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ONE




Spring 2013

Estelle Sherwood wanted her friends to call
her Essie had waited for this day all her life. And what a day it
was. Clear and warm, a day made just for this. The scenery was
breathtaking; it was all so glorious; and more so since she was
flying alone. The thrill was unexplainable and she didn’t care if
she would be punished for a week or more, it was all worth it.

So engrossed, at first she didn’t notice the
funnel cloud coming from the west. It wasn’t until the craft began
to rock and sway that Essie began to panic. She looked for a place
to land, but before she had the chance, she began spinning like a
top. Her heart froze like a lump of ice in her chest. It’s true
what they say; life does flash before your eyes or parts of it
anyway.

By the time she was born, her father, Brad,
and her grandfather Ward were full fledged balloonists. When Essie
was ten, her father and gramps joined BAGI (Balloon Association of
Greater Illinois). The club was located in Champaign, her home
town. She had read every monthly news letter of, “The Windbag”,
dreaming of the day she could join them

On her eleventh birthday, her parents took
Essie to Rantoul, Illinois to visit the Octave Chanute Aerospace
Museum. Her eyes grew large with awe when she walked into the
balloon room. It was there she learned of the first flight that
took place on September nineteenth, seventeen hundred and eighty
three.

She giggled. “Oh, look daddy,” she had
exclaimed while reading the brochure. “Can you believe that a
sheep, a duck, and a rooster were the first passengers to fly in a
hot air balloon? It was launched by Mont.. Mont---”

“Montgolfer brothers,” her father had
assisted with a chuckle. “And see here. It also says that the
Montgolfer brothers launched the first recorded manned flight, two
days later. It was piloted by a nobleman and lasted twenty-two
minutes.”

He pulled her pigtail and continued to read
out loud. “Can you believe it, Helen?” he addressed her mother,
“that the craft took off from the court of Louis XVI and Marie
Antoinette?”

“Yes, dear,” her mother sighed not showing
as much interest as Essie and as they walked through the museum her
father continued to read. “A year later an Italian, Vincenzo
Lunardi, made the first flight outside of France. And in the same
year, Joseph Montgolfer made the first recorded flight in one of
the largest balloons. Can you beat that?” He tugged again on her
hair.

“Let me see that, daddy,” she exclaimed
excitedly.

“Yes, dear,” her mother replied. “Let the
child read it herself. Can we sit for awhile, these shoes are
killing me.”

“C’mon, daddy, we’ll go look at that balloon
over there.” Essie tugged at her father’s hand. He looked at her
mother for permission to leave her alone. She nodded, “Go on dear.
I’ll be fine, you two go.” She removed her shoes and rubbed her
feet.

 


On the ride home, Essie sat in the back seat
of the family car. “Daddy!” she blurted out. “I had a great time,
thank you for the best birthday present ever.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

“Can I go up with you and gramps, huh? Can
I? Can I?”

“Well, dear, you know it’s up to your
mama.”

Sitting in the back seat she groaned, “Aw,
jeeze, I’ll be an old lady before she lets---”

“Watch your mouth, young lady,” her mother
scolded lightly.

“Yes, ma’am,” she pouted and sank into the
seat.

She loved her parents and they loved her and
each other dearly. She recalled how they would steal kisses when
they thought she wasn’t looking. Her mother was petite, barely
topping five feet and her father was six feet tall. There wasn’t a
thing her father wouldn’t do for his wife. Both her mother and
father were the products of the sixties, the love generation, and
passion seemed to have spilled over onto them. Such love birds; she
only prayed she’d find some man half as kind and good and loving as
her father. Like the romance novels she was addicted to, her
parents had a perfect marriage. But she shouldn’t bother herself
with the future now, she was a young girl living in the
twenty-first century and at the present all she cared about was
flying in the balloon and someday soloing. Someday. That day
couldn’t come fast enough.

The next morning, in class her teacher and
friends received a full account of her trip. She stood in front of
the class beaming as she read from the brochure. “And after
Vincinzo Lunardi’s balloon flight, in seventeen hundred and eighty
four, Jean-Pierre Blanchard, and an American, John Jeffery made
their first flight from London. The following year, the same two
men became the first to fly across the English Channel. Isn’t that
exciting, Miss Bennett?”

Essie turned and addressed her teacher.
“Some day I’ll---”

“Yes, dear,” Miss Bennett patronized her and
tried to be patient, but the only thing Essie had on her mind was
riding in one of those, what her teacher called, “scary things.”
Again Miss Bennett tried to reason with her. “That is nice but I
think ballooning is too dangerous.”

But Essie was not one to be discouraged
easily. “Oh, no,” she snorted, my father and grandfather do it all
the time. In fact, I assisted in building our own hot air balloon.
Now where was I?” She looked into the brochure again. “Oh, yes. A
year later, Jean-Pierre piloted the first North American balloon
flight from Philadelphia.”

“Well, class,” Miss Bennett stood and rudely
interrupted by placing a hand on Essie’s shoulder. “Wasn’t that
educational. Let’s thank Essie for the very informative...”

Essie looked up with pleading eyes. “But...
Miss Bennett, I’m not finished,” she pouted.

Miss Bennett sighed. “Well, dear I think
it’s---”

“Just one more bit of information,
Pleeeease.” Essie gave her, her most puppy-sad eyes and she knew
Miss Bennett couldn’t say no when she pulled a face like that.

“Oh, all right,” her teacher let out a
frustrated breath. “What is it that you didn’t tell the class?”

Essie gave a winning smile. “Well,
grandfather in his teens became interested in ballooning in the
sixties when he saw a television program on the first man-carrying
free flight that took place in Nebraska. Also my father joined in
gramps’ hobby in his twenties,” she added with a proud grin and
continued ignoring the teacher’s impatient look. “The envelope was
constructed of a polyurethane coated nylon and the burner was
propane pow--- Ring!”

 


She heard Miss Bennett heave a sigh of
relief and rushed on, “Well, Essie that was indeed informative, but
I’m afraid it’s time to go home. Now class, remember your
homework.” A multitude of groans were heard as her classmates
gathered their things and headed for the door.

“See you tomorrow, Essie,” said Miss
Bennett, and then collapsed behind her desk. But she was not to get
away without a few more words from her teacher.

“Essie, one moment please. Now honey, you
are a rare delight but you are too obsessed with that strange
desire to fly one of those things.”

Essie shrugged figuring there was no use in
contradicting the woman. “Yes um.”

 


For the next few weeks all Essie would talk
about to her friends was the trip. After a while her classmates
would run in the opposite direction when they saw her coming. Even
her best friend, Jayda had to put her fingers in her ears one day.
Wrinkling her freckled nose she informed Essie that if she heard
another word about the museum and ballooning she’d spit.

“Oh, really,” Essie gave her friend her most
put-upon look, sticking out her lower lip far enough for a bird to
perch on it. “Well, you’ll be sorry someday when I go up. I’ll not
ask you to join me. So there!” She managed to stick out her tongue
further than her lower lip.

“So who cares?” declared Jayda. “I wouldn’t
go up in one of those things anyway. So there!” She mimicked Essie
with her own little tongue.

“Humph! Fraidy cat.” Essie retorted and
marched away with her proud, curly head held high. She’d show her.
She’d show them all. But to her dismay, it was not until she was
thirteen and only because she begged, cried and threw temper
tantrums constantly, did her mother relented.

Now as the black cloud surrounded her, she
recalled this morning when her grandfather drove her to the open
field where the club was meeting for ballooning. She had joined
BAGI last year and had been attending the meeting without her
mother’s knowledge.

“If you don’t arrive back in two hours,
Pumpkin, I’ll be skinned alive for helping you.” Her Grampy had
tried to persuade her not to go this day but failed. Not that he
thought that it wasn’t safe or that she couldn’t handle the craft,
no, she knew that was not what was bothering him. She had flown
many times with her father in the past ten years but he said that
her mother would skin him alive if she found out.

“Please Pumpkin, I’ll pray and hope you take
my advice.” He shook a demanding finger under her nose. “You’re
going up first and you’ll land on the other side of the mountain.
I’ll be waiting for you there. Now remember to...”

Essie kissed his rugged, wrinkled face and
smiled disarmingly. “Aw, Grampy, you know I can do this. How many
times since dad had his stroke have you and I gone up? Now it’s
time for me to solo. Mom won’t know I’m gone, she thinks I’m going
to the mall, shopping with my friend, Jayda.” She pulled up her
mouth impishly, “And besides, she hardly leaves father’s side,
tending to his needs.” His face puckered with a frown and Essie
laughed at the serious mask on his face knowing she was the object
of that look.

Grampy tweaked her nose, the way he had been
doing for the past twenty three years. “Never have I been able to
refuse my only grandchild anything. Those chocolate-doe eyes of
yours are dancing all aglow with excitement but it’s the thrust of
your proud jaw and shoulders pig-stubbornly set that make me worry.
You’re too much like me when I was young.“ She saw his eyes twinkle
with pride. “But heaven help me if..?” He held up crossed fingers
as a blast from the burner began heating the air inside the
balloon.

“Check your instrument panel,” Grampy had
ordered saying he did not like the feeling in his gut. “And the
compass, altimeter, rate of climb indicator, fuel gauge and---”

“Yes, Grampy and pyrometer,” she interrupted
with a dramatic sigh. “I know the drill. No sweat,” her voice
feigned hurt. “I promise to be careful. I won’t be alone, there are
many other balloons going up. Now stop fretting.” Essie waved a
finger at him, mocking him. “Mother hen,” she teased. “You better
get used to the idea because next years I plan to go to the
Albuquerque International Balloon Fiesta, in New Mexico.”

He snorted.

“A sound of approval?” she teased. “I’ll
take all the responsibility, nothing will go wrong, I promise. Okay
Grampy, untie the ropes.”

He did and she dropped a few sands bags.

Up she went.

Tears pricked her eyes as she waved until
her grandfather was a dot in the distance.

Nothing can go wrong.

Now, those words once again echoed into her
brain as the balloon spun out of control. She was going to die. Her
pulse raced and fear tasted bitter on her tongue. The gondola swung
like an empty swing in a gale and she huddled into the corner; she
was going down! Her heart and the craft were plummeting at the same
speed.

Swish!

Thud!

Hiss!


 


TWO




Spring 1870

Star Gazer sat at the bottom of a mountain
ridge. Soon the camp will move into the desert, by watering holes
and sparse trees to protect the clan from the scorching sun. It was
a beautiful clear day but the pain in his heart wouldn’t allow him
to enjoy its beauty. He was twenty-six summers and had been trying
to find pieces of his broken heart somewhere in the pit of his
stomach for many years now. His only love and true soul mate,
Weeping Bird had taken a bullet meant for him and he vowed never to
fall in love again.

It was early in the morning; Star Gazer was
watching the sun peek over the mountain. Nothing unusual at first,
but an object slowly began to appear out of the clouds. It was
strange but multi-colorful. Was it a bird? he thought
mystified.

As it grew bigger and headed right for the
village and he believed it was something to fear, he removed an
arrow from his quiver and aimed. The closer it came, the more Star
Gazer believed it was a threat. He reasoned that it was now not too
high that his shot wouldn’t count; he had to kill it before it
devoured the camp. His muscles flexed and strained as he pulled
back the bow to let the arrow fly. He hit the target and he watched
it jerk and began to fall with great speed.

In its descent he heard a terrifying scream.
Had he killed the god of many colors? He stood rooted for the
moment, then thought he better see if he could save its life.
Dropping his quiver of arrows and bow he ran as fast as his scarred
leg would let him. Star Gazer ran toward the plunging object
noticing that it was heading for a dangerous ledge. Did his eyes
deceive him? A young woman? He was gazing up at a beautiful young
lady and she was leaning over what looked like a big wicker basket.
She had the biggest brown eyes, opened with surprise or was it
shock?

Star Gazer stared in total wonderment and
mused. What was that thing that carried her like a bird in the air?
He couldn’t take his eyes from her beautiful face, even though most
of it was covered by locks that looked like raw honey; golden like
the sunshine. But he must be alert, she or it, might be able to
change its form and again fly into the sky. He hoped not, she was
too beautiful.

 


Essie couldn’t believe her luck when the
gondola landed and she didn’t feel the crunch she had been
expecting. She was swaying but she hadn’t hit anything hard, like
the ground. Slowly she crept to the side of the basket and peered
over and gulped. Egad, she was dangling close to a cliff.

Houston, we have a
problem! her mind screamed.
Jeeze, this is no time for levity, see if you’re
still alive.

She looked at her body and wiggled her
fingers and stretched out her arms. Nothing seemed to be broken,
thank goodness. Except for a few bumps and bruises, nothing pained
her. Essie looked up and frowned; the rip-stop nylon did not stand
up to its promise and was ripped to shreds from some tree branches.
“The manufacturer would hear of this when she returned home,” she
scoffed to herself.

After a few seconds Essie noticed that the
air was chilly up there and wind rose through sparse trees that
glowed gold and red. It reminded her of autumn, but it was spring,
leaves should be green. She would think upon that later, right now
she had greater problems. God, her parents are going to kill her.
And her grandfather, he’ll be beside himself with worry when she
doesn’t land at the designated spot. And then she groaned when she
saw something strange. An arrow dangled from a strip of cloth.

An arrow? What the heck!?

Bewildered, she stood gasping, her jaw off
its hinge. She didn’t know of any archery range around these parts.
What idiot shot at her with an arrow?

“Ooooo! When I get my hands on that stupid
imbecile!” she groused.

Stop bitching,
scolded her smart-self. First you have to get out of this predicament.

“Dago Te! Are you unharmed?” A deep
voice called up to her.

“Who in blazes are you?!” Essie exploded,
and then added. “It was you, wasn’t it?” she accused, then sent the
stranger a sharp look. “Of all the stupid, nit-witted, and asinine
things to do! You’re a Jackass!” she spat.

She was so enraged she thought she would
burst with anger. She blew at her unruly hair but then it was never
manageable. Cork screw curls fell to her shoulders and though she
cut it regularly, it never looked combed. It wasn’t until she
stopped ranting and took a deep breath that she noticed the tall
stranger was barely clothed.

She blinked. Egad! He had
to be a mad man that had escaped from an asylum, she thought. He
thinks he’s an Indian. Of all the dumb
luck to be blown over a loony bin, she
reflected. Egad! Her mother was going to skin her alive, if that
crazy man doesn’t do it first. Of all the
dumb luck, to be caught in a whirlwind, she grumbled inwardly. In all the
years she’d been ballooning with her father and grandfather, never
once had they had one mishap. Murphy’s Law, to be sure, she
thought. Anything that can go wrong will. Drat my damn luck!

The stranger yelled up, “I am called Star
Gazer. I am sorry,” he said, showing great concern. “Are you
hurt?”

“No, I’m not! Should I be?” She placed her
hands on her hips.

Star Gazer? Egad! He really thinks he’s a
Native American. A well sculpted bronzed one at that! What was she
thinking? She must have gone up too high, the altitude affected her
senses.

She stomped and blew at the stubborn curl
that wouldn’t stay off her face but that movement was a mistake on
her part. The gondola jerked forward and she tumbled out and over
the ledge, hitting the ground with a loud “oomph!” Essie yelped
with surprised realizing that she landed in the braves strong arms
and they fell together into the soft moss.

The fall knocked the wind
out of her and she heard him groan. He lay still for several
seconds with his face buried between her breasts. Fear, anger,
confusion all battled within Essie and not being sure what emotion
to give into she just stared at him and for the first time she saw
how handsome he was. Too bad he’s crazy as
a loon. But crazy or not, his striking
features took her breath away. For the second time that day she
became short of breath.

His high forehead, classical hawkish nose,
prominent cheekbones, and strong chin made him ruggedly handsome.
Too handsome. Black eyes were fringed with dark lashes, envy of any
woman was set in a face bronzed golden by the sun. His hair was
long, tied back with a piece of rawhide and she thought he was a
throwback from the nineteen sixties. Before her time, but she had
seen pictures of her grandfather when he wore a pony-tail and
tattered jeans.

A wonderful specimen of a
man but nuttier than a... How long has his
hand been on my ass? A flood of sensations
skipped down her spine making her aware of this man. Totally aware.
Way too much aware! Heat rose to her cheeks and other
places. He grinned up at her and for a
moment her heart forgot to beat. No way had she missed the gleam of
interest in his dark eyes.

Essie leaped off of him, not to sure what
had happened to the rhythm of her heart beat. It refused to slow
down but lying on a half naked male was really unnerving,
especially when he was feeling her up. Rape leaped into her brain
and she feared the danger she could be in. As she brushed off the
dirt from her jeans she happened to glance his way and noticed, to
her horror, the bulge under this loin clout. Talking to her shirt
sleeve, pretending to pick off lint she hoped he hadn’t noticed her
embarrassment.

Who are you kidding?
You’re probably redder than a ripe tomato. She tried not to groan at the thought.

Now, Essie was no prude; she’d been to
X-rated movies, male strip clubs in college and knew the difference
between men and women. Though she never dated much or had sex yet,
which was a rarity for a twenty four year old girl in modern times,
she had never met a man she liked that much. She kept her nose
buried in books for four years, learning as much as she could about
history and astrology, her two favorite subjects. It never left
much time for dating. Also, her computer was her only love and her
new job in the software department at Durman Electronics in town
was all she needed to fill her days. And besides, she also had to
care for her ailing father on weekends so her mother could have
some time for herself. No, Essie was not around men much and she
never found one that interested her. Not until now and he had to
be..?

She groaned. This time she couldn’t help it.
To cover up her embarrassment she asked, “Who are you and where am
I? I don’t recall so many mountains so close to my home.” She put
another disturbing notion aside for now, again her problems was on
another matter. “And why are you so scantily clad?” She still
refused to look up.

 


Star Gazer was bewildered and he told
himself that it was certainly understandable. He was quite annoyed
himself and was relieved when his heart returned to its normal
beat. This female did odd things to him; things that he never would
have believed could happen to him again. He rubbed his sore elbow.
She was strange and she didn’t make any sense but there was a sweat
seductive fragrance about her. Foreign to him but nevertheless, it
overwhelmed his senses. Her lush feminine curves molded perfectly
in the cradle of his body and he was disappointed when she had
leaped off of him.

Here she was questioning his state of dress
when she wore men’s breeches. But he had to admit she had fired his
blood when his hand accidentally landed on her round bottom. He
didn’t think it was possible for any one to stir his emotions, not
since Weeping Bird. She was definitely flesh and blood, and most
assuredly, a woman. He began having second thoughts about this
strange female. Maybe she was a form-changing creature; it would be
a shame if she were. Then he reminded himself that she was very
real and very curvy under his hand.

He ignored her question and asked a few of
his own. “Who are you? What is strange thing you were in when it
fell from the heavens?”

Recognizing the risk, she now allowed
herself to look up at his face. She would not let her uneven
heartbeats distract her and she had to reach far into her mind to
recall his question. She displayed her own puzzled frown. Fell?
Nothing made any sense.

Essie shook her head to clear it. “Look
here, mister!” Her arms akimbo,” I wouldn’t have fallen if you
hadn’t speared me with your arrow.” Why did that remark make her
look at his groin area? She flustered and waved her remark in the
air hoping to distract him again from her discomfort. God, she’s
not acting like herself, never feeling so flustered before. The
wild fall to earth had left her addle-brained to be sure.

“Now stop beating around the bush,” she
rushed on. “Who are you? Why did you shoot at my balloon and why
are you dressed like a Native American? An Indian of all
things!”

He told her that those were strange words
coming out of a pretty pink mouth and that he didn’t understand
what she said about beating a bush. The Indian then answered one of
her questions, “Because I am Apache.” He pointed proudly to his
hard chest and she drew in a deep breath. His jaw clenched so taut,
a muscle flexed in his cheek.

“White woman, I am sorry for what happened.
He shrugged. “You not answer my question. Who are--?”

“Neither did you and I’m waiting and want an
explanation of why you punctured the balloon?” His eyes hooded like
those of a hawk making him look more threatening. Maybe she should
just leave, but she was not one to listen to her smart-self.

“I thought you were some strange creature
that was going to attack my village. Again I am sorry for the
mishap.”

She folded her arms across her heaving
chest, and then she backed up a few words. “You thought I came to
attack your home? You think a mere girl in a balloon is a
terrorist?” She opened her arms wide, “Do you see any weapons?
Machine guns? Hand grenades? Now where am I?” She’d have answers,
and now. Again her foot stamped impatiently. “So, where am I?”

He stared too long at her breasts before
answering and her skin tingled. It had to be her nerves when she
saw a warning cloud settle on his countenance.

“...mountains near my village.”

Pay attention.
Never had she seen such a strong chest that
glistened in the sunlight. See, you’re
doing it again. Now what was that he said? Something about
mountains and his village.

She sighed, frustrated. He wasn’t the only
one mystified and she decided it would be better to look him in his
eyes but hell, he had gorgeous dark eyes. This was absolutely
ridiculous. Maybe his mouth would be a better target.

Oh, drat! It was useless, he was just too
damn good looking. She shook her head, swearing she heard rocks
rattle around in her brain. Now he was looking at her as if she was
the crazy one. He could be right. Essie lifted her face with
determination when she finally remembered the question. “And where
is your village?!” she spat more annoyed at herself at that
moment.

“Cannot tell white eyes. Will bring dog
soldiers here,” he said.

Egad! This man wasn’t making any sense, and
not because he was speaking broken English. But what did she expect
from a crazy one? Her eyes narrowed and her back became as straight
as an exclamation mark.

 


“Are you crazy? What are you babbling about?
Dogs? Soldiers? I don’t own a dog.” She shook her head. “A big cat
once maybe but...”

The Indian’s eyes grew large with
incredulity as he glanced at her in fascination. “You have big cat?
Mountain lion?”

Essie blinked and snorted, “God, no.”
Brusquely, she waved her hands in the air losing her patience,
something she never had much of in the first place. She repeated,
trying to keep her voice calm but then her mouth tightened, “Please
tell me where I am so I can get help to go home. Is there a phone
in your village?”

The brave scratched his neck. “F-fone?”

“No… phone. P-h-o-n-e! She made the Y sign
with a hand for phone and held it up to her ear. You know a device
you speak into.” She spoke unhurriedly, annunciating every syllable
slowly.” Just her luck she probably landed by a village with no
modern conveniences, like a Quaker farm in Pennsylvania. But, he’s
no Quaker, not in that get-up; if only he had some clothes on.
Again she sighed, and had the urge to weep. “Can you at least tell
me if there is a town near enough to walk to so I can call my
parents?”

The red man shook his head. “Nearest town is
four days ride on horse. Three days to Fort Cruz. Soldiers can help
you. Stagecoach can take you home.”

That did it. She shot him a murderous glare.
Her patience was completely gone and she fought to still the angry
throb of her pulse. “What are you rambling about? Soldiers? Forts?
Horses? Wake up man this is the twenty-first century. We have cars,
airplanes, and computers. “Are you from a backwards town?” she
asked drolly.

“These words are foreign to me.”

He placed his hand on the hilt of his knife
and she nearly choked on her saliva.

Oh, oh!
Now she’d done it! She looked over her shoulder
hoping men in white coats with nets would soon be coming to her
rescue. She should have such good fortune but so far
this

wasn’t her lucky
day. You didn’t die. I’d say there was a
touch of luck in that. Essie shook her
head; she had no time to spilt hairs with her conscience. Hand
still on the weapon, his jaw tightened. Something flared under his
dark lashes that made her back away. If he had escaped from an
asylum she better just leave while she had her scalp
intact.

God, now she was thinking
like him. Just go! her smart-self
coaxed.

She put up her hands
toward him to ward him off. “Okay, I’ll find my way back myself.”
She turned to leave. An Indian, of all the
asinine things? Humph! There better be a
civilized town close by, she mused to herself thinking that this
was the worse day in her life. Maybe her conscience was right for
once; at least she should be grateful that she was alive. Why
hadn’t she taken her cell phone with her? Hindsight is twenty-twenty, dearie. Double drat!
Crap!

Simmering, Essie was definitely simmering.
He was without a doubt the most frustrating male she had ever met.
Her thoughts ran in one direction while her mind’s eye remembered
his broad shoulders, his narrow hips, and long muscular legs.
Although one leg looked like it had been caught in a paper
shredder, badly scared, it didn’t mar his physique, no not at all.
He had the smoothest pecks but then she recalled from her early
history lessons, Indian’s had no body hair, except on their heads
and in that area he had the most beautiful crop of dark hair.

She could still feel the
imprint of his body beneath hers and... Oh, what was the use?

 



 


 


THREE


Watching her cute little backside wiggle
down the path, Star Gazer stood mesmerized for a moment. then he
knew he couldn’t let her escape. And there were many reasons why he
had to stop her but he could only think of one.

The reason mocked him with every sway of her
rounded hips.

“Eeeek!” He grabbed her from behind but she
flipped him over her shoulder. Dazed, and to his amazement, he
found himself flat on his back and was looking up into a young
woman grinning with a, well pleased with herself look on her face.
The sun was haloing her strawberry hair making it look all a glow
and again he thought her mane reminded him of the sun. She was all
smiles and sunshine but what kind of a woman was this? Dressed like
a man, fights and talks like one too. And she accused him of being
crazy. Were the gods playing some kind of trick on him? An extended
hand came out to help him up but Star Gazer looked at her and
ignored her hand. She had just tweaked his manhood and embarrassed
him to the marrow, he’d be damned if he would accept her help. With
a grunt and a few choice words in his own Athabscan tongue, he
stood rubbing the pain in his bad leg. He was still determined not
to allow her to leave and being a wise Apache, he decided to use
another tactic.

“Sorry,” he said. “I will take you to my
village. Someone might be able to help strange white woman.” He
ignored her snort and the rolling of her eyes toward the skies.
Another white lady had once given him that look and he knew what it
meant. He was not the crazy one here. “Come,” he signaled her to
follow. “My white sister-by-marriage, Moon Glow lives there with my
brother, Blue Thunder. He is leader of our clan.” Star Gazer saw
the strange look on the woman’s face and hoped his sister-in-law
was there. She was expecting her third child any day now and stayed
inside out of the sun’s burning rays. She was extremely fair and
had hair the shade of the moon, the reason his people called her
Moon Glow.

Though Essie wasn’t too sure it was the
right thing to do, but another woman might be her only way to find
help. She shrugged, “All right, I’ll follow but no more surprises.
My hands are lethal weapons. I may be a mere female to you but I
had taken Ju Jitsu in college. I’m a modern day girl and able to
defend myself.” And she sliced through the air a few times for
effect to demonstrate that she could defend herself but she held
her temper in check.

Essie followed the brave,
watching the sway of his breech clout flap in the breeze, and
noting his cute rear-end. Her mouth pulled down into a mix between
a smile and a frown. Girl, get a hold of
yourself he’s crazy as a loon for God sakes! warned her conscience. Yes, but that
doesn’t deter the fact that he’s simply gorgeous, and he has a nice
ass, she argued back. Again she told
herself, Get your head out of the clouds,
you’ve landed! She closed those naughty
notions from her mind and tried to think of the problem at hand.
But her eyes were stubborn.

Upon reaching a clearing, Essie stood
transfixed. If she didn’t know better she’d swear she was in
another century. Looming before her was huts made of twigs, mud,
and branches, she knew were called wickiups. Her only bad habit was
reading Romance Novels, especially Westerns, and she held an
interest in Native Americans. Half naked women and children stopped
what they were doing and stared at her as hard as she was gawking
at them. Was this a lost Indian village? It couldn’t be. Not here
in America, not in the twenty-first century.

He took her elbow and pushed her gently
ahead of him. “Come Sunshine, you meet Moon Glow. She will know
what to do, she is very wise.”

Sunshine?
The nerves of that brave to think he could give
her an Indian name. She shivered. That was a little too personal
for her, as if he had branded her his and was meaning to keep her
here. Did he believe he had captured her? God, this was crazy
thinking. She belonged only to herself, she was a modern woman, no
one owned her and no one would ever. What nerve!

Essie followed the young red man into the
dwelling. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the dim
light. In the center of the hut sat a beautiful woman with long
flaxen braids. Her eyes were like the soft warm sands on a virgin
beach. Her beauty was exceptional and she was very pregnant.

The woman gasped when she saw her and asked,
“Star Gazer, who is this?”

 


He shrugged. “I do not know how to explain.
I did not ask name. All I can say is white woman fell from
sky.”

“Humph! You mean I was shot from the sky!”
Essie barked forgetting her manners. But the heck with that!
Proprieties be damned. She was the injured party here and she was
peeved. And drat it all, she had to stop looking at that brave
marveling at his broad shoulders that rose and fell again.

Sheesh! She really wished he wouldn’t have
done that; the movement flexed his pecks. He was too darn muscular
and to darn distracting. And she was too darn attracted to him. She
had to get home, and soon wouldn’t be quick enough. She touched her
head wondering if she did bump it knocking her silly. No such
luck!

Essie let out a frustrated snort, for many
reasons. “My name is Essie Sherwood. I’m a balloonist and I was on
my maiden voyage when this numb skull shot an arrow at me. And…
well, you can guess the rest. It’s a miracle I wasn’t killed. If my
grandfather ever finds out who had...” She waved that statement
into the air and sighed, “It doesn’t matter now that the damage is
done and no thanks to this, this bumbling nitwit that I...” It
dawned on her again that she was in an Indian village talking to
Indians. “Where am I?”

Moon Glow frowned. But this young, pretty
thing reminded her so much of herself when Blue Thunder captured
her from a wagon train on her way to California. She was just as
incensed and also cursed a blue streak at her abductor. He had put
an end to that quickly and she reddened remembering how he had
spanked her than placed tender kisses on her sore bottom. For a
moment she had forgotten she had an audience.

She coughed to hide her moment of delightful
thoughts. Returning to the stranger, she could understand how the
young woman might feel being captured by the red man. It can be
very frightening, but she will learn that her husband’s people are
kind people. Star Gazer might have to cure her like she was, but...
Oops, there she was going back to thinking of her husband.

She grunted, “Star Gazer,
why did you capture her?” Before he could answer she said, “Oh,
forgive my manners,” and patted the dirt floor beside her.
“Dago Te. Hello.
And Hon Dah, she
welcomed the stranger in Athabscan. “Please sit. I’m Moon Glow,
also known as Melissa St.

Andrews to the white man. Don’t be afraid,
we will not harm you. I’m sure my husband Blue Thunder will have a
few braves escort you to Fort Cruz where you can catch a
stagecoach.”

“Oooo!” the white woman clutched her fists
to her side appearing as if she wanted to hit someone...something!
She pounded the mat floor and spat, “Not you too. Is every one here
crazy?”

Moon Glow’s mouth fell open and the girl
just shrugged as if she cared not a fig who she had insulted.
Although she was getting a mite angry herself at the girl’s
rudeness, she tried explain. “The White Mountain Apache are known
to be ruthless, which I’m sure you’ve heard and read, but my wishes
are respected by the council, you must control your temper,” she
suggested. “You’re Star Gazer’s prisoner and he has the right to
beat you.” Of course, she was just bluffing. As a matter of fact
she would never allow any harm or mistreatment to come to one of
her own kind, or anyone.

The girl jumped up. “Beat me!” she screamed.
“Just let him try.” She raised her fists to protect herself. Again
she bellowed, “Just let him try, I’ll...” And she
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