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He let his mind go blank as he stared at the fire. Years of practice kept his feet and hands still until he was little more than the stump he was leaning against. The calm that overtook him left little else. In the distance, a coyote set off a round of cries into the night. The crickets called over the breeze like young braves singing to their lovers while the grasses shushed the river like a mother comforting her baby.

The sounds of his world surrounded him and told him he was right with it. He was where he belonged, doing what he should.

If he was patient, he would see his next idea in a vision. Recently, he’d been getting real good at being patient. Patience was getting his work into art galleries from South Dakota to New Mexico, and that one pipe bag he’d made last year was in the Museum of the American Indian in D.C. Patience was making him a major player in the world of Indian art.

He sat for a long time, but time itself wasn’t important. What was important was patience, the vision. And the next bag. The longer he sat, the better the idea would be.

At some point between the hoot of a hungry owl and another breath of wind, things changed and the vision took him. The temperature dropped from sixty to six in a heartbeat. The snow seemed not to fall from the sky, but spring straight out of the ground. The fire disappeared into the steam of breath coming from his mouth. He could just make out the low ceiling of smoke that pointed to a village over the next hill.

Peace filled him. Nothing else mattered but this connection to the past, the past that held the key to his future. Nothing else mattered but a winter’s day on the plains. He could see it now. The white background. His next pipe bag would be a winter scene.

The thud of hooves drew his attention. A horse, the red paint on his face looking like blood in the snow, ran toward him from the east. White flakes were kicked up with each stride, shrouding the horse in a cloud of ice.

A horse. A red-and-white paint horse running through the snow. The image assembled itself in his mind’s eye. Tanned leather, long fringe, beaded tie done in the same white. It would be a beautiful bag.

The horse ran right past him, so close that he was lost in the ice cloud. He waited. This was the end of the vision. As soon as his eyes cleared, he’d be back in front of his fire, next to the river on an early May evening. And then he could get started on his leather.

But it didn’t happen. Instead of the past leaving him behind, it pulled him deeper into the vision. When his eyes cleared, he saw the horse was gone, and he was colder than he’d ever been in his life. Feeling suddenly a little lost in time, he looked around the place he was in. And what he saw only added to his confusion. Instead of four prints in the snow, he saw only two headed toward the village.

He stared at the tracks. Not hooves—not a horse. Human. Small human prints. It looked like the heels were dragging a little, fanning the snow out in a long tail behind each step. He didn’t know what to make of them, but he tucked the shape and size away in his mind. Maybe he would do a pair of moccasins too. He hadn’t done mocs for a good long while.

Just a pair of mocs couldn’t be why he was still here freezing his ass off in the snow. The village. Something in the village was pulling on him. He began to follow the tracks, tripping through the snow banks. He didn’t remember walking being this hard. Usually, if he moved at all in his visions, he seemed to float above. But not now. The cold air tried to rip the breath from his chest as the snow clawed at his feet. He fought on, trying to remember that this snow wasn’t really here, and that he wasn’t about to get frostbite chasing down a horse that left delicate human footprints. This was all just a vision. Nothing more.

He lost his footing and slid the last few feet down the hill and into the safe circle of tipis. It was a little warmer in the circle, sheltered from the wind behind the hill. He stood, dusted the snow from his braid and looked for the tracks.

And saw nothing but bodies.

Panic stuck in his throat as he began to count the dead. Five here, seven there—the numbers climbed quickly. Dressed in the traditional buckskins, the people—his people—lay on the ground where they’d fallen, their pocked skin almost as white as the snow that held them in its grasp. There was no blood, so it wasn’t a war party or the blue-coat soldiers come back again.

He looked at each member of his family, held forever in death’s grasp. There was no one left to perform the death rites, no one to keep their souls until they were ready to be judged by Owl Woman.

The sickness had come.

Through the haze of horror that blinded his eyes almost as much as the wind-whipped snow, he tried to focus on what he knew. He knew what—and when—this was. This was the smallpox epidemic, and it had wiped out whole branches of his tribe, the Lakota tribe, back in 1831. A hundred and seventy years ago—a past long dead.

Or was it? Why was this particular past coming back to him now? Why had the horse—the footprints—led him here?

He looked for any sign of life. Some had lived: the tribe had survived this sickness. Someone had to have lived.

There were the footprints again, but this time they were different. The tracks stopped next to each body, and what looked like knee prints were pressed into the snow. Someone else had been here. Someone else knew of the sickness.

He studied the tracks. For the life of him, he couldn’t tell if the horse—the person—who’d left them had brought the sickness or had tried to stop it. Tried and failed. Everyone here was dead, except for him.

The horse appeared again, agitated and wild. Foam dripped out of its mouth. The horse was sick too. And it was charging. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t get out of the way of this death bearing down on him.

“What do you want?” he shouted, hoping the horse could hear him, praying it would listen.

“I came here looking for you,” a voice said. It didn’t come from the horse, but from the wind around him. He couldn’t tell if it was a threat or a promise. The horse—death—blew blood out of its nose as it ran faster and faster at him.

He closed his eyes, bracing for the impact. Instead, the cold, the snow, the horse, the voice all disappeared, and he found himself once again sitting in front of his fire on a cool May night. His blood was pounding, and he was so dizzy he was sure he was going to throw up. After a moment, the feeling passed. It always passed.

But what he’d seen didn’t pass.

The sickness was coming again. And someone was coming with it.
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Chapter One
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Thank goodness, Dr. Madeline Mitchell thought as she hurried into the sterile gown and snapped the shield over her face. Anything to get her away from all those half-hearted well-wishers at her farewell party.

“Drugs!” the woman—girl really, probably no more than seventeen—who was sprawled on the stretcher screamed. They hadn’t even made it to a room in the E.R. yet.

At least it’s not a boring night, Madeline thought as she bent to check. The baby was already crowning. The girl screamed again, and another inch of the head emerged. They would barely have time to get to the room. Drugs were out of the question. She was just going to have to tough it out.

Madeline let her training take over. She loved the E.R., loved the unexpected. In fact, right now she was loving the unexpected more than she normally did. It was her last night working before she bailed on Columbus, Ohio, and to bring a new baby into this world as her final act at the hospital seemed fitting. She was doing a last little bit of good.

Madeline followed the stretcher as they raced down the hall, keeping her hand on that little head. You can do it, baby, she thought, almost as much to the girl as to the infant. “I want you to push,” she said, keeping her voice low and steady as the door shut behind them. Then she looked at the nurse for some explanation as to why this girl was in the E.R. and not the maternity ward.

The nurse shrugged. “Her mother said she’d been in pain all afternoon. Thought it was an appendix. When we told her the daughter was in labor, the mother passed out in the waiting room.”

“Where’s the on-call O.B.?”

The nurse rolled her eyes. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Drugs!” The girl’s voice careened off the walls. The head gained another inch.

“She’s a screamer,” the nurse said under her breath.

The girl was probably in six degrees of shit with her parents right now and was about to have a natural childbirth, whether she wanted one or not. Madeline could see from the terrified look in her eyes that she felt alone. The last thing she needed was a snippy nurse making her feel even smaller.

“I’m right here, honey. You’re not alone,” Madeline said in her most soothing tone as she shot the nurse the look that everyone referred to as the Mitchell sneer. It came in very handy at times like this. The nurse backpedaled and shut the hell up. “You can scream if it helps, okay? But I need you to push.”

The girl nodded and sucked in a huge breath. Madeline barely had the chance to wish for earplugs before she was cradling the newborn baby boy.

Perfect, she thought as she did the quick check. Of course, they’d run tests on him—it sounded like he’d gotten no prenatal care—but he was perfect. The girl, who was now sobbing, had needed Madeline right then more than anyone else in the world, and she’d been there for her.

This is what she lived for.

In the middle of the adrenaline rush, a tinge of sadness snuck up on her. She’d never see either of them again, never know if they turned out all right and lived happily ever after. She was leaving. The weight of her decision hit her in the sternum.

“I can’t believe you’d rather go to some Indian reservation than stay here and do this, Dr. Mitchell,” the nurse said, her voice dripping with cynicism as they waited for the afterbirth.

“I’ll still be doing this,” Madeline shot back, keeping her voice low. The mother of the girl had been wheeled in on a matching stretcher, and they were both crying. It’s not that Madeline didn’t feel for their situation, but she didn’t allow herself to get too attached to patients in the E.R. Caring about patients was a recipe for insanity. “I’ll be the only doctor within a hundred miles.” Pregnant teenagers, gunshot wounds, car accidents—she expected to see more of the same on the reservation. “But don’t forget, I’m double certified. I’ll be doing general practice. A lot of preventative stuff. Those people just need a good doctor.”

The nurse scoffed, an attitude that was shared by more than a few people at the hospital. “Yeah. Good luck with that.”

Madeline had heard the gossip whispered down silent hallways. Darrin, her recent ex, had spread more than his share it. They all thought she was nuts, and in her weaker moments, Madeline was afraid they might be right. Her sister, Melonie, was the only one who thought Madeline was doing the right thing.

Maybe she was nuts, maybe she wasn’t. That didn’t change a thing.

The Lakota Sioux on the White Sandy reservation in South Dakota needed a good doctor. Madeline needed—well, she wasn’t sure what she needed anymore.

She looked at the baby, mother and grandmother, all bawling their heads off in nearly perfect three-part harmony. She needed this, this rush from doing her job and doing it well. But it wasn’t enough anymore.

She needed something else.

She hoped to hell it was out West.
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Chapter Two
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This couldn’t be the West. The thought popped into Madeline’s head as she crested a small hill and saw what she could only pray wasn’t the White Sandy Clinic and Hospital. But there wasn’t another building in sight, and she’d followed the directions. The squat building looked like someone had chucked cinder blocks at each other, and the depressing gray color did little to detract from the peeling metal roof or the front door that was patched with half a sheet of plywood. Above the plywood were the scratched, faded letters that spelled out Clinic. This was it, her home away from home for the next two years. It was as if the place had been pillaged years ago and no one had bothered to fix it up since then.

Her stomach fell. She’d expected rustic, sure. Her little cabin was rustic. This? This was squalid. Maybe Darrin had been right. This was idiotic—the dumbest thing she could do. Career suicide.

Ugh. Darrin. Her nervous stomach tried to revolt on her, but she kept things firmly under control and talked some damn sense into herself. Darrin had nothing to do with this. Darrin wasn’t here, and that’s the way she liked it. Besides, she shouldn’t jump to conclusions at 7:37 in the morning. At least things couldn’t get much worse.

And then they did.

She barely got her new Jeep parked when a rusted-out truck careened into the lot behind her. The first—the only—thing she saw in the rear-view mirror was the shotgun in the gun rack. Shit, she thought, but that was as far as she got before the truck’s door opened and a guy the size of Maine hopped out of the driver’s seat. Madeline’s jaw dropped. Jesus, he was huge, with one of those biker-style do-rags on his head and tattoos visible at twenty paces. And he was armed.

All she could do was lock her car door, although the guy could probably remove it with one hand tied behind his back. He cricked his neck, looked around and headed straight for her.

She should have gotten a gun. Or some mace. Or a baseball bat. Anything that might level the playing field with the tank that was... smiling?

“Sorry I’m late, Doc,” the tank yelled, loud enough to be heard through the glass.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re Dr. Mitchell, right?” Madeline noticed that he was wearing blue scrubs with a medical-style badge hanging off the pocket of his shirt.

Moving slowly, she rolled down her window. “Yes, I am. And you are... ?”

“Clarence Thunder.” He waved again. Up close now, she could see the anchors tattooed on his arms. He noticed she was looking. “Navy Medical Corps, retired,” he said with a tired salute. “Chief—well, only—nurse here on the White Sandy.”

“You’re the nurse?” Excellent. Shock and surprise were exactly the first sorts of impressions she wanted to make. At least she wasn’t being overbearing, right?

He shrugged, seemingly amused with her confusion. “Fresh out of lady nurses around here. I’m all you got. Come on in.”

A tattooed tank named Thunder was all she had? What had she gotten herself into?

The clinic was better on the inside than it was on the outside. The floors were swept, the lights all flickered on, and there was no mistaking the comforting smell of chemical clean. “Like I said, sorry I’m late. Indian time, you know.”

No, she didn’t, but she wasn’t going to own up to that level of ignorance in the first three minutes. “It’s fine,” Madeline replied with what she hoped was a friendly, easy-going tone as she scoped out the joint. Style-wise, the waiting room was what one might term original, as in everything in it looked like it was original to the building, circa late 1960s. The Naugahyde chairs were held together with duct tape, and she saw a grand total of four tattered magazines. She could barely see the huge desk underneath the rotary phone, an old computer and about two thousand files. No filing cabinets?

Clarence sidestepped the desk with a level of grace she wouldn’t have attributed to a man his size. “After Tara gets the patients all checked in, I bring them back here.” He waved to four exam tables, one of which had stirrups for gynecological exams at the ready. On the other side were two hospital beds.

The room was wide open. Each bed was backed against the far wall with a small tray separating them. No monitors, no blood-pressure machines—no walls. “No walls?”

“We got them curtains a few years ago.” Clarence shrugged, gesturing to the tracks on the ceiling. Each one ringed the four exam tables. And tied against the wall were the curtains in question. The pleats on three of them were still crisp. Only the one around the gyne table looked like it ever got pulled. “Someone thought we needed them. Can’t seem to recall why.”

For the first time, she noticed his accent. He clipped the ends of his vowels, which gave his voice a lilting quality. It seemed an odd fit on a man who looked like he did, but not unpleasant. “Doesn’t that violate HIPAA? Patient rights?”

“Don’t really matter. Everyone here’s family.” Clarence fixed her with a stare that walked a fine line between amused and irritated, and she resolved to be more agreeable before she pissed off her one and only nurse.

Before she could even process that thought, the door whooshed open. “Clarence? Dr. Mitchell? It’s me, Tara.”

Tara, it turned out, was a plump young woman with big hair and bigger earrings. She was wearing a skin-tight red T-shirt and low-cut jeans that left little of her muffin top to the imagination. “Hi. I’m Tara Tall Trees. I’m the receptionist—and I do the transcribing,” she added, propping the door open with a fan.

Okay, the names were crazy, but she was the one who’d come to the Indian reservation, right? She was the one who loved a challenge, right? She smiled as warmly as she could manage with her head swimming. “I’m Dr. Madeline Mitchell. Nice to meet you.”

She didn’t get the chance to make any more chitchat. Suddenly the waiting room was mobbed by people who looked like seven levels of hell. The time for pleasantries was over. She had a job to do.

It didn’t take her long to realize that the job was going to be a hell of a lot harder without actual supplies. The normal conversation went along the lines of, “Where’s the iodine?” Or saline or cotton swabs or vaccines or any number of things a clinic needed to function on a daily basis.

“Don’t have any.”

“When are we getting some?”

“When someone pays us.”

Over and over and over. The clinic didn’t have any supplies beyond four bottles of Tylenol that were about three days from expiring, two boxes of bandages and half a box of hypodermic syringes. She’d brought supplies, sure, but a few boxes of bandages and needles weren’t enough to hold her through the morning. By eleven, the supply closet was empty of everything but alcohol swabs.

She didn’t have time to get frustrated. The patients came in droves. Diabetics who were in danger of losing feet, what seemed like dozens of people with the stomach flu, and people who were going blind from chronic alcohol poisoning. Few people actually looked at her, unless she caught them staring out of the corner of her eye. Half of them didn’t even talk to her, just to Tara and Clarence.

The worst was a guy who came in looking like he’d wandered right out of a cage match. He was compact and muscled with his head shaved on the sides and his hair was pulled into a tight, tribal-looking braid. Which was intimidating enough, but with the flesh wound he was sporting on his shoulder? Mercenary, was all she could think. That, and what did the other guy look like? Clarence wouldn’t tell her what his name was. “That’s nobody,” was all she got out of anyone. No one looked at him, and he looked at no one.

And then she was alone with him, behind the curtain. If he wasn’t so damn intimidating, he’d be a good-looking man—definitely one of the healthier ones she’d seen today. However, the blood-soaked shirt she cut from him looked anything but good, and the old scars on his chest were even worse. A trickle of fear cut through her stomach as she snapped on a new pair of gloves. What had happened to this man? Nobody, she repeated to herself as she began to dig for the bullet. Just nobody. “How did this happen?”

Nothing. Not even a grunt of pain as she packed the wound with the last of the gauze. It was like performing surgery on a statue. She found her hands shaking as she wondered just who the hell nobody was, and what, exactly, he’d done to get shot. The list was long.

Okay. So this guy was terrifying. She still had a moral obligation to make sure her patients received the best care, as long as they weren’t ax murderers, right? “You’ll need to come back in within a week for me to check the wound,” she said as she opened the curtain and made notes in a blank file. She thought about writing Nobody on the top. “And I’m required by law to inform the authorities, Mister... ” she said, hoping to get something out of him.

She felt a breeze rustle her hair. That’s weird, she thought as she turned around. The fan doesn’t normally... 

Nobody was gone.

The trickle became a waterfall of panic. What kind of person just blew out with the breeze—after a bullet wound? Someone who didn’t want to be found, that’s who. Someone who was wanted. Someone who was dangerous. More than just her hands shook as she tried to walk casually over to Tara. “We’ve got to call the police,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t giving her away—at least not within earshot of patients.

Tara gently shook her head as she answered the phone again. “It was nobody. Tim—he’s the sheriff—he’ll call us if he needs us,” she replied as she handed Madeline another file, like gunshot wounds in unnamed patients were just another day.

And that was all before lunch.

Madeline tried to keep upbeat. Clarence was a hell of a good nurse, and the patients clearly trusted him—far more than they trusted her. Tara was a multitasking genius. She could answer the phone, greet new patients and take histories all at the same time. Madeline had a good team to work with. Now if she only had some supplies to go with it.

“Tara, start a list,” she called across the room upon discovering the only bottle of penicillin was expired.

“We don’t have any money,” Clarence repeated with a grunt as he lifted an old woman without her feet out of a rusty wheel chair.

She’d been here for three hours and had already heard that seventeen times. They might not have any money, but she did. “I’ll get it. Just write it down.”

By the time they stopped for a twenty-minute lunch, the list was up to number forty-seven, and she’d already seen forty-four patients and two emergencies. Tara slipped out with a promise to be back soon, whenever that was.

She was exhausted. She’d sweat through both her shirt and coat, rubbed blisters on top of blisters in her new cowboy boots, and the smoothness she’d flat-ironed into her hair this morning was all but shot. Even though she was sitting on the floor in front of the fan, she was still hot. She’d done more in four and a half hours than she normally did in a twelve-hour shift in the E.R. “Is it always this busy?” she asked between bites of peanut butter and jelly. She needed to get something closer to real food if she was going to sustain this energy level for long, but she didn’t have any idea where she’d put groceries in her minuscule kitchen. At least she’d guessed right about there being no microwave in the clinic.

“Nah,” Clarence replied from Tara’s chair. He had his feet up on an exam table and his head leaned all the way back with his eyes closed. She was afraid he was going to fall asleep on her, but a nap actually sounded like a great idea right now. Add coffee maker to the list. “We just haven’t had a doctor for a few months. Kind of a backlog.”

“You did this by yourself for a few months?”

“It’s a paycheck. Sometimes,” he added.

Things picked up again at one thirty. Tara made it back in at two. Madeline was beginning to figure out that Indian time did not necessarily coincide with numbers on a clock, but no one else was exactly rushing around either. Indian time. Just a time zone not found on any map, she mused as she looked down another throat.

A lot of these people had the same symptoms—stomach cramps, low-grade fevers and occasionally diarrhea. Seems like everyone always has the same stomach bug, she thought as she took a few blood samples from the people who seemed the worst. A few samples were all she could take—those were all the vials she had. Add them to the list. How huge of a chunk she was going to have to take out of the trust-fund money she’d transferred into her checking account for all this stuff? And how long it would last before she had to do it again?

Her wheels were already turning. After all, she knew people whose hobbies included expensive dinners and charity auctions. The Mitchells had been one of the leading philanthropic families in Columbus. It wouldn’t take much to convince people with bleeding hearts and open wallets to have a dinner and charity auction for this clinic. And the hospital back home—maybe she could get Todd in Supplies to ship her at least the bandages that were just past their freshness date? It wasn’t like gauze went bad. The drugs were going to be harder. She couldn’t weasel extra freebies out of pharmaceutical reps if no reps got within a hundred miles of the place.

Things began to slow down around four, which meant there was only one person left in the waiting room, an old man with gray hair that just hit his flannel shirt collar. He didn’t look sick as he sat and thumbed through an ancient magazine. The end is in sight. She sighed. Maybe he just needs a prescription re-authorized. It would be nice to end on something easy. At least today hadn’t been boring.

And suddenly, it got a whole lot less boring. Tara gasped in shock as the fan was kicked out of the door. Now what? Madeline spun around in her pitiful supply closet.

Two men stood in front of Tara. Well, one man stood. He was tall and straight, all the more so compared to the broken people she’d looked at all day. His jet-black hair hung long and loose under a straw cowboy hat, all the way down to his denim-clad butt. Even though he was supporting the other man, he was moving from one black cowboy boot to the other, his hips shifting in a subtle-but-sexy motion. He was wearing a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off, revealing a set of honest biceps that looked like carved caramel—the best kind of delicious.

“Find a nice cowboy.” Melonie’s voice floated back up her from their last conversation. “Ride him a little. Have fun!”

Now, Madeline wasn’t exactly a thrill-seeking adrenaline junkie. On more than one occasion, she’d been accused of being the party pooper, the stick in the mud, a real-bring-me-downer in the room. Several times, it had been pointed out that she wouldn’t know fun if it walked up and bit her in the ass. And that was just what Melonie said to her face. God only knew what everyone else said behind her back.

But there he was, standing in her waiting room. Fun in cowboy boots. No biting in the ass required, because she knew him immediately, and all she wanted to do was find a horse and ride. With him. The heat started at her neck and flashed southward. She could feel her curls trying to break free into a full-fledged frizz with the sudden temperature change, which only made things that much worse.

“Jesse!” Tara said in a voice that was just one small step below shouting. “What did you do now?”

“Give me a hand, will you?” Fun in Cowboy Boots called back to Clarence. He pivoted just a little, revealing the other man who was leaning all of his weight on Fun’s right side.

Not good. The second guy’s leg was being held together with what looked like broomsticks and duct tape. His right arm hung limp, and his scratched face was contorted in pain.

“Damn, Rebel, what happened?” Clarence was already hefting the broken man—Jesse?—onto the nearest free table, leading to a volley of clenched grunts from the injured man. “I thought we might get through this month without you trying to kill yourself, you know.”

Did Clarence really just call this guy Rebel? Well, it was official. She’d heard it all today.

Rebel—if that was his real name—was shaking his head when he caught her staring. He had beautiful black eyes, the kind of black that didn’t so much show you the window to his soul, but reflected yours back to you. Those eyes widened in surprise. “You know how it goes, Clarence,” he said, his gaze bearing down on her with enough heat that the rest of the clinic felt suddenly cool by comparison. “Life with Jesse is always an adventure.”

Tara was next to the exam table now, holding Jesse’s hand as she felt his head. “Do I even want to know?”

“Not really,” Rebel replied, taking his time as he looked her over. His thumbs were hanging from his belt loops, which only made the shifting thing he was doing look more intentional. Aside from the long hair, he looked like every cowboy fantasy she’d ever had. Did he have a horse, or was her imagination way out of control? “You must be the new doctor, ma’am.” He took off his hat and nodded. All that black hair, so straight it made her jealous, flowed around him like a cape.

Oooh, her first ma’am. From an honest-to-God cowboy, no less. She felt the sudden urge to curtsey, but then realized what he’d said right before the ma’am. She was the doctor, and she had a job to do. Wrenching her eyes from the long-haired cowboy to the patient, Madeline tried to regain her professional composure. “Dr. Mitchell, please. And this is Jesse?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

That wasn’t helpful. “I need to know how this happened, Mister... ”

“Rebel,” he said, those hips still moving.

She was not staring like a schoolgirl at this man. “Excuse me?”

“Just Rebel, ma’am.”

A shiver ran down her spine. One more ma’am and she might swoon. “Dr. Mitchell,” she said with more force as she turned to her patient. Clarence had finished cutting the duct tape off. “And how did this happen?”

“Dirt bike,” Rebel said with a shrug. “Thinks he’s going to make the X-Games circuit.”

“Jesus, Jesse.” Tara edged ever closer to hysteria. “That’s your fresh new start? You’re going to get yourself killed!”

There was something else going on here, something that went a little deeper than the friendly compassion Tara had shown everyone else.

“Nobody’s dead yet.” Madeline kept her voice low, hoping to regain some semblance of control. “What exactly happened on the bike?”

Rebel finally stopped looking at her. She could tell, even though she had her back to him, because her neck stopped sweating. Then he was standing by her side, pointing to the splint. “He rolled it. Heard his leg sort of snap.” Tara’s face turned white as Jesse groaned, but everyone else just nodded.

“And the arm?”

“Hit the ground funny. Obviously.”

Madeline considered the situation. They only had four films left for the X-ray machine. In good conscience, she could only take two films—one for the leg, one for the shoulder. “Only two,” she said to Clarence, and he nodded. Hopefully, she’d get the shots she needed on the first try. The phone rang. “Tara.” But the young woman didn’t move. “Tara, the phone.”

“I got it,” Rebel said, moving so fast that he picked up the phone before the third ring. “Clinic.”

“Um, Clarence?” She wanted to tread carefully—first impressions and all—but she’d never worked anywhere where a patient just jumped into the fray. But Rebel wasn’t a patient, her brain noted. And was an entirely different matter. “He can’t answer the phone—can he?”

“Sorry, Doc.” Clarence wheeled the X-ray machine over to Jesse and loaded the precious film. Mentally, Madeline added film to the list, which made it the most expensive item out of all of the must-haves. “Rebel helps out some. He knows how to answer the phone, but he hasn’t learned the machine yet.”

He helped out? This was bordering on insane, but she tried to ignore that fact. Frankly, at the moment, she could use a little help. Really, was this any different from a normal day at the E.R.? The only difference was that she didn’t know everyone. She didn’t know Rebel.

Yet. She glanced back at him. She didn’t know him yet.

“Hiya, Irma,” Rebel was saying as he sat in Tara’s chair. “Yup—new doctor.” Despite her confusion, Madeline’s ears perked up. What would Fun in Cowboy Boots say about her? “Yeah, she’s a little busy right now. Jesse crashed his bike. No, really.” His eyes settled on her again, sending her temperature up a notch. God, was she imagining things, or was he interested? “She looks like a good one.”

Not imagining that. Her cheeks warmed at the compliment. If things got much hotter, she was going to officially melt.

Now Tara was crying. “What about Nelly, huh?” She was never going to take her phone away from Fun named Rebel. “You promised you’d help out with Nelly more now that you’re home, Jesse,” Tara sniveled. “How are you going to do that if you’re all busted up?”

Days of Our Lives. Madeline cut the rest of Jesse’s shirt off. That certainly isn’t any different than Ohio, she thought with a smirk. Jesse had Army tattooed on his biceps. Ah. He must be home from the Middle East.

“How about Thursday?” Rebel was saying. “Earlier would be better. I think you’ll like her.”

Okay. Yes. This was insane. Beyond certifiable. But she still had a broken bone to set. She forcibly directed all her attention to her patient. “Get him some of that Tylenol. Sorry, Jesse, but it’s all we’ve got.” Jesse nodded, his eyes watering. “Do we have enough fiberglass?” she asked Clarence. Because all signs up to this moment pointed to no.

“We don’t have fiberglass. We got a little plaster of Paris,” he said as he shifted Jesse around on the bed. “Rebel can mix it while we do this, if it’s okay with you.”

Plaster of Paris? No one used that stuff anymore. And Rebel could mix it? What the hell? She turned to look at the man in question. He whipped his hat off his head again. “I help out,” he explained, somehow managing to look both sheepish and sexy. “But only if it’s okay with you.”

She looked from the ancient X-ray machine rattling to life to Jesse’s broken bone and back to Rebel. “Do you know how to mix plaster?”

Anything sheepish about him disappeared, and her temperature shot up another few degrees. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Rebel’s okay,” Tara said between sniffs. “Better than Jesse is.”

“I’ll do better,” Jesse muttered as Madeline tried to position his leg for the best shot. “Promise—Ow!” He tried to sit, but didn’t manage much more than some unproductive shouting.

Lord, she had her hands full, and nothing about Rebel said he was a problem. Well, not the bad kind, anyway. She nodded, and Rebel spun on his heel and made straight for the supply closet in one smooth motion. Madeline knew she shouldn’t just stand there and watch him walk away from her, but she couldn’t help it. She’d never seen jeans sit on a man like that. But then, she’d never seen a man like Rebel.

“Uh, Doc?” The humor in Clarence’s voice snapped her out of her little cowboy fantasy. “The X-ray?”

Excellent. Everyone was noticing. She hadn’t been staring, she reasoned. She’d been keeping an eye on a strange man in her supply closet. That’s all. “Of course,” she said, trying to play it cool as she bent over Jesse’s leg. It didn’t look swollen—hopefully it was a minor fracture so she could cast it now. To be sure, she’d have to get the angle just right... “Tara, does Jesse have a file?”

Tara nodded, but she made no move to leave Jesse’s side. “You were supposed to watch Nelly tomorrow so Mom could have a break. Now what?”

The old man from the waiting room appeared at her shoulder. He said a bunch of stuff, but the only thing Madeline understood was “Jesse,” and even that was iffy.

So that’s Lakota, she thought as Jesse nodded. Didn’t sound anything like it looked in the textbook she’d tried to study from.

“What?” Tara demanded. “Albert, you know I don’t understand.”

“He said bring her over. Jesse can read her stories,” Rebel informed them, arm-deep in a bucket of plaster of Paris.

Okay. So Tara had a daughter—Nelly—and Jesse was the most likely father figure. She still had nothing on Rebel, and who the hell was Albert? But none of that mattered. She didn’t have to understand any of the drama to do her job. “Okay, everyone who’s not broken, please go to the waiting room. I’ve got to shoot this film.” Although she wasn’t sure the walls of the clinic were enough to protect them from the X-ray’s radiation, she shooed them around the corner anyway.

Everyone crowded near the front door, and Madeline found herself standing side-by-side with Rebel. He was still moving, mixing the plaster with his bare hand. Each muscle in his arm twitched in turn, leaving no question in her mind. This was a man who was good with his hands.

“You got a first name?” he asked, so low that she wasn’t sure she’d heard him at all. But he was staring expectantly at her.

She opened her mouth, but then caught herself. She knew nothing about this man, including whether or not he was the sort of person who should know her first name. And as far as she was concerned, an attractive set of musculature and a couple of well-placed ma’ams gave him no right to expect anything from her. “You got a real one?”

His eyebrow moved up as the corner of his mouth curved into something that might have been a smile if it hadn’t been so focused. “Rebel is my real name.”

She knew she was staring at him, but she couldn’t help herself. If she could, she’d stare all day long, but that would undoubtedly be an even bigger problem than it already was. She had to stand with her whole arm hanging out in the room because the cord didn’t stretch. The X-ray machine rattled and hummed and finally clicked. She didn’t even want to think how old it was, but it was all she had, and there wasn’t enough money in the world for a new one. Some things would have to wait.

Twenty minutes later, Madeline had set Jesse’s femur with absolutely no plaster to spare and was reviewing his hefty medical chart. Clarence dug up a used sling for Jesse’s separated shoulder. Tara finally roused herself from his bedside to add fiberglass to the list while Rebel was talking in quiet tones to Jesse. Albert had disappeared, only to reappear with a mop and a bucket. He began to mop the floor and wipe down each exam table with the kind of efficiency that said he’d been doing it for years.

Madeline had regained her bearings now that everyone had stopped talking all at once, and she was pretty sure she’d come off as cold and overbearing to the man who emptied her trashcan. “I’m sorry—Albert, is it? I didn’t realize you worked here. It’s nice to meet you.”

Albert smiled and nodded his head. He said nothing.

Madeline tried again. “Thank you for cleaning up. I appreciate it.”

“He doesn’t speak much English,” Clarence said as he carried the sheets they’d used as table covers back to the world’s loudest washer. Apparently, it had been invented before ball bearings.

“Oh.” That was a problem. She was unable to talk to a full one-third of her staff? Big problem. She made sure to slow down this time. Keep it simple. “Well. Thank you.”

“He can hear, you know.” Rebel was at her side again, shifting his weight from one foot to another. “You don’t have to yell.”

It should sound like a criticism, but the way it came out of his mouth was something much closer to a sweet nothing he was whispering in her ear. The heat spread from her stomach up to her face. She hated blushing, that betrayal of a physical reaction. And this Rebel was making her blush with every single word he said. She took a deep breath and ignored the heat. “I wasn’t yelling.”

He moved his hand, like he was about to reach out and touch someone—her—but he caught himself. “You got louder, Doctor.”

“I apologize if I offended your delicate tympanic membranes... ” She couldn’t bring herself to say Rebel. Just couldn’t. The man had to have a real name. Even something like Tall Trees.

“If?” A lazy grin snuck across his face, and for some reason, Madeline was reminded of one of the movies she’d watched in preparation for the big move—Dances with Wolves. The way he moved, the way he looked at her—he was like the wolf moving through the grass. He didn’t miss a trick. If she wasn’t careful, he’d have her outflanked before she knew what was happening.

Not like that would be a bad thing. Not all bad, anyway.

She remembered he’d translated for Tara earlier. “Do you speak Lakota?”

He shifted, and his hips stilled. Thank goodness, Madeline thought. She had no idea how much more of that she could take.

“More than most people.” And with that, he began to tap a heel onto the aged linoleum.

The perfect ending to this day was a sound like a ball-peen hammer beating itself into her brain. Which was nice, actually, in that it reminded her that no matter how hot—literally and physically—this man was, flirting did not belong in her clinic. “Please tell him I appreciate the job he’s doing.”

Rebel nodded his head and said words she didn’t have a hope or a prayer of ever understanding, much less pronouncing. She must have been out of her mind thinking she was going to get that from a book. But Albert smiled again. “Thanks,” he said, his accent so thick it was almost unintelligible.

Okay, she thought with a genuine smile. We can start at thanks and go from there. She turned her attention back to Jesse, who had at least stopped moaning. “When was the last time you had your vaccines updated?”

A hush fell over the clinic as they all turned to stare at her like she’d farted in the elevator. “Uh, there’s a new adult booster shot for the chicken pox,” she went on and wondered what she’d done this time. “Reduces the chances of getting shingles.”

“Not interested,” Rebel said, dismissing the very idea in the same tone he might use to shoot down a suggestion that they all picnic on the moon today.

Not interested? Madeline didn’t care if he was interested or not. As far as she was concerned, the flu shot was not optional. “But I don’t see where he’s even had his hepatitis vaccinations. And everyone should get the flu shot—do you know how many people I saw today that had the stomach flu? This whole population is susceptible to H1N1 and other seasonal flu viruses.”

“Not interested.” Rebel dropped his head as his shoulders hunched forward.

He looked like he was going to spring at any second, and all that nervous energy was going to uncoil on her in the worst way possible. Oh, shit. Outflanked. And he was going to rip her to shreds.

Clarence came to her rescue, God bless the man. He cleared his throat and stepped between the two of them—ostensibly to carry the scissors back to the autoclave be sterilized. “Even when Rebel pays us for the X-rays, we won’t be able to get that stuff. We’ve got too many other things we need.”

Payment? All she’d heard all day was that no one paid. She looked at Rebel. “You pay?”

Rebel narrowed his eyes, but he started shifting his weight again. “I need an invoice first. But I pay my bills.”

Amen and halleluiah, someone who did. If someone else was going to help cover the cost of supplies, she’d do her damnedest to make nice. “I’m sure Tara will have one for you in a few days, after she runs it through insurance.”

The laugh came out of nowhere. One second, Rebel looked like a dangerous, wild animal. The next, he was doubled over, slapping his knee like she was Milton Berle and someone had hit her with a powder puff. And it was contagious too. Tara tittered, and she heard Clarence snort from the back room. Even Jesse managed a weak smile. Great. She’d gone from being insulting to insulted in one swift move.

“Insurance? Doc,” Rebel said as he wiped his eyes, “you’re on the rez.”

“So?” That didn’t come out right, but man, she hated being the butt of jokes. And right now, she felt like one huge ass.

“So, no jobs equals no money and no insurance.”

Nothing. She’d spent all her time studying, only to get to the final exam and discover she’d been preparing for the wrong subject. Instead of that foolish language textbook, she should have been looking at census reports or something. Anything. Her ignorance of the situation was embarrassing, but there was no way in hell she was going to let him see that. It didn’t matter if she was outflanked. “Well, someone’s got to pay for something. Otherwise, no clinic, no doctor, no medicine.”

And they were right back to that lazy smile as he shifted from one foot to the other, like he wanted to mesmerize her with his hips. “The last doctor made it five months.”

He said it like he’d asked what her name was, but the challenge was unmistakable. She fought back the smile, knowing full well it was far too early to break out the Mitchell sneer. He had no idea who he was dealing with. Madeline Mitchell didn’t back down. Period. She squared her feet, ignoring the blisters. “I signed a contract for two years. I keep my promises.”

He held her gaze, the noble Indian and proud cowboy all wrapped up into one irritatingly handsome package. Then his gaze slid from her to where Tara was mopping Jesse’s brow. She thought she saw a look of resignation pass over his face, but it was gone so quickly, she was sure she was imagining things. “Then I guess we have one thing in common.”

One thing.

That was it.
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Chapter Three
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“Faster, Webel! Faster!”

Rebel pivoted to look back at his niece. Nelly Tall Trees was perched on her saddle, her rag doll carefully mimicking her position. She was rocking back and forth, as if she could convince Tanka to go faster with all forty-two of her pounds.

“I didn’t hear the magic words,” he teased, facing forward again.

The silence was drawn out. Kids, he thought with a smile. He’d spent how long reminding her what the magic words were? And still it took her a minute.

“Please, Webel?” He bit back the laugh at her mispronunciation. It was like Elmer Fudd was asking, not a little girl. “Please can we go faster?”

“You didn’t ask in Lakota.”

She growled at him, his little wolf-in-training. He didn’t bother to reply. He knew that if she thought about it hard enough, she’d use their language. “Why do I hafta?”

“Because you are Lakota.”

“Daddy doesn’t speak it.”

Maybe Nelly would grow up to be a lawyer. At five tender years, she could argue with the best of them. “He understands it.”

“Mommy doesn’t even understand it.” Oh, she would be a great lawyer. She’d led him right into that. How much was law school these days? More importantly, how much would it be in twenty years? He would have to sell a lot of bags, that much he was sure of.

Nelly made her closing arguments. “Why do I hafta learn it?”

She was good, but there was no way in hell a five-year-old could out-argue him. He could throw a million things at her, things like the fact that their native language would die if kids didn’t learn it, or that it was a part of them, just like the sky. Instead he went for the obvious. “Because if you can speak Lakota and your mom can’t, how would she know if you say something bad?”

This important fact brought more contemplative silence. There’s just no arguing with facts, Rebel decided. Not even for little kids.

He snuck a look back at Nelly. She sat tall in her saddle, and he could see the proud lineage of her tribe in her baby face. She loved her saddle—which was good, considering the bag he’d traded for it was worth almost ten times what the saddle was. But that’s what uncles did for little girls whose daddies were fighting other people’s wars. It was worth it every time he finally let her go faster and saw that toothless grin again.

“You might tattle on me. Teacher says tattling is not allowed.”

“Nell-Bell. Would I do that?”

“No... ” She didn’t sound completely convinced.

Rebel waited. He could be patient when he wanted to be. Still, it took a few minutes. Nelly had trouble with the vowel sounds. “Webel, oh́’ánk̇oya.”

“Good! That was good, Nell-Bell.” He touched Blue Eye’s sides, and the mare picked up the pace to a slow canter.

Tanka followed suit, leading to the “Whee!” that the wind picked up and wrapped around both of them.

Rebel wanted to go faster too. He loved nothing more than to give Blue Eye all of her lead and let her run as wild and free as a horse got these days. In her third summer, Blue Eye was, hands down, the best horse he’d ever owned. And he’d owned a lot of them.

Too bad no one but Nelly would ride with him. The language wasn’t the only part of the tribe that would die if the kids didn’t learn it. And with Jesse out of commission for the next few months—a year, maybe—it was up to Rebel. Like normal.

Blue Eye was pulling hard, just itching to leave old Tanka in the dust, but the clinic was just over the next hill. Rebel brought her back to a walk, and she snorted in disgust.

“Aww, Webel!” At least Blue Eye wasn’t the only one disgusted right now.

“Sorry, kiddo. We’re almost here.”

“Mommy says the new doctor is mad.”

“Oh?” Crazy or angry? He wasn’t sure Nelly knew the crazy definition. He’d go with angry, but as far as he was concerned, crazy was not off the table. Because, if she wasn’t a little nuts, what the hell was a doctor with stunning blue eyes and a smart mouth to match doing in the middle of the White Sandy?

Dr. Mitchell. She had a thin face that, on a less attractive woman would look horsy, but on her it just looked regal. Everything about her was long and lean, and despite the tied-back hair and sexless lab coat, she still managed to look delicate. Feminine. Beautiful.

“What else did your mom say?” A question that had nothing to do with those blue eyes. Or those legs. Nothing at all.

“Just that Daddy better not whine.”

He chuckled as they wove their way to the hitching post through the cars haphazardly parked around the clinic. “Sounded a lot like whining to me when I got there.” He reached up and pulled Nelly off her horse. “You won’t tattle on your daddy, will you?”

Her little pug nose wrinkled with the weight of the decision. “I guess not—not if he’s gonna keep reading me stories.”

Yeah, Nelly is her mother’s daughter. Rebel grinned at the little girl. “Tȟunkášila Albert made him promise. He’ll keep his promise.”

“That means grandfather, right? I thought Albert wasn’t my grandfather. He’s yours.” Yup. Nelly was going to be a great lawyer.

“Tȟunkášila Albert is everyone’s grandfather,” he scolded her as he tied the horses.

Everybody’s grandfather—even Nobody’s. After Rebel dropped off Nelly, he had to go check on Nobody’s wound. “Nelly,” he said as he lifted her down, “you promise me that if you or your mom or grandma start to feel sick, you’ll tell Tȟunkášila Albert or me right away, okay?” The sickness was coming. That’s what the vision meant. But he couldn’t bear the thought of Nelly getting sick. Not before he figured out what it was. Not before he figured out if there was a way to stop it.

“Yes, Webel,” she said with a dutiful tone as he lifted her over the fan that was propping the door to the clinic open. And then she was gone, wriggling out of his hands and sprinting through the crowded waiting room to Tara’s arms. “Mommy! Mommy, Webel let me go faster!”

“Hi, sugar.” Tara glared at Rebel over the top of Nelly’s head. “How fast?”

“Not fast enough,” Nelly said with full lip-pout action.

Tara was not a big fan of anything faster, not when every time Jesse went faster, he broke something new. Time to cover. “Jesse was getting pretty tired, and Albert had some stuff to do,” he explained, fully aware that the whole waiting room was listening. “So I brought her.”

“Tara!” Dr. Mitchell yelled, pretty much eliminating all doubt about what kind of mad she was. “This speculum is broken! Where are the others?”

“Check the top drawer!” Tara rolled her eyes. “All day long, she yells,” she said in a voice just loud enough that the only person who wouldn’t hear it was Dr. Mitchell. “All day long.”

“Those are all broken too! Where are the ones that work?”

“We don’t have any others!” Tara shouted back. “Rebel, do me a big favor and pay your bill.” She dug out a hand-written bill with the adding-machine paper stapled to it. “The sooner she can go buy her damn supplies, the sooner she’ll stop being a—”

“We don’t have a single speculum that works?” Dr. Mitchell appeared before them.

Rebel was immediately reminded of a mad scientist. Her cornsilk hair was working its way loose from the same bun thing she’d had it tied up in yesterday and looked like it was standing straight out from her head, which made the elegant length of her face look deranged. Her cheeks were flaming red, but her eyes flashed with nothing but ice. Ice notwithstanding, she looked like a woman who had just gotten everything she wanted from a man. Images of her naked, twisted in sheets in a bed or bare to the air under the night sky, flashed in his mind. Against his will, his pulse picked up a notch. It had been a long time since he’d tried to give a woman what she wanted, but he was starting to think he might like to give it another go.

At least she wasn’t looking at him. That reduced the chances of her noticing his sudden state of discomfort. Instead, she slammed the broken whatever-it-was down on the desk. Her voice came out exasperated—and tired. Two days, and this place was already wearing on her. “Add plastic speculums to the dam—”

“A-hem,” he said, cutting her off mid-curse word. Nelly didn’t need to be hearing that—not more than Jesse already said it, anyway. “Dr. Mitchell.”

Her mouth still hung open with the unspoken word as she shot straight up. Her hands flew to her hair, the same thing she’d done yesterday, practically the first reaction she’d had to him. “Oh. Uh... ”

Damn, Dr. Mitchell flustered was only making him more flustered. To cover for what was becoming an embarrassing situation, he got behind the computer monitor. “Dr. Mitchell, this is Nelly Tall Trees.”

“Oh. Hello there.” Dr. Mitchell did a half wave from a safe distance, as if she was afraid of a little girl. She looked like she was under arrest, what with her hands behind her head like that. She wore no jewelry, he noticed. No bracelets dangled off either slim wrist, no necklace hid behind the collar of her shirt. She didn’t even have stud earrings. She was unadorned. Naked.

Nelly buried her face in her mom’s shoulder. “This is just a one-time thing.” Tara looked like she’d been busted mid-cookie snatch. “My mom had something to do, and Jesse was supposed to watch her... ”

“Well.” Rebel could see Dr. Mitchell forcibly getting herself back under control. Her mouth snapped shut, her hands dropped away from her hair and she picked up that broken thing and jammed it into her pocket. “Yes, Jesse. How is he today?”

“He’ll have to stay off of dirt bikes from here on out,” Rebel said, shifting his weight so his zipper stopped intruding. “But he’ll live.”

“Well.” She looked down at Nelly, who had graduated to cautious peering at the new white woman on the rez. “Hello. I’m Dr. Mitchell. I’m the new doctor.”

The last three doctors who’d thought they could save the world had all told the kids to call them Dr. Jerry, Dr. Blaine, and Dr. Nate, but not the new doctor. She seemed almost as afraid of Nelly as Nelly was of her.

What was her name? He was dying to find out. He wanted to wrap his tongue around it, and then maybe wrap his tongue around a few other things.

Ow. His zipper was intruding again. Damn white women.

Dr. Mitchell waited, but she got no response from Nelly. Unexpectedly, a warm smile broke out on her face. “Tara, this shouldn’t be a problem. And please add... speculums... to the list.” She turned fire-red again.

His zipper was going to kill him.

“Rebel came in to get his bill,” Tara said. She turned demanding eyes to him. “Didn’t you, Rebel?”

“Sure.” He took the bill and looked it over. And looked again, because he was sure his eyes were playing tricks on him. “One thousand dollars?”

“I understood that you paid your—horse!”

“What?”

But then he heard the rest of the waiting room gasp as Nelly squealed, “Blue Eye! Get out!”

Rebel spun to see that Blue Eye was straddling the fan, no doubt enjoying the breeze as she checked out what all the hubbub was about.

“Horse!” Dr. Mitchell screamed again. “Horse in the clinic!”

“Get, shoo, Blue Eye.” Finally, the chance to get his pants adjusted. He grabbed the mare’s lead and backed her out of the clinic. “Stay out here, or you’ll have the mad doctor after you.”

Blue Eye knocked his hat off his head and sniffed his hair, which was her way of saying, “Can we go now?”

Rebel knew she’d become an increasingly large pain in the ass until they got the hell out of town and back to the wide-open spaces again. “Give me a second,” he muttered as he cinched the lead down tight and went back in. If he was lucky, he had five minutes before the horse figured her way out of the tie again. But he wasn’t ready to leave, not just yet.

Dr. Mitchell was waiting for him, her eyes all ice and her cheeks all fire again. Her crossed arms were suddenly making that lab coat a whole lot less sexless as she huffed at him. “Horses do not belong in this clinic,” she said, like that wasn’t some obvious statement.

He grinned and saw the way her eyes got... deeper, somehow. It had been a long time, but not so long that he’d forgotten what that look meant on a woman’s face. That was attraction, pure and simple. “She was just curious,” he said, trying to stretch time just a little. The longer he stalled, the more he could look at her. “Not a big deal.”

She was a sea of emotions. He thought he caught a glimpse of amusement under the attraction, but then both were gone, and she wore the meanest look he’d ever seen on a woman. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen eyes that damn blue, and he was positive that no one had ever tried to kill him by glaring alone. “Pay your bill, sir. And control your animal. Clarence! Bring me the next patient.” And she stomped off.

He watched her go. What he wouldn’t give to see her without that doctor’s coat on. He strongly suspected that underneath she had a long, elegant body. The kind of body that gave a man just enough to hold onto, but no more. The kind of body that someone should be properly appreciating.

The kind of body he couldn’t see right now. But what he could see was the way she sort of wobbled in her boots, like she was hurting.

Moccasins. A woman like that—a woman who was on her feet all day, yelling at people about medical supplies—a woman like that could probably use a
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