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* * * * *


Dedication

 

 

For Barbara, who said I would.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 1

 

Musk Rain

 

 

 

TAKE care of the land, and the land will take care of you.

Grandma’s voice echoed in the back of Phoebe Henderson’s mind, just as thunder rattled across the prairie and collided with northwest Oklahoma City. She had ventured into this stormy afternoon, seeking to solve the riddle that had haunted her for nearly seven years.

Rain battled thin windshield wipers, and stiff wind herded the red pickup across a half-empty parking lot. Phoebe eased into a slot in front of a cozy corner bookstore. After shifting into Park, she turned the key and yanked it from the ignition. The engine growled once in protest. Then fell silent, leaving the windshield wipers stuck in mid-assault.

Deciding the downpour would last longer than her patience, she tucked the keys in her front jeans pocket and jumped out of the pickup. Ankle-deep water soaked her old sneakers, and warm rain stung her face. In breathless disarray, Phoebe dashed into the Twylight Bookstore.

“On the rug, Phoebe!” a stern voice warned.

“I know. I know.” Phoebe shook off what rain had not soaked into her flannel shirt, faded jeans, and sneakers. She caught her reflection in the plate glass front window. Long auburn hair was pulled into a high ponytail. Gray-green eyes sparkled in the odd light of tired fluorescent panels. At thirty, she was in the prime of life. Just the right mix of Cherokee with a sprinkling of Scottish and Delaware gave her an exotic none-of-the-above quality that turned heads. However, it was advice Phoebe needed, not attention.

Twyla Jones, owner of the bookstore and self-proclaimed personal councilor, eased from behind the counter. A bright barrette secured a braided coil of silver hair to the back of her head. Colorful beaded earrings dangled from pierced ears. Warm gold eyes held a strange twinkle. Old enough to be Phoebe’s mother, she treated Phoebe like a niece, perhaps even a daughter.

“This is a lot of rain for a little dragonfly,” Twyla said.

A smile tugged at Phoebe’s cheeks. Dragonfly was the Cherokee name her grandmother gave her when she was only seven. Few people knew it. Even fewer used it. It was nice to hear again after all these years.

She remembered the reason for this rainy-day visit and allowed the smile to fade. “I just had to get out of the house for a while.”

“Jack acting up again? I know a man who knows a man in Muskogee who’ll take care of things for fifty dollars. No questions asked. Hell, I’ll do it for twenty.”

Phoebe knew Twyla was kidding, but the point of the joke was abundantly clear. “It’s not that bad.”

“Yet.” Twyla’s voice sliced through the air like an assassin’s blade. Snorting in disapproval, she tucked a bundle of used books under one arm and slipped around the end of the central aisle. Her voice echoed through the store. “What did he do this time?”

“He’s just being Jack.” Phoebe followed Twyla down the aisle. Her gaze drifted from shelf to shelf, noting the changes in height and color from one dusty book to the next.

Twyla did not look up from her sorting and shelving work. “A widow and brother-in-law living alone together in a big house out in the middle of nowhere. That must be uncomfortable.”

“To say the least.” Phoebe’s tone of voice had turned as sour as her frame of mind.

“Are you afraid of Jack?”

“Not the way you mean.” Phoebe understood the reason for the question. Jack had learned karate during his stint in the army and had taught it for years in the metropolitan area. He was not only a bully, but a well-trained one.

“He’s not going to scare me out of my own house,” Phoebe added after a noticeable pause. That response gave more information than she intended. She tore away from Twyla’s probing gaze and ran a long finger down a worn book whose spine no longer bore author and title.

Using a rolled-up magazine, Twyla swatted the bookcase. The vibration traveled down the wooden shelf. “How bad is it?”

Phoebe’s eyes again met Twyla’s. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Have you tried negotiating with him?”

“A hundred times,” Phoebe snapped. Then took a deep breath to get her emotions under control. “I offered to split the 160-acres with him. I’d take the north eighty and the house. He’d get the south eighty.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“That’s what I thought, but he won’t budge.” Phoebe stared at the line of books in front of her, but saw only the house and the land shimmering in the back of her mind. “I don’t want to deal with Jack, but I don’t have a choice. I made a promise. A promise I can’t break.”

“One of those, huh?” Twyla said in a knowing tone. “Okay, spill it.”

Phoebe tapped a finger on a dusty bookshelf while her mind whirred. Widowed barely six months. Caught up in a stupid property fight with her brother-in-law. No close living relatives. No distant relatives she cared to acknowledge. An uncertain future. And nagging visions of the past.

Come November it would be seven years since her grandmother’s death. She had never told anyone about her last conversation with the elder medicine woman. It was time to break that silence, time to solicit a little help.

Phoebe choose her words carefully. “The night Grandma died, she said: Take care of the land, and the land will take care of you. It’s sort of a riddle. She made me promise not to leave the property until I understood what it meant.”

“And you think I can decipher it for you?” Twyla shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t know what it means, either.”

Phoebe dropped her forehead against the front of a dusty book. “I’ve asked Grandma for the answer a hundred times over the last few months. I can see her, but I can’t hear her.”

“You’ve seen your grandmother’s ghost?”

Phoebe straightened and gave a casual nod, as if to infer that ghosts were common occurrences. “She showed up the night Jack moved in and has been there ever since. Grandma really disliked Jack. He used to tell her he didn’t believe in her Indian hocus-pocus. He talks a big game, but I think he was afraid of her. And still is. Jack has seen her, too.”

“Your grandmother was too evolved for petty haunting.” Twyla’s face remained as intense as the tone of her voice. “If she’s making her presence known, there’s a good reason.”

“Like what? The riddle? Jack? Losing Danny? I don’t have a clue.”

“Maybe she’s just worried about you. And so am I. I don’t like you living out there alone with Jack. I don’t trust him any farther than I can throw him. And neither should you.” The echo of that last comment faded, just as Twyla disappeared around the end of the aisle.

Phoebe found comfort in the squeak of Twyla’s sneakers on polished wood. They let her know without a glance where her friend was in the quaint corner bookstore. Grandma had loved and respected Twyla. So did Phoebe. Twyla was solid and steady and ready with an acid wit that would make the devil proud.

The rhythm of the rain filled Phoebe’s ears and calmed her nerves. She picked up a wrinkled paperback that had been stuffed in with the hard-bounds. Disappointment churned in her stomach. Eventually she would solve Grandma’s riddle, but now she needed help dealing with Jack. She did not want Twyla to know the truth. Did not want to admit she was afraid of Jack.

A sensual aroma warmed Phoebe’s nostrils.

She looked over her shoulder and found a man watching her from the other end of the aisle.

Dressed in black, from denim shirt to jeans to dusty sneakers, he made a striking appearance. Long limbs complimented a solid six-foot frame. Shoulder-length coal-black hair was woven into a sturdy single braid. A tan complexion and handsome features denoted Native American ancestry mixed with something else. Thick lashes framed intense gold eyes. His aroma was primal and exotic, as if nature had poured musk into the rain clouds and sprinkled in a few pheromones just for good measure.

Offering a smooth smile, he broke eye contact and ambled forward, like a panther stalking prey through the rain forest, his movements powerful yet agile. In fluid motion, he brushed her with a shoulder. Then a hip. And did not apologize for either.

Usually Phoebe objected to men intruding into her personal space, but this implied panther’s kiss was nothing short of orgasmic. She took a deep breath to shake off a silly schoolgirl flush, and then turned. To her surprise, he was gone. Only the scent of him remained to coat the store. That black-haired panther was not like anything she had ever seen on the edge of the Oklahoma prairie.

After stuffing the old paperback into the nearest slot, Phoebe walked to the front of the store. The tiny brass bell hanging over the door had not rung. He should still be in the store somewhere. Forgoing any pretense of nonchalance, she stalked the length of the store and peered down straight aisles. In the far corner she found only Twyla.

“Where is he?” Phoebe demanded with an odd mixture of confusion and annoyance.

Setting down an armful of books, Twyla headed to the front and slipped behind the counter. “Where’s who?”

“You didn’t see him?” Phoebe followed, sliding up to the old counter and dropping her arms on its scuffed surface.

“What did you see? Another ghost?”

Phoebe shook her head in absolute certainty. That was no ghost. “A man, dressed all in black.”

A small perfume bottle sitting on the countertop caught Twyla’s eye. “Did you put that there?”

“No.” Phoebe picked up the amber bottle and noticed it was from the small display box in the window. The label read: Musk Rain. “That’s what I was just thinking, musk and rain. Are you sure you didn’t leave it there?”

“Not me.”

Curious, Phoebe unscrewed the bottle’s cap and took a strategic sniff. It smelled like the panther, whoever or whatever he was. She dabbed a drop on the inside of both wrists. Then rubbed a little behind each ear.

“I’ll take three bottles,” Phoebe announced.

* * *

 

A rain-soaked figure waited in a darkened corner of the covered sidewalk a few paces from the Twylight Bookstore.

Lightning flickered. A second later, thunder reverberated. A strong wind bent vicious rain to an acute angle. Like low-velocity shotgun pellets, small hail jingled on the sidewalk’s metal awning and pinged against the glossy red paint of the old pickup.

From the shadows, a tall, black-clad figure watched Phoebe hurry into her truck. The engine roared to life and the headlights flashed, forcing the man to sink deeper into the shadows. He did not want her to know he was watching, at least not yet.

With the metallic sound of old gears shifting in protest, the pickup backed up and then plowed forward through the inches-deep lake that moments ago had been a parking lot. Soon the truck pulled onto the deserted street and headed out of the city.

Shivering in a sudden blast of chilly air, the man made his way down the waterlogged sidewalk and stopped, keys in hand, at the second storefront from the end. At first, the lock refused to cooperate, but a jiggle here and jerk there freed the deadbolt. It popped back, offering a muffled metallic thud.

With the agility of a wary cat, the man slipped inside and re-locked the door. He scanned the dark and empty building. The ceiling was high, which was good for his purposes, and the small studio apartment above was more than adequate shelter for the time being. Barring any delays, the equipment and the rest of his things should arrive in the rental truck tomorrow morning. With a little hard work, the place should be ready to open by Monday.

The wisdom of this plan demanded some re-evaluation. He had wanted to come to Oklahoma City, but not under these circumstances.

What have I gotten myself into?

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

Treading Water

 

 

 

“IT’S raining cats and dogs,” Phoebe thought out loud.

Lightning laced through layered storm clouds. Thunder followed like a cosmic temper tantrum, and fat raindrops pounded the windshield. Rain mixed with pea-sized hail would not hurt anything, but large hail could ruin a vehicle in minutes. It was not an expensive pickup, but it had been Danny’s favorite weekend wheels. She would hate to bring it home damaged.

Relentless rain made the drive home slow. Northwest of Oklahoma City, slick four-lane streets faded to two-way country roads and stop signs replaced colorful traffic lights. Water collected at the bottoms of rolling hills, but Phoebe eased the pickup through each dip without any problem. The windshield wipers slapped furiously at sheets of rain. Condensation formed on the inside of the glass and ran along the dashboard. The more humid the air got inside the cab the stronger that perfume smelled. Sensual and intoxicating, the fragrance stroked her skin and pulled at deep desires.

At the last mile section before the county line, she turned left onto a blacktop driveway. Phoebe held her foot on the brake and hesitated in front of a security gate. Headlights reflected off the brass “H” in the center of wrought iron.  What she wanted to do was turn the truck around and return to the bookstore in hopes the panther would wander back for another sniff and shoulder rub.

Instead, she scolded herself, her breath fogging the windshield. “What’s the matter with you, Dragonfly? Haven’t you had enough trouble with men?”

Headlights pulled up behind the truck. Then blinked twice from high beams to low. The gate rolled out of the way, which meant only one thing: Jack was home.

With nowhere to go but forward, Phoebe stepped on the gas and headed up the long, twisting driveway. By the time she reached the four-car garage, the right double door was already open, thanks to Jack and his ever-handy remote control. What is it with men and gadgets, anyway? Phoebe eased the red pickup into the only clean garage in the county and killed the engine.

The burgundy sedan screeched up on the left side of the truck. With the car engine left purring, a tall and lanky brown-haired man in tight jeans and a denim blazer piled out. He stomped to the pickup and rapped his knuckles on the driver’s window.

After securing the tiny perfume bottles in her purse, Phoebe opened the pickup door.

Just as her feet hit the concrete, Jack closed in on her. His voice found a particularly nasty edge this afternoon. “What are you doing with that truck out in this storm?”

A sharp reply rolled off Phoebe’s tongue before she stopped to think of the consequences. “My car’s too low for the rain and you know it.”

Surprise widened Jack’s stark gray eyes. He took a step back and let her get out of the pickup. “Who put the burr under your saddle?”

That worn-out Oklahoma cliché did not deserve the breath of a reply. Jack liked big houses and shiny cars and all the remote-control gadgets money could buy. It was a shame such a handsome man had such a mean heart.

Offering a contemptuous sneer, Phoebe tried to back out of Jack’s long reach. It did not work.

Long fingers wrapped around her arms and shoved her hard against the wet side of the pickup. “What’s gotten into you?” Jack demanded through clenched teeth. “You know that old truck stalls out in wet weather. Haven’t we had enough cars in the creek for one year?”

That remark hit too close for comfort. Phoebe did not know which made her shiver more: Jack’s manhandling, the cooling air, or the reminder that Danny died under similar conditions. “It’s just a little rain, Jack. I had the truck fixed last month, remember?”

Some semblance of sanity returned to those icy gray eyes, but his hands remained clamped around her arms. “Oh, yeah. I forgot. What were you doing out in this weather, anyway?”

“I thought it was only supposed to rain. The storm caught me by surprise. I just went shopping. That’s all.”

Jack loosened his fingers and began to massage her tense arms. “Find anything fun?”

Yeah, a gorgeous six-foot panther I’d like to trip and beat to the ground. Phoebe fought back a smile. “Nothing I could afford.”

“You’re just cheap, girl.”

“Frugal,” she amended and tried to squirm out of his grip. A thread of panic tugged at the knot in her stomach and reminded her of last night’s fight. It had not been much of a fight, really. A little shouting. A little screaming. Then one loud crack, as Jack slapped her. He had retreated to the den. She had gone to bed, locking her bedroom door and reminding herself she was doing this to honor her promise to Grandma.

“Whatever,” Jack retorted. Like greedy tendrils, his fingers roved up her arms, brushed her collarbone, caressed her shoulders, and tugged at stray strands of auburn hair. “Will you miss me while I’m gone?”

Like Europe misses the plague! Phoebe’s voice found new strength. “Where’re you going?”

“Sam and I have to go to Tulsa tonight. We’ll be back sometime Sunday.”

Yes! Two whole days of peace and quiet! Despite the joyful ruckus in her mind, Phoebe kept a cool exterior. “When are you leaving?”

“Right now. I’ve already packed the car. Sam’s waiting for me at the office. And, by the way, next time you take off, leave a note.” With an evil chuckle, he stepped back and slid his hands down the front of her shirt. “Take care of my property while I’m gone.”

“I’m not your property,” she seethed through gritted teeth.

Jack’s words rolled out in crisp threat. “Sure you are. I inherited you with the house. If you don’t like it, be out of here by the time I get back. It’s that simple.”

Looking quite pleased with himself, Jack climbed into the burgundy sedan and threw it in reverse. He backed out into steady, steamy rain and disappeared down the long driveway.

After the garage door closed, Phoebe wiped away Jack’s unwanted touch and shivered in disgust. She remembered what came to mind a few minutes ago: It’s raining cats and dogs. If the mystery man was the cat, then Jack was definitely the dog.

* * *

 

AH, peace and quiet. The first thing Phoebe did inside the house was reload the kitchen CD player with good old rock-and-roll. No crying country music tonight.

The driving drums of blues-rock tested the crystal in the china cabinet, while she heated a quick dinner in the microwave. Carrying a hot bowl of cornbread crumbled over a typical western hash of hamburger, potatoes, and onions, she walked to the corner of the breakfast nook and peeked through bright window blinds. The storm had moved east. She envisioned nasty clouds following Jack and Sam all the way to Tulsa, like schoolyard bullies chasing a couple of nerds. The analogy brought a smile.

Phoebe tried to enjoy the food, the rock and roll, and her privacy, but her mind kept spiraling back to Jack. She needed to find some way to appease him. A way that would not cause her to break her promise to Grandma.

What does Jack really want?

In the eleven years she had known her brother-in-law, he had never shown any sign of interest in the family farm. Yet, he now claimed the land was important to him because it had been his grandfather’s and vowed not to part with even one acre.

Phoebe’s life took a harsh turn six months before when her husband of ten years, Danny Henderson, lost control of his car on an icy February road, going over a bridge and crashing upside down in the shallow Cimarron River. He had died on impact. At that same instant back home, Phoebe dropped her coffee mug and shivered in psychic realization. Danny’s brother, Jack, called that next morning to make it official. Three days later, they had buried Danny in a quiet cemetery on the edge of the prairie.

As if losing a husband had not been traumatic enough, the next week Jack moved in with Phoebe and staked jealous claim to both the house and the 160-acre tract on which it was built. At the reading of the will, Phoebe learned Danny and Jack had inherited a fifty-fifty share of the land from their grandfather. Not half of the land, but half-interest in the whole acreage. Because Danny built the house without the burden of a loan, there had been no paperwork to indicate Jack’s claim on the property. Danny never told Phoebe there was a problem with the deed. According to current Oklahoma law, all permanent structures had to be sold with the land. They could not be owned separately. Therefore, Jack co-owned not only the land but Phoebe’s home, as well.

For the last six months, Phoebe and Jack had stumbled over each other in that big house. Jack said he wanted the property because it belonged to his grandfather. For Phoebe, it had been her home of ten years. Danny built the house for her. She had watched the foundation laid and the walls erected. She had picked out the bricks and paint, carpet and wallpaper, furniture and drapes. Her grandmother had died in the house. Her husband had loved the house.

To further complicate an already difficult situation, Jack also inherited Danny’s share of the family business, leaving Phoebe without an income. The life insurance settlement on Danny was a sizable sum, but that and what money remained in the bank were all Phoebe had. It would pay the bills for a while, but not forever. She needed a new plan for her life. Maybe finishing college. Perhaps investing in a business. Something to provide for her future.

For the moment, she lived in a house without a mortgage. All she had to do was keep up monthly bills and yearly taxes. Selling the house to Jack would make her life much more difficult. It would put her on the street looking for a place to stay. It would force her to take whatever job she could find. It was neither fair nor right. She deserved the chance to build a good life. She would not accede to Jack’s demands.

Phoebe’s mind drifted back eleven years. After the death of her parents, she dropped out of college to care for her aging grandmother. Then Danny had come along. Handsome and slick, he made her an offer just too good to turn down. “Marry me, and I’ll see to all of your grandmother’s needs,” he had said. She did, and he did. She respected Danny and had been a faithful wife. As far as marriages went, theirs probably had not been so bad.

Almost seven years ago Grandma died peacefully in her own bed. Danny took care of the arrangements and did not even fuss about a proper, albeit hushed, Cherokee funeral for the old medicine woman. Jack kicked up quite a lot of verbal dust over the matter, but Danny came to Phoebe’s defense. Actually, it was the first and last time she saw Danny stand up to his older brother.

Phoebe’s mind returned to the present. If not for Grandma’s riddle, she would pack her bags and disappear this night. Apart from everything else, honor kept Phoebe from running.

* * *

 

WITH dinner out of the way and the kitchen back to squeaky clean, Phoebe made a methodical security check of the huge house and then headed up the back stairs. As she reached the landing, the image of the man she had seen in the bookstore coalesced in her mind.

What a delicious dessert. What a nice diversion from an unpleasant here and now.

Her feet navigated the upstairs hallway, as if on auto-pilot, and took her to the master bedroom she used to share with Danny. The connecting bathroom was luxurious, to say the least. She ran water in the tiled bathtub and added a generous splash of the new perfume oil. Like foam at the bottom of a waterfall, it bubbled up and rode the rising steam.

Phoebe smelled the shoulder of her shirt where the panther had brushed against her. Musk and rain. It was hard to believe something so evocative could actually be bottled. Drunk on nothing at the moment but good old-fashioned desire, she shed her clothing and stepped into a sinfully scented bath.

Closing her eyes, she sank to the bottom of the tub. When she emerged, her long hair molded across firm breasts. Feeling like some mythical mermaid, she laid her head on cool tile and let her mind drift. It had been a long time since anyone stirred her as much as the scent and touch of that unnamed panther. His image solidified in the back of her mind, coaxing her to follow him across the boundaries of imagination, beyond the precepts of time.…

* * *

IN one of those in-between worlds of astral essence and personal design, Phoebe found herself walking the shore of a lily-covered pond. Delicate trees clung to grassy banks. Tiny, soft green leaves shimmered in the breeze like thousands of mute bells struggling to announce her arrival.

She brushed a hand across her chest and looked down. A red silk, oriental-style dress molded to her curvy figure. Black frog closures ran from her neck to her knees. She wore nothing but the dress, no underwear, no shoes. Silk caressed every part of her body.

Pausing near the water’s edge, she dropped to her knees and reached out to pick a soft-pink lily. Just as her fingers touched the delicate flower, a black panther surfaced in front of her, his movements sending undulating waves across the pond. He sprang out of the water and knocked her backward to the grass. She thrust out her hands. Instead of burying in fur, however, her fingers found wet silk outlining a taut waist. The panther had transformed into a man. The air was thick with the smell of him.

His liquid gold eyes blinked in slow motion and water dripped from his long black hair. A wide palm stroked the dress, counting her ribs, cupping a firm breast. Nimble fingers twisted the frog closures, unfastening them one by one until the dress fell open. A muscled form covered her. Strong legs forced open her knees and settled nicely between her thighs. Hot breath washed her cheek. A growl rumbled from the back of his throat. His mouth dropped over hers, and the tip of his tongue pushed between her teeth.

The dress still caressed her arms and provided a pallet on which to lie, but in an instant the man’s wet, naked body pressed to hers. His skin was hot and surprisingly soft. The feel of his arousal jutting against her crotch created a mild electric shock that warmed her thighs and traveled up her spine. It felt so real, so complete as he joined his body to hers, slipping inside, adding warmth and completion. Her face molded to his neck. Strands of wet hair fell into her open mouth and left a spicy taste on her tongue. Her long fingers explored the curve of his back and made a slow run across firm buttocks. As if by royal command, he began to stroke, rising and falling in bits of broken rhythm that kept her guessing.

In the absence of earthly air, energy became the environment, weaving in and around like currents in the water. Then he found it, that one position that inflamed both of them. Repetition and sheer tenacity ground together to bring a heady sexual climax. She felt his body go still and rigid, before relaxing on top of her. Then a golden flash of light seemed to nullify gravity. The sensation of sailing above the Earth brought a forgotten state of freedom. She exhaled and let her body go limp.…

* * *

 

GRABBING the sides of the tub, Phoebe rose from beneath scented foam and sputtered for air.

Maybe mermaids could breathe underwater, but she could not. She told herself there was one rule to dreaming in the bathtub: keep your head above the water.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 3

 

Jacks Are Wild

 

 

 

JACK chewed on an improbable curse and slowed the car.

Windshield wipers slapped furiously at sheets of rain, and headlights parted only enough of the darkness to keep pace with the long line of brightly lit diesel trucks in front of him. He hated the turnpike, but it was the fastest route between Oklahoma City and Tulsa.

“Don’t fight it, Jack. We have plenty of time.” Sam yawned and raked his fingers through short-cut sandy hair. Dressed in new blue jeans, snakeskin cowboy boots, and a denim shirt, he looked more like a rancher than Jack’s office manager and long-time friend.

In Oklahoma, appearances could be deceiving. An old man in greasy overalls might be a millionaire, while a young man in a three-piece-suit was probably a used car salesman from down the street. Without a recognized dress code, it was impossible to know who had the power or the money. It made doing business a little dangerous, just the way Jack liked it.

“All you sure about this? I didn’t think Chief Hayes was interested in leasing those minerals.” Jack’s voice could barely be heard over the hum of the windshield wipers and the whine of the car’s tires on wet pavement.

Sam flashed an evil grin. Stark blue eyes twinkled with implied mischief. “Trust me, Jack. I have it all set up. The way to get that lease is through his daughter, Erin. She fell head over heels for you at the Fourth-of-July party.”

“I don’t remember her,” Jack admitted with a frown.

“Well, she remembers you. Just smile and show her a good time. She’ll get you the inside track on that lease. Piece of cake.”

“As long as it’s a nice piece of ass, who cares about the lease.” Jack laughed and pulled the car into the fast lane.

* * *

 

UPSCALE hotel bars always had two things in common: they were loud and stuffy.

Jack leaned on the polished bar, snapped his fingers at the smug bartender, and screamed over the incessant blare of so-called music. “Four margaritas on the rocks. Salt and lime. And don’t short me on tequila.”

“Yes, sir,” the bartender piped back with a crisp nod.

Jack gave an arrogant snort before heading across the crowded, darkened bar. He eased his long, lean frame into a corner booth near the back, joining Sam and two gorgeous Native American girls he hoped were at least 21. The last thing Jack needed was a scandal with a teenager, but Sam swore these tender young things were old enough to be legal.

“Drinks are coming,” Jack half-yelled across the table. Loud music was bad enough, but lousy loud music really grated on his nerves. Without warning, warm long fingers glided across the top of his leg and brushed close to his crotch. He arched an eyebrow toward the lovely creature who dared to touch him under the table. “Be careful, Erin. You’re about to get my undivided attention.”

Erin Hayes grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. Her enormous brown eyes caught the sparkle of the dance floor lights. Long, soft, black hair played in the valley of half-exposed breasts. She crossed her legs, slipping a silken ankle behind his leg. Leaning toward him, she offered an even better view of that spilling cleavage. “That was the plan.”

Jack casually dipped a finger just inside the front of her red knit dress. “Well, it’s working, little girl.”

A sultry expression eased onto Erin’s sculpted face. “I’ve thought about you since the Fourth of July party.”

“And just what were you thinking?”

“How to get those tight jeans off those long legs.”

Have mercy! Erin was the hottest little number Jack had run across in quite some time. If he was not careful, she might wind up in his lap right here in this smoky bar. He had better get the girl upstairs before things got out of hand.

The drinks arrived with more ceremony than was necessary. Throwing a wad of cash at the bartender, Jack gestured for him to go away. Sam appeared to be getting along well enough with the other girl, keeping her occupied as agreed. That left Jack free to work on that saucy piece in the red dress.

Jack tucked Erin neatly under one long arm and whispered in her ear. “Why don’t we go upstairs and talk a little business?”

“Business?” she echoed, sipping on her margarita.

“I thought we could discuss that mineral lease in private. You did bring it?”

“I brought it.” Erin rolled her tongue around the edge of the wide-mouthed margarita glass, lapping up the salt before taking another sip of the stout tequila concoction. “But I’m going to make you work for it.”

Jack allowed a grin. “Promises, promises.”

* * *

 

THE next morning found Jack searching the hotel room for his jeans and socks.

A rough moan escaped from clenched teeth. He sat on the end of the rumpled bed and tried to assimilate the time of day. Glancing over his shoulder, he smiled at tangled sheets. The girl was gone, but he could still taste her on his tongue.

A knock on the door pulled him back to the present. “It’s open!” he yelled, stepping into his jeans.

The door flew inward to reveal Sam’s smiling face. “Good morning, sunshine. And how did we sleep last night?”

Offering a snarl, Jack meticulously donned the rest of his clothing. Maybe his 42-year-old face showed some wear and tear this morning, but he wanted his attire to be as spotless as possible.

Sam pointed at a document folder on the corner of the dresser. “Is that it?”

“See for yourself,” Jack replied nonchalantly.

The plain manila folder gave up its contents with one expert shake. Sam sifted through a small stack of papers. “She must really like you.”

“Are we still on for lunch at the club?”

“Yeah, eleven-thirty. And golf afterwards. How’s your swing today?”

“Limber and oiled up.” Jack offered a broad grin. The situation reminded him of an old joke: What do girls and oil wells have in common? They both need a good pumpjack.

* * *

 

A late-summer thunderstorm urged Jack and his golf partner, Fred Kaufman, off the course and into the country club.

Too much lunch today and too little time on the courses in the last few weeks had put a rough edge on Jack’s usually clean game. Instead of par golf, the best he could manage was bogie after bogie. It did not matter. He had come to broker a contract, not qualify for a tournament.

With a whiskey on the rocks in one hand and the tee he broke on the last drive in the other, Jack ambled to a corner of the covered patio and watched lightning lace through curdled clouds. Thunder followed almost immediately. Before the echo died, rain pattered on the wood-shingled roof.

“Unpredictable, isn’t it?” Kaufman’s tone was serious. He shook his drink, rattling the ice cubes.

Jack arched his eyebrows and tried not to smirk.

Of course, the weather is unpredictable. This is Oklahoma, for crying out loud.

The weekend was becoming quite profitable. Things had worked out to perfection with the Hayes girl. He got laid and secured his mineral lease at almost the same time. Now if Fred Kaufman and Mother Nature would just cooperate, he should have this sneaky little bit of business wrapped up before dinner.

He glanced at his partner and wondered how such a polished man could play such sloppy golf. As long as he looked good, maybe it did not matter if he played like shit. However, it probably would be a mistake to underestimate a man of Kaufman’s reputation. For all Jack knew, a poor showing on the course could be strategic bait for the coming negotiations. Jack’s grandfather used to call that playing ‘possum. The California tan and ponytail made Kaufman look more like a movie star than a corporate executive, but Jack never let appearances fool him. Kaufman was obviously shrewd and understandably cautious.

As far as anyone else knew, Northwest Properties was helping Kaufman Enterprises secure development property in the Tulsa area. The rest of what Jack and Fred plotted was not illegal, just politically unpopular. Even Sam did not know the real reason behind this innocent-looking golf match.

When Jack was sure no one else was within hearing range, he sidled up to Fred. His focus remained on the vibrant green of the rain-peppered golf course. “I acquired a nice piece of rights just last night.”

Fred’s thick eyebrows raised but his voice maintained a steady, uninteresting monotone. “Burning the midnight oil, Jack?”

“Something like that.” Jack chuckled and rolled the broken tee in his right hand. “It’s in southwest Oklahoma. Near Anadarko.”

“Just the minerals or the land rights, too?”

“Just the minerals at this point. I’ll check it out and get back with you in a couple of weeks.”

Nodding, Fred shook the whiskey glass again, making the ice cubes clink. So far, he had only held it in his hand. “That’s great, Jack. Our other contract doesn’t run out for six months. Take your time and find us a good location. A nice quiet site.”

“Agreed.” Jack grinned and glanced at his unlikely golf partner. “Is that just a prop or are you going to drink the damned thing?”

“Is our business concluded?”

“Yes. You can drink now.” Jack upended his glass and dumped fiery whiskey in his mouth. One loud swallow preceded a contented moan.

“Cowboys,” Fred muttered and took a careful sip of the stout drink.

Jack raised his empty glass in mock salute. “Welcome to the wild west, Fred.”

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 4

 

Forces of Nature

 

 

 

FRIDAY afternoon, Phoebe walked a quiet meadow on the southwest corner of the 160-acre property.

A red flannel shirt made her visible to any uninvited hunters, and faded blue jeans provided a buffer against stickers and insects. Worn moccasins shuffled through knee-deep prairie grass. Grasshoppers fussed at her feet, and bees zoomed past in zigzag chaos.

At the base of the meadow she climbed a weathered wooden dock and looked across a tear-shaped pond. Sunshine warmed her face, and the smell of sweet prairie grass filled her nostrils. Warm wind came in little puffs that turned her auburn ponytail into flaming fire bouncing above the meadow. Like feline whiskers, cattails poked up on either side of the old dock. Small concentric circles appeared and disappeared across muddy water as crappie and bass fed. Dragonflies drifted by in cordial silence. Above, a red-tail hawk rode the high thermals of a powder-blue sky and gave one long cry in salute.

Phoebe walked to the edge of the dock and sat with her feet folded in front of her. Away from the noise and hustle of the city, she basked in a moment of peace and belonging.

Reaching into her shirt pocket, she retrieved a small leather bundle tied with a strip of red cloth. Inside the soft leather wrap was her grandmother’s tobacco pipe. It was just a small one, not like the large pipes used for tribal ceremonies. She had not used it since Grandma had given it to her the night before she died. For all those years Phoebe had been afraid to use the pipe, afraid Danny or Jack would see it or smell the tobacco on her breath. Yet, she had felt guilty for not continuing her grandmother’s spiritual work. That pipe was more than a family heirloom. It was a tradition to be carried forward.

Holding the leather bundle in one hand, Phoebe looked down at the rippling water. The smell of gingersnaps and coffee wrapped around her like a warm blanket. For a fraction of a second, she caught the reflection of an old woman with long silver braids and gray eyes. But the image vanished before it arrived, serving as only a tickle in the back of her mind. In the distance, the redtail hawk called once more and then floated out of sight. Her fingers closed around the leather bundle, and emptiness tied a knot in her stomach.

For the moment, Phoebe’s physical needs were being met. She had a little bit of money, a place to live, adequate food and clothing. There was, however, no love or joy, no safety or belonging, all those intangible things that cannot be measured in a cup or cured by a pill. She had come to an important crossroad. Perhaps she had been standing in the middle of that intersection for years and did not know it. Perhaps it took the scent and smile of an enigmatic stranger to point it out to her.

She scanned the horizon. The future lay somewhere beyond a fuzzy haze of liquid prairie grass. If only brother hawk could fly over the hill and return with a glimpse of tomorrow. If only he could bring back a hint as to what she was supposed to do next.

That morning Phoebe had awakened with one thought: get Grandma’s pipe. Now in the warm light of a late-summer afternoon she sat on the dock of a muddy pond and looked at the leather bundle. All she had to do was untie the red binding, put the cedar stem in the green pipe bowl, add a generous pinch of tobacco, light it and offer prayers. She remembered the rest of the ceremony, but hesitated. It had been so long. Was she prepared to reenter her grandmother’s realm?

Self-doubt made her feel unworthy of such a powerful pipe. She tucked the small leather bundle into her shirt pocket and got to her feet. Stepping off the dock, she waded through acres of tall, dry grass.

At the top of a small hill, she paused, staring at an odd clump of western red cedars. Like some ill-tempered companion, poison ivy carpeted the ground beneath low prickly branches. Within that irregular ring of trees lay the remains of the original Henderson homestead cabin. It was a mute reminder that Jack did have a reasonable claim to this land. Phoebe’s senses, however, told her the land did not want Jack.

She put a hand over her shirt pocket and felt the outline of the pipe. Like faint stars seen only out of the corner of an eye, silver voices hovered at the edge of hearing. She held her breath and tried to pull in elusive vibrations. Riding across time on spider-web strands of reality, the voices shied away without being fully heard.

Too many years had passed since Phoebe first listened to those distant sounds. Her skills were rusty. She was not sure she remembered how to pull in the voices. At the moment, she was afraid to try.

* * *

 

THIRTY minutes later, back in the house, Phoebe stashed the pipe in the back of the walk-in closet of the master bedroom. Depressed, she lay on the bed and grabbed the telephone. Long fingers flew across numbered buttons.

After two tinny rings, a familiar voice answered. “Hello?”

“Rachel?”

“Hey, stranger. What’s up?”

Phoebe rolled onto her side and stared out the glass balcony doors. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Nothing much. The kids are going to their dad’s for the day. So it’s just me. What do you propose?”

“Lunch, for starters.” Phoebe could not help but smile at the cheerful force in her best friend’s voice. “You want to meet me at the cafe about eleven?”

“You bet. Eleven o’clock,” Rachel said. “Where’s that hound dog, Jack?”

“Tulsa. He’s due back sometime Sunday.”

“There’s something else going on here. Spill it, Dragonfly.”

Phoebe carefully chose her words. “I saw this man in Twyla’s last night.”

“What kind of man?”

“I’m not sure. My first impression was a panther on the prowl.”

Rachel offered a flirtatious purr. “Oh, I like this already. Tell me more.”

Rolling onto her back, Phoebe stared at the textured ceiling. “Last night I dreamed the panther jumped out of a lily pond and turned into a man. It was a very vivid experience.”

“Was this a dream or a dream-walk?” Rachel’s tone was almost clinical.

“I’m not sure. I haven’t dream-walked in so long,” Phoebe admitted. “I took Grandma’s pipe to the pond this afternoon. I was going to smoke it. But when I got there, I couldn’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. It just didn’t feel right. You know how things are with Jack around here.” Phoebe let out a long sigh. “I’ve got to get him out of the house and off the property.”

Rachel’s fingernails drummed sharply on the telephone receiver. “What made you get out that pipe in the first place?”

“I think it was the man in the bookstore. He was unusual, kind of spooky, but in a nice way. Something about him reminded me of the things I used to do with Grandma. I don’t know. I can’t really explain it.”

“It’s okay. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. Eleven o’clock. Don’t be late.”

The telephone clicked on the other end and Phoebe hung up. Still staring at the ceiling, she wondered if tonight would bring more dreams of the panther.

* * *

 

THE next day, just before noon, Rachel Gray glided into the restaurant. Immediately, all male heads turned, and Phoebe could not help but chuckle.

“What?” Rachel squawked but retained a sensuous smile. She slipped into the booth and looked across the table.

“You,” Phoebe said, shaking her head. It had been at least a month since she had seen her best friend.

A full-blood Apache and proud of it, Rachel never apologized for her culture or her ethnicity. Thick black hair tucked around full cheekbones, and dark eyes sparkled with special mischief. Rachel was as competent as she was beautiful, and Phoebe admired every facet of this no-nonsense Native American.

The waiter brought a bucket of fresh tortilla chips and hot salsa. Without asking, he added a generous side order of jalapeños and a pitcher of beer. He obviously knew their routine. “Beef or chicken tacos?”

Phoebe and Rachel looked at each other. “A little of both,” they replied in unison. Then laughed together.

“Got it,” the waiter mumbled and returned to the kitchen.

Rachel poured them both a beer and attacked the tortilla chips. “Tell me about the panther.”

“I told you everything on the phone.”

“Look me in the eyes, Dragonfly.” Rachel raised a trim eyebrow. “What do your instincts tell you? Dig deep.”

“Dig deep,” Phoebe echoed and absorbed a psychic shudder. “At this point I don’t know what I saw.”

“Were you afraid?”

“In the bookstore?” Phoebe shook her head. “No. Intrigued. A little uncomfortable, maybe. But he didn’t frighten me. He was—I don’t know how to put it. Magnetic? Is that too trite?”

“No. Do you think he’s a medicine man? Is he dangerous?”

“Medicine man? Maybe.” Phoebe thought for a second.  “Dangerous? Yes. But a nice kind of dangerous.”

The waiter interrupted the awkward moment by delivering a platter full of tacos. “A little of both, girls. Enjoy. Yell if you need me.” Quick and polite, he moved to the next table.

Rachel offered an incisive observation. “If you bring a medicine man into Jack’s house, he’s going to blow a gasket. You know how Jack feels about Indians.”

“Are you suggesting I back off because of Jack?”

“No. I’m reminding you to be careful because of Jack. As long as you live in that house with him, you’re going to have to deal with his bigotry, his drinking, and his violence. Honestly, I don’t know why you stay there and put up with him. Why don’t you just sell him the house and be done with it?”

“I have my reasons,” Phoebe hedged. She would like to tell her friend about the riddle and the ghost, but felt the time was not quite right.

Rachel raised a hand in gestured peace. “All right. When you’re ready, you’ll tell me. So what do you think you’ll find with the panther?”

“I don’t know, but I have to look. There’s this voice way down inside, Grandma’s voice, telling me I have to look.”

“Then that’s the voice to follow, Dragonfly.”

* * *

 

LIKE cosmic clockwork, dark clouds gathered and rain soaked another lazy Saturday afternoon. Phoebe wandered the back section of the last tribal store still in business on south Portland Street. Somewhere up front, Rachel grilled a store clerk about the designs on the ready-made dance shawls. Pow-wow music bounced through the overhead speakers.

The store smelled of sweetgrass and cedar and leather and tobacco. It was a tiny island of native harmony surrounded by a sea of foreign chaos. From the moment she stepped through the doors, she was assaulted by the sound of flutes playing from the overhead speakers. The heady mixed scent of cedar and tobacco and leather filled her sinuses. Her fingers tested the cool smoothness of glass seed beads on finished earrings and key chains. And she could not resist running the back of a hand across the silky flow of fringe on ready-to-wear dance shawls.

Phoebe wandered down the back aisle and stopped in the far corner. On the bottom shelf, hunks of red pipestone waited to be carved into tobacco bowls. Above that, a nice selection of cedar pipe stems, some decorated with beads and feathers, rested patiently on a strip of
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