want about
those miners, they knew how to pack a mule."

She finished her peaches and was debating
whether to fill his cup again when he rose and crossed to her in a
few strides. She struggled and tried to get away in vain as he
lifted her by the back of the trousers, pushed the big shirt up her
back and sawed through the bandage with his knife. She hung there
as he reached around and unbuckled the gun belt.

When he dropped her on her knees and walked
away, the belt swinging from his hand, she yelled at his retreating
back. "If you won't let me have a gun, you're going to be stuck
with me."

Grabbing the frying pan, she lofted it over
her head, ready to throw, but caught herself. He disappeared too
quickly for her to have a chance to hit him anyway. And after all,
he had answered her question about the bandage.

 


OVER THE NEXT two days Katherine explored
the small valley where the horses and mules grazed and made friends
with some of the animals. She went through every single item in the
packs. One of the miners had been a fan of Beadle's dime novels,
but neither Sonora Ben nor Tippy the Texan held her
interest for long.

Gaetan showed up morning and evening for
meals. She didn't see him bathe again, not that she looked, and she
explored both banks of the creek for a considerable distance in
each direction before disrobing for her own bath. Her wound stayed
a healthy pink and no longer bothered her except when she poked at
it and examined the healing surface.

She spent a lot of time gazing at the sky,
trying to analyze her own situation and what to do about it. If
only she knew why Gaetan had gone north to start with, she might
know if he would continue, but she didn't dare count on it. She
thought they were still in Mexico, but wasn't sure of that either.
What should she do if he started south again when he left here?
Even without a gun, with a horse and supplies, she could head north
on her own. Would he let her have even that much?

Every time she tried to plan and make
decisions, she ended up more frustrated. There had to be some way
to make Gaetan cooperate. As evening of the second day approached,
she sat on a comfortable pad of folded blankets, leaning back
against a saddle and composing persuasive speeches in her mind when
the sound of horses caught her attention.

The loose horses had not come to visit. Five
Apaches reined their gaunt mounts to a halt only a few feet away,
studying her with impassive dark faces. They didn't look any better
than their horses, much dirtier and more ragged than any of
Chishogi's men.

Swallowing hard even as her stomach tightened
and heart raced, Katherine smiled at the wizened, gray-haired man
closest to her. "Good afternoon. Do you speak Spanish? Or
English?"

"I speak Spanish. Where is your man?"

How did she answer that? Truthfully, she
decided. "I don't exactly have a man. I'm traveling with one of
your people. Gaetan? Of the Chihinne?"

The old man said a few sentences to the
others, and the stony expressions dissolved in amusement. One of
them even laughed.

"You need to learn to lie better, woman. Did
your man see us and run away and leave you?"

Katherine, who considered herself a skilled
practitioner of the art of the necessary lie, was indignant at not
being believed now. "I'm not lying. I'm telling you the truth.
You're right that Gaetan wouldn't have anything to do with me
usually, but his brother took me captive, and then he was killed by
Rurales, and.... It's a long story."

"Gaetan would kill you before you spoke his
name."

"You must know him."

He shook his head. "I know of him. No white
would live in his presence."

"Not usually," Katherine said agreeably. "Why
don't you get down. I'll make coffee, and if you're hungry, I'll
cook. My story will entertain you, I think. My name is Katherine
Grant."

"I am called Agocho," the old man said as he
dismounted.

One of the others shoved the carcass of a
small antelope off his horse near the fire. Katherine looked at it
with distaste. Before cutting into it, she could tell the meat
would be stringy. She started to slice bacon into the frying pan
when Agocho stopped her with an angry exclamation.

"No pig meat! You prove yourself a liar when
you try to cook pig meat for us."

Gaetan had crunched his way through several
strips of bacon that very morning. Katherine put the bacon aside
and said, "I cooked other things for Gaetan. No Apache eats meat
from a pig?"

"No."

"Are there other forbidden things?"

"No pig. No bear. Nothing with scales."

"No fish?"

"No fish."

She wondered what the Apache unbeliever would
say to a nice fat trout, but more than that she prayed for the
sight of him. Three of these men were already pawing through the
miners' packs and saddlebags in a very proprietary way. Agocho sat
patiently, waiting, she supposed, for her to tell him a story he
wouldn't believe. The fifth man watched her with undisguised
lust.

After pouring coffee for the men - and
keeping quiet when they added prodigious amounts of sugar to their
cups - Katherine told Agocho an edited version of her adventures,
surprised to realize how short a time it had been since she saw her
first Apache. Agocho and his friends didn't need to know
everything. They wouldn't believe most of it, and the details of
what happened in Hierra's camp were none of their business.

Every time she paused, Agocho spoke at length
in Apache, not just translating her words but, she suspected,
commenting on them. Talking didn't stop the sick feeling in her
stomach, but her heart slowed and her breathing steadied. Did
Apaches kill and steal from other Apaches? If so, Gaetan would be a
fool to show his face here now. And if he didn't, what was she
going to do?

 


GAETAN LAY CONCEALED on a hill overlooking
the campsite, studying the men below. They were Coyotero, not
Chiricahua, and had the look of those who sought each other out
after being cast out of their bands.

In his grandfather's time, or even his
father's, no Apache would steal from another, but those days were
gone. The horses and mules needed to graze in the valley, but he
regretted not taking the time to cache the packs in the hills where
he'd hidden the guns and ammunition.

He watched two of the men pulling the
contents out of the packs, showing things to each other gleefully,
and knew they would steal if they could. And they could. One of
him. Five of them. Bad odds. Foolish odds, yet the thought of
returning to the people with nothing, no better than Chishogi,
galled him.

The woman cooked for them as she did for him.
He glanced at the dead quail beside him and felt a flash of
resentment. If nothing else, the woman was a good cook. She could
make even the white man's flour taste good.

Since the Coyotero hadn't killed her
immediately, they planned to take the woman too, which would free
him from the promise. A promise not to kill her or hurt her brought
no obligation to take risks for her.

The old man who led the small raiding party
and the woman talked as if they were old friends. If the woman
considered the men her enemies, she would, of course, smile at them
until she found a way to shoot them in the heart or stab them in
the belly.

Unless he could think of a way to keep the
horses and mules, there was no use going down there. Standing by
while others rode away with his spoils would be unnecessarily
humiliating at best and dangerous at worst.

Still, the Coyotero couldn't know what the
white woman was like. No man would ever believe what this woman was
capable of unless he had seen her moving into firelight, shaking
down her hair and holding out her hands to the Rurales as if asking
for help.

Gaetan had half-expected to have to guard
against her himself after using her to rob the miners. Even waking
to see her own blood on his knife, she didn't show fear. The fact
she held no grudge and had thanked him for going back for her
surprised him.

He shook his head as if to throw the thought
out of his mind and concentrated on the problem of the Coyotero.
There had to be a way to use the woman to improve the odds.

 


THE ANTELOPE WAS as tough and stringy as
Katherine expected, and she hoped Agocho and his men wore
themselves out chewing it. She piled each tin plate high with the
roasted meat and added cornbread and a spoonful of beans. The
amount of beans she had prepared for two didn't stretch any
further.

The men ate with single-minded attention to
the food, and she didn't try to eat with them. Part caution, but
also lack of appetite. She toyed with her coffee cup but put it
down when she noticed her hands shaking.

Agocho finished and belched in appreciation.
"You cook good." He thrust his chin toward the younger man who had
stayed at his side when the others rifled through the packs.
"Kloshchu says he will forgive your lies. You deserve a better
husband than the one who ran away. You can be his second wife."

Oh, no, not that again. Katherine gave a
small smile at first Agocho and then Kloshchu. "Thank you. That
would be an honor, but I can't marry anyone here. I'm going home to
New York - my home is way to the east."

Agocho shrugged. "You'll come with us in the
morning and be Kloshchu's wife."

"He only thinks he wants me for a wife. I
don't want to live in this part of the country. I want to go home.
I'd be a bad wife."

"Kloshchu will teach you to be a good wife,
and after you learn, he won't hurt you. A woman doesn't say how it
will be."

"Gaetan's brother said your people don't
force women to marry."

"You're not Apache. You will do as I
say."

Nasty old man. As she tried to think of
another argument, a voice came from the gathering dusk around the
fire. Dizzying relief swept through her at the sound of the
incomprehensible words. Even though she hadn't heard Gaetan's voice
for days, she knew it instantly. She closed her eyes and controlled
the urge to run and hide behind him.

He took a place near the fire with the other
men and threw a quail at her without looking her way. Katherine
fixed him a cup of coffee, four heaping spoonfuls of sugar and all.
She kept her head down and her posture submissive as she put it
beside him.

The conversation sounded friendly. Maybe now
that these other Apaches knew everything here really did belong to
one of their own, they would just socialize a little and ride
on.

When the quail was done, she heaped a plate
with the best pieces, topped them with more cornbread and took it
to Gaetan like the most humble of maidservants. Her appetite had
returned. As she wondered whether she dared eat, Kloshchu walked
over and stabbed a piece of the meat with his knife.

Squatting in front of Katherine, he bit into
the succulent flesh, reached out and ran a dirty hand over the side
of her face. She jerked away without thinking. He frowned, said
something that sounded ugly and threw the meat in the fire.

The men ignored her after that, so she
gathered the pots and pans and took them to the stream to scour
with sand and elbow grease. Halfway back to the fire, she saw
Gaetan rise, say a few more words to Agocho and head into the
darkness. She dumped the pots and pans on the ground, grabbed a
blanket from her seat by the saddle and hurried after him.

He stopped and turned so suddenly she almost
ran into him. Stay. She pretended not to see the dog signal.
"I'm not staying here with them. I'm coming with you."

Stay.

"No. I won't stay." In the light of the
rising full moon, his eyes looked more empty and frightening than
ever before. But Katherine felt more desperate than ever before.
"The only way you can make me stay is to kill me. Do that if you
have to, but don't try to make me stay with them."

He took a step forward. His hips moved in a
way so sensually provocative her body flooded with the sensations
that had overwhelmed her when she watched him bathe. The
embarrassing intensity of her reaction stiffened her spine and
enabled her to stay standing toe to toe with him.

"I don't believe you. A man who won't speak
English because it soils his mouth wouldn't do that with a white
woman." She forced herself to say the rest. "And if I'm wrong and
that's your price, I'll pay it. I won't stay here with them."

She met the terrible eyes for long moments,
determined not to beg. She wouldn't beg. She wouldn't. "Please,
Gaetan. Por favor."

He turned and walked away, one hand flipping
off to the side in another dog signal she recognized.
Heel.

Agocho and the others hooted and shouted. She
didn't need to know Apache to understand them, and she didn't care
what they said. She followed Gaetan, filled with a mixture of
emotions, some of which she didn't want to admit and some of which
she didn't want to identify.

He led the way across the little valley and
into the hills beyond. Katherine stuck as close to him as she had
the first night fleeing the Mexicans. He stopped on a small ledge
on the side of one hill. Before her dread had time to build, he
bounced her down on her rear as hard as he had once before, and
then he was gone.

She leaned forward, hugged her knees and
squeezed her eyelids shut in a futile effort to keep tears inside.
When she finally got control of her heaving stomach and shaking
limbs, she said loudly into the night, "Thank you, Gaetan, for
keeping me safe. Gracias, Gaetan, por guardarme."

The night was warm, but she wrapped up in the
blanket anyway and lay staring at the sky for a long time before
falling into troubled sleep.

Katherine woke before dawn but lay unmoving
as strengthening light chased the stars. The thought of having to
go near Agocho and any of his men repelled her. The thought of
facing Gaetan didn't hold much appeal either.

A bird twittered nearby. The day was well and
truly beginning, and if she didn't hop to soon, an Apache would
probably drag her to the fire by her hair. She sat up and gasped at
the sight of a coiled form near her feet under the blanket. A snake
that large could spit venom from ten feet away and kill a big
man.

The longer she looked, the more she realized
the coiled shape wasn't exactly snake-like. She flipped the blanket
aside and stared at a sight every bit as strange. The gun belt.
With the Colt in the holster. She smiled the smile that wasn't a
smile and pulled the gun out. Loaded, ready to go.

Feeling more like herself than she had since
Agocho and his men showed up, Katherine buckled the belt around her
waist, arranged the big shirt to cover it and folded the blanket
over her arm to give additional cover.

As she climbed down toward the floor of the
valley, Katherine pondered the meaning of the gun. Did he mean she
had to fight off Kloshchu on her own? Considering what Kloshchu and
the rest must believe after last night, that didn't make sense, did
it? Maybe it made more sense.

She slowed almost to a halt and headed for
the creek and the shelter of the trees. It wouldn't hurt to
approach the campsite slowly from cover. Agocho and his friends
wouldn't starve if they had to wait a little longer for breakfast.
Maybe a quiet peek at what the Apaches were up to before walking
out in plain sight would be a good idea.

As she got close to the fire, the scent in
the air told Katherine no one had waited for her to make coffee.
She moved through the trees as quietly as possible and stopped as
soon as she could see the men clearly. Their positions struck her
as strange. Slipping a little closer, she assessed them, trying to
understand the tableau they presented.

Agocho faced Gaetan, leaning forward, talking
intently. Kloshchu and one other sat on each side of Agocho, their
rifles held casually across their chests. No one had kept hands on
a rifle last night.

The other two men stood on each side of
Gaetan, slightly behind and also holding rifles in a deceptively
casual way. Gaetan had a pistol at his waist, but his rifle lay on
the ground beside him. So Agocho did intend to steal the horses and
packs. His men not only had Gaetan outnumbered but braced.

And this morning Gaetan had given her a gun.
Katherine stepped out from the trees and called out cheerily, "Good
morning. I'm sorry I'm late. I'll get breakfast started right
away."

Agocho turned toward her. "No breakfast.
We're leaving. Kloshchu no longer wants you for a wife, but you
come with us."

Kloshchu started toward Katherine with a very
unhusbandly look on his face. Katherine pulled the pistol and put a
bullet between his feet. He jumped straight up with a yelp.

Gaetan's hand snaked for his rifle. He
smashed the man on his left in the side of the head with the stock
and knocked the man on his right sideways with the barrel.

When everyone stopped moving, one of the men
who had been behind Gaetan was unconscious, the other stunned.
Katherine held the pistol in both hands, aimed at the middle of
Kloshchu's chest, and Gaetan had his rifle pointed at Agocho. The
last of Agocho's men looked uncertain for a moment and dropped his
gun when Gaetan spoke.

Gaetan spoke again, and Agocho nodded. The
disarmed men went to catch horses, and everyone waited. By the time
they had all five horses caught up and saddled, the man who had
been unconscious was sitting up, shaking his head.

Agocho got to his feet and looked at
Katherine. "You'll be sorry. Gaetan will make you sorry."

Katherine shrugged. "Probably so. He just
made you sorry."

When they were gone, she left it to Gaetan to
watch and make sure they kept going while she checked the coffee
the men had made. It wasn't bad. She poured a cup for herself and
one for Gaetan. She put two teaspoonfuls of sugar in his and took
it to him.

"I'll start breakfast."

He walked to the fire and kicked dirt on it.
Katherine took the hint, doused the fire and started packing.

Even with both of them working, the morning
was almost gone by the time they had the packs reassembled and on
the mules. The loads were lighter because Gaetan threw aside all
the mining equipment. He also ignored the extra saddles.

Katherine caught a sturdy black gelding for
herself. She smoothed the saddle blanket over the gelding's back,
hoisted the saddle into place, and was reaching under its belly for
the cinch when she felt Gaetan's hands pushing her shirt up and
unbuckling the gun belt. She twisted away, almost fell under the
horse and lost the battle before it started.

"You, pig! You bacon-eating Apache! I need
that gun, and when you need your black-hearted self saved again and
I don't have it, you'll be sorry. Give that back!"

She didn't expect a reaction and didn't get
one. Repositioning the saddle, she cinched it tight and tied off
the latigo angrily.

Before they had gone a mile, Katherine could
tell Gaetan's direction was south, a little southwest maybe. Thank
goodness for the canteen and sack of supplies she had stashed along
the creek back in the valley. All she had to do was go back, pick
up those things and start north. The loss of the gun rankled, but
she still had a knife, and the nearest American town couldn't be
that far.

She pulled her horse beside Gaetan's. "I know
you need to get these supplies south to your people, but I need to
go north. Since you won't let me have the pistol, I guess I'll go
without it. Thank you. I.... Thank you."

Before she could repeat her words, much less
turn her horse, Gaetan pulled the reins out of her hand, leading
her horse as if she were a child on a leadline.

"No! Wait a minute. You can't do that. That
wasn't our deal."

She tried to yank the reins loose and take
them back and had no more success than at keeping the pistol. They
rode side by side like that, Katherine's mind whirling with
indecision. She had no choice but to go with him, but she had a
choice whether to fight him at every turn and use anything she
could get her hands on as a weapon or go willingly.

A mile passed. Another. She thought about
Agocho's prediction. Gaetan will make you sorry. She thought
about her own words the night before. Thank you, Gaetan, for
keeping me safe. She thought about Nilchi's assertion that
Gaetan would never take a captive. He rode with his eyes straight
ahead, never glancing toward her, and Katherine examined the clean,
strong lines of his profile even though she knew she would find no
hint as to his intentions.

She remembered the way she felt stretched
beside him on the butte watching Hierra and his men turn back,
remembered the same feeling of common purpose when she held the
Colt aimed at Kloshchu's chest. She remembered huddling on her
knees, sobbing, and the first tremors of hooves drumming on the
earth, returning.

Most of all she remembered touching his cheek
as he loomed over her, assuming the worst as his body blocked the
sun and his weight pinned her to the ground. The knife had flashed
and her blood had dripped, yet instead of never waking again she
had awakened with the throbbing pain in her breast and raging fever
in her blood gone.

Heaven help her, knowing what she did about
his hate and anger, she trusted him and wasn't going to fight him.
As if sensing he no longer needed them, Gaetan threw the reins back
at her and kicked his horse on ahead. Katherine watched him go,
hoping she wasn't ten kinds of a fool.

 


* * *

 



Chapter
11

AFTER FIVE DAYS of non-stop dawn to dark
travel deeper and deeper into the mountains she knew were Mexico's
Sierra Madres, Katherine was too tired to fear the killing drop
alongside the wicked switch-backed trail that wound through heavily
forested mountain slopes. As the trail widened enough that the
sides of the packs on the mules no longer hung into empty space,
she heard the sound of voices and lifted her chin off her
chest.

An Apache boy spoke to Gaetan while staring
wide-eyed at her. She smiled and waved, and he jerked his gaze
away. The boy ran ahead, his shouts echoing through the trees as he
called out the news.

Katherine felt a stab of disappointment as
the Apache village came into sight. Less than two dozen
brush-covered dwellings squatted at considerable distances from
each other across a large valley - not a village, more of a
sprawling camp.

A crowd gathered along the path Gaetan
followed, perhaps as many as fifty people staring with
expressionless faces. Only one person approached, a woman of
singular beauty, slim and petite, with huge dark eyes that set off
delicate features. Shining blue-black hair hung past her waist. She
ran to Gaetan, walking beside his horse, and Katherine watched
curiously. He didn't seem to be talking to the woman any more than
he did to her. Well, one word was more, and he did speak a few
words.
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