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  Chapter 1
The Voices


Hunter

[image: ]
October 28, 1872 – Kansas
The whisper at the back of Hunter’s mind began soon after he left Emporia. He'd headed southeast toward Joplin, intending to take the shortest route home. He tried to reason with the voices, at first. 
A New Orleans riverboat and a game of cards sound mighty fine.
But the whispers did not relent.
The cramp in his stomach warned him not to ignore their message.
But it's time to head home, before the winter winds begin to blow.
Logic had nothing to do with the voices and didn't sway them this time, either. Hunter shook his head and turned his horse southwest, hoping like hell the mild fall weather would last. As soon as their destination changed, the cramp lessened, and the urgency eased. He’d been caught in a Kansas blizzard before, and it was already the end of October. But there was no choice. He knew his course in life was not always one he set for himself. And those damn voices would be the first to tell him that. 
Apologies, Roulette, ma très chère.” He patted his mare's neck. “The least my troublesome friends could do is tell me what is so important in Wichita—but no, they like a mystery.”
* * *
Well after sunset, two days later, Hunter stopped in Delano, Kansas, for a whiskey and room for the night. Delano was a dangerous little town. There was no law on this side of the river, but there was gambling. He could also keep his gun right where he liked it—by his side.
The piano player pounded out a ragtime tune as Hunter stepped into Rowdy Joe's. The dance hall smelled of spilled liquor and stale smoke. Two card games were in progress, and three women performed on stage, encouraging men to buy dances from them.
He recognized Kip Fray at one of the card tables.
And there it is. Almost too easy.
“Whiskey,” he ordered from the barkeep, and then leaned against the bar to watch the card games. It looked like Fray was winning. 
I might have to do something about that.
Hunter had seen Fray's wanted poster at the Emporia telegraph office. The man had robbed a stagecoach and shot the driver in May. His intuition, as he called the voices, usually didn't speak to him of bounties, and they had never considered one urgent.
Then again, this will be easy cash.
Hunter grinned and glanced at the barkeep. “I want to buy that table a round of drinks.” He tossed the balding bartender a silver half dollar.
“Yes, sir.” The man's guarded eyes flashed to Hunter's face as he grabbed an open bottle and shuffled toward the table. He cast a wary look back, and then interrupted the game to top off everyone's glass.
Hunter raised his whiskey taster to the table when the barkeep pointed him out and then finished his drink. He leaned his elbows on the bar, catching his reflection in the dirty mirror behind the bottles. A tall man with a swarthy complexion reflected in the smoke-stained glass. Skin dark enough in summer to pass as Indian or Mexican, whichever best suited his purpose. Upon occasion, a man might question the color of his eyes—deep blue. Women, however, never bothered to look past the scar.
The mark on his face ran from the outside of his left eye to his chin, a sharp line down his tanned cheek. Memorable and conspicuous. He turned his head to view his undamaged profile. Occasionally, a woman might approach from this side, interested in conversation until they saw his full face. He'd seen more than one lady turn her head with a delicate shudder after a good look at his scar.
A shout from the table and he had a seat to play cards. A little over an hour later, he walked his new friend, Kip Fray, outside to piss. Hunter led him toward Roulette and waited while Fray took care of business, one hand braced against the wall. Fray stumbled when he attempted to button his pants, and fell against the wall, muttering drunken nonsense.
Hunter tied a rope around Fray’s hands, pulled him to his feet, then hefted him behind Roulette's saddle. Once the outlaw was secured, Hunter mounted and headed up the street toward the bridge into Wichita.
Roulette had just stepped onto the span when movement near the river caught his attention. A glimmer of light danced across the flowing water, a reflection of the full moon.
Then, he saw her, almost below the bridge, at the water's edge. She turned and looked up, as though aware of his regard. Their gazes met and held; his heightened senses tingled.
What is this?
He smiled and tipped his hat, and then she was out of his line of sight, under the bridge.
A guardhouse stood at the apex of the bridge. Guns were not allowed in the town and had to be checked at the guard station. Hunter avoided Wichita for just this reason. 
The officer stepped out of the shelter and pointed with his rifle at Fray. “Is he dead?”
Hunter chuckled. “He's not dead; well—maybe dead drunk. I'm taking him to the city marshal, to collect the bounty.”
The guard nodded. “I still need your guns, sir.”
Hunter pulled the rifle from the leather sheath and handed the guard his revolver as well.
The man disappeared into the small structure and returned with a tin ticket. “They'll be here for you on your way out of town.”
Hunter slipped the ticket into his jacket pocket and continued down the bridge into Wichita. 
Once in town, he located the city marshal's office and rapped his knuckles hard against the door. He had just raised his fist to knock again when the door opened.
Marshal Meagher glared at Hunter with bleary eyes and ran a hand through his hair. “At this hour, it better be good.”
“This man is Kip Fray, wanted for robbery and attempted murder.” Hunter steered Fray through the door. Awake enough to shuffle forward, Fray would have fallen without Hunter's support.
“I'll lock him up, but I won't do the paperwork tonight. You'll have to come back tomorrow to collect.” The marshal gripped Fray's arm and pushed him toward a cot in an open cell. Fray collapsed face down and lay still. Marshal Meagher locked the cell and turned to Hunter.
“Your name?” The lawman picked up a pencil and spun his ledger around.
“Hunter.”
“It’s too damn late to play guessing games, mister. Do you want this bounty or not?”
“My name is Hunter. Mr. Hunter, if you prefer. I work for the U.S. Marshals Service. Marshal Sam Kline will vouch for me, should you need a reference.”
Meagher's eyes widened, and he shook his finger at Hunter. “I've heard of you. You're that Cajun bounty hunter. You don't sound Cajun.”
“Dat so, Marshal? Dis some bettah, hey-no?” Hunter rubbed his face and chuckled. “As you said, Marshal, it's late. Is there a place to stay in town, mon ami?”
“You're a damned chameleon,” Meagher laughed. “The Wichita Hotel is just around the corner. The place is run-down, but they have a stable for your mare.” The marshal looked back to his ledger, and Hunter stepped to the door.
“Till tomorrow, Marshal.”
The marshal waved. “The name's Mike.”
Outside, Roulette tossed her head and stepped away. “I know, I know, ma belle, Rou.” Hunter captured her reins and rubbed her nose. “I have some treats for you in our bag. Let's find the hotel and make you comfortable.”
* * *
Early the next afternoon, Hunter departed the city marshal's office, cash in hand. He shoved the bills into his trouser pocket and stood on the side of Main Street. Dust and leaves blew down the hard-packed road from the river, kicked up by a lone wagon headed his way. He scratched his nose. The town still had the smell of cattle pens.
Parfum d'excréments. He chuckled to himself.
Several people strolled along Main, eager to take advantage of the unseasonably mild weather and browse the shops for bargains. Now that cattle season was over, and the cowboys gone, more than one storefront displayed sale signs.
Hunter stepped from the wooden platform onto the street after the wagon passed. From down the block, he recognized the woman.
The one from last night, near the bridge.
She wove through the shoppers along the side of the street. Her bonnet knocked askew, and her brown hair swaying behind her. She would pause long enough to look through each shop window and peer down every alley she passed.
When her sharp gaze found him, she picked up her skirts and began to run in his direction. The extent of her panic and frantic desperation etched her lovely face. As she approached him, she tripped on a rut in the road.
He instinctively reached to catch her, but only captured her outstretched arms.
She fell hard to her knees and stayed there, out of breath and begging. “Please sir, please, you must help me. You must!”
“Are you all right, Mademoiselle?” Hunter helped her stand. His hands tingled where he touched her.
She gripped his wrist. Her urgency relayed to Hunter by the tenseness along her entire body.
“Sir, they have taken a child. They have seized her for foul and indecent intent. She will not survive the night.” Breathless, she hung her head and panted, and then looked up into his eyes. “There is no time to explain to the marshal. I beg you, sir, we must hurry.” She pulled his arm, but he didn't budge. “Please,” she pleaded again as tears filled her dark eyes.
“Mademoiselle, I don't even know your name,” Hunter said, even as he took a step in the direction she pulled.
“My name is Lily Graham, sir. You must move more quickly.” Lily's bonnet had fallen onto her back, suspended by a ribbon tied beneath her chin. Her dark skirt was dusty and torn. Altogether, she appeared a forlorn and desperate young woman.
Hunter hesitated but allowed her to pull him forward another step. “Miss Graham, you don't know me. How do you know I can find this child? Is she your child?”
Tears spilled from her eyes and laid tracks in the dust on her face. “Are you saying you cannot help me?” Lily stopped tugging and stared into Hunter's eyes, as though she had lost all hope.
Hunter heaved a sigh and shook his head. “I'm not saying I can't help. Is the child yours?”
Lily's face came back to life, and she tugged again at his wrist. “No, she is not my child. She was with her mother in the dwelling above the barbershop on Market Street. Sir, we must hurry.”
“My name is Hunter, Miss Graham. No need to call me ‘sir.’” He allowed her to lead him, her grip tight on his wrist. People stepped out of their way and gawked at him as they passed.
She led him down Main to Douglas, and then right on Market. Lily held his wrist as they crossed the street to a wooden stoop in front of a barbershop. Her quick step led them to the side of the shop and to an outside staircase which led to the second floor.
They mounted the stairs to the rickety landing, and Hunter paused to examine the broken door. The splintered wood hung lopsided from one hinge. Lily rushed past him into the structure and disappeared into the dim interior.
Hunter cursed and pushed the tail of his jacket behind his holster.
Damn.
The guard on the bridge had his Colt. A growl rumbled deep in his throat. He touched the knife in his boot and the sheath beneath his coat, and followed Lily inside.
There had been a struggle in the main room. Broken and upended furniture littered the area and the coppery smell of blood scented the air. Lily was nowhere in sight. Hunter moved around the broken table and stopped. On the floor, beside the table, a woman lay in a pool of drying blood.
“Mr. Hunter, in here,” Lily called from the next room.
Hunter stepped around the woman and ducked into the adjoining room. It was a small space, with a tiny window and a cot in one corner.
Lily stood at the end of the mattress and stared at the cot. “She was in bed when they came. Her mother tried to stop them, but they killed her. They took the child.”
Hunter scanned the bed. Blood speckled the pillowcase and the wall beside it. “They hit her.”
Lily cringed. “They will do more than hit her, I assure you.”
“Do you know these men?” He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a glass vial. There wasn't enough of the child's blood to collect. He cast a brief glance at Lily, and then returned to the mother. He knelt beside her body and took a sample of the blood from the floor. A playing card, the ace of hearts, lay nearby. He used it to push the mother's blood into the vial. When he looked up, Lily stood beside him—watching.
“I know what these men do to girls, Mr. Hunter. Some as young as this child, and some older. All of them, innocent. We must hurry if we are to save her.” Lily rubbed at the tears and
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