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Prologue

Nueces County, Texas

Late Summer 1876

Cotannah turned and walked away from her older brother, Cade, all the way to the other end of the porch, but it didn’t do a bit of good. Stubborn, bossy soul that he was, he stayed right on her heels and kept on berating her.

“I’m not putting up with your wild ways anymore, Cotannah. I’ve just fired one of the best vaqueros who ever rode for me because of you.”

He was so furious he was shouting. She could not recall him ever being this furious before, at least not with her. Well, he had no right to be. She whirled to face him and shouted right back.

“It’s not my fault! Can I help it if Tonio can’t stay away from me?”

He answered with a glare so ferocious that she had to resist taking a step backward. What in the world was he so angry about? It wasn’t as if he’d never fired a vaquero before and wouldn’t fire one again.

But it wouldn’t do to say that to him; Cade was in a fit this afternoon like she’d never seen him. Well, if she knew anything, she knew a person could catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, so she drew a deep breath, smiled, and forced a conciliatory tone into her voice.

“Really, Cade, this isn’t my fault—I clearly told Tonio that I’m not seeing him anymore!”

“Maybe in words. But then, no doubt, you batted your eyelashes and flashed him a smile to show that you didn’t really mean it. You should never have been seeing him at all, Cotannah. You never cared one breath for him, yet you couldn’t rest until he was pie-eyed crazy over you.”

“That is not true! I did not!”

However, his harsh voice rode right over hers.

“What you did was go too far. You broke the man’s heart and lost him his job into the bargain. Now, aren’t you proud of yourself?”

Her conscience stabbed at her, but she ignored it.

“Tonio’s a big boy. Twenty years old, the same as I am, so he can take care of himself! I’m sick and tired of hearing this lecture—first from Maggie and then Oleana and now you, Big Brother. Why can’t you all see that I’m only growing up and learning how to be a woman?”

The look of scorn that swept over his face took her breath. He pushed his hat back on his head, placed his hands on the porch banister, one on each side of her, and leaned down so his face would be close to hers.

“Your education about womanhood is just commencing.”

His eyes were like a stranger’s, hard and black and completely empty of the love she usually saw in them; they made her want to shiver. She wouldn’t, though, and she would not look away, no matter how much she wanted.

“What do you mean?” she asked, a little uncertain.

“I mean that I’m sending you back to the Nation so you can learn how to be a real woman in the old Choctaw way. Emily and Aunt Ancie and Auntie Iola will teach you.”

The shock of it, the incredible cruelty of the idea, stopped the blood cold in her veins.

“Emily isn’t Choctaw.”

“But she’s a real woman in the old tradition: she takes care of her husband and child, she helps the teachers at the school, she shares with the less fortunate, she contributes to Tay’s position as Principal Chief. In other words, ’Tannah, she thinks of other people, not entirely of herself and what she wants from daylight ‘til dark.”

She struggled to make her brain work, to defend herself.

“So?” she cried. “Are you comparing her to me? Are you saying that I think only of myself?”

“Right.”

“Well! Now I understand why Tay broke my heart and chose Emily instead of me—she’s a saint, and I’m nothing but a selfish sinner!”

His face softened slightly but not his voice.

“Tay broke your pride more than your heart. He and Emily were destined for each other, you’ve said so yourself a dozen times, and what I’m saying is that if you want to find the man destined to stay with you for life, you’d better change some things.”

“I’m not looking for a man destined to stay with me for life! For ten long years I thought Tay was that man, but I was wrong, so I’m never going to think that way again.”

He snorted.

“You’d better start thinking that way instead of thinking one man after another is put in your path for you to use and then throw away. Someday you’re going to cause a killing or some other disaster.”

The remark stabbed her, cut her deep.

“Better I should discard them than for them to discard me! I’d rather break their hearts than for them to break mine! I’ll never let my heart be broken again, and I won’t be humiliated again, either, so you’d better stop preaching and listen to me, Cade Chisk-Ko. I’m not going back to the Nation.”

“Yes. You’re going.”

She set her fists on her hips and glared up at him, pure fury rushing over her skin hot and fast, washing away shame and guilt like a blistering rain.

“How embarrassing would that be, for me, of all people, to go and stay with Tay and Emily? My former betrothed and the woman he chose instead of me, won’t that be a fine holiday for me? And for them! Are they to govern my behavior?”

“Yes. And Ancie and Jumper will be there to help them.”

“What! You’re sending them, too?”

His expression hardened again.

“Naturally. You have to have a chaperone—we can’t have you on the trail alone with a bunch of handsome vaquero outriders, now, can we?”

The implication infuriated her. And brought back the guilt she hated.

“I haven’t done one iota of what you did in your young days! In your Wandering Year—which lasted for ten years—I begged you to come home and live with us and really be my brother! You have no call to be so self-righteous, Cade!”

“I’m a man. There’s a world of difference.”

“Oh, yes,” she cried. “There is a world of difference, isn’t there? No man who was twenty years old ever got sent away from home like a naughty child in disgrace!”

“You disgraced yourself. This is the consequence of your own actions.”

“That’s what you think. I’m not going!”

“Pack your bags.”

He wheeled and strode away down the length of the porch, his spurs ringing fast and loud.





Chapter 1

Choctaw Nation

Three weeks later

Crossing the Kiamichi River meant they were almost there. Cotannah longed to jump off her mare and into the water, into the deep, swift-running current and let it carry her far into the wilds of the mountains, where she’d never have to see another human soul. Especially not Tay and Emily.

Her hands shook with the effort it took to hold the reins and keep riding toward Tall Pine, where Cade meant to leave her for no telling how long. Never, not even in her most humiliating nightmare, could she have dreamed that Cade would make her a prisoner living in shame under Tay and Emily’s charitable supervision.

Well, she didn’t care if he had sent messages ahead to Tay and Emily and had surrounded her with eight outriders and Uncle Jumper and Aunt Ancie, all ten of them determined to fulfill his orders to the letter. Somehow she’d show him, she’d show them all. Cotannah Chisk-Ko did as she pleased; she was a woman grown, now, and they’d all have to learn to live with that fact.

The sudden crack of a rifle shot tore through the air. It sent her horse, Pretty Feather, bolting through the shallow ford toward the north bank of the Kiamichi so fast that for one, horrible moment Cotannah was afraid that the mare had been hit. She threw herself along her mount’s neck as she scrambled up the rocky incline and ran her hands over every inch of sleek horseflesh she could reach. By the time they’d topped the bank and hit the road running, she’d decided that Pretty Feather was only scared. Her own heart was pounding as hard as the mare’s hooves against the ground.

Juan Caldero, one of the two outriders who were farthest ahead turned back, shouted for her to take care. Then she heard the coach wheels behind her and Pretty Feather’s frightened whinny entirely filled her ears. She glimpsed an animal, a dog or a coyote, darting into their path from out of nowhere and then the mare was skidding to a stop, rearing up onto her hind feet, rising and rising into the air, reaching for the sky as if she meant to tear down the sun. Cotannah nearly unseated, clung to the horn and slid her feet from the stirrups so she could fling herself free of the mare if she flipped over backwards. Lord! Pretty Feather never, ever acted this way!

The mare’s forefeet finally touched earth again but only for an instant because the wild animal or whatever it was ran right between her trembling legs the moment they hit the ground. She reared again, came down briefly and then raised herself wildly once more, this time staying up forever.

Suddenly, a man appeared, darted out of the woods and into the road. Cotannah locked her legs against Pretty Feather’s sides and looked down from her vantage point in the air, caught helpless in a moment that wouldn’t end. The animal—it was a coyote, she could see that now—ran in a frenzied circle beneath her and she caught a glimpse of gushing blood before it dropped to the ground directly beneath her horse. Pretty Feather snorted and started trembling worse than ever, scrabbling her hooves against the ground, swiveling and swaying, walking, actually walking on her hind feet!

How could a horse do that and not fall over backward? She’d be crushed at any moment! Her brain froze in panic. Should she jump now or cling to her mount with all the strength in her legs? She couldn’t decide. She couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything.

The man ran toward the fallen coyote, she saw a flash of his hot, light-colored eyes and glimpsed a stunningly handsome, broad face beneath a knotted cloth headband. Somehow, he seemed familiar. And fearless. He ran directly underneath Pretty Feather’s flailing forefeet! The mare took in a long, whistling breath as her instincts against trampling a human being made her shy from him, but she made no move to come down.

The man—wearing skin breeches with an old-fashioned cloth hunting shirt and shoulder-length hair with the headband, carried the look of the wild about him. He lifted his hand toward her teetering mount. Cotannah’s breath stopped completely. The slightest unbalancing push could send them on over backwards and mash her to death beneath the horse. She stared, terrified, at his long, brown fingers as they touched, then stroked Pretty Feather’s shoulder.

He was talking to the mare, she could hear a crooning of low-pitched Choctaw words beneath the roaring thunder of her own pulse beating in her head and the galloping of the vaqueros’ horses as they rode back to see about her. Pretty Feather immediately, softly, dropped all four feet to the ground and stood quiet.

The woodsman kept stroking her, kept talking to her. He had the most beguiling voice—deep and slow as an old wise man. The sound of it brought a sudden calm to the terror rolling deep inside Cotannah and she knew how Pretty Feather felt. Relief flowed through her like a warm river and carried the trembling from her body, out through her toes and the tips of her fingers.

The man glanced up at her, and she saw that he wasn’t old at all, he was near her own age, heartbreakingly handsome with topaz-colored eyes, a straight nose, and a broad, sensual mouth. She’d never seen his face before or she’d remember. She managed a smile, made it flirtatious.

“I thank you for calming my horse.”

He didn’t answer. Immediately he bent over the coyote again, picked it up in his arms, turned and ran back toward the woods that lined the road. Just as he reached a thicket of redbud trees he turned and looked over his shoulder at Cotannah.

It was a quick flash of acknowledgment, a fast look to see that she was still all right and Pretty Feather still calm, but it was a look of such power that it stripped away everything superficial as though he could see straight into her heart. His strangely pale eyes seemed filled with light. Somehow, they captured hers in a gaze so strong and sharp that she could not have looked away if someone had thrown a rope around her neck and tried to turn her head.

He knew her. Deep down to her soul. For the first time in her life she was looking into the eyes of someone who knew her. It gave her the most peculiar feeling. It made her shiver.

Then she was staring at the yellowing leaves and gray limbs of the old, gnarled redbud trees and the woodsman was gone, vanished so fast it seemed, suddenly, as if he’d never been there at all. But he had been. And she knew him from somewhere, she did! But how could that be? She would have remembered that face! Maybe Tay and Emily would know him.

They had to know—he was too different from most men, too powerful in his looks and his manner to escape notice. Disappointment stabbed at her. He was different from most men, also, in that he hadn’t smiled at her. Nor had he spoken to her. Not even to accept her thanks. He’d been too fascinated by that coyote, of all things! Any other man would be more interested in her than in a scruffy old coyote!

“¿Señorita, como está?”

Juan Caldero was talking to her, but his gaze was fixed on the trees where the woodsman had disappeared. Only then did she realize that she, too, was still watching that spot as if she believed the man would reappear. The coach clattered to a stop behind her and the rest of the vaqueros gathered around.

“¿Quien es?” one of them asked, staring, as she and Juan were still doing, at the last place the woodsman had been.

A spate of Spanish filled the air, and she caught enough words to know that all the men were as amazed as she that the coyote was being cared for instead of being hunted. Juan declared that the man was magic, pointing to Pretty Feather’s sudden and continuing calm as proof. Aunt Ancie and Uncle Jumper agreed—they, too, had been near enough to see what he had done.

“There went an alikchi,” Ancie declared, “like in the old days.”

He was a man of magic or there was something else special about him. As they all started moving on toward Tall Pine again, Cotannah thought about the way he’d looked at her. She relived every moment of their encounter and made a solemn promise to herself as she rode that last mile and a half. The woodsman was specially sensual and magically handsome, and she was going to find out who he was and make him take notice of her or her name wasn’t Cotannah Chisk-Ko.

Her chance to fulfill that vow came sooner than she ever expected. She had to blink her eyes and look again when they rode up into the front yard at Tall Pine, because there he was, kneeling, bent over the hurt coyote at the foot of the majestic pine tree that gave the house its name! He had arrived first even though he’d been on foot, so it must be that he could run like a deer.

Or maybe he had used medicine to fly through the air, maybe he was a shape-changer who’d turned himself into an eagle carrying the coyote in his beak. A new shiver passed over her. This was a man like none she’d ever seen before, and here he was, right in her path again!

Her heart skipped. Had he guessed that Tall Pine was her destination? Had he come here because he wanted to see her again? Perhaps he wasn’t so different from other men after all!

Emily came around the corner of the house as Aunt Ancie and Uncle Jumper’s coach pulled up at the steps and Cotannah brought Pretty Feather to a stop halfway between the porch and the tall pine tree. The sight of the woman who used to be her best friend carrying her and Tay’s baby girl, Sophia—took Cotannah’s attention from the woodsman and made her stomach give a strange, twisting lurch.

Tay had chosen unselfish Emily in spite of the fact that he’d ridden all the way to Texas to make Cotannah his bride. Unselfish best-friend Emily, who had betrayed her. Thanks to Emily, she had lost the man she had always planned to marry and the woman who was her one and only best friend at the same awful, bitter time. Two years ago. Two years that seemed a whole lifetime ago, two years that had seen her grow wilder and bolder and completely distrustful of long-lasting friendships with women and romantic attachments with men.

Emily was smiling straight at her, though, that sweet smile that came straight from her truly caring and generous heart. How could she blame her, a small voice demanded from the depths of her heart. Emily and Tay had been meant for each other and Cotannah had said so many times, just as Cade had reminded her when he’d sent her here.

Emily was smiling at her as if they’d never exchanged a single hateful, hurtful word, as if Cotannah had never accused her of betraying their deep friendship, of deliberately stealing Cotannah’s intended husband away. Emily was smiling as naturally as if Cotannah had never participated in that cruel, taunting testing of Emily that Auntie Iola and the other Choctaw women had used to torture her when they couldn’t believe that Tay would choose a white girl as his bride.

Now here she was, the white woman, Emily Harrington Nashoba, wife of the Principal Chief of the Choctaws, Tay Nashoba, and mother of his child, not only accepted but beloved by his people. Cotannah’s people, the People of the Choctaw Nation.

To her own surprise, though, she didn’t feel as bitter as she had expected. Maybe Cade had been right about that, too—maybe it had been her pride that was broken more than her heart.

Her stomach settled right back into place and her hands relaxed on the reins. Emily was running to greet her, smiling a smile that she could never forget.

“Oh, ’Tannah,” she cried, “get down from there and give me a hug. I thought you never would get here!”

Then Cotannah was on the ground and Emily was hugging her hard with her one free arm while the baby flailed at her with two chubby hands.

“I’m so glad you’ve come to us,” Emily whispered. “Cade’s message said you’ve had some troubles of the heart and Tay and I want so very much to be able to help.”

“I’m sure that’s exactly the way Cade put it—troubles of the heart,” Cotannah drawled sarcastically.

Emily pulled away a little to give her a solemn, measuring look. Then she grinned.

“We-e-ll, maybe those weren’t his exact words, but I want you to know right now, ’Tannah, that whatever has happened, I’m not judging you one bit, not after what you’ve been through. I’m just glad that you feel comfortable coming to us.”

Cotannah felt a twinge of the old, deep hurt, then, but when she looked into Emily’s kind brown eyes it simply didn’t grow. It stayed there, but it didn’t get any bigger. How could she ever feel comfortable coming to Tay and Emily talking of other beaux, other courtships? Of course, in a way, if she were absolutely honest, she had to admit that Tay had never truly courted her at all, or been her beau, except in her imagination and his own thoughts and unacted-upon intentions.

“You and Tay were destined for each other,” she said simply. “I’ve said that lots of times. And I’ve meant it. It’s just been hard for me to accept.”

“We never set out to hurt you,” Emily said, as the baby leaned forward to reach for the stampede strings dangling from Cotannah’s hat. “We’re hoping you’ve forgiven us and all the hard feelings have faded away forever.”

Yes. They have. No. They haven’t.

Cotannah opened her mouth but she couldn’t say either set of words. She didn’t know how she really felt, and she didn’t want to think about it. Emily—being Emily the peacemaker who loved to make everyone happy—was trying to get the big problem out in the open and disposed of as soon as she could so that things could be easy and warm between them the way they used to be before Tay ever came to Texas.

And why shouldn’t they be? Tay was far in her past and she had captivated plenty of men since then.

“All of that was ages ago,” she said, with a careless shrug.

She looked away from her old friend to tickle the baby’s fat neck with the tips of the hat strings.

“This baby is so beautiful,” she said. “Her looks are a combination of you and Tay both, although I’d have said that wouldn’t be possible.”

“Well, her behavior is a combination of you and Maggie,” Emily said, laughing. “She’s barely a year old and she’s running everywhere and into everything.”

Cotannah laughed, too.

“Is she as wild as Miranda?”

“Almost. Yes, I’d say it’s a close contest between the little cousins.”

“I can’t wait to see them together.”

“Neither can I.”

Emily squeezed her arm.

“Come with me, ’Tannah, I need to welcome Aunt Ancie and Uncle Jumper. At supper I’ll introduce you all to a friend of ours whom I think you’ll find interesting.”

Emily glanced over Sophia’s head toward the woodsman beneath the tall pine tree.

Cotannah looked at him, too, glad to be reminded of her latest distraction.

“Do you mean him? Who is he, Emily?”

He was still bent over the coyote, but as they watched him, he stood up. Just that one, simple, fluid motion made the breath catch in Cotannah’s throat. She waited for him to look her way. He had to be aware she was there, he couldn’t be so wrapped up in that coyote he hadn’t seen or heard their whole noisy cavalcade ride in. Obviously, she thought wryly, seeing her again was not the reason he had come to Tall Pine.

He never even turned his head; he stared toward the back of the house, instead, and never moved at all until a girl appeared, running toward him with a basket in her hands. He watched her intensely.

A hard, quick tug of jealousy, like the plucking of a guitar string, pulled at Cotannah.

“And who is she?”

“My servant girl, Rosie. I had just sent her for the medicines he asked for when I heard you ride up,” Emily said. “He’s trying to staunch the bleeding.”

Cotannah didn’t answer. The alikchi was watching that servant girl as if he’d never seen a woman before, yet he hadn’t given her the barest glance since she’d arrived here at Tall Pine. What an unheard-of turn of events: a fascinating, handsome, young man paying more attention to a coyote and a fourteen-year-old girl than to her, Cotannah Chisk-Ko, the most sought-after belle of the Nueces Strip!

She squared her shoulders. Well, she would just see about that! She would not only make him notice her—she would make him court her. A hum of excitement began in her blood at the thought of such a challenge. That gorgeous woodsman, medicine man or no, might as well get ready to come calling!

“I’m glad he’s a friend of yours,” she said to Emily as she watched him take the basket from Rosie and sort through its contents, “I was hoping you’d know who he is.”

“You’ve seen him before?”

“On the road. Just a few minutes ago.”

“Oh! Was his coyote wounded then?”

“Yes, and so scared it ran right underneath Pretty Feather. She spooked at the smell of blood and reared up so high I just knew I’d have to jump off or be crushed when she fell over backward. But then this man came out of nowhere, and he petted and talked to her a little, and she calmed down like magic.”

Emily smiled and nodded knowingly.

“He seemed really … different … strangely powerful,” Cotannah blurted, “Aunt Ancie called him an alikchi. What’s his name?”

At the mention of Ancie, Emily again started toward the coach to welcome the older couple climbing out of it.

“Walks-With-Spirits,” she said, over her shoulder, “because that coyote and a mountain lion go with him everywhere, like pets. Some people say they must be spirits because real animals wouldn’t act like that.”

“What do you say?” Cotannah called after her.

“Oh, they’re real, all right.”

Emily ran to Aunt Ancie and Uncle Jumper, and they all embraced. Cotannah turned to look at the woodsman again. Walks-With-Spirits. The name fit him.

And it was one she knew she’d never heard before. So why did he seem familiar to her? There was something about the way he moved …

He was on his knees now, mixing some medicine. His hands worked with a sure grace that looked swift but not hasty. He knew what he was doing, that showed plainly in every line of his sinewy body, and the coyote knew it, too, for it lay without struggling.

She hoped it lived.

The thought hit her suddenly, with a surprising force. Why? Why would she care? It was only a coyote, after all, a predator that in hard times would eat people’s live-stock.

But she did want it to live.

Because of the intense way Walks-With-Spirits was trying to heal it, she supposed, because his broad shoulders—and they were broader than she had noticed during that moment in the road, wide and intriguingly muscular beneath his thin shirt—bent over the animal with an air of such pure purpose.

That was it. She wanted him to win. She wanted him to be rewarded for caring about his pet so much. When she cared about something or someone, she, too, cared with every fiber of her being.

The thought froze her heart. It made her turn away abruptly from the sight of Walks-With-Spirits and go to Emily and her aunt and uncle. No, that was wrong. She used to care with every fiber of her being. She didn’t do that anymore; Tonio was proof of that. Caring was way too dangerous. Caring would break her heart.





Chapter 2

“Ah, and here is this new Choctaw—look at her, Jumper,” Aunt Ancie was saying, stroking Sophia’s cheek and meeting her unswerving gaze. “Holitopa. This child is a darling, that’s all there is to it.”

Sophia took the endearment solemnly, as her due.

Then, without warning, she let go of her mother’s neck and held out both her tiny hands to Ancie, who threw the end of her shawl over her shoulder and eagerly took her into her arms.

“You are a darling, all right, your old Aunt Ancie can tell you that.”

Ancie snuggled Sophia against her wrinkled face. For an instant, Cotannah wanted to be the one who was holding the plump baby in her arms—she wanted to feel that warmth, that trust, that innocent sweetness so close to her—but then she turned away from that sight, too. She wasn’t going to start caring a whole lot for Sophia, either, no matter how precious a baby she was.

As suddenly as she’d gone to Ancie, Sophia wanted to be put down. She began wiggling and struggling, fussing and demanding to be free. Ancie set her on her feet and took her hand, walking with her toward the porch steps.

“Come with me, all of you dear people,” Emily said, and linked her arm through Cotannah’s as she used to do. “Come into our home and rest yourselves. You’ve ridden a long, long way to see us.”

Restlessness—the stinging yearning for something, anything—for going, doing, for something to change, something she even didn’t know how to name, rushed through Cotannah with a searing force. That sudden, venomous longing to be somewhere else, doing something else, she didn’t know where or what, took her more often now, especially since she no longer had Tonio to distract her.

“No. I don’t want to go in the house.”

Emily stopped still and looked at her, her huge brown eyes filling with such dismay that Cotannah reached out to her. Emily, no doubt, was thinking that Cotannah didn’t want to enter Tay and Emily’s home—the home of the Principal Chief that once had been considered Cotannah’s rightful place. But that wasn’t it. It was the demons that drove her.

“I’ll come in in a minute. I want to take care of Pretty Feather first.”

Emily glanced at the Texas vaqueros dismounting all around them and at her own two stableboys, who had come running to see the new arrivals.

“You don’t need to do that! There are Willie and Cornelius, and if she needs some special care, your vaqueros will know what to do …”

Her distress was touching. Cotannah never could bear for Emily to be upset—maybe because Emily always tried so hard to see to it that no one around her was disquieted in any way.

“Just give me a minute to get used to being here,” she said. “I know I’ll enjoy being your guest … and Tay’s. All I need is a minute to realize I’m back in the Nation again.”

She gave Emily a persuasive smile, and Emily smiled back with the old trust in her eyes. She squeezed Cotannah’s hand, then let go to shepherd Ancie and Jumper and the baby Sophia toward the house.

“We have a surprise waiting for you,” she called back to Cotannah. “I can’t wait to see your face when you find it, so let me be the one to take you to your room.”

“All right, I will.”

Emily truly was one of the best, most generous people she had ever known. There wasn’t a mean or selfish bone in her body, and she had never meant to hurt Cotannah by loving Tay. The knot in Cotannah’s stomach eased a little. At least Emily and Tay were at peace and contented—it was nice to know that was true for some people. Come to think of it, so were Cade and Maggie.

So why could it not be true for her as well? Why was she destined to be in a turmoil all her life?

She picked up Pretty Feather’s reins and started walking toward the handsome woodsman, who was still kneeling beneath the tall pine. No surprise waiting in her room could ever divert her half as much as a challenging man, she thought, as she bit her lips to make the color come to them—especially after she’d practically been a prisoner of decorum for the whole three-week journey under Ancie and Jumper’s sharp eyes.

Yes. A lively flirtation with Walks-With-Spirits was exactly what she needed to quell the restlessness and keep thoughts of the past and the future at bay. Fortunately, the servant girl had returned to the house so they would be alone.

He didn’t look up as she approached, not even when she stood near him looking down at the coyote. Its wound was covered by a poultice now and the bleeding had stopped.

“Maybe you are an alikchi,” she said. “When it ran underneath my horse out in the road it was bleeding enough to have died right there.”

He murmured something unintelligible to the coyote and dipped his fingers into a gourd full of water, holding the drops so they’d fall onto the animal’s panting tongue.

“Who says so?” His golden-brown eyes flashed up to her face.

“I say so,” she said, bristling a little. “Even at a glimpse, I could see its blood gushing like a fountain.”

“Anyone could,” he said brusquely. “I’m asking—who calls me alikchi?”

Ah. So he was vain, and therefore subject to flattery and provocation. He wouldn’t be such a challenge, after all—he wasn’t so different from many other men.

“My Aunt Ancie, who is old-fashioned and my vaquero, Juan Caldero, who is superstitious.”

There. That should provoke him into really noticing her.

It didn’t. He kept right on with his ministrations to the coyote, then sat back on his haunches and reached into the leather bag he wore attached to his belt.

“And what do you say?”

“I call you a fearless and brave man,” she said, intending to flatter him into noticing her if provocation wouldn’t do it.

As soon as she spoke, though, she knew that she truly meant it. He couldn’t have known that Pretty Feather wouldn’t fall on him or strike at him, no more than he could’ve known that the coyote wouldn’t be crazy enough from pain to bite him, yet he had rushed in and saved it from bleeding to death, taking time out to calm the horse and keep her from falling.

He looked at her then, gave her a quick, slanting glance, and the light deep in his eyes flared brighter for an instant. Ah! She was making progress!

She smiled at him, but he was already looking away, turning back to his pet coyote. He resumed dripping the water onto its tongue, adding tiny bits of the dried herb he had taken from the bag.

“I know you braved my horse’s hooves for your pet’s sake and not for mine,” she said. “But you saved my life anyway—or at the very least you saved me from being hurt. I was fast sliding out of the saddle.”

“Taloa is my friend,” he said, in that same abrupt, faintly arrogant tone.

A great irritation took hold of her, made her want to reach out and take hold of him and shake him until his teeth rattled. He wouldn’t even look at her, much less amuse her with a flirtation! He wouldn’t even accept her compliments and her thanks!

“And just who is Taloa?”

He said nothing; he simply sat on his heels, smoothing the fur on the coyote’s head.

It took a long moment for her to put it all together and realize that he was objecting to her calling the animal his pet. The coyote he’d named Taloa, which made sense, for it meant “songster” or “singer” in Choctaw.

“Well, excuse me!” Thoroughly piqued, she went on, “I could have called him your predator or your varmint instead of your pet.”

That brought a vexed look from him—she was at least getting under his skin as he was hers. Good.

“Anyone can be called a varmint when they’re annoying,” he said dryly.

That fueled her anger like tinder thrown on a fire.

“If you’re referring to me, I wish I hadn’t bothered trying to give you compliments and thanks for calming my mount. After all, you owed me some help since it was your friend, Taloa, who scared Pretty Feather into rearing up and walking around on her hind feet like a person.”

“Be glad Pretty Feather doesn’t talk like a person,” he said, glancing up at her again with a wry lift of one eyebrow.

Her anger blossomed.

“Not talking at all when you’re spoken to—that’s worse! It’s downright rude.”

“Worse than what?”

His topaz eyes found hers and held them.

“Than … than annoying a person by offering a sincere thank-you to a … an oaf who doesn’t have the grace to accept it!”

“No talk is worth disturbing the healing spirits.”

Fury boiled up in her. He was looking her straight in the eye and telling her in so many words what his actions had already said: that she wasn’t as important as a coyote to him.

Good Lord, what was the matter with him? She set her jaw against the pure frustration that came boiling up inside her, turned on her heel without another word, and ran toward the stables, leading Pretty Feather at a pace that made the stirrups bounce and slap at her sides.

“He wants silence, then he gets silence!” she told the mare. “He’ll be begging me to talk to him before I ever speak to him again.”

She ran into the stable yard with Pretty Feather and waved away all offers of help from the stableboys and from Juan and the other vaqueros. A long, thorough grooming of the little mare would settle both their nerves and give her something to do with her hands while she blanked out her mind. Enough was enough for one day, and she wasn’t going to give Walks-With-Spirits so much as another thought.

When she finally finished and put the brushes away, she tucked her arm around Pretty Feather’s throatlatch and led her into the turnout pen. There she saw Emily waiting for her on the veranda. She let the mare go with a last pat on the rump and ran toward the house, her hat bouncing on its strings against her back.

“I was beginning to think you’d never come in,” Emily said, smiling her warm smile as she opened the back door of the rambling two-story house for Cotannah. “Aunt Ancie and Uncle Jumper have deserted me completely to play with Sophia in the nursery, and I’m dying to give you your surprise!”

She put her hand lightly on Cotannah’s arm and pulled her toward the stairs. They hurried upward, their heels striking rapidly on the wide oak risers.

“I have a surprise for you, too, packed in my trunk,” Cotannah said, “Cole and Miranda sent you a drawing of Joanna’s new foal. They spent all morning the day before we left the ranch sitting out in the pasture with their paper and pencils, one drawing the off side of the colt and one the near, ‘so Aunt Mimi can see the whole new baby horse.’”

Emily’s eyes filled with big tears.

“I still miss them so much,” she said, “I can’t wait until they meet Sophia.”

She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her eyes.

“I’m not going to think about who isn’t here now, though,” she said resolutely. “I’m going to revel in the fact that you are here and in the look on your face when you see what has miraculously come to light at last.”

“Emily! You’re too mysterious,” Cotannah cried as Emily took the steps even faster. “You have to tell me what you’re talking about.”

“You’ll see.”

They reached the second floor, and Emily drew her across the brightly patterned carpet runner to a door standing open on the west side of the wide hall. She led her inside and into the middle of the large, square room, where she took her by the shoulders and turned her to face the mirrored dresser.

“Look!”

Emily pointed impatiently. There, on the stiffly starched white dresser scarf sat two tall combs of fancy cutout silver.

Cotannah stared. They seemed to brighten, almost to dance, before her disbelieving eyes. A strange sensation ran up the back of her neck.

Could it be? Could they really be the ones she’d heard about all her life?

She took a step closer. Yes. The open design was that of the sunburst enclosing a star.

Goose bumps broke out on her arms. For the last twenty years, ever since her mother died giving birth to her, Aunt Ancie had searched for this treasure.

Deep, turbulent feelings stirred, where she’d locked them away in her soul. The old longings, the wordless yearnings to see her mother, to know the feel of her mother’s touch and the shape of her face, to hear the sound of her voice and smell the scent of her hair, the old need to look into her mother’s eyes and see a boundless love for her only daughter shining there, all the ancient, hopeless cravings that went all the way back to a time before she could really remember filled her heart like a river rising. She opened her mouth, but at first she couldn’t speak.

Finally, in a whisper, she asked, “Are they Mama’s?”

“Yes! Can you believe it? Polly Two-Roads has had them all these years, your mother had traded her the combs for a wagonload of corn and a team when your father was sick and couldn’t make a crop.”

“But why … why now? Why didn’t she say she had them a long time ago? I would have bought them from her …”

“Polly says you’re just now old enough to appreciate them. When she heard you were coming to visit us she brought them here for you herself although she’s so arthritic that she has to be lifted, sitting in a straight chair, in and out of the wagon.”

“Aunt Ancie has searched endlessly for these. She asked all the neighbors and kin about them when Mama died, and she’s looked for them ever since.”

“That’s what Polly said, too. She explained that Ancie’s always been too flighty for her own good, ever since they were girls together, so she never would have entrusted something as valuable as the combs to her. She was waiting to give them to you when you grew up.”

“Ancie? Flighty?”

They looked at each other through the tears that were welling up, beginning to flow down both their faces, and they laughed out loud.

“Ancie?”

“Yes,” Emily said. “That was the word Polly used for our strict, extremely particular Aunt Ancie. Flighty.”

Cotannah took a step toward the dresser, then another.

“This is like a dream.”

“I knew it would be.”

She touched one of the combs with the tips of her fingers. The silver was warm from the sunlight streaming in through the window, so warm she could pretend for one, flying instant that her mother had just laid them there.

“I’m going to wear them.”

“Wear them to dinner tonight,” Emily said, with a little catch in her voice. “They’ll be gorgeous against your black hair.”

Cotannah touched the second comb.

“I was here in the Nation two years ago. I was eighteen then. Didn’t Polly Two-Roads notice that I was grown up?”

“She says no. She told me that she saw you at the election dance and she knew you were still a child. She says the Great Spirit tells her that now is the time in your life for the combs to come to you.”

“Polly must be as opinionated and bossy as flighty Aunt Ancie,” Cotannah said, her voice breaking completely on the name of the aunt who had raised her.

She scooped up the combs and held them clasped to her breast with both hands, her head bent over them.

“I’m going to leave you alone now, ’Tannah,” Emily whispered. “Supper’s at six.”

Cotannah nodded and stood without moving until she heard the door softly close. The minute Emily was gone, she turned and ran to the bed, threw herself across it and let the tears pour out of her while she cradled the combs in her hands.

She wasn’t crying about being an orphan who never had known her mother or her father, though. She wasn’t even going to think about that.

No, she had been needing to cry ever since Pretty Feather had reared up and scared her so badly; ever since Walks-With-Spirits had looked into her eyes and seen all the way to her soul. He knew her, he really did, and he didn’t care to be around her.

He had told her to hush, not even to talk to him, and he had sent her away from him just as Cade had done.

If the truth were told, she had been needing to cry ever since Cade told her he was ashamed of her behavior and sent her off the ranch.

She sobbed harder and held the combs tighter, so tight that their slender teeth cut into her skin.

If Mama could see her today, if she knew everything Cotannah had said and done in the past two years, would she be ashamed of her like Cade?

Cotannah’s spirits lifted considerably when she studied her reflection in the mirror just before dinner. Her deep yellow-colored dress with its low, curving neckline was infinitely becoming, and the silver combs in her hauset off its black shine. They were gorgeous, and they gave her an intriguing air.

Yes. She looked fine, plenty fine enough to make Walks-With-Spirits want to talk with her instead of telling her to hush—fine enough, certainly, to compete with a wounded coyote for his attention. Well, now he’d be lucky if he could coax one kind word from her lips!

It’d serve him right if she made him fall in love with her and then deliberately broke his heart the way Cade always accused her of doing, she thought, as she arranged her long, loose hair in artful disarray around her face, then reset the combs in the traditional fashion—one in the front to “frame her face” as Aunt Ancie and her friends called it and the other at the back of her neck. He deserved a hard time for treating her like a child.

She left the room, walked down the hall, and slowly descended the curving front staircase, hoping she was late enough to make an entrance in the dining room. There were boarders here at Tall Pine and always visitors for supper, mostly travelers. There was lots of business going on in Tuskahoma these days, Emily had written in her letters to the ranch, yet the town still had no hotel. Surely there would be other men to notice her. It would hardly matter if Walks-With-Spirits was present. She could care less if she ever saw him again. Truly.

The big clock in the hallway struck six as she reached the first floor, but even its loud chiming couldn’t drown out the laughter and talk that spilled from the wide double doors of the dining room. There were lots of different voices, mostly masculine ones, and they sounded wonderfully festive to Cotannah after three long weeks on the road with only Ancie and Jumper and her escort of vaqueros.

She strolled down the hall to the wide doorway and stopped beneath its arch.

“’Tannah, you’re just in time!” Emily cried. “Come sit here beside me and after the blessing I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

Walks-With-Spirits was the first person she saw, there at Emily’s right, dressed in a fresh, sky-blue shirt. In spite of all she could do, her eyes went to him before she even focused on Emily’s face. He met her gaze as she stepped into the room, and his eyes sent a sharp, quick thrill right through her, as if his hand had touched her skin. Yet he didn’t smile, didn’t even give any indication he knew her.

She lifted her chin and made herself look past him. At the man across the table from him. At Tay, who looked exactly the same but who, to her relief, had absolutely no effect on her anymore. At the portly, blond man who flashed her a welcoming smile.

Another young man smiled at her and inclined his head as she walked past, his dark eyes devouring her face. Another cleared his throat and stepped away from his chair to pull hers away from the table for her. Emily reached out and patted her hand in welcome as they bowed their heads.

When Uncle Jumper had finished with his usual, rather lengthy blessing, they all sat down. Cotannah fought to keep from looking at Walks-With-Spirits again as the bowls and platters of food were passed around the table, as Tay welcomed her and Ancie and Jumper to Tall Pine and he and Emily introduced all three of them to the other visitors. A quick glance told her that only one was a woman—she, Emily, Aunt Ancie, and a middle-aged white woman named Jane Trahorn, who boarded at Tall Pine while she taught at Pleasant Valley School, were the only women present.

Tay was still marvelously handsome, with his black hair and his sparkling silver eyes, and he still had his silver tongue; he always knew exactly what to say.

“I’m so disappointed that I wasn’t home when you arrived, ’Tannah,” he said, flashing a grin at her in his old teasing way. “I knew you were here, though, and more beautiful than ever because while I was riding home the sun dimmed, despairing of competing with you.”

“And you’re more handsome than ever,” she told him, laughing with the others, “and just as full of nonsense.”

They smiled at each other then, and she knew without a doubt that no shred of feeling save friendship was left in her heart for him. Not even anger or hurt at being betrayed. Not anymore.

Walks-With-Spirits’s introductions came last because Emily had started at the other end of the table. He acknowledged each of them with a quiet nod, but said nothing at all to Aunt Ancie or Uncle Jumper. His intense, dark amber eyes met Cotannah’s for the space of one heartbeat when Emily told them each other’s names, and for a moment she thought he would say something to her. But he didn’t.

“We’ve met, but not formally,” she said, as a challenge. Then, with the finest shading of sarcasm in her tone, she asked, “And how is your friend, Taloa, this evening?”

“Resting, thank you.”

Well, now. He could be gracious and polite when the subject was his mangy animal instead of her and Pretty Feather. She felt her cheeks grow hot.

Yet the sound of his voice was like cool water flowing over her wrists, like a soothing hand passing over her brow. Its music mesmerized her, it was as different from the blatant noises of the other men at the table as the ridges of the Nation’s blue mountains were from the rolling prairies of the Texas rancho. She had to say something else, anything that would make him talk to her again, never mind her vow to make him beg for a word from her.

But he was concentrating on his plate, his gaze diverted from her and his mind clearly somewhere else. As a balm to her pride, she glanced around to confirm that several other of the men, however, were looking at her, as she had expected.

So she spoke to the young man whose eyes had been avidly following her ever since she came into the room. Jacob Charley, Emily said was his name. Jacob Charley, who also was about the same age as she and who possessed sparkling dark eyes and who was finely dressed, more finely, even, than Tay. And he, unlike Walks-With-Spirits, had noticed that he was a man and she was a woman.

“Mr. Charley,” she said, “are you one of the boarders here at Tall Pine?”

He smiled at her broadly, obviously pleased to be chosen for her attention.

“Only occasionally,” he said. “When business brings me to Tuskahoma, I impose on the generous hospitality dispensed by our Principal Chief and his lovely Miss Emily here at Tall Pine. My home is a day’s ride away.”

“I live here, Miss Cotannah,” the plump, older blond man said smoothly. “If ever you’re seeking a partner at cards or a companion to sit on the veranda and watch the sunset, I’d be honored to oblige you.”

Most of the company chuckled at that sally, but Jacob Charley turned to the man with a quick retort.

“You’ll be too busy for porch sitting, Phillips,” he said. “If you’re keeping an eye on business for us, there’s plenty of work to keep you in town until long after the sun goes down,”

The man called Phillips beamed at him.

“Don’t forget you have a few responsibilities for the mercantile yourself, lad,” he said heartily. “I’ll wager you’ll be spending more time in Tuskahoma after our store opens than you ever have before.”

“As long as Miss Cotannah is here, I’ll agree that I will,” Jacob Charley said, a teasing tone creeping into his voice. “I’ll have to come to town to liven things up for her, since you’ll be wearying her with your old man’s card games and rocking chairs on the veranda.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. Charley,” she said, flashing a coquettish smile at him and then at Phillips, “but I’m sure Mr. Phillips’s company wouldn’t prove tiresome at all.”

Then she glanced at Walks-With-Spirits, unable to resist trying to see whether he’d taken notice of her popularity with the gentlemen.

He had not. He was eating his dinner and making some quiet remark to Emily.

She felt Jacob Charley’s gaze on her again and turned to meet it.

“Mr. Phillips and I are partners in a new mercantile venture in Tuskahoma,” he said, “and I’d be most honored if you’d permit me to drive you in and show it to you, Miss Cotannah. It’s to be the first brick building in town, and our brick just arrived today.”

“How fascinating,” she said. “Of course, I’ve only arrived today, also, Mr. Charley, so I must rest a bit from my journey and consult with my hostess before I begin making my social plans.”

There. That would whet his appetite if he had to wait and work a little bit at persuading her to go out driving with him. Plus she could use the time to advantage and ask Emily and Tay whether Jacob Charley would be suitable to squire her around—that would be the diplomatic thing to do since they would soon be writing to Cade, and the more docile she appeared, the sooner he would lift her punishment.

“Now, Jacob, I need to be the one to show Miss Cotannah around the store since you haven’t been there but one day all this week,” Phillips said.

Phillips wasn’t serious, though—he was mostly only teasing Jacob Charley and admiring Cotannah in an avuncular way. She smiled at him.

“I’m more interested in seeing the ribbon and lace counter than the bricks,” she told him.

“And you shall, my dear. You certainly shall. I’ll make you a gift of ribbons myself, just as soon as the freighter brings in our merchandise.”

She smiled at Jacob again and met his frankly admiring look, but she kept wanting to glance at Walks-With-Spirits, wanting to see his reaction to these mild flirtations. Risking another quick glimpse, she caught his eye as he stopped talking with Emily and looked up.

Jacob Charley must have followed her glance.

“Hey, there, Animal Man,” he said, in that same teasing tone he had used with his friend, Phillips, “I heard Miss Cotannah ask you something a little while ago. Was that one of your furry little buddies you said is resting? Somebody told me one of ‘em got shot today.”

Slowly, deliberately, Walks-With-Spirits turned his piercing amber gaze onto Jacob Charley.

“They don’t belong to me,” he said.

Jacob Charley stared at him through narrowed eyes as if trying mightily to read the meaning behind the words.

“Well, now. You all sure do stick close together, though, now, don’t you? Maybe I got it backwards—maybe it’s you that belongs to them, maybe you’re the pet of the four-legged ones.”

Someone chuckled, several people stopped talking to listen to Walks-With-Spirits’s response. But he didn’t speak, only looked at Jacob.

“It’s got to be one way or the other,” Jacob insisted, “because every time I see you, in town or in the woods or running the tops of the ridges, you’re right in the middle of that coyote and that mountain lion and God knows what all else.”

“You’re never in the woods or on the ridges,” Walks-With-Spirits said offhandedly. “If you rode a stone’s throw off the road, your horse would have to find your way home.”

More chuckles broke out, and all the other conversations died down.

Jacob Charley’s grin broadened.

“At least I ride a horse, like a regular man, instead of tromping around on foot in between a coyote and a mountain lion with a bird nesting in my hair and a raccoon running up and down my arm!”

Cotannah giggled at the image.

“I didn’t know you had a mountain lion, too,” she said to Walks-With-Spirits. “Where was he today?”

“I don’t have one.”

Because the animals were his companions, not his pets. But he didn’t explain that, and Jacob didn’t understand.

“Everybody here knows that’s not true,” he said. “Why, nobody in the Nation would recognize you if you happened to be out by yourself.”

Walks-With-Spirits gave a small shrug. “As you would not recognize the truth?”

A shadow crossed Jacob’s face, and he bristled as if that remark had hit a nerve.

“The truth I see is that you’re causing a lot of backward thinking around here with your talk of spirits and herbs and the old ways and the People arguing whether you’re a witch or a shaman. This Nation has to forget all that nonsense and go to the white man’s ways if it’s going to survive.” Jacob’s color had risen and his voice had gone sharp but Walks-With-Spirits remained admirably calm.

“Survival is the spirit.”

That reply agitated Jacob even more.

“Survival is getting people with money to come in here and start businesses. It’s teaching our full-blood children to speak English. It’s getting rid of superstition. It’s cooperating with the U. S. government so they won’t take us over …”

“Jacob, Jacob,” Phillips said, smiling broadly and shaking his head in mock despair as he interrupted the tirade. “Now you’re getting off onto topics that will be boring to the ladies.” He picked up a basket of bread and passed it to Jacob. “Why don’t you eat your supper now and let me entertain the company with stories of my many travels?”

It served Jacob right, Cotannah thought, and Walks-With-Spirits, too, with one of them making mysterious remarks that didn’t make sense and the other preaching politics like he was running for Principal Chief. Good heavens! She deliberately gave Mr. Phillips her most flirtatious smile.

“Thank you, sir,” she said, “for being such a gallant gentleman. I’m thinking that your company would never prove tiresome, no matter what Mr. Charley …” She paused to tilt her head and flash her eyes in coquettish reproval at Jacob Charley, then smiled at Phillips
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