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      200 Years Ago

      

      Red Wing shifted his long, lean body in the warm sand. It was almost time to resume his journey. The sun was loosening its hold on the arid land, allowing the first stars of the evening to glisten in the deepening sky. Through the desert stillness he heard the sound of creaking wood and voices–he was no longer alone.

      He moved slowly so as not to draw attention to himself. Lifting his head above the rim of the shallow depression where he had spent the day hiding from the heat of the sun, he saw two men on horseback and eight more driving simple wooden wagons. White men, but not the same white skin as the settlers moving into his people’s homeland. These men were unknown to him.

      He would have to wait until full dark to leave his resting spot. He had already crossed miles of open desert and now faced another. There were no places to hide. Here on the desert’s western edge, the barren sand began its rise to cover the feet of the purple mountains. Aromatic bushes combined with large boulders provided hidey-holes for small creatures and weary travelers.

      If the strangers had come upon him the previous day he would have been a dead man.

      His gods were still with him.

      The strangers’s manner of dress was unusual. They wore tall leather boots with wide-legged breeches belted with ornate silver and rawhide strips. Bands of leather crossed their chests over sweat-stained, long-sleeved shirts.

      Their horses were covered in thick white lather and their heads hung low as they strained into their heavy harnesses. Their hooves dragged through the soft sand as they struggled to pull the wagons.

      Red Wing caught his breath when he saw the young women in the last wagon. He counted six huddled close together, and as the wagon drew closer he saw that their hands were bound.

      He recognized their style of clothing. Apache women. Slowly he slid back into his hiding spot to think. The women were prisoners, most likely taken from their village while their men were off hunting.

      This was not good. He was still in Apache land, and their braves were known to be the fiercest of warriors. They would be filled with bloodlust anger when they discovered the missing women and would kill any person found near them.

      The travelers stopped near his resting place. Several of the men spoke in angry tones and gestured toward the mountains ahead.

      He watched as the two riders rode back to the wagon with the maidens and spoke in a tongue the scout could not understand. When they did not respond, one of the riders yanked a maiden out of the wagon and pushed her to the ground. He repeated his words and gestured. The remaining women climbed out of the wagon and huddled close together.

      The riders forced the women to walk up the line of wagons until they reached the first wagon. They sat the women in the sand and bound them to the wagon’s wheels.

      The light was waning, and with its passing the temperature of the air began to drop. The desert creatures began to awaken and crawl from their hiding places to begin their search for food.

      Red Wing remained on his stomach, becoming one with the rock next to him, part of its shadow. He searched the land to the west for any sign of movement. The men near him were loud, oblivious to the danger they were in. He strained to hear beyond them, but they made too much noise.

      A small movement near the last wagon alerted him to the Apache’s presence. He marveled at their stealth. The scout had been watching for them yet they had approached undetected. He dared not move, it was too late to leave the area. He slowed his breath as he waited for the attack to begin.

      He did not have long to wait.

      Bone-chilling yells pierced the air. The Apache’s cries silenced the loud strangers and sent a chill down the scout’s back. He fought the urge to move further under the rock and forced himself to remain motionless. Avoiding detection was his only hope of survival.

      The strangers reacted too slowly to mount an effective defense against the Apache. Arrows pierced cloth and flesh and knives inflicted terrible wounds as the angry braves sliced away at the kidnappers.

      Screams of pain and terror tore through the twilight. The fighting seemed to go on for an eternity but it was only a short time before the scout heard the first cry of victory.

      The braves released the women, unhitched the horses and tossed aside their heavy harnesses, leaving only their bridles. Each brave mounted and pulled a maiden up behind him. With a last victory cry they headed off into the night.

      Red Wing remained motionless until he was sure they would not return, then slipped from his hiding place and glided over to the scene of the massacre.

      The moon had risen in a cloudless sky and provided ample light for the scout to see the carnage that lay before him. The scent of blood hung heavy on the air and he knew it would not take long for the night scavengers to arrive.

      He left the bodies and looked into the back of a wagon; a stiff canvas covered the cargo. He lifted the tarp and saw a jumble of gold bars mixed with gold and silver cups. There were crosses set with glittering stones. The next wagon held the same assortment, as did the next. All the wagons were loaded with gold and jeweled items.

      In the last wagon the scout spied two short gold daggers. He picked one up and hefted it in his hand. It was beautifully made, the hilt encrusted with large red, white, and green jewels. He placed it in his carry-sack where it nestled comfortably with his remaining food.

      He hesitated, then added the second dagger to his sack. He had failed to find a new home for his tribe, but he would not return empty-handed. The daggers would make a fine gift for his chief.

      He turned east and resumed his journey. He was happy to be leaving this dry land, anxious to return to his home and the banks of the Mother Water that sustained his people.
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        “Gypsy gold does not chink or glitter;

        it gleams in the sun and neighs in the dark”

        Old Gypsy Proverb

      

      

      

      THE PRESENT

      

      Spencer couldn’t wait any longer; she had to get home before the sheriff finished his breakfast and started his rounds. Before she could cross the street, a bright red dually hauling a matching horse trailer pulled to the curb and cut her off. ‘Billmore Stables’ was written on the side of the rig in fancy gold script.

      She could hear banging from inside the trailer but couldn’t see what was causing the noise because the windows were tinted and closed.

      “Poor thing.” The day was unusually warm for early spring. It would be hot and stuffy inside the closed trailer, while the driver had the comfort of his air-conditioned cab.

      The driver, a short, skinny man, leap out of the truck and walk along the side of the trailer, cursing and pounding on it with his fist. As if in answer, more banging sounded from inside.

      The driver unlatched the left side door when he reached the back of the trailer. Before he could move out of the way, it sprang open. A large black and white horse backed its way out of the trailer and knocked the driver to the ground.

      He scrambled out of the way as the rest of the horse quickly followed. A broken bar hung from the animal’s halter. The horse was covered in a thick white lather and Spencer could feel waves of distress pulsing from its body.

      Spencer moved closer as the driver jumped to his feet, still cursing.

      He lunged for the halter but the horse was too quick for him. It turned and trotted across the road, headed toward the co-op and then turned up Main Street. The jagged ends of the broken bar bounced around and struck the animal several times in the chest and legs, spurring it on with each jab.

      Spencer stood on the curb at the edge of the park and wondered what she could do to help. She watched the driver root around behind the front seat of his truck.

      He eventually emerged with two objects that made her catch her breath. He was holding a whip and an electric prod and he looked angry enough to use them both. He glared at her as if daring her to speak, locked the truck and then took off after the runaway horse.

      Spencer didn’t know what to do – should she go interrupt the sheriff’s breakfast? She hesitated a few moments and then decided to follow the horse and driver.

      She didn’t know how she could help, but the look on the driver’s face made her fear for the horse’s well-being. He had a meanness about him that made her think he would take pleasure in inflicting pain on an innocent creature.

      As she followed the driver at a discreet distance she looked around for help, but saw no one on the street. Go figure, she thought. Ordinarily there’d be people she didn’t want to see all over the place. Now, when she needed them, there was no one around.

      Ahead of the driver she saw the horse turn right, down a dirt alley that ran behind the farmer’s co-op.

      The driver followed and disappeared from her sight.

      Spencer quickened her pace. She rounded the building’s corner and stopped short at the mouth of the alley. The far end was blocked by an eighteen-wheeler making a delivery to the co-op. The alley had become a brick-lined box canyon. The only way out was by Spencer.

      “You’re gonna pay for this,” growled the driver. “I’ve got you trapped now.” The driver’s voice was low and menacing and sent a chill down Spencer’s spine. He unfurled the whip and cracked it in the air.

      The horse, sides heaving, jerked its head high. The broken bar hit its chest. Spencer could see rivulets of red running down its front and legs. Flies already buzzed around the fresh blood. The driver took a few steps closer to the horse and cracked the whip again.

      Spencer took a couple steps into the alley but then stopped. Although the driver was a small man, only an inch or two taller than her five foot, five inch frame, she had no idea how to stop him from hurting the injured horse. She had never been in a physical fight with another person – she wasn’t sure she even could. The very idea of fighting made her knees weak.

      She watched the driver take several steps closer to the horse. He now stood within striking distance of the animal.

      As he raised the whip, Spencer ran and leaped onto his back and grabbed at his whip arm.

      “What the–?” The driver turned his head, his face only inches from Spencer’s. Surprise, then anger, showed in his small, mud-brown eyes. He dropped the electric prod, shifted the whip to his left hand, and brought the butt end down hard on Spencer’s collarbone.

      She groaned and clenched her teeth against the pain while tiny bursts of light danced in front of her eyes, but she kept her grip on the driver’s arm.

      “Stop! Please, you don’t have to hurt that horse, I’ll help you get it back,” she pleaded.

      The driver laughed in her face, releasing sour coffee breath laced with tobacco.

      Spencer willed herself not to gag. She caught a glimpse of brown teeth and shuddered. How was she going to get out of this? She didn’t know how to fight and reason was obviously ineffective. It was like grabbing a tiger by the tail, once you have it what do you do with it?

      She wished she hadn’t jumped on the guy, now she didn’t dare let go. He had every right to retaliate as she had attacked him first. She had thought only of the injured horse, not about the consequences of her action.

      She saw the driver raise the whip to strike her again and she closed her eyes against the pain she knew was coming. What an idiot I am, she thought. When will I learn to think first and act second?

      “My granny says that it’s wrong to hurt women and animals,” said a voice from behind.

      Spencer’s eyes popped open in surprise and saw a fist clamped tight around the driver’s wrist.

      She looked up into deep brown eyes, eyes so dark they looked almost black. One of the eyes winked at her.

      “This ain’t none of your bizness,” the driver said through tight lips. He was straining to free his whip hand but it may as well have been clamped in a vise.

      “Perhaps you didn’t hear me,” replied the young man, his voice calm. “Let me rephrase it for you – it’s bad for your karma to harm innocent creatures.”

      He turned his attention to Spencer. “You can let go now, miss. I can handle this.”

      Spencer released her hold on the driver and took a couple steps back, relieved to be out of range of any flying fists.

      The two men stood there, eyes locked, before the driver dropped his gaze and relaxed his body. He made a sudden attempt to knee the dark-eyed man in his private parts and found himself face down in the dirt with a knee in his back.

      Spencer gasped. It had happened so fast that she didn’t even see how her rescuer had gotten the driver down in that position.

      The driver’s face was deep red with rage. “You got no idea who you’re messin’ with. My boss owns this town and he ain’t gonna like you interferin’ with his horse one little bit.”

      “Mmmmm, the way I see it, I don’t think your boss will be very happy about the way you treat his livestock. Whips and prods are tools for folk who suck at handling animals.”

      He looked up at Spencer. “Are you going to be okay?” he asked her.

      Spencer nodded and rubbed her shoulder. It was sore and she knew she would be sporting a bruise there tomorrow, but if the stranger hadn’t come along when he did she also knew she would be hurting much worse. Before she could speak, another voice came from the alley’s entrance.

      “What’s going on here? Why is that horse bleeding?”
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      All three looked toward the older woman bearing down on them. A white braid circled her head and her clothes were faded and soft, but there was no mistaking the confident air of authority in her demeanor.

      She stopped next to the two men and looked down at them. “Let him up,” she said to Spencer’s rescuer.

      The young man hesitated a moment but then obeyed.

      Spencer noticed a slight gimp in his step as he moved away from the driver.

      The driver stood and brushed the dust from his clothes.

      “Alright Todd, tell me why this horse is bleeding. I saw the rig by the park, I assume this is one of George’s new animals.” Pale blue eyes bore into the driver as she waited for him to answer.

      “Yeah, it’s Mr. Billmore’s newest brood mare. I’m trying to deliver her but these two are interferin’ with my job. That one” – he pointed at Spencer – “jumped me, and then this bozo joined in to help her. I ain’t done nothing wrong. I’m just tryin’ to do my job.”

      His voice held a whiny note that irritated Spencer. In her family whining was ignored, or else rewarded with a “time out” to think about things.

      She watched the woman, curious to see how she would handle the driver, a person she apparently knew since she had called him by name. The woman had a kind face; laugh lines were etched around her eyes and mouth although she was definitely not smiling at the moment.

      She nodded at the driver. “Alright, Todd, you can go. I’ll take the mare back to my place and doctor those wounds. You can tell George that I have her and he can pick her up from me.”

      The driver started to protest but must have realized that it was futile and he turned to walk away.

      “Leave those,” the woman added sharply when he bent down to retrieve the whip and prod. “I want to have a word with George about the equipment he’s handing out to his drivers.”

      Todd hesitated a moment and then shrugged. He turned toward Spencer’s rescuer. “You better get outta town real quick. You don’t belong here and I’ll be lookin’ to even up the score.”

      He pointed his finger at Spencer. “And I’ll be looking for you too, girlie. This is all your fault and I will pay you back, you can bet on it.” He left the alley.

      “Young man, what’s your name?” asked the woman.

      “Harold Michael Joshua Calhoun, but most folk just call me Burr,” he replied as he held out his hand.

      “Then Burr it is,” said the woman, shaking the offered hand. “I’m Iris Peterson. Could you please see if you can keep the mare from leaving should that truck decide to move?”

      Burr went to stand near the horse, but not too near, Spencer noticed. She suddenly remembered the sheriff and her need to get home before he caught her driving without a license. She turned to leave the alley.

      “Wait, Spencer, I’d like to talk with you a minute.”

      Spencer turned in surprise. How did Iris Peterson know her name? She looked closer at the lined face but she was positive that they had never met before.

      The woman smiled at Spencer’s obvious surprise. “It’s not too mysterious, I assure you. I knew your grandmother Nora and you’re the spitting image of her. You must be Helen’s daughter. How are your mother and grandfather doing? I was sorry to hear about Evan’s accident.”

      Spencer hesitated, unsure of what to say. Her grandfather was a very private person who did not like others knowing his business. And her mother, well, what could she say about her mother?

      She shrugged and gave her standard answer. “They’re doing okay.”

      The woman waited but Spencer said nothing more. “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” Iris finally said. She changed the subject. “Have you found a summer job yet?”

      Spencer shook her head. “No ma’am.”

      “Call me Iris, please. If you’re interested in work my brother and I are looking for barn help. It’s mostly stall cleaning but could become more. Are you interested?”

      Spencer’s heart leapt. Of course she was interested, but there was no way she could take a job working in a barn, her mother would never allow it. More to the point, it could push her mother over the scary edge on which she already teetered.

      “Thank you for the offer but I’m afraid I can’t accept.”

      “I see. Well, I’m sorry to hear that.” Iris rummaged through her pockets and came up with a slip of scrap paper and a pencil stub. She wrote something on the paper and handed it to Spencer.

      “The position will be open for a few more days. If you change your mind call me at this number. Oh, and Spencer, that was Todd Rislow that you attacked. You had better keep an eye out for him when you’re in town. He and his brothers are bullies.”

      Spencer took the paper from Iris and jammed it into her pocket. She said goodbye, then left the alley and hurried back to her mother’s truck. She was relieved to see that it had been loaded with the heavy bags of salt that her mother had ordered. She wasted no time getting on the road to home.
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      Once on the road, Spencer tried to stay focused on her driving. She knew that Sheriff Timms liked to lie in wait on the River Road, the same road she had to drive home.

      She sat stiff and tall behind the wheel and tried to look older than sixteen. She had borrowed her mother’s hat that morning, hoping that if the sheriff saw her behind the wheel he would assume it was her mother driving.

      Spencer and her mother were similar in build and the sheriff would be expecting to see Helen Reed driving Helen Reed’s truck, so if he only glanced at Spencer as she drove by, well, with a little luck she might pull off the deception.

      She knew how to drive, that wasn’t the issue – most farm kids learned to drive when they could reach the gas and brake pedals. The problem was that she didn’t have a qualified driver to take her to the driver’s exam and road test and Spencer couldn’t show up without one.

      Her grandfather was crippled from his accident, and her mother, well, her mother was slowly going crazy. There was no other explanation for her mother’s increasingly bizarre behavior. It had been six months now since she had even ventured off the farm. That left only Spencer to make the trip into town for food and necessaries.

      She had to drive illegally or her family would starve.

      Spencer found herself thinking about the morning’s events. What an odd encounter with not one, but three different strangers.

      She shuddered with revulsion and gave her head a little shake to dislodge the memory of Todd Rislow’s ugly grin. It was hard to believe that there were people out there who could be so cruel to innocent animals.

      When she had leaped on Todd’s back Spencer had detected a gleam of excitement and anticipation in his eyes. She realized that Todd enjoyed giving pain. Enjoyed a fight. He had looked her in the eyes and then sneered, showing his brown-stained irregular teeth, his breath hot and sour. . . .and then he had hit her. Hard.

      She shuddered again at the memory. What would she have done if that other guy hadn’t shown up? Spencer didn’t want to think about how badly it could have ended for her at Todd’s hands. She shifted her thoughts to her rescuer.

      He had been unbelievably calm throughout the encounter, even though Todd seemed eager to fight. Not once had he raised his voice or even tried to sound threatening. He possessed an aura of reasonableness that was unusual in a young person.

      What was his name? She thought back to when he was telling Iris, it was some long thing, but he had a strange nickname. . . . . . ..she mulled it over a bit but the name eluded her.

      She guessed that he was college-aged, but he carried himself with a sense of maturity that Spencer associated more with middle-age people. She was grateful that he happened to be passing by when he did and she wished him safe travels, wherever he was headed.

      Iris Peterson puzzled and intrigued Spencer. Who was she and how on earth did she know who Spencer was? It was true that Spencer was practically a clone of her deceased grandmother, but still, Iris must have a very long memory to link Nora and Spencer together.

      Her grandmother Nora had died nearly forty years ago, and while there might be some folks left who would have asked Spencer if she was indeed Nora’s descendent, there had been no hesitation in Iris.

      Spencer thought about Iris’s job offer. The position was perfect for her and she badly wanted to accept, but the consequences could be dire. Life was off-kilter and difficult enough with her mother. If Spencer took a position working with large animals it might put her over the edge into full-blown crazy.

      Her mother had always suffered with phobias, most notably an uncontrollable fear of horses that now extended to any large animal. She had developed her phobia as a young girl, which must have made life very difficult for her since she grew up on a farm with cattle and ranch horses.

      A few years ago other phobias started to show up, along with a morbid fascination with accident related deaths, especially those that involved a horse.

      Her mother started withdrawing from the outside world and hid herself for days on end in her potter’s studio, leaving Spencer and Pop to puzzle and worry about her state of mind.

      Now her mother refused to drive anywhere, refused even to leave the farm. She still walked between the house and her studio, but she did it with her head down and as quickly as possible.

      Spencer was afraid that her mother would develop agoraphobia and refuse to step outside at all. She wondered which building her mother would happen to be in when that time came.

      The faded sign marking the road into their farm came into view. Neglected for too many years now, it was still readable, although the solid black arrow underlining Reed Family Farm was now a spotty line.

      Spencer put on her left blinker and prepared to slow the truck. A horn blared behind her. She had not thought to check the rearview mirror even once since she left town. She took a quick look and was relieved to see that it wasn’t the sheriff, but a pickup hauling a trailer.

      The morning sun reflected off the windshield and blocked the driver from her view. She shifted her attention to making the turn, pushed in the heavy clutch and downshifted, trying hard not to grind the gears. When the truck had slowed enough, Spencer started into her turn.

      The horn blasted again, only this time it was in her left ear. She turned her head and looked into the sneering face of Todd Rislow. He was still driving the Billmore Stables rig and she was about to crash into him.

      Spencer slammed on the old truck’s brakes and jerked the wheel hard right. The vehicle shuddered to a skidding stop on the gravel road edge. The loose and rusted tire fenders flapped as they fought to maintain their position on the truck frame, and then the engine died.

      Up ahead the tailgate of Billmore’s horse trailer rounded a curve and disappeared.

      Spencer took several deep breaths and jammed her hands in her armpits to stop their shaking. After several minutes she restarted the truck and carefully backed up to her turnoff, double-checking for cars before slowly making the turn.

      She was half a mile down her farm road before she realized that Todd Rislow now knew who she was and where she lived.

      This can’t be good, she thought, worried.
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      A couple of miles behind her Burr settled into the front seat of Iris Peterson’s truck while the wounded mare rode quietly in the trailer behind them.

      He closed his eyes to rest. He had been hitchhiking for the last two days nonstop and he was tired, but things had worked out even better than he could have hoped. Not only was he in Miller’s Grove, he had secured work and could now pursue his quest.

      All was good, he was where he was meant to be.
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      That evening Spencer was surprised to find dinner cooking and her grandfather and mother sitting at the kitchen table waiting for her. Over the past year cooking dinner had shifted to Spencer’s shoulders as her mother showed up less and less often to pull something together for the evening meal.

      Alarm bells rang in Spencer’s head. Something out of the ordinary was happening. She hesitated in the doorway and inspected their faces, searching for a reason for this uncharacteristic behavior.

      The broad smile on her mother’s face was worrisome for Spencer as her mother rarely smiled, even when she was having a good day. Spencer’s mother was probably crazy, but she wasn’t the kind of crazy that went around grinning over nothing.

      Spencer looked between Pop and her mother, saw that Pop was also grinning.

      “What’s with you two? You look like, I don’t know, like the proverbial cat who ate the canary. You’re scaring me – what’s going on?”

      Still silent but smiling, Spencer’s mother handed Spencer a thick creamy envelope. She took it and checked the address. It was addressed to her from Bainbridge College in Minnesota. She looked at her grandfather and he nodded at her.

      “Go ahead Spence honey, the suspense is killing me,” he said.

      Spencer grabbed a butter knife from a drawer and slit open the envelope. She had forgotten about the application to art school that she had sent in almost five months ago
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