PECPLE OF THE FI RE

by

Kat hl een O Nea

By Kat hl een O Nea
Doherty Associates the first north anmericans series

Peopl e of the Wl f

Peopl e
Peopl e
Peopl e
Peopl e

Peopl e

Peopl e of the M st People of the Masks the anasaz

The Visitant The Summoni ng God

Cear & W M chael

Cear & W Mchael Gear from Tom

of the Fire People of the Earth People of the R ver

of

of

of

of

t he

t he

t he

t he

Sea
Lakes
Li ght ni ng

Si | ence

By Kathl een O Neal GCear

Thin Moon and Cold M st

Sand in the Wnd

This W dowed Land

By W M chael

Long R de Hone

Cear

Bi g Horn Legacy

The Morning R ver

Coyote Summer forthcom ng

nysteries series



W M chael Gear and Kathleen O Neal GCear
PECPLE OF THE FI RE

TOR

A TOM DOHERTY ASSOCI ATES BOOK

NEW YORK



To Gaydell and Roy and the rest of the Backpocket Ranch
Col lier dan,

who urged us to go for it

NOTE: If you purchased this book w thout a cover you should be aware
that this book is stolen property. It was reported as "unsold and
destroyed" to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher
has received any paynment for this "stripped book."

This is a work of fiction. Al the characters and events portrayed in
this book are fictitious, and any resenblance to real people or events
is purely coincidental

PEOPLE OF THE FI RE

Copyright 1991 by W M chael Gear and Kathl een O Neal GCear

Al rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or
portions thereof, in any form

Cover art by Royo Maps by Ellisa Mtchel

A Tor Book

Publ i shed by Tom Doherty Associ ates, LLC

175 Fifth Avenue

New York, NY 10010

WWW. T or . com

Tor is a registered trademark of Tom Doherty Associates, LLC.
| SBN: 0-812-52150-1

First edition: January 1991

Printed in the United States of America

20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13


www.tor.com

ACKNOW.EDGVENTS

This series on our nation's prehistory wouldn't be possible w thout the
contributions of the foll owi ng people: Mchael Seidman cooked up the

i dea of doing a series of novels on North Anerican prehistory, witten
by archaeol ogi sts, during his days as Executive Editor of Tor Books.
Tappan King, who edited this manuscript, did a bang-up job on the
line-edit and flagged the rough spots for revision. Ray Leicht, Woning
State Archaeol ogi st with the Bureau of Land Managenent, provided

i nformati on and encouragenent. Marv and Patricia Hatcher, Principa

I nvestigators of Pronghorn Ant hropol ogi cal Associ ates, hel ped with the
phot ocopyi ng of stacks of archaeol ogical reports gathered from across
the West. Dr. George Prison, of the University of Wom ng, deserves our
deepest gratitude for publishing so many of his observations on hunting
techni ques and Pal eo-1 ndi an weaponry, and for sharing his persona

t houghts on the Mountain Archaic. Phyllis Boardnan and the Torrey Lake
Ranch deserve thanks for access to petroglyphs. Jo Hubbard eased the
way. Walter WIllianms's The Spirit and the Flesh proved inval uable for

i nformati on on berdache after Dale Wal ker turned us on to the book. Jim
M1l er and John Al banese receive special nmention for their study and

i nterpretation of Hol ocene geol ogy. (See, we renenbered all those
lectures in the test pits!) [Catherine Cook and Katherine Perry read the
manuscri pt and provi ded hel pful coments. Burt and Rose Crow of the
Ramshorn I nn kept Guinness on hand for us when we needed a place to
brainstormplot. Irene Keinert and Justin Bridges of Wnd River Knives
phot ogr aphed ar chaeol ogi cal resources. Finally, we'd |like to acknow edge
our dirt-archaeol ogi st colleagues for all the years of bull sessions
over a beer or the crackling of a canpfire. You know who you are. If you
see your pet idea here, you' ve nade a difference.



FOREWORD.

Fromthe tine of the first human incursions into the Western Heni sphere,
a thriving big-gane-hunting tradition known as Pal eo-1ndian flourished
t hrough nost of North America. Highly efficient, these human
predators--in addition to climatic change and possi bl e epi zootic

di seases--accel erated the extinction of animals such as the nmammot h,

gi ant sloth, horse, and canel. Through it all, humans, and their prey,
adapted to the gradually warm ng climate until roughly ei ght thousand
years ago. Fromthe geol ogical record, a dramatic climatic upheaval
occurred: the Altithermal. A series of droughts baked North Anerica,

| owering regional water tables as nuch as twenty feet. Vegetation zones
shifted, topsoil eroded, drainage channels ate deeply into the earth.
The tree line clinbed ever higher on the nountains. The huge | akes of
the Great Basin vanished to | eave salt flats and desert in Utah and
Nevada. G ant dune fields spawned from destabilized parent material and
drifted to cover parts of Mntana, Womni ng, and Nebraska, while

wi nd- borne | oess settled over the Arerican Mdwest. Stricken with
drought, the lush grasses on grazing |land deteriorated; the buffalo
herds declined in nunmber. In this period of hardship people starved,
bands of hunters, fissioning, mnmoving, warring--ever in search of elusive
herds of game aninmals. Yet, fromthe seeds of these hard tines came the
birth of a new North Anmerican cul ture.



I nt roducti on.

"Jesus! | didn't know it would be so dusty." The blond man's shovel
banged hollowy on rock as he tried to scoop it full. Miscles bul ged as
he strai ghtened and threw his shovelful of dirt into the gray-headed
man's sifter screen. The contraption rested on two wobbly | egs and
consi sted of a shallow box with quarter-inch hardware cloth held across
the bottom by netal strapping.

The screen made a shi sh-shi shing sound, pebbles and rocks clattering
across the nesh.

"Yeah, pretty dusty. That's the way it is in these rock shelters like
this." A pause. "Nothing but themchips in this one. Keep digging."

The ol der man pulled a red handkerchief from his pocket and wi ped at his
nose. He wore an old checked shirt, and blue jeans hung from|lean hips.
While he waited he pulled a cigarette fromhis pocket, using a lighter
to get it going.

Wth a practiced eye, he | ooked around the shelter, gauging the extent
of it. "Bet there's ten feet of fill in this."

The bl ond mi ght have been in his late twenties, tanned, with rippling
muscles in his arnms and back. He stood hip deep in an irregular hole
he' d pounded and hacked t hrough the rocky soil at the back of the

i mestone overhang. Shirtless, he, too, wore Levi's, held up by a
western-style tooled | eather belt. A can of chew ng tobacco had worn a
round circle in his back pocket.

"Sure is dusty. And there's all this charcoal."
"Injun fires, Pete, ny boy! Injun fires! You |l ook at the roof of this

thing, now, and you'll see all that soot. That's how you know. And
there's giant wild rye growing in front.



Injuns ate that stuff and it
growed here when they dropped the seeds.”

The young man threw up anot her shovel ful and used the spade to scrape
off the wall, collecting another load to throw up. He banged t he shovel
and a large flat slab of wall rock cracked off.

"Hurt? You're sure we won't get in trouble for this?"

"Naw " The ol der man hawked and spat into the back dirt at his feet.
"Hells bells, | been digging for arrowheads for years. Nobody ever

bot hered me none." He gestured around before he clawed through the dirt.
Wth a flip of his arnms, he enptied his screen. "C ear up here? Forest
Service don't drive that two-track very often. And we're back off the
road."

"So, like, what happens if they catch us?" Pete muscled the heavy sl ab
of rock up out of the hole and paused to wi pe at the sweat beading on
hi s forehead.

"Tell us to go away--and that it's against the |aw, probably. They got
nmore inmportant things to worry about .. . like selling trees to nake
money and fighting all themforest fires burning around. They ain't
gonna bust us. Makes 'em | ook too bad. Like they're picking on-the
citizens. And | go to church of a Sunday."

Burt caught another shovel load of dirt, sifting it in back and-forth
motions. A grin split his long face. "Hey! Lookee here. Bone bead. See
how t hey polished it?"

He dropped the find into a sack. "Yep, you keep working these pl aces,
and you'll have a wall full of arrowheads pretty quick. Mst of the ones
out |aying around, they been picked up."

"Huh." The bl ond noved, squinting at the flat slab of rock he'd muscl ed
out. He wiped at it, cleaning out the grooves, then | ooked at the wall.
"Look at this. Sonething pecked in the wall. Looks like a spira

but | busted it in half."

"Spiral, huh?" The gray-headed nman bent and squinted. "Never seen one of
them Mstly it's critters and such. Too bad it broke in two. O herw se
we coul d take chisels and cut it out. Make a neat rock for someone's
fireplace. Mght be able to glue it or sone such. We'll bring a chise
next time.



See if we can whack the other half out. If it busts again,
well, hell, that's the way the cookie crunbles, huh?"

"And the Forest Service doesn't care about that?"

"Naw. And even if they did, what we're doing is small change. So we make
a coupl e hundred bucks selling arrowheads? There's guys in U ah making
thirty thousand for an Anasazi bow ."

"Bet they bust them good."

"Yeah, maybe. But then |I remenber a couple of years back, sonme fellas
found a mummy up in the rocks south of here. You know, all stiff |ike
and dried out. Sorta |like them Egyptian ki nds. The boys got drunk one
night, tied a rope around its neck, and left it dangling froma

t el ephone pole. Al they got was a couple hundred dollars in fines and
probation" "Hell! |I get nore than that for getting in a fight in the
bar!"

The ol der man grinned, exposing brown teeth. "See, kid, nothing to it.’

They worked for a while longer, the young man shoveling dirt up to the
old, listening to the shish-shish of the screen

"So, like, don't the geol ogists get pissed off when they find these
sites all dug up?"

" Ar chaeol ogi sts. "
" Huh?"

"That's archaeol ogi sts. Not geol ogi sts. And yeah, they bitch and noan.
But who listens to then? They got lots of |laws on the books, but after
the shit they pull in Washington these days, who the hell cares about a
bunch of dead I ndi ans?"

"Whoa! A keeper!" The old man pulled a white chert projectile point from
the screen, holding it up to the light, cleaning the dirt off with his

t hunb. "What ki nd?" Pete asked when he finally got to see. He held the
point up, a glint in his eyes.

"Looks |ike one of them Medicine Lodge Creek points. Probably eight
t housand years old. Mght be worth, oh, seventy five or eighty dollars."

"Ww " Pete's grin didn't fade as he fingered the stone. "Hey, | ain't
selling this one. That's nmy first!"



"Yeah, you ought to keep it." Bun

shook his head. "Dam stupid government! Got |aws agai nst everything
anynore. So nmany they don't care. Down on the reservation, the foo

I njuns squawk. But then, Injuns always squawk. Say we're foolin' wth
their ancestors. Hell, mpst of '"emdon't know who their daddy is."

"So this is a pretty good site?"

"Yep, this's a good one. W ought to be able to dig here for quite a
while. Got noney in this one. | can feel it. Like knowi ng when you go
into a bar that you're gonna get laid." Burt wi nked, a happy leer on his
face.

"Il tell Louise on you."

"Hell you will. You'll find your nuts handed to you on a platter, too.

Pete chuckled. " "Course an old duffer like you ain't about to get it up
just any old night either."

He resunmed his digging, the shovel ringing off the rocks. The shadow in
the rock shelter increased as Burt had to nmove his screen fromthe
growi ng pile of back dirt.

"Whoops! " Pete stepped back. "CGot a bone. Damm near cut it in tw with
the shovel!'"

Burt came to | ook over his shoulder. "Burial? O just a buffalo | eg?"

"Kinda thin for buffalo, ain't it?" He noved back to let the nore
experi enced eye of his nentor judge.

"Ah, that's human, all right. | seen enough of them That ought to just
pull right out of there. That's a shinbone."

Pete pull ed, nothing happened. He | ooked up. "There ain't any haunts
that go with this, is there?"

"Who you been tal king to? Naw. You been going to too many of them creepy
novi es. Hell, shovel that dirt out up above there where the thigh would
be. That's it."

Pete attacked the rubble, shovel blade ringing. He worked, tongue stuck
out, undercutting the wall. He scraped the last of the dirt back
pulling on the bone. He jerked at the | oud snap, rolling back on the
dirt, holding up his trophy.

"Holy shit! Look at that, the knee's plunmb growed together! Mist've been
a cripple. Too bad | busted the thighbone in two."

"Yeah, they didn't have much in the way of doctors back



t hen. Wy, just
t hi nk, maybe that's Geroni mo's busted knee you got there!"

Pete grinned. "Shit! And you're full of it. Looks like it's al nost dark.
| gotta date with Lorena tonight. Mght get lucky like you'll never see
again. Gve me a hand out of here."

"Yep, s'pose we otta get going. You gonna keep that |eg?"

"Dam right. Make a hell of a thing to talk about next tinme | throw a
party at ny place. Maybe so I'll file a groove here where | busted it
off and use it for a cigarette holder. That otta show of' Cink a thing
or two."

"Al'l right, but | get the skull when we get it. There's money in skulls.
"Il take the leg and stuff if you can carry that spiral you busted in
two. "

Pete | ooked up at the sunset, gaudy and blood red. "Sure is dry anynore.
Li ke the world's changing. Al that drought in the farmstates. Mist be
t hat dammed greenhouse thing. Yell owstone burned up and now WAshi ngt on

and Oregon. Cuess that'll keep the Forest Service off our backs for a
while."
"Bull shit. There ain't no goddamm ' greenhouse effect." You'll see." Burt

spat into the grass. "Governnent just tells you that to keep you
scared. "

It took two trips to get artifacts and equi pnent down to the pickup

Pete grinned and popped the top off a hot beer, handing it to Burt. Then
he opened one for hinmself, clinmbing into the driver's seat. The big V-8
roared to life.

The ol d man | ooked back. "Too bad about that spiral getting busted."

"You sure there ain't any bad luck in that? Some hoodoo |njun magic or
sormet hi ng?"

"Hell no, that's just silly superstition. What harmcould it do?" Burt
paused, sucking on his beer. "Yep, that's a big shelter up there. W'l
be able to dig for years in that one. Conpletely clean it out. Good
nmoney. | can just feel it!"



BOOK ONE.

The Harrowi ng of the Child



"To Power, tinme nmeans not hing. Everything
bel ongs to the Spiral--be it the path of the universe, the rotation of
the Starweb itself, or the path of Father Sun across the sky.

"And where does Power cone fronf? Like the stornms, it comes fromearth
and sky, and water, and the Power of Father Sun, and the Wse One
Above--the Creator. O all the sources of Power we know, the WIf Bundle
is nost Powerful on earth. Once, back when First Man--the Wl f
Dreaner-led the People fromthe First World to this one, the Wl f Bundle
was made. Born of a Dream it suckled itself fromthe minds of the
Peopl e. Because the People believed in it, it grewin strength .

war ned by as many hands as held it so reverently .. . powered by the
spirit breathed into it froma thousand lungs; it is our soul, our Power
as humans. "The People carried it protected in the sacred wol f hide.
They guarded it fromrain and snow and dust. Men and wonen were born
under its Power ... or died with it in their arnms. Sonetinmes it soaked
up the blood of those who died to protect it from desecration or
sacrilege. Part of their souls joined with the Wl f Bundle, as did the
spirit of the rocks and trees and animals and the Peopl e thensel ves.
Not hi ng on earth is nore sacred than the Wolf Bundle. It's the Power

the Dreamthat gives the People life.

"That's what brought nme to you. The Power of the WIf Bundle. | don't
know why. | don't know how. But the Circles are turning and the earth is
changi ng. Sonething is trying to unravel the Starweb woven by the Wse
One Above. The Circles . always the G rcles, and time doesn't mean nuch
to Power. Who knows how | ong we have left?

"I learned this in a Dream There, in the Dream in the



vi sion, |
talked to the Wl f Bundl e and heard the voice of First Man. So |
followed .. . |I came here to you .. . and the WIf Bundle."

--VWhite Calf to Cut Feat her



Pr ol ogue.

Pain twisted the old man's belly--the sensation that of a keenly flaked
chert knife cutting his soul |oose fromhis backbone. How | ong now? How
long until it severed the tenuous threads of life?

Cut Feather tried to settle his aching back in a confortable position
Inside the | odge, the heat seened to intensify, stifling, raising a
sweat sheen on his ancient winkled skin. He rolled the bottom of the

| odge cover up, allow ng the hot breeze to bl ow t hrough, using the cover
for a sunshade; it didn't help nuch.

He blinked agai nst the constant gnawi ng pain, lifting his hands to | ook
at the knobby bones under the crinkled thin |eather of his skin. Ad, so
old. Hs hair gleaned white, braids worn ever shorter where they franed
his withered face. His eyelids had sunk around the orbits, |eaving
hol | ows t hat gathered the shadows cast upon his soul

| look like a winterkill carcass in spring--dried out, shrunk over
brittle bone. Not enough of nme left for the maggots to chew.

About him the final remants of his long life lay ready for

i nspection--all but the sacred WIf Bundle, its place suspiciously enpty
on the little willow tripod. Beyond the door hangi ng, dogs yipped and
grow ed. The soft voices of the Red Hand band, his people, carried in
the dry air. Even here, high in the nountains, continued drought burned
the and. How | ong since rain? Drought led to war.

Buf fal o had becone scarce in the wide plains to the east, so the Short
Buf fal o Peopl e had conme here, seeking the herds that grazed the high
nmeadows where the peaks scoured the clouds for what rain they could

gl ean. The Short Buffalo People wanted to call this land theirs. The
two peopl es could not coexist. The plains hunters wanted only neat,

di sdai ning the roots and pine nuts bel oved by the Red Hand. Pl ains
hunt ers used special Power to ambush buffal o--from which they obtai ned
robes, hides for shelters, and all their food, even roasting the
entrails. Their |anguage made no sense, like the clucking of a grouse.
Wrse, they spat upon the Red Hand as eaters of plants.

The Red Hand had repeatedly driven the Short Buffal o People back into
the basins and river bottonms to the south and east. Only the el k knew
the nmountains as well as the Red Hand. In the nountains, he who
controlled the trails controlled the country. In the process of
anbushi ng Short Buffal o People, the Red Hand had earned a new nane:
Anit'ah. That's what they were called in the Short Buffalo People's
tongue. "Eneny."

Cut Feather stared thoughtfully at the snoke-browned hi des overhead,
knowi ng t he shapes of each of the slender |odge poles he'd trimred by
hand, know ng each stitch Cear Water had sewn so carefully. A fly
buzzed behind the | odge where he'd relieved hinself. Time for the canp
to nove again, tine to allow the Sun Father to cl eanse the wastes of the
Red Hand. Al part of the Crcles, even flies and beetles had to eat.
Circles like the ones he'd pecked so | aboriously into the rock panels in
imtation of the constant Dance of the Wse One Above who watched from
the Starweb.

Only this tine, I won't be going. Here, this is the end. The | ast canp
for Cut Feather. It's a good place ... a place to die high on the
mount ain where the soul is free to rise to the stars and nmeet the Wse



One.

As if it heard, the knotted pain in his belly tightened, stealing his
strength and breath, trying to twist his soul fromhis body. H s body
continued to waste, thinner and thinner except for the hard lunmp he
could feel when he pressed under his ribs on the right side. The |unp
got bigger, and he grew | ess.

And | amleft to the final Dream ... Snmiling wearily, he renenbered
Clear Water's face, the glow of youth in her full cheeks. She'd been the
true Spirit Wnan. She'd been the one who paused, eyes suddenly vacant,
to tell himabout the WIf Man who whi spered in her ear

He'd listened .. . always listened, and told the People what to do.
They' d never suspected the Power had cone from his daughter. Never
suspected Clear Water's counsel guided him She'd seen, and now she'd
gone, fleeing her man, Blood Bear. She'd left quietly in the night,
acconpani ed by the odd berdache, Two Snokes, who watched the plants,
pi cking the grasses and chewi ng the stens.

Angry shouts outside gave himthe bit of warning he'd hoped to have. The
raspi ng swi sh of noccasins in the grass allowed himthat final instant
to conpose hinself as a strong hand ripped the hangi ng asi de.

"Where is she, old man?"

Cut Feather smiled up into Blood Bear's snoldering features. H's
son-in-law s strong face had flushed, dark eyes fired. Miscul ar

hot headed, Bl ood Bear had al ways been trouble. In the short time he'd
been married to Clear Water, he'd beaten her nore than once. People had
turned their heads at sounds of violent coupling in the | odge at night,
shanmed by her whinpers of pain.

He' d been hel pless--an old Spirit Man without power. C ear Water had no
other relatives to protest her treatment, to seek justice. And Bl ood
Bear had no fear of a Spirit Man's threats.

"She's gone. "

Bl ood Bear | eaned forward, black eyes burning. "I know that, you sinple
old fool. \Were did she go?"

Cut Feat her reached for the gourd, half-full of water, extending it.
"Come, sit. You are a guest in ny |odge. Drink and--"

Bl ood Bear smashed the gourd away, spattering water about the worn

hi des, soaking the sacred bundles. "Were, old man ?"

Cut Feat her winced at the ness, blinking as he | ooked up. "You know,
Bl ood Bear, you're not doing yourself any good. Shouting at nme just
undercuts your position. |I'mdying and everybody knows it. Rage has
stol en even your cunning."

"I"1l--" "Hush and hear me out. You're a |aughingstock. Your wife ran
away w th anot her man. The People--"

A hard hand cl anped on his throat. The heat of Blood Bear's breath
war med his skin as those burning eyes searched his. "Wat man, Cut
Feat her ? Speak quickly, or never speak again."

The reflection of death watched from Bl ood Bear's fl ushed features.



"Let .. . go," Cut Feather croaked over his protruded tongue. Bl ood Bear
rel axed his powerful fingers ever so slightly.

"Who?"
"Two Snokes."

"He's berdache! A man who | oves other nmen! Wiy would she run off with ..
with /if'/n?"

Cut Feather tried to swallow wi thout success. Instead, his saliva
escaped the side of his mouth, trickling down his cheek and over Bl ood
Bear's iron fingers.

"Why? Curse you!"

"You still don't understand?" Cut Feather closed his eyes, savoring the
feeling of Blood Bear's choking grasp. Could he still enjoy nenories
when his ghost rose to the Wse One Above? Or did the soul evaporate

i ke the physical body, eaten by this and that, rotted away?

The grip on his throat rel eased entirely. "Tell ne.

"She Dreaned it. That's why she went to you in the first place. The very
sight of you disgusted her. Did you know that?" He | ooked up, not
surprised at the arrogant disbelief in Blood Bear's eyes. "Yes, she

t hought you were no nore than a surly camp dog."

"For a canp dog, she cane willingly, old man. She saw | would | ead the
Red Hand People, saw I--"

"Fool! It was a Spirit Dream | don't know the half of it. A man doesn't
guess about Spirit Power. It has its own reasons for things. She Dreaned
and the Dreamtold her you nust father the child. As soon as her
bl eedi ng mi ssed, she and Two Smokes left. No. Don't threaten. | don't
know where she went, or why, or what Two Snokes' part in it is, either
But he's a good person. Maybe she needs himto care for the baby. Maybe
she needs his help for sone other reason. He's berdache. There's Spirit
Power in that."

"I think you know where she is. You tell nme, old man. Tell ne!"
"Think all you want. It's a new experience for you, |'msure."
The bl ow caught him by surprise, the slap loud in the confines of the

| odge. The power of it snapped Cut Feather's head sideways, bright
fl ashes danci ng behind his ancient eyes.

"Sure," Cut Feather grunted through the pain. "You can kill lots of
Short Buffal o People and strut. You can even kill ne. But you're ruined
here. Finished. Qut there, they're listening, hearing your rage. You
woul d be | eader of the Red Hand .. . but can people follow a man who
can't keep his wife and child from a berdache? Can they follow a man
who'll kill a dying old man in rage? No .. . Clear Water and |, we've

br oken you."

The corners of Blood Bear's lips twitched and junped as he struggled to
control hinself. For that instant of tine, Cut Feather knew true fear



"Where is the Bundle ... the W f Bundl e?"
"She took it."

"That bel onged to the People!"

"It was Spirit Power .. . something in the Dream'
“I'"1l find her. 1'Il find ny child. You hear ne? | swear on the Wl f
Bundl e she stole. 1I'Il find ny child!."

"The child? O is it the WwIf Bundle? | think you could care | ess about
the child. I'"'mdying. | have no nore to say."

Under Bl ood Bear's taut cheeks, the rnuscles junped violently, the sound
of his grating nolars audi ble. "Then die, old man!"

Bl ood Bear turned, hesitated, and kicked Cut Feather in the stonach.
"There, that won't kill you. But you'll know how | feel."

And he was gone, bursting out into the Iight beyond.

Cut Feat her grunted as he doubl ed over, knotting pain burning in his
belly. He felt it pull as he straightened, a rush of warnth deep wthin.
A queer tingling followed as he began to feel bloated and |ightheaded.

He barely realized when he fell over. Only it seened that faces peered
sideways at him The hides under his cold cheek felt wet, soaked, as if
someone had spilled water on them A dizziness swirled around him as
peopl e crowded in, seeking to help, asking questions he could barely
hear .

"The Wl f Bundl e?" A cry pierced the haze in his mnd. "W can't live
wi thout the Wl f Bundle!"

But Clear Water had taken it. Spirit Dream.. . Cear Water knew what
she was doing. H s thoughts slipped away |ike snoke into a ni ght sky.
Fadi ng. Fadi ng. Grayness.

"Looks |like you were wong again, Blood Bear. You killed nme despite
yoursel f." And he chuckl ed.

The haze dimed and floated around him Ilike tufted clouds on a
mount ai ntop. His soul drifted, sinking into a calmng warnth. Then he
began to rise, upward, above his crunpled body.

Are you coming? a soft voice asked
"Who? Wio cal | ed?”

They call me Wl f Dreaner .. . the Sun Man ... a new way |lies before you
now. A new way ..

What nust come, will. Human souls flow like the currents of a
river--often angry, thrashing white, boiling and mad agai nst the
resistant rock that blocks the way. At other times human soul s nove
peaceful ly, slow and | azy, barely rippling the surface of the tepid

wat er they wi nd through. Then, depending on the time of year, they flow
encased in blue-white ice, locked in a secret darkness.



Around the Wl f Bundle, souls gather, unaware of the rapids around this
| ast bend.

"You must be patient," the voice of the WIf Dreanmer whispers through
the msts.

"1 know, the Wl f Bundl e answers.



Chapter 1.

The | odge trapped the heat of the night, warm and muggy despite the
rustling dry wi nd shivering the snoke-browned hi de cover. The cover had
been drawn down tight, firmy pegged to the hard clay in order to forma
seal so that none of the malicious Spirit Powers m ght w ggle beneath to
steal in and find a hone. The People did that during a birthing. Newborn
children had no soul, and into that warm haven any manner of evil could
c eep. To further ward off harnful powers, sagebrush--the life

gi ver--had been piled around, the purposely bruised | eaves adding a rich
pungency to the desiccating air.

From where the boy crouched outside in the darkness, a frayed seam had
cone unravel ed enough to all ow a peephol e view of the interior

A single fire of punky cottonwood snol dered and snoked, adding to the
stifling heat in the lodge and giving light in the mdst of so dark and
wi ndy a night. The warm steany air issuing frominside puffed on the
boy's eye. It brought the odors of tanned hide, snmoke, and sage to his
nose. Mxed with it were other snells of sweat, wood, and fear. The
delicately bitter taint of herbs wafted out as he watched.

Danci ng Doe cried out where she |ay naked on sweat soaked robes. The
snoot h pl anes of her young face tw sted and contorted as her belly
contracted, seeking to force the child within fromthe safe confines of
her womb. Between her breasts lay a natal bundle, a figure in the shape
of Turtle-the magi cal animal that never sickened. Turtle brought health
and |l uck. He disappeared with the com ng of the winter gales, crawing
down into the Earth Mther, returning when Father Sun brought spring and
life to the world. The fetish on Dane ing Doe's breast had been
constructed of finely sewn antel ope hide and stuffed with sage, bits of
twi gs, feathers, and other sorts of Power.

On her belly, a series of designs had been drawn to center the Spirit
Power of birth. The nost inmportant, a bright yellow stripe, had been
pai nted down fromthe natal bundle between her full breasts to end in a
point in the mat of her black pubic hair. The Path of Light, it would
lead the child on its way to the world.

The boy stared, feeling the Power of the wonen's chant within. Though he
feared di scovery, he couldn't force hinself away fromthe fascinating
events. He knew his nother would punish him-and Two Snokes woul d no
doubt even now be [ ooking for him beginning to worry about his absence
from his sl eeping robes.

A night of heat, a night of pain. Across the nmound of Dancing Doe's
swol l en belly, two wonen--one young, one ol d--1ooked at each ot her
worry etching their tension-worn faces.

The old woman's gray hair glinted in the light. Patterns of winkles
were cast into a tracery of shadows across her withered face. The set of
her mouth had gone grim as she continued her vigil over the struggling
worman. Back curved from age, she hunched, upper body bared and sweaty in
the heat. Long-dry breasts hung |low and flat over the folds of her
stomach. Lines of scars puckered the winkled skin of her shoul ders,
nmut e evi dence of the nunber of tines she'd offered bits of herself to
the Spirit Wrld. The people called her Chokecherry, after the
bittersweet plant that grew in the high | ands.

The boy watched as his nother, Sage Root, crouched to help, her anxious



eyes on Dancing Doe's fevered body. He knew that strained | ook. Worry
mar ked the faces of all the People. Lines, like arroyos on the |and,
etched deep into their faces. But the hel pl ess concern his nother
betrayed frightened him Wen Dancing Doe cried again, his gut tightened
i ke sun-dried sinew

Poor Danci ng Doe. Her husband, Long Runner, had gone to hunt the
foothills of the Buffal o Mountains. He'd never returned.

Chokecherry took a breath, reaching into a neatly sewn sack to withdraw
danp sage and sprinkle it on the red eyes of coals. The perfume of life
roiled up on a mst of steam

She chanted softly in a singsong, "Cone, little one. Cone to walk in
life and bless the I and and sun and plants and aninmals. Cone to join us
on the path to the Starweb which leads to all good things. Hear our
song. Hear our joy. Cone, little one. Cone into this world and nmake us
smle."”

Danci ng Doe grunted again, tensing the nuscles of her powerful brown

| egs. She sucked a frantic breath, exhaling sharply, eyes clanped tight,
teeth bared in a rictus of effort. Beads of sweat traced irregular paths
down her trenbling flesh

Sage Root gripped Dancing Doe's fingers in her own. "Easy. Breathe easy.
It won't be long now. "

Danci ng Doe rel axed as the spasnms passed. She gasped and | ooked up at
the old woman, who continued chanting. "It doesn't always take so |ong.
Chokecherry, is it all right? Am1 dyi ng?"

The old woman finished the litany and lifted a shoulder, smling. "I've
borne children nore difficult than this. It's your first time. Those
nmuscl es have to be stretched and they don't know how yet. Nothing's
torn. All that's cone out is water--washing you, you see, making the way
clean. That's all." She | ooked across, |aughing reassuringly. "Just like
Sage Root. She kept ne and Horn Core up for al nost a whol e day."

Sage Root smiled wistfully. "I remenber. But ny son was born strong."

Only when Danci ng Doe cl osed her eyes and nodded did Sage Root's
expression tighten. Tension hung in the air like winter mst, reflected
in the sefbf her features and in Choke cherry's burning eyes. It drifted
fromthe rent in the lodge to settle like a water-heavy green hide on

t he boy's shoul ders.

Chokecherry resumed singi ng under her breath, taking another handful of
sage |l eaves fromthe pouch and sprinkling it over the fire to fill the
| odge with a clinging steamny odor

Danci ng Doe cried out, anguish pal pable as her belly tightened. "Should
we call Heavy Beaver?" Sage Root's hard eyes | evel ed on Chokecherry's.

From where he sat outside, the boy wi nced. Heavy Beaver, the Spirit
Dreamer of the People, brought that kind of reaction. In his head, a
voi ce whi spered, "No. "

Li ke a shadow in the night, he eased back, parting the piled sagebrush
with careful fingers and creeping fromhis peephole. Free of the brush,
he sprinted across the canp on light feet, heedl ess of the barking dogs.



Before him on the packed clay, the | odges huddl ed, squat, the bottons
rolled up over the peeled poles to allow the night breeze to bl ow

t hrough and cool the occupants where they slept on grass padded beddi ng.
Here and there, the sanguine eye of a dying fire cast a sunrise sheen on
boi I i ng pouches hanging fromtripods, black orbs of hearthstones dotting
t he gl owi ng coal s.

Cot t onwoods rose agai nst the night sky, silhouetted bl ack; the ghostly
i mge of clouds could be vaguely di scerned agai nst the exposed patches
of stars. In the trees, an ow hooted cautiously.

"Wl f Bundle," the voice in his head whi spered.

Bef ore he reached the | odge, he recognized Two Smokes' figure hobbling
across the canmp. No one wal ked |i ke Two Snmokes. "Two Snokes?" He changed
course, trotting up

"There you are! |'ve been hal f-sick worrying about you. Here your father
is gone to hunt, your nother is--"

"I need you. | think we need the WIf Bundle."

"The Wol f Bundl e?" Two Snokes cocked his head, the fam liar curious
expression hidden by the shades of night. Tone softening and reserved,
he asked in his Anit'ah-accented voice, "Wy do we need the WIf Bundl e,
Littl e Dancer?"

He hesitated. "I just .. . Avell, a voice told ne."

"A voi ce? The one that speaks in your head?"
"Yes. Please, bring the Bundle," he pleaded. "Dancing Doe's baby isn't
com ng. Mot her and Chokecherry are worried. Dancing Doe is afraid she'l
die. And Chokecherry didn't say it, but | could feel. You know, what she
didn't say. The look in her eyes. | thought the Wlf Bundle ..."

"You thought right. Conme. Let's see what we can do."

Two Snokes pivoted on his good | eg, heading off in his wobbling stride
for their | odge, the fringed skirts of his dress swaying in time to his
of f - bal anced pace.

The berdache had al ways been an enigma to Little Dancer's mind. No other
man anong the People wore a dress. In response to his childish
guestions, Two Snokes had smiled wistfully and replied that he was

ber dache--between the worlds. A wonman in a man's body.

The berdache had lived with the People for as long as Little Dancer
could remenber, always staying in their |odge--a strange silent nman
who' d cone to themfromthe Anit'ah. Patiently he endured, despite the
j okes and gi bes and the open ridicule of the People. Al one and al oof,
Two Snokes hel ped Little Dancer's mother with chores, scraping hides,
cooking stew, accepting the duties a second w fe woul d.

Little Dancer's father, Hungry Bull, the greatest hunter anong the
Peopl e, remained civil to Two Smokes, his innate di sapproval tenpered by
some ot her veiled concern the boy had never been able to penetrate.
Mystery surrounded the berdache |like the swirl of snoke froma rain-wet
fire.



Not that Little Dancer cared. For all his eight sumers, Two Snokes

remai ned his best friend, listening intently when Little Dancer told him
of the voices he often heard. Wen his nother or father scolded him he
ran to Two Snokes |ike other children ran to their grandparents.

"So you were hiding around the birthing | odge?"
Little Dancer stiffened. "I ..."

"You know, men should never get close to a birthing |lodge. That's a
pl ace for wonen. Wsat if you change the Power?"

Shamed, Little Dancer dropped his gaze to the ghostly clay they trod,
heart sinking in his chest. "I'"'mnot a man. |I'mjust a boy. I'mnot a
man until |'m naned and have proven mysel f."

"And you didn't think that even a boy mi ght make a difference?"

"The voice didn't tell ne | would. Wien |I'm around Power, | usually

know. "

"l ndeed?"

Into the stretching silence. Little Dancer added, "It's a feeling. Like
well, the silence before thunder. Only |l onger. Just a feeling,

that's all. And sonetines the voice." He stopped before his famly's

| odge, waiting as Two Snmokes ducked inside, hearing the shuffling as the
berdache carefully unw apped the Wl f Bundle fromthe heavy parfl eche
that kept it safe.

Ducki ng through the | ow doorway, Two Snokes cradl ed the Bundle so
carefully wrapped in a beautifully tanned wol f hide. The pelt gl eaned
gray in the faint starlight.

"I'f you don't believe me, why did you come for the Bundle? " He pointed
at the furry gray mass Two Snokes pressed to his heart. But the berdache
simply brushed past, heading for the birthing | odge.

"Well? Wiy did you?"

The sigh from Two Snokes' breath |ingered. "One day, Little Dancer, I'lI
tell you."

"But I want to know now. | can't see why--"

"You' ve seen the eagles nesting on the high cliffs. You ve clinbed up to
| ook down on the newly hatched chicks."

"Uh- huh, and Eagle's a Power bird. | could feel that. | know what newy
hat ched chicks | ook like, all fuzzy and--"

"Wul d you push one of those fuzzy chicks out of the nest? Sinply
because he's an eagle, would you expect himto fly because of it?
Because of the Power in hinP"

"I ... No."

"Then don't push yourself out of the nest until your feathers are ready
to support you."



Per pl exed and confused, Little Dancer tried to make sense of it. Does
that mean |, too, have Power? The question dazzled him a warm gl ow
form ng under his heart. For the briefest nmonent, a tingling thread
seened to wi nd between himand the Bundle tucked so tightly agai nst Two
Snokes' heart. The pattern snapped as neatly as a sage twi g underfoot as
Danci ng Doe's niserable cry penetrated the walls of the birthing | odge.
"Wait' out here--and out of sight, if you please." Then in a | ouder

voi ce: "Sage Root? It's Two Snmokes. | have something to help."

But Little Dancer had already raced for his peephole, ducking through
t he sage, hunching over the little opening.

He could see his nmother's anxi ous | ook at Chokecherry. In a subdued
voi ce she said, "He's berdache. He knows a great deal. Anong his own
peopl e--"

"I know." Chokecherry stroked her chin. "The Anit'ah say the berdache

have Spirit Power. Myself, yes, | believe it." She raised her voice.
"Come, Two Snokes." Then quietly, "By the Bl essing Power, we could use
any help we could get ... besides Heavy Beaver."

Two Snokes ducked into the dimy lit |lodge, the Bundle still pressed to
his heart. "If you would, let me use the WIf Bundle." He extended it

reverently, a plea in his gentle eyes.

"The Wbl f Bundl e?" Chokecherry cocked her head, still fingering her
saggi ng chin. "Yes .. . perhaps."

Danci ng Doe | ooked up, a new fright in her eyes as she saw Two Snokes.
"No! Not a man. Not here where--"

"Shhh!" Sage Root soothed. "He knows Power."

"I want Heavy Beaver!" The fear in her eyes deepened.

"I'"'m berdache,"” Two Snokes appealed. "I've done this before."

"Trust him" Chokecherry urged.

Danci ng Doe didn't have time to respond; another contraction racked her
Chokecherry nodded curtly to the berdache and backed to allow himroom

Two Snokes settled next to the whinpering woman, careful fingers undoing
the wolf hide. He laid the hide out as a protective mat to keep the
sacred bundle fromcontact with the earth. As he began to chant in the
nmel odi ous tones of the Anit'ah, Little Dancer |eaned forward, eye
pressed to the peephole to see.

Fromthe outside, the Wl f Bundle didn't ook |ike nmuch, only a skin bag
tightly bound and painted a deep red along the pointed end. The top had
been left white, traced by lines that resenbled veins. A heart! That's
what it was, a heart fetish

Two Snokes took sage fromthe pouch he carried, dipped it in water where
it hung froma tripod, and sprinkled it into the fire. Behind him
Chokecherry and Sage Root exchanged nervous gl ances.

"Here, this needs to be made into tea." He extended a hand contai ni ng
cl eaned phl ox. "She nust drink some, the rest will be rubbed on her
Sage Root, wash her down there where the baby will cone."



Then he lifted the WIf Bundle up to the snmoke hole, singing in the
| anguage of the Anit'ah, eyes closed, face serene.

From where he sat, Little Dancer watched, and a sudden gi ddi ness swell ed
within, raising his soul to the haunting tones. The fam liar feeling of
Power wrapped around him

Reel i ng, he barely noticed, when Two Snokes touched the Bundle to
Danci ng Doe's perspiring forehead. The woman qui et ed, breathing easier
Two Snokes then touched the Bundle to her heart, just above the turtle
effigy, then to her protruding navel and again to the swell of her pubis
above the point of the yellow stripe.

Danci ng Doe gasped, this tinme in relief.

The tea finished, Sage Root filled a buffal o-horn spoon, placing it to
the woman's |ips. Dancing Doe drank, and grimaced

Resting the Wolf Bundle on the protective hide, Two Snokes di pped his
hands in the steam ng water pouch, now full of tea. "This is the way ny
peopl e have taught nme. The phlox tea soothes the flesh." Hands dri ppi ng,
he began to massage her heavy belly. At Two Snokes' nod, Sage Root
copied his notions, working down. Dancing Doe bit off a cry as another
contraction pressed through her

"Easy now," Two Snmokes cautioned, his fingers probing the woman's
shudderi ng body. "The pressure nust be just so. Too nuch and the insides
can tear. Bleeding can't always be stopped,"

"W tried massage," Chokecherry added. "It didn't seemto work."

Two Snokes nodded, eyes going to the Wl f Bundle. "Perhaps this will."
Wth that, he reached for the Bundl e and touched it to Danci ng Doe's
navel where it protruded |ike a knob

Danci ng Doe cried out, another contracti on w enching her

"There." Chokecherry nodded, crawing to get between Dancing Doe's | egs.
She positioned herself. "W've got fluid. Alittle bit of blood." Two
Snokes held the Bundle in place, eyes closed, still singing in his
l[ilting tone.

"Child s coming," Chokecherry added.

Craning his head to see, Little Dancer didn't hear the soft steps. He
jerked as the flap lifted and Heavy Beaver ducked in, caught sight of

Two Snokes and the Wl f Bundl e, and stopped dead. Shock registered for
only a nonent before a dull rage filled his black eyes and rearranged
the planes of his flat face.

"So, this is what's happeni ng?"

Sage Root shot a | ook over her shoulder, a flickering of fright in her
eyes. "The baby is com ng."

Two Snpkes didn't break stride in his chant.

"Alittle nore," Chokecherry coaxed, hands pl aced.



Where he crouched outside, the blackness twirled with the Power. Heavy
Beaver! He could feel it, a subtle whiff of anger and hatred. The effect
stung himlike a sul fur breeze on a green nmeadow, grasses and flowers
wilting and snothering. The Wl f Bundl e remrmai ned a powerful brilliance
in the m asma.

"Ah- ha! Bear down!" Chokecherry cried, reaching where Little Dancer
couldn't see. "That's it."

Danci ng Doe shuddered as her belly flattened and Chokecherry lifted the
i nfant, streaked and wet in her hands. The squalling cry of newlife
filled the | odge.

Two Snokes inhal ed deeply and dropped his head, pulling the Wl f Bundle
back to his breast, stroking it reverently as he whispered a prayer of
t hanks under his breath.

"It's agirl,"
Beaver.

Sage Root whispered, |ooking furtively toward Heavy

"Way am | not surprised?" Heavy Beaver | ooned, crouched under the | ow
spread of the shelter. The look in his eyes tickled a cold shiver down
Littl e Dancer's spine.

"Anot her girl? And born under the influence of malignant Spirit Power?"
Heavy Beaver crossed his arns. "A wondrous gift to the People."

Danci ng Doe worked her nmouth dryly, too spent to do anything but stare
with fright-wi de eyes at the Spirit Dreaner.

In his accented speech, Two Snmokes said softly, "The Wl f Bundle isn't
evil. It's--" "Just what |I'd expect fromAnit'ah--and from sonething the
likes of you. What are you? A wonan in a man's body |ike you clai n?
Surely a curse if 1've ever heard one. And yet you'd pollute the

bi rt hi ng | odge?"

Two Snokes closed his eyes, expression pai ned.
"Leave him al one." Sage Root turned where she rested on her heels. "The
Wl f Bundle freed the child."

"Another girl. A mouth to feed while nen go hungry.

"So you say!" Sage Root colored. "You can't keep blam ng starvation on
worren. We're the People! Wiy have you turned your hatred agai nst us?
What ' s your purpose? To drive the People apart? Then you're succeedi ng!
W're not animals." "Ch? And you think the Wse One Above hasn't--"

" 1 think your Dreans are false.
Stunned silence filled the | odge as Sage Root realized what she'd said.

Where he crouched in the night, Little Dancer started, gasping.
| mredi ately eyes went his direction.

"Who?" Heavy Beaver wondered. "Another pollution?" He reached for the
flap, and in that instant, Little Dancer junped to his feet, vaulted the
sage, and sped into the darkness. Heart pounding, he crept around a

| odge, hearing old Two El ks snoring softly. On silent feet, he circled,
drawi ng near as Heavy Beaver reentered the | odge.



"Someone fast--or sone thing. Tell nme nowthat this WIlf Bundle isn't
evil." The words carried as Little Dancer dropped on his belly to wi ggle
up next to a cottonwood hole. The flap hadn't fallen back in place so he
coul d see inside.

"I't's not evil. It's the soul of--" Two Snmokes stopped | anely.

"The Anit'ah?" Heavy Beaver probed, |oom ng over the berdache.

"The Power works for all people, Spirit Man. You, of all nen, should
know that .... Wait! What are you doi ng?"

Heavy Beaver ripped the Bundle from Two Snokes' grasp, stepping back to
avoid clawi ng fingers. He ducked out as Two Snokes scranbl ed behind.
Wth a vile curse, he threw the Bundle into the night. In the half-1light
of the fire, Little Dancer caught the horror on Two Shokes' stricken
face. In that noment, he felt the berdache's soul cry. Two Snokes' face
masked a mind-rending terror as he reached a futile hand toward the

ni ght .

A soft plop sounded in the beaten grass beyond the canp. At that nonent,
Little Dancer's soul twi sted, a wetched sickness welling in his gut. He
vom ted before he could fight the urge.

As if froma distance, he heard Two Snokes' horrified shout.

Voi ces of peopl e awakened by Heavy Beaver's curse called back and forth,
unsure of thenselves. Sone of the younger nmen rushed out of their

| odges, searching the darkness for Anit'ah, seeking the cause of the

di sturbance. The babble rose on the night, nmen and wonen grabbi ng robes
bef ore hurrying out.

Lifting his head, Little Dancer wi ped at his mouth, terror eating at his
i nsi des. Two Snokes stared up where he'd stopped on all fours, disbelief
in his eyes. People gaped, seeing Heavy Beaver's bulk silhouetted in the
birthing | odge's fire.

"The i nfant nust be destroyed." Heavy Beaver turned, |ooking into the

| odge. "Do you hear, Dancing Doe? This is your doing ... all of you. The
Peopl e are already polluted by foul ness. They are polluted by wonen
turning men's nedicine against them This .. . this infant is polluted
by Anit'ah witchcraft and whatever vile spirit of the night |urked

out side the | odge when it was born. | condemm all of you as uncl ean!"

"No!" Dancing Doe cried frominside. "Not ny child. Not my baby!"

"Kill it!" Heavy Beaver roared. "It's your pollution.”

Sage Root ducked through the | odge entrance, standing up before him "I
wonder just where the pollution lies? | don't feel polluted at all

except in your presence!"

"Don't!" Chokecherry grabbed Sage Root's arm pulling her back. "He's a
Spirit Dreamer. Apol ogize."

Littl e Dancer saw his nother start, anger draining fromher tensed body.
"I ... forgive nme."

Heavy Beaver's face worked, a curious m x of enjoyment and vindication.



"The child nmust be destroyed." At that he turned, lifting a foot and
ki cki ng Two Snpkes down on his face in the dirt before striding off into
t he ni ght.

A hushed munbl e of voices rose fromthe spectators.

Stunned, Little Dancer shivered and blinked at the scene. Two Snokes
rai sed his head, firelight tracing the tears streaking his face.

The wi nd had stopped, the air going heavy and stifling. In the sudden
sil ence, Dancing Doe's baby wail ed.

In White Calf's rock shelter high in the Buffal o Muntains, the Dream
settled like norning dew lying lightly on her sleep. Like frost
patterns, the Dreamwove into her mnd, tightening its hold on her soul
Beyond, the stars continued the circle of the sky, oblivious to the
silent shelter in the nountainside so far bel ow. Coyotes yipped and
chorused as they harried the carcass of a freshly killed elk calf.
Unnoticed, ows drifted over the meadow on silent wings while nice
rustled the unbel -richening grasses for grow ng seed.

The night world lived as White Cal f Dreaned..

In a land of glare, she wal ked, one tired step after another --the
ancient ritual of travel. A w nd, hot as the draft radiating from
enber - cradl ed cooki ng stones, puffed at her face, desiccating her thin
fl esh. About her, the slunbering aninma of the |and waited, restless,
dryi ng, and dyi ng.

"Didn't used to be like this." She grimaced at the rasping of her voice.
The old stories talk of water, of buffalo so plentiful a strong man
could cast his dart in any direction and kill. The old stories tal k of
grass up to a man's waist. And now ? Springs ny grandfather's
grandf at her drank fromare no nore than nmuddy seeps. Only the ol d ones
know. Only the keepers of the | egends.

But the | egends are changi ng. People are changi ng. Even place nanmes are
changi ng. Everything .. . changing .

The old famliar ache stitched and throbbed in the joint of her right
hi p. Down deep inside the nuscles of her age-worn | egs, cranps of
fatigue gnawed like big black ants in the infested heart of a deadfal
pi ne. The hurt in her feet had grown, expandi ng, enconpassing. Arches
flat and conpl ai ni ng, she padded across the hot clay, toes stinging as
burni ng, eburnating joints swelled.

"Too damm old for this," she muttered. "Qught to have a fancy | odge .
strong sons and daughters to bring me nmeat. Qught to be free to sit
around and tal k and nake jokes. Tell the old stories so they're
renenbered. Watch the young men and women act foolish trying to inpress
each other. That's what."

Except the vision had cone. Wile she prayed and fasted on the high
peaks of the Buffal o Mountains, sonething had happened to her. Four days
she'd been without food or water, chilled by the cool night air,
desiccated by the rays of the spring sun; she'd shivered and purged her
soul .

Naked, she'd sat on the high point, seeking the source of the call that
had driven her all her life. Each time she had retreated, tried living



like a human, the call had returned, inperative, driving her to abandon
each of her husbands and the children they'd sired off her. Each tine
she'd returned to the high places to seek the source of Power.

So she had gone again, until, on the fourth day, a man's inage had
formed in the clouds, his features lit by the blinding rays of the sun
A handsone nman, tall, his Power had sung in silence, dwarfing the

cl ouds, a presence of warmth and sunlight.

She'd watched in awe as he smiled at her, an armrising to point

sout heast toward the plains where her native peoples had |ived since the
time of the First Man. As quickly as it had cone, the inmage faded to be
repl aced by that of Wl f, eyes glow ng yell ow as sunbeans pierced the

cl ouds.

She' d blinked then, heart racing in her chest, staring up in wonder at
the puffy white formati ons of a giant thunderhead. Wakened and shaken
she'd clinbed down, found her clothes, and eaten before setting off on
t he j ourney.

"Wl f Dreaner," she nunbl ed. "He brought nme here."

She took a deep breath, shaking her head and slowing to a stop. Her
tongue smacked, sticky in her dry mouth as she squinted into the white
gl are of the beating sun

An ol d woman al one in the vastness and heat, she stood, back stooped
fromthe tunpline holding a bul ky pack on the ful crumof her hips. She
peered around in all directions, catching her breath. The distant bluffs
shimered like a Spirit Dream-jagged outlines wavering. Even the blue
vault of sky above had dulled, faded and parched. Qutside of the

restl ess whi sper of the bone-drying breeze, only a grasshopper clicked
to the enptiness. Even the birdsong had stilled during the heat of the
day.

The spirit of the land snelled of heat, of prostration. The odor of dust
tingled pungently in her nostrils.

Years of sun had seared her face into a shriveled husk of burnt sienna.
Each pain, hunger, sorrow, and triunph of her long life lay etched,
mapped in the maze-work of winkles that draped from her broad-cheeked
skulI. Eyes, know ng and powerful, burned from behind the saggi ng folds
of brown skin. An undershot jaw betrayed the | oss of all but a few of
her wear-polished yellow incisors. Gay w sps of hair strayed from her
short braids.

Her chest rose and fell as she hawked the thirst-spit from her throat
and spat onto the gray-white clay. Fingers of hot breeze pulled at her
tugging at the few fringes remai ning on the grease-stained dress,
fluttering the tatters, runmpling the seat worn so shiny thin under her
gaunt buttocks. Around her shoul ders, a section of buffal o gut |ooped,
t he curve hangi ng over her hip, taut with tepid water. She found the
end, lifting the gut until she could trickle a stream of noisture
between thin brown |ips.

She nmade a smacki ng sound, eyes always on the irregular horizon where it
danced and wavered in silvery patterns.

"But then | nade ny choice years ago, didn't 1?" She chuckled: the sound
of sagebrush on | eather. She shifted the pack on her back, easing the



tunmpline where it pulled at her forehead. Wearily she took up the march
agai n. Beneath her tattered noccasins, bristly grass crunched--autum
brown even though the season had barely passed |late spring.

To her right, a jagged arroyo cut the valley floor--a cracked wound in
the dry breast of earth. The scaly sides of the vertical wails had
patterned in desiccating fractures where the buried soils split, furred
wi th exposed red roots. An inpassable barrier, the gash dropped the

hei ght of two tall men to the gravel-traced channel bottom hidden in the
noonday shadows. Across the dry flood plain to her left, rose a series
of gray-white and buff buttes, sucked dry by the power of Father Sun

"Maggot craw ing luck," she grunted, comng to a stop. Before her, a
confl uence yawned, another sheer-walled tributary neeting the main
channel . She wal ked nearer to stare down into the gash. Once, in a tine
| ong past, she would have slung her pack across, taken a run and vaul ted
t he narrow chasm Now she could only sigh, and go the | ong way around on
her ancient, rickety bones.

The hard white earth reflected, rolling heat over her as Father Sun
burned bal efully down. The nore she sweated, the quicker the wi nd drank
her noi sture away.

"Ah!" She blinked in the glare, staring at the headl and form ng out of
the shimrering air. A line of sandstone slabs jutted fromthe ridge top
i ke awkward vertebrae to cast fragile shadows down the sagebrush-dotted
slope. "I know where | am Monster Bone Springs is up there. Qught to
make it by evening. Used to be good water there."

Back bent to her burden, she shuffled on.

Nearer the jutting ridge, she had to detour around other drai nages
sliced into the plain. Scrubby grass had receded to greasewood, sone
deflated until roots gripped tenuously at resistant humocks of soil.

"Don't renenber greasewood in here. Don't renenber the arroyos so deep
either. Changing .. . world' s changing ..." She shook her head,
muttering to herself, trusting her antique body to junp one of the
narr ow gashes.

"Too old to be wandering around like a kid on a Dream search. Too old
for this."

The sun had slanted to the west, her shadow | engt hening as she pl odded
wearily along the tributary's path. Before her, the rounded profiles of
the ridges rose against the brassy sky.

She stopped, aware of a difference. No, no matter how long it had been
she woul d have renenbered. The effect m ght have been the sane if the
Monster Children had incised the slopes when they battled for the world,
cutting long parallel grooves down the soil in intricate patterns around
t he sagebrush. The hill side was washi ng away, turning to badl ands as the
pl ants that had once held the soils dried in the drought.

She cocked her head, |ooking at the washed ground she wal ked on, noting
the way the soil |ooked, how the pebbles remai ned on the surface.

"Used to be grassy," she renmenbered, running an appraising gaze over the
eroded sl opes. Here, the greasewood in the flats | ooked to be
strangling, partially buried by the soils eroding down the side of the



hill.

She sniffed at her dry nose and hurried on. "Gonna be dark soon. Better
get to Monster Bone Springs and make a canp. Get a good night's sleep
for once."

Shadows | engt hened, stark in the washed skeletons of long dry rivulets
on the sl opes around her. Looking closer, she could see nuch of the
sagebrush on the rounded hills had died to becone nothing nore than
fuzzy-1ooki ng gray skel etons. The dark arroyo remai ned a defi ant
obstacl e beside her. Step after step, she entered the jaws of the
canyon, plodding along the bottom trying to renenber how far it was to
Monst er Bone Springs as the worn, rounded hills rose about her

She crabbed up the slope a ways to avoid the thick net of giant
sage--and the ticks that would be waiting on the |eaf tips--and turned
the final bend, remenbering the line of sandstone di ppi ng down al ong the
sl opes to Monster Bone Springs. There, at the bottom a thick stand of
gi ant sagebrush waited, its blue-green color that of silvered spruce
needl es in the crystal afternoon light. She exhal ed slowy, taking one
last sip fromher gut water sack, and anbled forward on trenbling |egs.
Monst er Bone Springs |ay before her, an ancient canping place of her
Peopl e. Here, they'd killed the last of the huge beasts now known as
nmonsters. Fromthe | egends, the animals had had two tails, one in front,
one in back. And she'd seen the teeth, long, curved, taller than a man.

Here, she'd prow ed around the eroded fire pits, seen the cracked bones,
pi cked up the I ong stone dart points with fluted bases. Now it al

seened to be washed away. Faint stains of charcoal marked the old
hearths, eroded soils slightly oxidized fromthe | ong-vani shed fires.

Fl ecks of charcoal had washed toward the arroyo. Fractured reddened fire
stones had broken in irregul ar shapes to be scattered |ike scavenger
gnawed bone and ki cked about. Even the thick concentrations of stone

fl akes--chi pped waste fromtool manufacturing--had washed away.

The shelter had been hidden fromview At first, she'd thought it
anot her buff sandstone boul der. But as she neared she could see the
flattened coni cal shape of the | odge nestled in the sagebrush. A
shabby-1 ooking thing, it barely | ooked big enough to keep two people
fromthe rain--if it were ever to rain.

She sl owed, biting her lip. Wo? Anynore, that question could be worth a
person's life. Even hers. Not everyone knew who she was in these days of
hunger and thirst, "No one lives forever," she grunbled. "Just feels
that way sonetinmes." She pushed on, |ooking curiously for the Monster
Bones despite her wariness. One stuck out of the ground at an angl e back
in the sagebrush. The end--as big around as a strong nman's thigh--had
splintered, drying like the rest of the world. Long fl akes of bone |ay
scattered about in the dark-gray sage duff. A few nore faint stains of
charcoal blackened the soil, a slight reddish tinge of oxidation around
them These you could al nost see the shape of. Fire hearths. AOd, so old
and al nost gone.

The worl d was changi ng.
"Hell o!" she hollered through cupped hands. "Wo's there?"

Not hi ng noved. Sonething, a feeling, a wongness, drifted through her
t houghts like a bat in the night.



In the stillness, an infant cried.

The Dream wrenched her back again. White Calf started, blinking her eyes
into the night gloomof her rock shelter. Her gut |urched, |eaving her
physically sick, as if something had been dislocated. She fought the
need to vomt. Stillness settled on the night. What had happened? The
feeling of sickness reeked of abused Power. But whose? \Were?

Mout h dry, she reached for her water skin and sipped. Sitting up, she
rubbed her old legs, feeling the night cranp of age-knotted rnuscles.
Ei ght years had passed since Power had led her to the child and the
berdache. What had gone wong now?

Looki ng out through the hangi ngs on her shelter, she traced the famliar
outline of the peaks against the skyline. She searched the dark patterns
of the clouds as the nobon broke the eastern horizon again.

She stiffened as the noonbeans sliced the cl ouds, seeing, him again.
Moonl i ght played lightly over the nounded white. The young man of her
Spirit Dreans fornmed out of the billowi ng cunulus. Half man, half wol f,
the i mage spun fromthe clouds appeared to point off to the

sout heast--toward the | and of her people.

In shock from Heavy Beaver's desecration, the Wl f Bundl e vibrated,
wailing its anguish into the clefts and curves of time. The voices of
t he t housands who had touched it in awe and left part of their souls
wi t hi n the bi ndi ngs whi npered and npaned.

The Power pul sated, renenbering the defilement, withdrawing fromthe
wor |l d of men, sucking down into a snoldering kernel of being.

"Remenber, the Spiral .. . Crcles within circles, joined, yet never
touching. The time hasn't cone yet. But it will .. . it will...."

And the Wl f Bundl e waited.



Chapter 2.

"You don't have to do this." Sage Root net Dancing Doe's eyes as she
ducked fromthe birthing | odge, the infant cuddled to her chest. Dancing
Doe shot a surreptitious | ook to where Heavy Beaver stood before his

| odge with arns crossed on his broad chest. Sunlight revealed himas a

m ddl e-aged man, thick through the body and short. No hint of the

t houghts inside could be seen on his wi de heavy-jow ed face. H s nose,
too, |ooked mashed and flat against his splayed cheekbones. A deep scar
ran diagonally across his high broad forehead--1egacy of an Anit'ah war
dart.

"There isn't enough food," Dancing Doe whi spered m serably, wi ncing at
the tenderness in her hips as she straightened in the slanting Iight of
nor ni ng.

"I say, don't do it. Sonething will happen."” The angry knot in Sage
Root's stomach grow ed. Not hing nmuch remai ned of the last kill, only
some thin strips of dried meat--enough for another nmeal or two. Sone
roots had been coll ected, enough for stew Already wonen had gone out to
beat the brush, look for rabbit or gopher holes close enough to the
river that water could be diverted to flood themand flush a neal.

Still, to kill a child .

Danci ng Doe's nouth tightened. "My baby .. . it's a girl." Her gaze
slipped to Heavy Beaver where he stood. "He knows."

"It's your decision! He can't make you kill your own--"

"Pl ease."” Dancing Doe's plea wenched Sage Root's heart. "I know what
you're trying to do, but until Long Runner comes back .. . Well, | don't

want trouble."

"I"ll stand by you. Gve you what's left of ny dried neat," Sage Root
prom sed, knowing full well that Long Runner had been killed by Anit'ah

"Listen, we can't keep killing the girl children." Sage Root placed a
hand on Danci ng Doe's shoul der. "Trust me. How would you feel if you
killed your baby and Hungry Bull, or someone from one of the other

parties, came trotting in saying they'd surrounded a herd, killed enough
for all?"

Danci ng Doe bit her lip, haunted eyes still fastened on Heavy Beaver,
his presence like a masma. "And then what? How | ong until the next
kill? No. It's all hazy, but | remenber himsaying | had to. It's for
all the People. This one"-she indicated the infant--"doesn't have a soul
yet. It isn't naned. It's only an aninal."

Sage Root cl osed her eyes, hearing the certainty in Dancing Doe's voice.
"It's your " last link to Long Runner. But she couldn't say that,
couldn't force herself to add to Dancing Doe's m sery. Frantic, Dancing
Doe's eyes darted. "You' ve done enough. You .. . and your berdache!"

At the sting in her voice, Sage Root's resistance crunbled. "W were
just--"

"Pl ease. Let me pass, Sage Root. The quicker this is done, the easier it
will be."

St andi ng asi de, she watched woodenly as Danci ng Doe wal ked up the trai
to the hilltop, a lonely dejected figure. Sage Root flinched as Dancing



Doe rai sed the child overhead and slammed it down on the deflated river
cobbles. The wind carried the sound of inpact away.

Heavy Beaver, expressionless, turned and entered his | odge. People
stared enpty-eyed at the bowed figure on the ridge top

"What have we becone?" Sage Root whi spered under her breath.
"Hungry." Chokecherry appeared nysteriously at her elbow "So, she did
it?" "She didn't want to face Heavy Beaver."

Chokecherry nodded, eyes narrowing. "He's killing his own people, and no
one knows any better. It's the times, the lack of rain. Qur people are
falling apart faster than our worn out | odges." She spat in acid
enphasis. "You heard himlast night. Then he got her again just after
sunrise. He made it sound as if every m sfortune the Peopl e have
suffered was her fault. Told her if she hadn't gotten pregnant, maybe
Long Runner woul dn't have gone to hunt in Anit'ah |ands. Asked her whose
nmeat she expected to get to feed her baby. "Which nouth will you rob?"
Those were his words. "

Sage Root ground her teeth, tears of frustration and anger forcing past
her hot eyes. "Horn Core never said things like that."

Chokecherry nodded curtly, staring up at the sagging figure standi ng on
the ridge top. "Keep that in mnd, girl. The People are dying off one by
one. Heavy Beaver has decreed that infant girls aren't necessary for the
survival of the band. He bl anes the drought and the [ ack of gane on us.
Look around. See any luster in the People's eyes these days? Like snoke
froman old fire, we're fading away." Chokecherry pushed past, smacking
her 1ips as she hobbl ed toward her weat hered, snoke-stained | odge.

Sage Root took one last | ook toward the place where Danci ng Doe stood
hunched on the ridge. Even from here, she could see her shoul ders rising
and falling in grief. As she turned to | eave, her eyes | ocked with Heavy
Beaver's where he sat in the shadowed depths of his | odge. The Spirit
Dreamer's eyes gl eaned in prom se.

"Li ke snoke froman old fire," she repeated nunbly under her breath.

Littl e Dancer watched as Heavy Beaver wal ked out of canp. The nman
strolled lazily away fromthe | odges and up from Moon River toward the
sagebrush-studded sl opes | eading to the upland terraces.

"He'll Dreamup there. Call the buffalo,” Two Elks said to' no one in
particular. The old man lounged in front of his | odge, ancient hands

wor ki ng a piece of chert into a fine dart point. He smiled happily up at
the sun. "CGood man, Heavy Beaver. He chased the ghost away |ast night.
He purifies the People."

Ghost? | was that ghost, old man. Sonme Spirit Dreaner. Little Dancer
turned his eyes away, seeing his nother use sticks to pick rocks from
the cooking fire. She dropped theminto the suspended pouch to boil stew
made of sone of the last remaining shreds of sun-dried nmeat. After that,
all they had left would be the hides fromwhich they'd nade noccasins
and | odge covers. Starvation food. Little Dancer wal ked sl owy toward
the | odge, gut growing. Gancing up into the trees, he renenbered the
thrill of hunting for birds' eggs. Now the nests had been robbed for two
days' wal k up and down the river. Still, Heavy Beaver didn't nove the
canp to new grounds. Instead, he prom sed to call the buffal o--and



kill ed babi es.

The horror of it would last. The hollow place inside ate at him and he
wonder ed what hurt nore: hunger, or the feeling he'd had when Heavy
Beaver threw the Wl f Bundl e into the darkness. Nothing would be the
same agai n.

He squatted next to the | odge, peeking under the cover to see Two
Snokes' stricken face as he cuddl ed the Wl f Bundle. A person with soul
death mght look like that, slack, listless, horrified at the future.
"Take a horn and dip sone broth out,"” his nother urged, breaking into
his thoughts. He did so, amazed at the watering of his nmouth. Curiously,
he eyed the | odge cover, renmenbering the bitter taste fromw nter when
they'd practically starved before his father, Hungry Bull, had |ed the
hunters to kill a small herd of buffalo. Already reports had come in
that the cows seen had few calves with them

"What are you thinking?"

He | ooked up at her, noting the deeper worry in her eyes. "That Heavy
Beaver will kill the People. W should |eave."

She said nothing as she reached for a second horn and dipped it into the
broth. "Take this to the berdache.”

He did so, careful to spill none as he craw ed i nside. Two Snokes didn't
even | ook up. Little Dancer laid the warmliquid next to him As he
crawl ed back out, his nother said, "You know Heavy Beaver doesn't |ike
us. What did you expect to prove last night?" He dropped his eyes,
absently pulling on his fingers.

"That was you, wasn't it?"

He renamined silent.

"A boy doesn't get dirt all over his shirt like that unless he's
craw i ng around. Did you ever stop to think of the effect you m ght have
on Power ?"

"No. But the voice didn't--"

"I don't want to hear about voices. Dancing Doe could have died | ast

ni ght. The baby could have ..." She sighed, the sound of it like a
tearing of the soul. "Well, never nind."

"The Power was right."

He could feel her eyes boring into him

"And you know of Power, little boy?"

H s mouth had gone dry. "I felt it. | felt the Wil f Bundle. Two Snokes
Power worked. It freed the baby. | felt that."

He coul d feel her sharpened gaze. "And what else did you feel ?" He
swal | owed hard, heart beginning to race. "l felt Heavy Beaver. He's a
bad man. Wong. And then, when he threw the Wil f Bundle ..."

"Yes?"



"I got .. . sick."

"You don't | ook so good now. " She handed hi m another bowl . "Stop pouting
like that."

Hearing the listless tone in her voice, he | ooked up. The | ook she gave
hi m fri ght ened.

She ran her fingers through her long hair, eyes drifting to where Heavy
Beaver clinmbed the slopes. "After you drink your soup, you'd better go
and sl eep sone. It helps, slows the hunger."

He nodded, lifting the horn and drinking, feeling the tightness in his
bel | y.

A man living without his people didn't live well--a problem Bl ood Bear
consi dered as he stared down at the remains of his noccasins. Idly he
fingered the hole where the ball of his foot had worn though the sole.
The buffal o- hi de jacket hanging fromhis shoul ders | ooked tattered,
mangy where the hair had begun to slip. Poor tanning on his part: he
didn't understand how hair could be set in the curing process.

A man al one could only pack what he and his dog could carry. COver the

| ast couple of years a kill meant feast. A credible hunter in the

begi nni ng, he'd honed those skills until he passed through the sage as
quietly as an owl's shadow. Despite that, a lone man couldn't organi ze a
trap, couldn't drive, or utilize the benefits of nunmbers of hunters in a
surround. Rather, he had to creep cautiously forward, enploying every
benefit of terrain, wind, and cover to his greatest benefit. The years
taught himthe cunning use of anbush and stealth.

In spite of it all, his ribs stood out. The nuscles of his frane
remai ned perpetually gaunt. The grow in his belly night be assuaged by
a gorging feast after a kill, but within days the carcass would be down

to stripped bone. Starvation followed him hovering |ike a phantom over
his shoul der. He crushed bones for the marrow and boil ed the grease from
the fragments. This he skimed fromthe top of the water before he drank
it, spitting out the sharp chips. Fromwhere he sat on the ridge top
staring out over the vast basin of the Mud River, he could | ook back at
the Buffal o Mountai ns and renenber the warm friendly | odges of his
people. In his heart, an enptiness beat in tine with each breath.

He'd led the party of warriors after Cear Water. Throughout the
fruitless chase, the reserve in their eyes haunted him At night, they'd
whi sper among t hensel ves, denoralized by the theft of the Wl f Bundle.
Each man's expression reflected the thoughts within: The Wl f Bundl e has
left the Red Hand. This man who | eads us chased it away. This man, this
Bl ood Bear, killed the Spirit Man. He broke the Power of the People.

O course they had failed to find Cear Water and Two Snokes. Their
hearts had lost the fire. One by one, his party nelted away into the
night to return to the canps, telling of failure, of defeat. \Wen Cd ear
Water left, she'd taken the soul of the Red Hand with her

"Il find it," he promised. "One day, | will find the WIf Bundle. And
when | do, I'll return. Hear that, ny people? | will return to the Red
Hand .. . and bring back the soul C ear Water and Two Snokes took from
us."



Until then, he would not go back. The thought of their eyes chilled him
the way they'd | ook at himcouldn't be endured.

Rai sing his gaze to the endl ess blue vault of the sky, Blood Bear shook

his head, standing, lifting his clenched fist overhead. Turning to face
the blinding sun, he swore, "By ny blood and soul, | ask you to honor ny
request. Gve me the Wl f Bundle! Gve me a sign ... away to find it!

Do this, Wse One Above, and | shall hunble nyself before you. Hear ne.
Hear ny plea. | would give ny life for the Wl f Bundle. | would give
everyt hing dear to ne!l"

A stillness fell, the wind ceasing, sage thrashers going silent in the
brush. Not even the call of a meadow ark intruded on the silence.

"Hear me!" Mouth working, he squinted up at the searing sun. Fromhis
pouch, he took his sharp chert knife. Crouching, he placed his left hand
on a rounded quartzite cobble, |ooking down only |ong enough to center
the sharp stone bl ade over the end joint of his little finger

The sting of the knife gratified. The warm spurt of bl ood on the bl ade
and hafting sent a shiver of excitenment through his trenbling body. He
sawed through the tendons and liganents, his face as hard as
[ightning-riven wood, severing the last bit of clinging skin.

I gnoring the pain, he plucked the bit of flesh fromthe bl ood-sneared
rock and lifted it. "I offer of nyself! Wth ny flesh | bind nyself to
you! Take what you will of ne, but give ne the WIf Bundle!"

Wth all his might, he threwthe tip of his little finger up into the
air, losing it in the burning glare of sun

For a nonent, he reeled, vision blurring. The glaring rays of the sun
shi mered through the tears in his eyes to split the light into rai nbow
colors. For a noment, the image m ght have been a man, a man of I|ight
staring down at him weighing his words. He blinked; the afterimge of
the sun man burned darkly against his clanped eyelids. Trickles of water
traced his cheeks as he opened his eyes, seeing only the too radiant orb
of the sun

A puff of breeze cooled the tear tracks on his cheeks. A grasshopper
clicked as it rose on the nidday air. A bird warbled in the sage bel ow
hi m

Had the Spirit Wrld heard? After all his years of nocking, had anything
happened? He heard and felt the spatter of blood on his noccasin top
Looki ng down, he stared dunbly at his throbbing finger

Had anyt hi ng happened? O was it only in his mnd?

Search as he might, he couldn't find the severed tip of his finger

Pain .. . pain .. . pain ..

Two Snmokes hadn't felt so wetched and hurt since that day so | ong ago.
Ei ght | ong sumers had passed since he and O ear Water had fled Bl ood
Bear and the Red Hand People. Now his soul shriveled as if burned in

fire.

Across the | odge, Little Dancer slept, the nuffled sounds coning from
his |lips echoing tortured dreams. Yes, he knew. Born under the WlIf



Bundl e, Little Dancer understood the horror of what had happened. H s
nmot her's Power lived strong in him alnost a throbbing presence that
constantly sought relief.

"And | nade a prom se on the Wl f Bundle," Two Snokes whi spered.

In his hands, he stroked the holy bundl e, wounded by the damage done to
the sacred object in his care, frightened at the future retribution he
knew | urked just over the horizon. He could feel it, powerful, heavy in
the air like the comng of a storm

H's responsibility. He blinked wearily, remenbering Danci ng Doe as she
dashed her child onto the rocky terrace top. A child saved, a child
taken. Would that be all? Wuld the defiled WIf Bundl e ask somet hing
nore? Sone other terrible retribution for his failure?

Last tinme, it had been his leg--and Clear Water's life claimed in
paynment for his inconpetence.

He went back to that day eight sumrers ago, reliving the pain.

Just a berdache and a Spirit Wman, they had no business trying to work
atrap like that. Experienced hunters could read the bison, understand
their ways. Clear Water had | ocated the snmall herd. His idea had been to
hem t he beasts between the banks of the arroyo above where they fed.

The drive had been easy, like in the stories told by hunters. They'd
pushed the animals gently, the buffalo always drifting beyond dart range
until the walls of the valley rose around them

Cl ear Water had | ooked across, excited eyes flashing, seeing the buffalo
mlling before the mouth of the arroyo. "Now " she'd cried. "Rush then
Frighten them "

And he'd charged the big beasts, afraid of the |ances of sunlight
glinting off their long black horns. Looking placid, alnost stupid, they
bawl ed and wheel ed, those crowded against the wall of earth goring
angrily at their neighbors. Flies had risen fromthe curls of rust hair
to spiral in the swirling dust.

The | ead cow had turned to face him head | owered, and he'd junped to
the side in fear. Seeing himgive way, the cow whirled with blinding
speed, bolting for the hole to freedom

He opened his eyes, |ooking mserably over at Little Dancer. Fromthe
soiled Wl f Bundle on his lap, his hand lifted, as if to reach for the
boy.

H s i nexperience had killed the only woman he'd ever | oved.

Two Snokes renmenbered lying there in soul-searing pain. He'd tried to
swal  ow, his tongue swollen and dry. He shut his eyes tight against the
burning agony in his leg. Despite his thirst, sweat beaded to trickle
hot and salty down his face. Wiinpering at the attenpt, he'd tried to
nove again, digging his trenbling fingers into the gray silt of the
arroyo bottom The effort sent burning spears through his mangled | eg.
The cry tore fromhis throat like a thing alive and he collapsed linmp on
the arid soil, lungs heaving as he gasped. The rich smell of the earth
clung musty and rich in his nostrils. Crunbly ground cushioned his
sweat - danp cheek.



The infant. Got to get back to the infant!

Against the gritty feeling, Two Snokes stared at the assorted gravels in
t he mai n channel --beaten and pocked now fromthe mlling feet of nmad
buf f al o.

"My fault," he groaned. "What did | know about trapping buffal 0?" And

wi thout ne, the child will die .. . alone .. . hungry. Maybe a coyote
will come first, poking its | ong nose down into the bundle, baring teeth
to .. . No, don't think it. 1'll nake it back. 1've got to. I'mall he
has.

".. . Al he has." He hadn't been able to bear the thought of | ooking
for Clear Water's body. Enough horror would remain without that. Teeth
cl anped hard, he'd braced hinself, pulled with his arnms, and al npst
vomted as he levered hinself forward, the nmangl ed | eg draggi ng behi nd.

Head spinning, |lungs heaving, he sucked air to still his racing heart.
"My fault."

In his mnd he replayed the final nonments--that |ast desperate instant
when the buffal o charged over them eyes rolling, silver streaks of
saliva slung fromthe corners of their mouths. He felt rather than heard
t he t hick hooves clawi ng, pounding for traction. Sunlight gleaned from
clattering black horns as clearly as it had that |ong-ago day. He could
snell the dust swirling up around their curly haired brown hides.

He would die with Clear Water's shriek echoing in his mnd. He would
rise to the Wse One Above, reliving her efforts to stemthe rush,
wavi ng her robe to frighten the stanpedi ng ani nal s, seeing her danger
too late, turning to run

The image slowed, as if in Spirit Dream Cear Water's |l egs seened to
stiffen, reactions sluggish so soon after giving birth. Then the buffalo
calf, eyes glazed wide with fear, broke left, passing on Cear Water's
far side, bawling its terror

The huge cow planted a foot, dirt spraying as she spun, twi sting at the
sound of her calf. Dropping her head, hind quarters | owered, massive
back feet planted, muscles rippling down her flanks, she'd pushed off,
the Iong horn tip catching Clear Water in the small of the back

Hel pl essly Two Snokes had watched as the enraged cow tossed her head.
The horn tip ripped upward, splitting the skin under Clear Water's
mlk-rich breasts. His eyes met hers for a split second, a communi cation
of terror and disbelief.

Frantic buffal o obscured the rest.

He renenbered t he sudden inmpact to his own body, clipped from behind as
he turned to run. Then pain .. . and silence .. . and .

He recall ed the way his vision had shinmered when he came to, a mrage
dancing his sight away and out of focus. In the depths of his mind he
could hear a baby crying; the pitiful wailing bruised his soul

Gray m st rose around him cooling the battering heat of the sun on his
back, throbbing about himin time to the pain that touched his nerves



i ke white-burning coals on skin.

How | ong had he lain there, floating up and down from consci ousness? A
vague i mage of night, of shivering and hurting, played briefly about his
m nd.

Then somet hi ng had changed. Hi s head had been noved. He knew it despite
the Iightning bolts of pain that racked him Perhaps the Power hadn't
been dead. He renmenbered .. . Two Snokes groaned, trying to find hinself
in the waves of msery.

"Anit'ah?" He recogni zed the word. Eneny.
"Anit'ah, can you hear ne?"

"I .. ." The croak of his voice scared him
"Drink. Slow"

Warm fingers parted his cracked lips, working between his teeth to pry
his jaws apart. A slight trickle of water traced over his tongue.
Desperately he licked at the roof of his nmouth. Mre water, enough to
tease his throat, then he was drinking, reveling in the Iiquid.

He tried to turn over--pain staggered his mnind
"Hold still. Your leg. Very bad. Wait just a mnute. Drink nore."

This time he recogni zed the pressure against his |lip. Buffal o-gut water
bag. He sucked nore of the precious fluid into his dying body.

"Now, let ne see your |eg.

He felt fingers lifting the hemof his berdache's dress. Fire flashed
white as fingers prodded and he cried out. The dress lifted higher and
he heard an intake of breath.

"You're a man? In a ... Ah! Berdache!"

"CGot to get back to canp," he whispered. "My fault. CGot to save the
child. Gt ... to ..."

"Child is all right. 1've got to do sonething with this leg. It'll
hurt.”

He screaned as the practiced fingers probed his flesh. The grayness
wr apped around hi m agai n, dragging himdown into darkness .. . away from
t he pain..

She'd saved his leg. The old wonan had healed himwhile he waited there
at Monster Bone Springs. Later she'd gone, bringing back ranging
hunters. They'd carried himhere. Now he waited, and suffered, and

wi shed for the high Buffal o Muntains where he'd grown up and found a
pl ace anong a people who didn't treat himlike an ani mal.

Carefully, Two Snokes lifted the WIf Bundle, placing it next to his
cheek, feeling nothing of the Power it had once held. Singing, he
dropped sweet grass onto the coals of the norning fire, passing the
Bundl e four tinmes through the cl eansing snoke and singing his devotion.
Wth reverent care, he snmoothed the scuffed sides of the Wl f Bundle and



expertly wapped it in the protective wolf skin.

Fingers like ice traced his back. Power had been abused. Wo woul d
suffer to restore the circles? Power always proved so unpredictable.
O fended, it mght strike anywhere.

Anxi ously he | ooked over at the boy.

Wth subtle tendrils, the Wil f Bundl e reached out, twining itself around
Heavy Beaver's soul. Like nmorning mist, it explored the texture of the
man's spirit. Like the Starweb across the heavens, it wound around the
sl eeping man. Inperceptibly, the net began to close, tightening around
Heavy Beaver's life.

Wl f Dreaner whispered fromthe stars. "The time hasn't conme yet. He
still serves our purpose. " "He seeks to drive human beings fromthe
worl d around them He would divide the world. If he has his way, nen
wi |l become nore inportant than earth, sun, animals--even wonen. " "The
time hasn't cone. Qur plant has only sent up shoots. " "The boy may not
be strong enough. He nay be the Trickster." The Wl f Bundl e hesitated.
"This Heavy Beaver is evil. "

"Trust in the Crcles. " "It would be so easy to kill him now, disperse
his soul into the rocks and nold, and send it flying with the w nd-borne
dust. "

"And you yourself would alter the Spirals. Trust the harmony, trust the
way of the Wse One. "

Rel uctantly, the Power of the Wl f Bundl e unwound from around Heavy
Beaver's soul



Chapter 3.

VWhite Calf wal ked slowy down the trail. Countless elk, nountain sheep
and buffal o had beaten the path. Here and there a deadfall had bl ocked
the trail, causing her to work her way around on brittle legs to find

the main thread of the path again.

Ani mal s thought differently than humans, and the gane trails led from
one neadow to another; or to shelter in the thick tinmber; or perhaps a
pl ace where water m ght be found. Human beings traveled in straighter
lines. She contenpl ated the problem and decided a | esson could be
learned fromit. Wich were the brighter, the People, who traveled |ong
di stances and wanted long straight trails over the shortest route, or
ani mal s who travel ed by the day, suffering only to nmeet their needs?

She stopped where the trail slanted down the thickly tinbered slope. A
pi ne squirrel chattered at her. She | ooked up to see the beast,
crouched, tail tight over its back

" Chug- chug yoursel f," she grow ed.

The squirrel pronptly junmped a couple of branches higher in the fir and
stanped its back feet, clucking and chirring at her

White Calf scratched behind her ear, resettled her heavy pack, and
si ghed. Where a spry elk could sprint up and down a trail like this,
agi ng worren nust tred a different path.

The scent of fir hung thick in her nose, as she pronptly set off along
the ridge crest. Not for four years had she followed this route to the
divide that would take her into the basin. In that tine, the Wse One
Above al one knew what changes had been wought. It might be a long trip.

From the place where she lay in the shadows, Tanager watched the old
worman, wondering who she was. The witch, Wite Calf? A brief flutter of
anxi ety seized her eight-year old soul. Wat evil nmight cone of watching
a wtch?

Tanager froze, not even reaching to pull the wild strands of hair back
fromher face. Smudged and soil ed, she renai ned notionl ess. She'd

| earned well despite her age. Wile watching animals, a person shoul dn't
nmove. Elk, for instance, saw everything; they were alnbost magical in
their abilities to see, snell, and hear. And once, she'd been forced to
stay still as the dead when a grizzly bear had prowed to within feet of
her. Only the breeze had saved her that tine, blow ng the bear's sour
scent into her nose.

But then, Tanager had al ways known she was special. The ganes of the
other girls had no appeal for her. Something had al ways drawn her to the
timber, to skip gracefully along the polished trunks of the deadfall and
clinb around in the rocks where a fall would have neant instant death.

No amount of scol ding by her nmother could keep her home. Not when the
trees and animals called to her

She wrinkl ed her nose as the old woman di sappeared. \Wo'd believe she'd
seen a witch? Surely not Cricket or Elk Charm Wth no nore noise than a
stal ki ng bobcat, Tanager backed out from her hiding place and shot down
the trail toward canmp, running as only Tanager coul d.



Little Dancer curled into a ball, hoping his sleep woul d ease the cranps
in his stomach. The string of uneasy dreans wound deeper into his mnd

Mermories of what he'd seen replayed in his head. He'd never forget the
sight of Dancing Doe's baby bei ng smashed onto the hard cobbles of the

ridge to flop and quiver and at last lie still. Fromwhere he'd hidden
in the sagebrush, he'd seen the tortured expression on Dancing Doe's
face. Above it all, Heavy Beaver's snile hovered, nocking.

The image shifted. Little Dancer's gut tw sted at the sound of the
hol | ow plop as the Wl f Bundl e | anded on unresisting ground.

"No!" he cried, renenbering the sucking enptiness that had pulled at his
young soul. "The People are dying," cane a voice. "Like snoke froma
distant fire, we're drifting away, becomng less and less."” An old wonan
wal ked down out of the trees, hobbling with the aid of a wal king stick
A tunpline secured an awkward pack | ow on her back while breezes tugged
her gray braids this way and that. As she |ooked at Little Dancer, her
deepset dark eyes gl owed with Power.

Shifting again, he danced and whirled, the world spinning below him A
man t hrew something at the sky, his face contorted as if by anger. A
sudden light blinded himpainfully.

He felt the hunger, |ike waves |apping the cobbles of Mon River. Pangs
of want washed around him bearing himon the current, tw sting around,

gurgling.

"Stop it! Stop!" He cried out; the knot in his belly grew, enconpassing
all the People. Pangs of hunger, like tendrils, reached out to touch the
men who waited on butte tops; it tickled their bellies as they searched
for fresh tracks. He ached for all the People, feeling the wasting of
their bodies, the energy draining fromtheir flesh

"Feed us. Feed ne, " he whinpered into the dream The cranping of his
stomach tightened as the last of the thin stew entered his bl ood.

W conme. Renenber this day .. . for we are you

He started at the nearness of the voice. A curious hazy sensation sent
himdrifting. Ataste lay on his tongue, that of sage, usually so
bitter, now al nost sweet. He bawled in fright, unable to form words.
Frightened, he ran on light |egs. The view of the world around him
expanded, oddly flat, but vividly clear.

He ran, realizing he did so on four ninble | egs. Creatures, antelope,

stood with runp patches flashing white at his alarm A doe stood alert
and chirped to him Wthout thought he turned to race for her and the
security she meant to him

W cone, the voice repeated. W cone.

He shivered, torn fromthe body he inhabited. Dazed, he struggl ed

agai nst the pressure on his shoul der, kicking. He screaned, hearing his
human voice loud in his own ears.

"Littl e Dancer, wake up! It's a bad dream Wake up!"

He blinked, clearing his filmy eyes to stare at his robes piled before
his nose, half-afraid of what he'd find. H s nother stared down at him



concern in her tense face. "lIt's a dream That's all. A bad dream" she
told him running a soothing hand down his shoul der

Wth an effort |ike wal king through deep wet snow, he cleared his
t hought s.

"Are you all right?"

He shook his head, the mi sty inage of the antel ope fawn clouding his
reality. "No. Not a bad dr ears W are one."

Sage Root cocked her head. "I know. |'ve been having ni ght mares, too.
After last night you're--"

"No. " He | ooked over at where Two Snokes slept, the parfleche
containing the Wl f Bundle tight against his chest. "W're one. The
ant el ope heard. They're conming. To the river .. . coming ..." She stared

at him frown lines deepening in the snmooth skin of her brow

"I mean it. | saw. In the dream" He sat up, feeling the awe of it all.
"I just can't .. . can't "

"Expl ain?" She lifted an eyebrow, thoughtful as she stared out the | odge
entrance. Avoiding his eyes?

"I got scared. But it wasn't bad. Not |ike Heavy Beaver woul d say. Not
evil. Not bad. "I swear. It was .. ." He frowned, perplexed, |ooking for
the words. "One. Not different."

"Coming to the river? In the dream which way was the sun?"

He thought about it. "There. Wst."

"And the antel ope were novi ng which way?"

If the sun had been west, to the right, they'd be going .. . "South."

She hunched over, supporting her chin with a fist. "If the Dream was
real --a Spirit Dream The time is now, then ..." She chewed at her lip
for a noment, fingering her Iong gleanmng braids. "The old antel ope trap
is only a short walk from here."

"Heavy Beaver will get real mad if you trap antel ope.”

Under her breath, as if to herself, she said, "It's only alittle boy's
dream Not a Spirit Dream But what's l|left besides hope?" She took a
deep breath, nodding slowy to herself. Wen she turned toward him

resi gnati on hunched her shoulders. "W're all hungry. He can Curse us on
full stomachs."” She said it flippantly. But the fear lurked in her eyes
like a coyote in the night.

Bl ood Bear saw the Trader first. He wal ked easily up the buffalo trai
along the valley bottom He wore a brightly painted shirt, back bent to
a pack secured by a thick, ornately beaded tunpline. In one hand he
carried a long stick that rose to a hoop decorated in gaily dyed
feathers--the staff of a Trader. A line of dogs followed, tails wagging,
heads down, and panting as they bore saddl e packs of their own.

Bl ood Bear approached the man warily. Despite the heavy pack on his
shoul ders and the string of pack dogs, he might still be an eneny.



"Ho-yeh!" the man called in the universal pidgin of travelers who cane
i n peace.

"Ho-yeh," Bl ood Bear repeated. But the shafts of his darts felt snmooth
on his fingers where they rested in the atlatl, ready to be cast.

The man made the sign for "who?"

Bl ood Bear lifted his hand, pal mout, fingers w despread. Then he
pointed to the red hand he'd painted on his worn shirt.

"Red Hand," the man called, and smiled. "I am Three Rattles. Fromthe
White Crane People north of the Big River. Once, in ny
great-grandfather's day, Red Hand and Wite Crane Peoples were the sane.
Languages not so different."

"No. Language not so different." Arelief, he wouldn't have to use sign

| anguage, with all its problens. Traders cane and went, using a signing
techni que, when needed, to barter their goods. Traders had speci al
Power. Everyone knew that and accepted them No good came fromkilling

or robbing a Trader. Doing so biased the Power the Traders clained as
their own, turning it against the murderer or thief.

Wt hout the Traders, blue stones couldn't cone fromthe far south.
AQivella, dentalium and oyster shells fromthe western ocean woul dn't
be traded for special beads. Beautiful tool stones of chert and
obsidian, elk ivories, dried delicacies |like buffalo tongue or finely
crafted robes could not | eave his owmn area for that of the River Peoples
in the east.

But the Traders did nore than bring goods a people couldn't find where
they lived. They carried news of the land and animals. The Traders
brought information about wars and different bands of people. Although
Bl ood Bear had never been there, he knew of the oceans to the west and
south fromthe Traders' tales. He'd never nmet a nenber of the Thunder
People in the far south, but he knew they shaved the sides of their
heads, scal p | ocks hanging far down their backs in a single braid. The
Fat her Fish People, he'd been told, lived many tens of days of journey
to the southeast and ate nostly fish because they didn't have buffal o.
He' d | earned of many people through the stories of the Traders.

Three Rattl es hunched his back, slipping out of the tunmp line, letting
t he heavy pack slide to the ground while the dogs cane up to nose Bl ood
Bear's own animal. At the first growl, he cuffed his beast, ordering it
away.

"Been a long journey," Three Rattles told him pointing far to the
south. "Not good down there\ Been a lot of raiding. Buffalo aren't doing
good. Most of the people are canped along the rivers--nostly runni ng nud
now. Then there's places south of Mbon River where the dirt blows so bad
you can't see. | crossed places where, sand drifts across the earth |ike
snow in the winter. Nothing growing there. Nothing to eat. Got to carry
rations. Each time | go, the dunes get bigger." He paused. "What's news
her e?"

Bl ood Bear shrugged. "The same. The People want rain."

Three Rattles | ooked Bl ood Bear up and down. "You been out by yourself."
The unspoken question remai ned.



Bl ood Bear bridled and forced hinself to sigh. "I won't go back until |
find sonething."

"You' re Bl ood Bear."
"I"'mBlood Bear. | didn't know ny fame had spread.”

Three Rattles | aughed, squatting down on his haunches. "CGot sone speci al
stuff here. Dried fish fromthe south ocean. Not nuch left, only a taste
or two. Share?" He reached up with some browni sh-1o0king flaky stuff.

Bl ood Bear took the small piece offered and bit into it. He couldn't
quite decide if he liked the curiously oily taste. The fish had been too
long in the pack; a slightly rancid aftertaste remained in his nouth.

"Not buffalo,"” said the Trader, " but still food." Blood Bear squatted.
"You woul dn't have heard of a woman traveling south, would you? Anmong
the Red Hand she was known as Clear Water. She left ny people eight
sumrers ago with a berdache."

Three Rattl es nodded. "I heard. You' ve been | ooking that |ong?"

Bl ood Bear stared out over the baked flats. Only the greasewood | ooked
green. Casually, he lifted a shoul der

"No, |'ve heard nothing of a wonan fromthe Red Hand. Me, |1've been up
and down. | |ike going along the mountains clear south to the wet | ands.
| go south for a year. Then | go north for a year to spend tinme with the
White Crane and see ny relatives. After the winter, the voice calls and
I go south. In the four trips |I've nade, | never heard of this wonan.
That still leaves a ot of places to | ook, east and west and north."

"She had sonet hing that belonged to the Red Hand."
"The Wl f Bundle." Blood Bear's heart skipped. "Then you know. "

"I know. | know sonething else, too. You may not have had to go so far
in your searches. Last spring | canped with a Short Buffal o Peopl e band
where Moon River and Sand River join into one. | heard jokes about a
berdache who eats grass. That was |ast spring, so | don't know how far
to trust the strength of those stories. You know, information, |ike
sinew, gets old and cracks and falls apart with age."

Bl ood Bear frowned into the distance. "Two Snokes used to coll ect
grasses. He'd chew them sonetimes, but nostly he put themin his pack."

"This could be him The berdache they |aughed about picked grasses. They
said he had a sacred bundle with him The other thing | remenber is that

he linped, Buffalo ran over his leg or sonmething." "Renmenber the band he
was with?" Blood Bear's heart seened to boomlike a pot drum at
Bl essing. He struggled to keep hinmself still, fighting the urge to

fidget and rock on his heels.

"Heavy Beaver's. They normally range on Moon River. Raid the Red Hand
every so often. But then |I guess you raid back." "W haven't raided nmuch
in the last few years. The spirit of the . , . Well, we just haven't
raided.” But if this berdache was Two Snokes, that woul d change.

"You know, that's why the Red Hand and the White Crane split so long



ago. It was a fight over the Wolf Bundle. | don't know all about it, but
it's old. Very old. We still have | egends about it."

Bl ood Bear stood. "Heavy Beaver's band. They camp on Mon River."

He hel ped Three Rattles with his pack, handing the man his Trader's
staff. "I don't have anything to trade now But maybe someday | wll."

Three Rattles' face broke into an enigmatic smle. "Good |uck, Bl ood
Bear. | hope to trade with you soneday. |'ll want sonething back for ny
fish."

Bl ood Bear | owered an eyebrow, thoughts on the crippl ed berdache and
Moon River. "You'll have it." Wth a wave, Three Rattles was off.

For | ong nmonents Bl ood Bear watched the Trader and his dogs headi ng
north. He checked his bearings; the Hi gh Muntains lay directly east.
Moon River didn't lie all that far to the north. Al he had to do was
reach the river and find the Short Buffal o People canp of this Heavy
Beaver.

It wouldn't take himlong. Not now.

The Wl f Bundle floated in the boy's Dream Perhaps he was the one.
Fromthe shimering of the Spirals, WIf Dreanmer's voice warned, "Be
careful. Too much of a taste of Power at so young an age, and he could
go the way of Heavy Beaver. He's only a child. "

The Wol f Bundl e pul | ed back, disengaging. The Wl f Dreaner had been
right. It nust wait, abide by the great Spiral of the universe. Tine
remai ned nmeani ngl ess. Now existed, as it always had .. . and al ways

woul d.

But another 'now' would come .. . if the child proved strong enough



Chapter 4.

Kowww! The cry lingered on the still air, Sage Root w ggled the stick
that held high a thin flag of white hide. She crouched behind a
prairie-dog mound, keeping | ow, face screened by a clunmp of sage she'd
twi sted fromthe ground. Despite their ability to outrun the w nd
antel ope had Iimts. Those, she hoped to prey on today.

For the noment, she couldn't think of Little Dancer's Dream-or what it
nmeant. The antel ope had cone, just as the boy insisted they woul d.

Her body lay in the sunlight, as sinuous as a powerful snake. Her rich
thick hair glistened a deep lustrous black. Her work dress clung tightly
to her sweat-danp body, accenting the full curve of her hip, stretched
by the taut rnuscles of her buttocks, and the powerful |ines of her Iegs.
Broad shoul dered and narrow wasted, she drew nmen's gazes. Even the old
men wat ched as she passed, eyes lighting at the approach of such a
heal t hy, sensual female. Despite the two children she'd borne Hungry
Bull, her belly remained flat, her breasts full and high.

Across the sage-strewn drai nage, the antel ope buck pranced, turning
sideways to stare at her. The doe continued to wal k ever closer, head
| owered cautiously, curiosity obsessing her. The rest of the herd

wat ched, sone foll owi ng the doe, others pausing to nibble at sage.

Cone on, you 'we all got to follow You 'we just got tol

In her head, Sage Root hummed the antel ope song, fearing to Sing it out
| oud, fearing her Power wasn't great enough to neet the needs of the
Peopl e. The menory of her son's gaunt face hovered in her mind. If only
they could trap the antelope. If only Hungry Bull would come back

si ngi ng and dancing the news of a buffalo trap. If only it would rain.
If ... If ... And the threat of Heavy Beaver continued to |l oom glaring
and threatening, even in her imagination. Bad days, he'd said. Bad days
i ndeed.

Sage Root jerked the stick again, causing the snowwhite prairie-dog
hide to flutter. Kowww the doe called as she stepped cautiously over
bunches of gnarled sage. Not far now. The wing walls of the |aboriously
constructed trap spread to either side. If they cane only a couple of

| engt hs cl oser, she could whistle the call to spring the trap

Sage Root let the doe peer at the waving bit of hide for a nonent and
wi ggl ed the stick again, distracting her from !l ooki ng back at the buck.
Then the doe came trotting forward, the rest follow ng al ong, the buck
as usual, waiting for all the does and new fawns to take the | ead.

She chewed her lip, sawing it back and forth between strong white teeth.
Almost .. . just alittle farther. The wind teased the bit of white
hi de, dancing and waggling it lazily.

Khowwwwi The doe call ed again, others echoing their curiosity.

The antel ope bands were still small this time of year. The does had j ust
fawned, scattering to conduct their birthing in secret, dropping twin
fawns in thick sage to hide them from coyotes, wolves, and eagles unti

t he young coul d suckl e enough of their mothers' strength to run like the
wind. Finally, the herd had begun to cone together again, the nothers
seeking the protection of nore eyes and ears.



The buck passed the brush clunps nmarking the boundaries of the trap. The
| ead doe had conme so cl ose, ears up, wal king nervously. So far, she
hadn't signaled with the white patch of her runp, hadn't barked the
retreat call. To either side, the wing walls of the trap stretched. Sage
Root - - heart beginning to hamrer--wet full red lips and filled her |ungs.
Her whistle shrilled in the wind, a perfect imtation of a bull elk's
bugl e.

The doe jumped and scanpered, head back, trotting nervously. And from
the sheltered pits dug at the end of the wing walls, the wonmen and
children of the tribe exploded, scream ng, yelling, racing to close the

gap.

The | ead doe flashed her white runp patch in alarm trying to slip to
the side, finding a solid wall of woven sagebrush. She quivered, dancing
si deways on lightning feet; the herd foll owed in panic.

Sage Root waited, fists clenched, heart pulsing in her chest as the
ant el opes' escape route was cut off. Behind the mlling herd, the wonen
and children closed in. Shouting and singing, they now advanced, pushing
the antelope into the bottl eneck of the trap. The | ead doe turned,
finding only one avenue of escape, and charged down the narrow runway
into the arroyo. As the antel ope pounded past, Sage Root thrilled to the
sight of their flying bodies. She gripped her weapons firmy, a thril

i ke orgasm pul sing through her

In the dust of their passage, Sage Root scrambled to her feet, racing
after them her long black hair flying in the pell mell rush of the
chase. She stood at the narrow end of the chute | eading into the arroyo,
knowi ng the antel ope had to come back this way--that they'd entered a
dead end from which they couldn't escape.

She waited, holding a long dart like a thrusting spear in case the
ant el ope came raci ng back

"W didit!" Fire At Night appeared at her shoul der, a stocky boy of
fifteen, fast and agile despite his bul ky body. H s chest heaved as he
panted, darts ready in his hand. He'd hesitated at first, daunted by
Heavy Beaver's warni ngs about wonen hunting. Now he seened to have
forgotten his reservations.

"You can hold this end? Maybe keep Throws Rocks here? If they get out,
we're all going to be hungry."

"W'll doit. It's athing to Sing of."

She grinned at him slapping his shoul der, before clinbing up the side
of the trap, onto the eroded terrace, running to where the antel ope
piled up, with barely enough roomto turn, starting back down the narrow
passage. As they raced back, Sage Root nocked a dart, balancing, letting
it fly with all the power in her supple body. True to the mark, the dart
caught the lead doe full in the body, conpletely transfixing her. She
stunbl ed and went down. The herd piled into her kicking body. Fawns

bawl ed angui sh and fear. Antelope scranbled, panting hard, hooves
poundi ng. A curling pall of dust rose as Sage Root nocked anot her dart
and speared the next doe that passed. About her, others appeared,
whoopi ng and yelling as they hurled darts down into the narrow confines
that trapped the antel ope. One or two pani cked ani mal s scranbl ed over

t he carnage, running a gauntlet of darts back down the arroyo.



Qut of darts, Sage Root grinned at the kicking pile of dying animals.
Dust streaked her face and hair, a song of joy in her heart. From where
she'd left it earlier, she picked up a hide sack full of her butchering
t ool s.

For the time being, no nore infants had to die as Dancing Doe's had. No
nore pangs of hunger would pull at the People in the night. For the
nmonent, they would eat. To fix the old trap had been a gamble, the work
done in secrecy |lest soneone tell. Chokecherry's sobering rem nders of
Heavy Beaver's Power |urked |ike hungry weasels in her mnd. She
couldn't shake his promise of retaliation that night of Dancing Doe's
difficult delivery.

"Hey, you first!" Makes Fun called, offering her the honor of the first
meat. "You put this together."

She flushed slightly at the conplinent. Yes, she'd defied Heavy Beaver,
taken the risk to nmake this happen when she'd seen the antel ope w nding
down toward the river. The old trap had been so close to the route the
ant el ope woul d take back to the uplands that the opportunity couldn't be
wast ed. She'd argued passionately, aided by the hunger in the eyes of
the children. Uneasy at first, the People had foll owed.

Sage Root sniled back at Black Crow s wi fe and junped down the dusty
bank. Before her, the | ead doe panted, a froth of bl ood bubbling around
her nostrils. The fl etched end of the dart shuddered with each dyi ng
br eat h.

Sage Root knelt over the dying doe, reaching out to stroke her head.
"Forgive me, Mother. It is the way of things that nen--1like

ant el ope--nust eat. Bless your neat to our use. May your soul run |ike
the wind to Dance anong the stars." The thrashing doe rel axed, the deep
pool s of brown eyes nmeeting hers, as if admtting the reality of the

St arweb, woven by the Wse One Above. Sage Root lifted the heavy
hamrerstone. Wth the skill of long practice, she slamed it down on the
doe's brain. An echo sounded in her mnd, the menmory of a newborn

i nfant's skull popping on the hot rocks.

Then the work began in earnest, am d songs, jokes, and toothy sniles.
The People gutted and sliced and packed neat fromthe trap. Hungry

nmout hs consured the livers on the spot, offering first-nmeat rites to
friends and hel pers, heedless of the red that dribbled down bobbing
chins. Bl ood snmeared strong brown arns and | egs as quarters were handed
up for the old wonmen to cut into strips. In the shadowed arroyo, the

hol | ow crunch of chopper stones on bone, mixed with laughter, filled the
air.

"CGet themstrips off," old Chokecherry directed. "Wather this hot, you
got to strip the meat quick. Get it laid out on the sage. You don't,
nore maggots'l|l eat it than People!"

Sage Root arched her back to soothe the ache of bending over. A grit of
dust ground in her teeth, a fulfilling taste of blood and fresh Iiver on
t he back of her tongue.

"How many did we get?" She w ped at the perspiration on her face,
streaki ng her beautiful features with red smnudges.

"About three tens of fingers. Throws Rocks and Fire At Night didn't |et
a single one escape.”



Wth her hamrerstone, Sage Root split a pelvis, splaying the legs to
expose the nmeat. Using a sharp flake, she cut the tendons and skin,
severing the sac rumw th her hamer stone, cutting the hide underneath.
She lifted the last of her animals to eager hands above, |eaving only

bl oody gray silt under the litter of white and brown antel ope hair.
Grabbi ng a bl ood-encrusted hand, she scranmbled up the gritty side of the
arroyo, squinting in the bright Iight of the afternoon sun

About her, sagebrush had turned red under the weight of long strips of
nmeat drying in the sun. Here and there children ronped and pl ayed,
wavi ng hands, shooing flies fromthe wet neat.

"See? You didn't believe me, but | knew they'd come. | sat up on the
hill, feeling them" She turned, smling, seeing Little Dancer where he
pranced and waved a sagebrush branch over a bl oody bush. "Look! Food!
Food for everyone!"

"Hey! Watch it. Watch where you wave that. You're knocking the neat off.
Get sand init, and you eat it."

Sobered, he dropped his gaze, face lining as he turned his attention to
keeping the flies away.

She | aughed to herself, a fullness in her heart. Yes, food for everyone.
They'd all eat. And maybe, just maybe, Hungry Bull and Three Toes and

Bl ack Crow mi ght have nade a trap. O possibly one of the other parties
who' d gone out fromthe Moon River in various directions to hunt had
found a herd.

She shaded her eyes, |ooking southwest toward the cool spikes of the
nmount ai ns. The snow | ine had been higher than she'd ever seen this |ast
wi nter. Down by the main canp, the river could be waded, water never

com ng hi gher than her knees. Even the cottonwoods | ooked dusty, the new
| eaves a darker green. Through it all, the wind continued to bl ow out of
t he sout hwest, hot, dry, sucking any noisture left fromthe prostrate
dust.

"Sage Root ?"

She turned at the cautious call, seeing Meadow ark gesturing down the
drai nage. Three people picked their way through the sage. She didn't
need to squint to know Heavy Beaver's |unbering wal k.

"I think it's a good tine to leave ... go hide under the bones in the
arroyo," Makes Fun observed dryly.

"No. Just keep doing what you're doing." Sage Root straightened, a
gueasiness in her gut. "I'll go talk to himbefore he gets here. Keeps
the rest of you out of it that way."

"Careful,"” Chokecherry warned fromthe side. "Don't antagonize him You
saw what happened the other night. Don't get himnad, girl. Don't do
anything to nmake him Curse you. You know what he's sayi ng about the
women as it is."

"I know." Her throat constricted, prenonition choking her. Wth iron
nerve, she forced herself to walk steadily toward him Od Two El ks cane
second in line, a nervous set to his sagging shoul ders. Heavy Beaver's
wi fe, Red Chert, wal ked | ast, eyes downcast in her round face. Her



petul ant lips pressed tightly together in a pouting expression. Heavy
Beaver stopped, pulling hinmself up, and stared at her through
expr essi onl ess eyes.

"It's good to see you back, Heavy Beaver. You had good Dreamni ng?"

He tilted his head slightly, a distaste formng in the set of his w de
brown lips. "Dreanming isn't your concern, worman. Looking behind you, I'm
starting to wonder what is."

The crawing feeling in her stomach went ill. "Feeding the People should
be everyone's concern. Don't look at ne like that. You' re Two Stones
moiety. I'mWIf Heart. |I'munder no kin obligations to even be polite.
But I will .. . since you Sing and Dream for the People. For that

respect you."

A slight curl of smile ghosted at his |lips, but his gaze remained hard,
cutting like freshly struck chert. "I'mglad you' re an obedi ent daughter
of the People, woman. |If your piety is so great, what have you done
here? Hm®? Could it be that you' ve killed brother antel ope? Ah, yes,
suppose so. And the ritual? Did you Sing that? Dance it |ike Antel ope
Above likes it Danced?" H s expression tightened. "Or perhaps you

didn't. Perhaps you fouled the rituaj .. . offended Antel ope Above |ike
Buf fal o has been of fended. \Wat then, woman of the People! Wo will feed
us all if the animal spirits have risen to the Wse One Above, and told

himto stop Rain Man from Danci ng water fromthe cl ouds? Wat have you
done?"

She crossed her arms, neeting his hot glare, refusing to cave in to the
feeling of terror. "I fed my people. | told the antel ope nother what |
did. She knows. [--"

"And | suppose you're bleeding on top of it all? Menstrual blood? On a
hunt? If there's trouble these days, you always seemto be at the bottom
of it."

At the menmory of Dancing Doe's infanticide, she bristled. "As if it was
any of your business, I'mnot. My noon passed two weeks ago. You should
know, Heavy Beaver, you seemto keep good track of when each woman
enters the bl eeding | odge. Part of your Dreamer's responsibility? O
somet hi ng el se?"

Watch it! You're getting nad. You know what happens when you get out of
control. She swallowed hard, trying to still the fires of injustice
tuggi ng at her gut. He actually forced a snmile onto his lips. "Tines are
changi ng, Sage Root. Oh, | know your |ineage. | know the sort of woman
your nother was. Passionate .. . like you. That's where you get it, |
suppose. Your father never stood up to her, never taught you the manners
to make you a polite woman, dutiful. Then you couldn't wait to rut with
Hungry Bull--the nane fits him You' ve never--"

"Because | wouldn't bed you?" She arched an eyebrow, instantly
regretting it, exhaling. "Never mnd. It was |ong ago. You wouldn't have
wanted me for a second wife anyway." And that's one of the biggest lies
I'"ve ever told. Look at you, even now, practically drooling. And you
talk to the Spirit Wrl d?

Red Chert had stood through it all, eyes downcast as always. Stolid of
expression, she waited, the wind tugging at her |ong black braids. A
smal | dunmpy wonman, she'd never borne Heavy Beaver a son--yet she bl ed



i ke any other worman, taking her tinme in the nenstrual hut. Ever qui et
and docil e, she never even |aughed at the crude jokes the wonen told.
She spoke rarely and then only of the essentials.

The realization settled in Sage Root's nmind. How terrible to be the

obj ect of so much synpathy. Wat a wetched life that would be. |magi ne
havi ng a husband you never |aughed w th, never hugged, or coupled
frantically with, or fought with. Imagine living all your life like a
wounded puppy. Wiere woul d the purpose be ?

"I ndeed, you'd have nmade a very poor second wife." Heavy Beaver's words
sank into her thoughts. "And I'Il hope you haven't ruined the People
forever with this little display of yours."

The anger broke | oose.

Despite the warning voice in her head, she jabbed a finger into his
breastbone. It all cane out, spurred by the fear eating at her gut. She
had to strike back, she just had to--or it was all lost. "And where are
the buffal o you' ve been Singing to for so long? Do | see the hills black
with their bodies? Al that Singing, Heavy Beaver? Al that tine the
Peopl e have been giving you the best of what little renmained so you
could spend time in the Dream w thout worries about your fat belly going
gaunt ? Maybe you haven't listened past the sound of your own voice. The
children of the People are crying

"And what have we got? Rain? You see any of that this spring? No, all we
get are your accusations that women are spoiling the world, killing the
Peopl e! There wouldn't be any People if it wasn't for everyone doing
what they can. |ncludi ng wonen! Have you seen Danci ng Doe recently? Have
you seen the misery in her eyes every tine she thinks about what you
made her do?"

"You push too far, Sage Root." He said it so softly, she al nost mi ssed
it in her tirade. The chill of fear, overly danmped by anger, reasserted
itself. She swallowed hard. This fool could Curse her. And he had every
reason after she'd ridiculed himthat night he'd tried to take her

Ri dicule wasted a man, ate at him.. . and Heavy Beaver didn't forget.

"Yes, you understand." He lifted his chin, studying her through | owered
| ashes. "Perhaps you do too much--take on too much. You would divide the
Peopl e when they nust pull together, Dance and Sing and apol ogi ze to the
Spirit Wrld Above for so many transgressions. In you, | see only
arrogance, and pride. So much pride. Is that because of your beauty?
Because of your husband? Do you think you' re better than the rest of the
Peopl e?"

She bit her tongue to still the hot response.

"Renmenber," his smooth voice grated, "the Wse One Above |led nen up from
under the ground and into this world. A being who crawl ed out of the
earth like nole shouldn't be too proud."

"I stand on ny own under Father Sun as you do, shaman."

"But | Dreamthe Powers, worman. And | think you' re too proud. Go ahead,
eat your neat. | refuse to touch it, to foul ny lips with your
sacrilege. W'll see where your inpudence and arrogant pride get you in
the end."



He pushed past her, raising his arnms and shouting for all to hear

"Ant el ope Above! | see what the wonan has done to you! | see the insult
to your children! | see the defiling of my brothers! Know that |, Heavy
Beaver, refuse to taste, eat or even snell of this violation! | declare
this meat to be putrid and fouled by a denier of You .. . and ny
Peopl e. "

And with that, he whirled, a gleamof triunph in his black eyes as he
shoved her aside and strode down the trail back toward the canp.

In stunned sil ence, Sage Root stared, disbelieving, unable to conprehend
that he'd act to waste a good kill, a clean kill, defiling the neat in
the very nouths of the People.

Li ke a great hand from above, a darkness descended on her soul

Hungry Bull froze, half a breath caught in his lungs. The amber grass
rustl ed again and went quiet as the thief noved in the gray light. He
cocked his head to listen, tightening the grip on his weapon. The
feeling of the snmooth wood, bal anced so perfectly in his knotted fist,
reassured him

The norning birds had begun to chirp. A light breeze puffed against his
ski n, danpening the excitement of the stalk. Still in shadow, the sage
| oomed purple blue in the predawn |light. Not nuch time left now The
thi ef would escape, his night's raid | eft unpunished.

Grass whispered as Hungry Bull's quarry shifted position. d ose, so
close, just there, on the other side of the sage. Hungry Bull tested the
bal ance of the trimred wood in his hand, feeling the heft, waiting to

di spatch his eneny.

Life and death, the old dance continued. Even here, in the deep
sagebrush, the greatest game played out. This game, Hungry Bull played
very well. Few matched his skill w th weapons or cunning anbushes. H s
quarry retreated ahead of him

Hungry Bull took the rest of the breath, feeling his heart pound harder
in his chest as his air-starved |ungs began to labor. Using all his
craft, he slowy lifted his foot, drifting it silently forward, placing
it between dry clunps of grass, delicately resettling his weight to the
ball of his foot.

Ahead of him the grass crackled and went still.

Hungry Bull studi ed each pattern of the shadows, searching for the
outline of the raider. Tension hung in the air, straining at him
speeding his heart. He throttled the urge to charge forward, to match
wits with his quarry. Killing took patience. Revenge would be all the
better if the thief never knew his danger.

He eased another step forward, careful eyes on the spiky uplifted arns
of the sagebrush around him The nmuscles in his leg trenbled slightly as
he shifted his bal ance, peering into the holl ows where the brush

t hi nned.

The thief stopped, raising, poised to flee, head cocked to listen while
sharp brown eyes glinted in the graying |light.

Hungry Bull froze again, tense as a green wllow stalk.



The thief hesitated nervously, as if warned by sone sixth sense.

He's going to bolt! Hungry Bull, not quite as bal anced as he wanted to
be, struck. Trained rmuscles flexed snoothly, arm hissing forward as he
rel eased his weapon. One chance only. Hungry Bull put body and soul

behi nd the throw, knowing a mss would allow the quarry a clean escape.

The hardwood stick, curved into an L shape, warbled slightly in the air,
and caught the thief low, tunmbling himin a heap

"Got you!" Hungry Bull yipped and vaulted the sagebrush in pursuit.

To his surprise, the thief pulled hinself up and scranmbled into the
denser mat of sagebrush and grass.

Per pl exed, Hungry Bull bent down, studying the tracks through narrowed
eyes. "Huh! Must have been just a little off. Broke a leg."

Grow i ng, he bent over a sagebrush, grasping the stiff gray branches and
twi sting themround and round until the root parted with a soil-nmuffled
pop. Satisfied, he picked up his throwing stick, slipping it behind the
buf f al o- hi de belt he wore, and took up the scuffed track of the thief.
Using the uprooted plant for a flail, he smacked cl unps of sagebrush,
poki ng here and there, seeking to flush his wounded prey.

"Al'l right, where'd you go? Look, you can't get away. You' ve got a
broken l eg. Come on out. Better | eat you than some tick-infested
coyote."

Hungry Bull bent down, peering into a thick shock of grass, seeing a
gl eam ng brown eye staring back in the breaking |ight of norning. The
pink tip of nose quivered, a wealth of silvered whi skers shivering.

Hungry Bull jabbed his bush at the hole, satisfied to see a hobbling
streak of brown shoot out the other side. He junped the sagebrush,
charging after the wounded creature, sprinting a zigzaggi ng course

t hrough the unresisting brush. The quarry shot to the left. Hungry Bul
planted a foot, leaping after him-only to step on a curled chunk of
dried sage stemthat leapt up as if alive to trip him Bull slamed
down, catching sight of his quarry disappearing. Frantic, he scranbled
after himon hands and knees, spitting a curse as he stuck his hand in a
clunmp of brown-spined prickly pear

CGetting his feet under him he lunged, grasping for the thief's body,
m ssing. Again he pelted after the small brown and-white shape, sage
crackl ing and snappi ng before his charge, scenting the air with its
tangy arona.

They' d crossed nost of the drai nage bottom now, closing on the gentle
slope that led up to the rounded ridge top. If the thief got to the
rocks up there, got to a hole, it would be all over. Hungry Bull slid to
a stop. "Lost you!" He cocked his head, sensitive ears tuned for the
soft rustling. A neadowl ark trilled, followed by a robin calling in
crisp nmelody to greet Father Sun. There! Bull junped for the sound of
scurrying feet. The thief had doubl ed back, nmaking a wide circle as Bul
crashed down on him Again the nad scranbl e continued, the thief belying
his broken I eg as he slipped through the small spaces. Bull--condemed
by size--had to pound through by dint of brute force.



As the thief shot across an open space, Bull l|aunched hinsel f again,
sl appi ng bel |l y-down on the dust.

Roari ng rage, Hungry Bull got a foot braced and |urched again, his
grasping fingers slipping off the creature's back as he planted his
other hand in a wi cked patch of cactus. Bellowi ng fromthe sting and
cursing the extraordinary luck of his wounded prey, Hungry Bull went
monentarily berserk, diving headfirst into the thicket of sage, barely
aware of the scratches it tore in his cheek

Wrmng after the scranbling fugitive, he slapped at him finally got a
grip on his tail, and pulled. The captive clawed frantically at the
| oose dirt as Hungry Bull dragged hi m back

"CGot you!" he howed in victory. Hungry Bull stood, grinning, his prey
dangling by a brow nand-white tail, front |egs outstretched, broken hind
leg linmp. Under the sleek buff-brown coat, |ungs |abored, whiskers
trenbling. The smooth white underbelly gleaned |ike snowin the sun, in
contrast to pink-padded feet.

Bull lifted himup to stare into the frightened black eyes. "You ate the
last of ny jerky. What you didn't eat, you pissed and shit on. To make
matters worse, you chewed the thong of nmy atlatl in tw! It takes tine
to make an atlatl just so .. . get the right Spirit Power into it."

The whi skers continued to quiver, the beady eyes bright with terror and
hurt.

"So what |'mgoing to do," Bull continued, "is get even. Tonight, we're
going to eat you for dinner. Get you back for our jerky, huh?"

He wi nced at the sting of the cactus spikes in his flesh and grabbed the
beast about the chest, ready to break its neck

Undaunt ed, the scranbling captive sank long white teeth into the web of
skin between Bull's thunb and forefinger. He howl ed in pain and
surprise, slammng the creature to the ground. Again, Trickster Coyote
made a fool of him providing a soft tussock of grass for the thief to
land in. Like a shot, it bolted into the sage.

Bull stared stupidly at his hand for a second, realized what had j ust
happened, and thundered his anger as he crashed after his vani shing
quarry.

The threads of the Starweb had begun to tighten. The Wl f Bundl e had

wat ched as the world changed. Part of it had cried out as the |ast of
the manmmot h di ed under the. hunter's darts. The way of the Spirals

per meat ed everything, reaching fromthe roots of the w nter-dormant
plants to the shining glitter of a fly's buzzing wi ngs. How odd that the
| ast mamot h had been an orphaned calf. Wen the Wse One Above created
t he uni verse, he nade everything bal ance, pain and ecstasy, birth and
rot, heat and cold.

Now the Circles were coming full again. WIf Dreaner waited, watching
fromhis Dream Sonething new would be spun into the Starweb .. . or its
new Dreaner mght fail where Wl f Dreamer had succeeded. It did not
matter. If this Circle of the Spiral would be fanm ne, the next m ght be
f east.



Chapter 5.

As the norning sun threaded yell ow beans into the canyons, Hungry Bul
trotted along a deer trail that wound through the thick sage in the
canyon bottom As his |egs punped, he bit cactus spines one by one from
the pal mof his hand, spitting them away.

To either side, the eroded hillsides rose in gentle slopes dotted with
sage and occasional bitter brush. This buffalo hunt had turned into
anot her debacl e. Cccasional chips had been | ocated--all of themyears
dry, beetle-riddled and gray white from sun bl eachi ng. Were were the
buffal 0? As he trotted down the trail, a |inp brown-and-white body
dangl ed and jerked fromhis swelling right hand.

He could count off a finger for each day since he'd |l eft Sage Root and
canp and add another three toes to the list. Never had the aninmals been
so few, so far between. And if the faces of the People had | ooked gaunt
when they left' Hey you!" The cry hung on the still norning air.

Bull slowed to a stop, |ooking around warily as he tried to pin the

| ocation of the call. Cautiously he slipped his atlatl fromwhere it
hung on his belt. He pulled a Iong dart fromthe quiver over his back
Practiced fingers nocked the dart in the hooked end of his spear

thrower. The atlatl added | everage, acting like an extension of his arm
allowing a man to catapult a dart three tines as far as he could throw a
spear by hand. He missed the chewed-away rawhi de | oops that had secured
his fingers to the polished shaft.

"Who is it?" he shout ed.
"Here!"

This time he caught the direction of the voice. Looking up along the

ri dge, he squinted against the brilliance of the sun. He shaded his eyes
with the flat of his hand; the body of his norning victimbounced Iinply
in the process.

A hunched figure stood sil houetted by the nmorning rays. Hunched? | ndeed,
the way Trickster Coyote could do when the urge came on himto take
human form In an attenpt to fool nen, he sonetines canme | ooking |ike an
ol d hunchbacked woman, or so Heavy Bull had heard. The only way to tel
was to pull up his skirts and | ook for a penis and testicles. Trickster
Coyote couldn't change that--wouldn't. He was too proud of his man
parts.

Al ready unsettled, Bull stepped off the trail, wary, clinbing carefully,
eyes searching the surroundings. Just as he'd trapped the little thief,
so could he, too, be trapped in the endless gane of |ife and death.
Where they waited in hunting canmp, Three Toes and Bl ack Crow woul d never
know the difference--if they hadn't already been caught.

"Here | am already assuming it's an Anit'ah war party,” Bull told
hinsel f. "The voice called in the tongue of the People." He bit his lip,
seeing the figure above nmore clearly now Silhouetted against the Iight,
it waited, om nous, balanced on skinny |egs, body bulky. Chill fingers
of prermonition tickled along Bull's backbone. Tills isn't good. Wat did
Heavy Beaver say? A Curse is loose on the |and? Heavy Beaver says we 'we
of fended Buffal o Above and He's taken Hi s children away, caused the
rains to cease falling, nade everything harder for Father Sun's people.



And this? Is this Trickster Coyote? O sone worse spirit? A wandering
ghost? Something to take nme and kill ne?

By Buffal o Above's bouncing balls! It did look Iike Trickster! A cold
shiver closed on Bull's heart. At the sane time, some hidden nmenory
tripped in his mnd

"I don't like Spirit Power. | don't have any use for that stuff. Just
trouble .. . that's all." H's heart had begun to thud and he stopped,
swal | owi ng hard as he stared at the sun sil houetted apparition

Wary now, ready to run, he stared around, |ooking for ghost sign, for a
hint of evil--as if he knew what that mght |ook |ike. That inner sense
of trouble kept pricking at himlike the cactus spines still in his
hand. Nerving hinself, he called, "Trickster? That you? Coyote?"

A cackling. laugh rolled down from above, alnost irritating in the
obvi ous enj oynent communi cat ed.

"Coyote? Me?" The sil houetted figure slapped a thin armagainst its side
wi th an audi bl e pop. "Hah! That's what they're teaching you kids these
days? Horn Core gotten a little crazy in his old age, or what?"

Horn Core's dead! Snoke and fire! Is this sonme spirit joke? He swall owed
hard, beginning to back away, ticklings of fear running through himlike
tiny ant |egs.

"Ch, cone on," the silhouette called, gesturing. "I'mnot wandering al
the way down there. 1've wal ked too far for that. | need your help. Eh?
What's this? Going to run?" The voice cackled hysterically. "I'm going

to walk into a village of the People and tell them how one of their
brave young men turned and bolted fromme |ike brother jackrabbit froma
wol f? Ha-ha, | can hardly wait!"

Slightly shaned, Hungry Bull continued to pick his way up the slope,
searching his nenories of the elders to place the voice. Against the
light of the norning sun, he couldn't identify who it was. Chokecherry?
Not fat enough to be her. Sleeping Fir? Too tall. Wl kal ot Wrman? Maybe,
but the figure on the hill didn't look right. Still, something about her

"Or Coyote trying to trick me." But Coyote usually did that during
vi sions and Dreans. Sonetimes, disguised as a hunchbacked ol d woman,
he'd lull a pretty young girl to sleep. Then his penis woul d sneak out
and i mpregnate her and she'd never know

One of the Dog Crow d an? If so, she was awfully far west. Fromthis
angl e, he could make out her form The hunchback | ook came fromthe pack
she carried. The face m ght have been beautiful once, broad-cheeked and
full. Indeed,"even through the sucked-dry | ook of age, she still bore
the trace of proud beauty. And he couldn't shake the feeling he knew
her .

But who is she?

He reached the ridge top, carefully | ooking around, still uncertain if
he'd wal ked into the nmiddle of an Anit'ah trap-uncertain about a | ot of
t hi ngs. W nd-polished cobbles, scraggly sage, and w spy clunps of wheat
grass met his eyes, all stroked by the caress of the norning breeze. But
no warriors waited to anmbush hi m

The ol d woman cocked her head, watching as he | ooked over the crest of



the ridge, casting about suspiciously.

"At least you're not entirely a fool.'
at a hidden pain, and wal ked forward.

She winced in the sunlight, as if

Warily, he waited, palns sweating where he held the dart ready to cast.
He knew he'd seen her before. But Coyote could trick a man that way.
Take the face of a dead person-or maybe even a live one, for all he
knew. Fromthe | ook of her tattered dress, the gauntness of her flesh,
she nmight have been a childl ess wi dow womran with no one to | ook out for
her. Then he net her eyes and his soul froze.

"Who are you?" he whispered, the firmgrip of the atlatl reassuring. The
wood fairly pulsed with the spirit he'd breathed into it at Bl essing.
And what good is a crafted dart against a ghost? If only he'd had Heavy

Beaver Sing Ghost Medicine into his .. . but he hadn't.

"You don't know me?" She cocked her head; a glitter of anusenent

ani mat ed her black eyes. "If you're who | think you are, boy, you' ve
aged wel I. Handsone."

He hal f started. She called him"boy"l "I am Hungry Bull, son of Seven

Foxes and Bright C oud. My grandfather was--"

"Yes, yes, | know you. Knew your father. Know of him | should say. Knew
your grandfather, Big Fox, well." A saucy gleamfilled her eye as she
| ooked hi mup and down. "Knew himwell, indeed. The ways of the w nd

| ead us round and round, don't they? What a person starts al ways cones
back . sonmehow, soneway. The Vision was right. It was tine to cone."

Vi sions? He squinted, slightly irritated, still unsure. A man never knew
what the denons might do to him Could she be some spirit? If so, good
or evil?

G ose now, unsure, his heart beat |ike a stone maul on green wood.
Swal | owi ng hard, he set hinself, terribly afraid. Quick as lightning
under a thunderhead, he flicked the point of his dart down and jerked
her skirts up. "Wat?" she screaned, junping back, arms flailing for
bal ance, hindered by her wal ki ng stick.

In the nel ee, he ducked, |ooking under her skirt. A woman.

Only quick reflexes saved himas the wal king stick descended in an arc.
Crabbi ng si deways, he rolled under the blow as the stick whistled over
hi s head.

"Hey! Don't kill ne!" He scranbl ed sideways, the walking stick whacki ng
t he cobbles on the spot he'd just been. Before she could recover, he got
his feet braced and scanpered back. "Waaaal" The war cry tore past her
old lips as she charged after him "Wait!" he called, racing away from
her. "I was just checking!"

Her ol d body wasn't up to the chase. The pack--still on her back--sl owed
her even nore. Panting and wheezing, she glared at him wal king stick
rai sed high as strangl ed sounds gurgled in her throat.

"Coyot e di sgui ses hinself as a woman!" Hungry Bull pl eaded.

She started forward again, intent on cracking his skull.



"What woul d you think?" He backpedal ed out of her reach, hands raised.
Lungs | aboring, she slowed, jaw thrust forward.

"I"'msorry!" He gulped a breath. "I"mjust a hunter. Al | know about
Coyote is what Spirit Dreaners tell ne.’

"You ever .. . seen Coyote .. . look like an ... old wonman?"
T
"Then why--"

"Because he mght! And if he wants to trick someone, it can be soneone
besi des ne! | got enough troubles!"

At the stricken | ook on his face, the old woman st opped hersel f short of
the next attack and | aughed, breaking into a coughing fit in the
process.

"Ckay," she admitted between | ung-racking hacks, "I believe you."
Hungry Bull took a deep breath. "Good. Wo are you?"

She sniffed, reshuffling her burden. "My first human nane was G een
W1l ow " She chuckled, gesturing at the country around them "Shows you

how | ong ago that was. You're Hungry Bull? Supposed to be quite a
hunter, | hear tell."

He swal |l owed hard. "I'mthe best anmong ny people.”
She gl anced at the trophy dangling linply fromhis left hand. "Well, if
a bushy-tailed pack rat all you got ... | wouldn't want to be one of

your people." Her critical eye took in the scratches and scuffing of his
clothing. "And it looks like quite a chase. Was that you | heard bashing
t hrough the sage like a Monster in rut? Al that for a pack rat He
bristled, straightening, heat rising in his face, ready to lash out in
anger--but caution held him In the old stories, proud young nen |ike
himgot in trouble doing that. The Wse One Above turned theminto frogs
and snakes and worns and such.

And there was that |ook in her eye--a Spirit Power |ook-1ike she could
see his soul inside, like she knew so very, very nuch nore than he. And
he knew her. He was sure of it.

"Geen WIllow? Are you ... | nean, are you real .. . in this world,
mean?" Hi s throat had gone dry. Wat would an old woman be doi ng up
her e?

She grinned w ckedly, exposing worn yellow teeth. "As real as you. And
judging fromyour recent behavior, a whole lot brighter."

He flushed, | owering his eyes in shane.

"Where were you goi ng when | saw you down there? A canp of the People
around here somepl ace?"

He swal |l owed, pointing with darts to the southwest. "Four days' walKk.
Down al ong the Moon River. Three of us, Black Crow and Three Toes, and
me, we canme to hunt. | tried circling to the north."



"Haven't had much luck, huh?" She shook her head, hawking to spit onto
the cobbles. "Well, 1've seen buffalo sign. One bunch, nervous and
spooky. That was up above the hogbacks." She pointed over her shoul der

"That's not that far.-Only a half day's wal k." He paused. "You cane from
there! That's getting too close to the An it'ah."

"They | eave ne al one. Wiere's your hunting canp?”

He pointed back to the east. "Hmm And the People are south?" She rubbed
her chin. "Tell you what. You go get your friends. Meet ne at Monster
Bone Springs tonight."

"Monster Bone .. . Wiy there? | mean, that's a Power place where the
Hero Twins canme and killed the Monsters and ate them You nmean, you ..
Wrds failed as he backed a step

"Hah!" She snorted, dry hunor curling her lips. "So the stories go, huh?
Hero Twins? Men killed the Monsters. Just like we kill buffalo." She
paused, |ooking sadly at the rocky ground before her. "Ch, | don't know
why it bothers nme. Changing .. . everything' s changing, turning, naking
itself into sonething different."

Hungry Bull waited, nervous. "We're told not to go there. That spirits
like the Trickster will take our soul."

She pinned his eyes with hers. "lIndeed? And | suppose that sane lunatic
tells you to | ook up wonen's skirts? Who tells you such things?"

Wncing at her taunting, he told her, "Heavy Beaver, he Dreans--"

"I remenber himas nothing nore than a sullen kid. Wat happened? He get
touched by nmore than bad hunor?"

"He's a powerful --"

"Maybe. O he's fooled everyone into thinking he is. I'll wait and see.
Usual ly you can see Power in a child. See it in their eyes, the way they
nove. Wiere's Horn Core?"

"Dead. "

She gave hima steely | ook, lips pinching. "Wen?"

"Maybe three years now. No one knows why. He broke his leg and it grew

together .. . but it never stopped hurting. Then it swelled up, poisoned
fromthe inside, |ike happens sonetines. Heavy Beaver said it was
because Horn Core called on bad spirits. And that's why Buffal o Above is
puni shing us ... keeping Rain Man away. Horn Core never had the right

Power to keep him-"

"Dung and flies, boy! Horn Core was a Dreaner in the old sense of the
Power. Heavy Beaver? He's like a child who would hunt buffalo with
twgs."

"No! | nean, never say things like that. Heavy Beaver will Sing a Curse
over you .. . make the evil ghosts cone and--" "That tapeworn? Curse
me?" She cackl ed happily again. "That'll be the day!" Then she paused,
anot her thought striking her. "I see .. . it's all starting to make



sense now. Curious how the Power of the Dreaming works. Curious ..." She
| ost her line of thought, eyes going vacant as she stared out into
space, seeing sonething far beyond Hungry Bull and the sun-washed ridge
t op.

"Who are you? |'ve seen you before soneplace.”

"Huh?" She started, vision focusing again. "I told you, they called
ne- - "

"Who are you now?"

She smled wistfully at him raising an eyebrow to recrease the winkles
in her forehead. "Met you in your |odge one night. Sage Root had j ust
lost a child. Boy child as | recall. | needed a nother, a healthy woman
with mlk to give. No wonder you don't renenber. That night, you were
pretty upset. You hardly noticed ne."

Breath caught in his throat. "Wiite Calf! They said you--"

"Rose into the sky on a whirlwind." She grunted. "I know. Unlike ravens
who chatter all the tinme about inportant things, nen like to carry on
with a lot of nonsense.”

He gaped.
"The boy's doing all right?"

He nodded, still undone, renenbering that night, renenbering the grief
in Sage Root's eyes as she cuddl ed her dead child. Then, out of the
dark, came Horn Core and the old woman, a bundle wapped in her arns. A
gift, she'd said. A child given by the Spirits for one taken

H s concern then hadn't been for old wonmen out of the night, but for
Sage Root. So he'd taken his dead son fromher arms, replacing it with
the Iiving. Anmed, he'd watched as Sage Root's breast accepted the child.
And when he'd turned back, Wite Calf had gone. No one could find her in
canp that next day.

Before he left to start his own band, Elk Whistle told himabout Wite
Calf and the wounded berdache. She'd found El k Wistle out hunting in
these same hills, taking himto Monster Bone Springs, where the child
and the wounded berdache had been. Horn Core had filled in nore details,
tal king of White Calf's Power, of how she lived high in the Buffalo
Mount ai ns, naking magic. Other than that, little was known of her, at
least, little that people would tal k about.

She smacked her 1ips, shaking her head. "Enough of this. What | need you
to do is get on to your hunting canmp. Pick up your friends and 1'll neet
you at Monster Bone Springs. |'ll have your pack rat stewed by the tine
you get there. Then we can all hear the exploits of your hunt."

He nodded, m nd wheeling.

"You gonna be there?"

"Y-yes."

White Calf lifted the pack rat to stare thoughtfully into its dull eyes.
"Best hunter anong the People, huh? Looks |like you sat on it!"



Wt hout thinking, he admtted, "I did. It was going to get away again."

Three Toes whistled as he flaked a new point froma finely prepared
transl ucent brown chert. FromKnife River, far to the north, he'd traded
for the superb material. Wth skilled hands, he scrubbed the edges of
the tool on coarse sandstone grooved fromyears of such use. Testing the
rounded edge with a thumb, he nodded and pulled a use-polished deer
antler baton from his pouch

Still whistling, he sat back on his rock and began striking broad
thinning flakes fromthe chert. Patterning his strokes with the skill of
a master, he caught each flake as it cane free, letting it drop with the
delicate clinking chime of perfect stonework. Anong the People, no one
made better points. Wien Three Toes worked stone, his soul went into the
crafting, permeating the very rock. He sat before a snol dering sagebrush
fire, a pile of jackrabbit bones still blackening in the center of the
stone-filled hearth. Two packs and a brush shelter lay at the

peri pheries of the canp. Here and there, cratered stipples in the soi

mar ked spots where they'd twi sted sage out of the ground for the fire.
Sagebrush made a wonderful fire. Fromthe nonent it was placed on the
coals, it virtually torched, flames |eaping for the sky in a roar. Then
the fine | am nar structure of the hard dense wood col |l apsed and the
coal s burned for days. \Wen stones were dropped on top to absorb and
radi ate the heat, a man could cook on such a fire for a long time, or
roast meat, or pile a hand' s thickness of dirt over the whole and sl eep
warm-even in the col dest of weather

Three Toes paused to wi pe sweat from his high forehead and | ook up at
t he point where Black Crow sat. He stopped short, mssing the dark
sil houette of Black Crow s figure against the sky. Game? Studying the
slope, he finally spotted his friend wi nding down t hrough the scrubby
sage.

Returning to his whistling, Three Toes used his coarse sandstone to
scrub the brittle edge off the long | anceolate point to make a platform
When the platforml ooked right, he wapped his point in thick buffalo

hi de and pulled his elk browtine punch fromthe pouch. Placing the
punch tip just so on the platform he began pressing long thin fl akes
fromthe point to create the final edge and shape.

To the snap-snap of his flaking, his whistle nocked the nmeadow ar ks and
redwi ng bl ackbirds. He warbled like the finches and trilled |ike robins,
eliciting responses fromwithin the tall sage that clustered around the
drai nage under the terrace where they canped. "Hungry Bull's com ng,"

Bl ack Crow called fromthe sl ope, his presence announced by cascadi ng
gravel and cobbles. "He's in a hurry."

Tongue sticking out the side of his nouth, Three Toes pressured a tiny
flake fromthe fragile tip, |eaving a razor-sharp edge. That done, he
| ooked up.

"I'n a hurry? Maybe he found somet hi ng?"

Black Crow trotted in his |oose-linbed, swinging stride that nmade it
ook like all his joints were unhooked. Tall and |anky, he had lived
about twenty-five winters. H s face, like the rest of his body, had been
stretched out of shape. His ugliest feature consisted of his long fleshy
crooked nose. People joked that it |ooked |ike a long turd sl apped
haphazardly on his face. The other incongruity--considering Bl ack Crow



was the finest scout anpbng the people--canme fromthe slight sag of
belly, with protruding navel, in an otherw se whip thin body. , Black
Crow wal ked to where the water skin hung in the shade of a particularly
st ubborn sagebrush that had repeatedly resisted their attenpts to tw st
it out.

"W better hope so. Tracks make thin soup. | nean, there's nothing but
dust and last year's buffalo sign."

"See anything else that | ooks like we could eat it?"

"Just tweety little birds--the ones you like to sound like. And
t hought | saw sonme antel ope out in the basin."

"Can't figure it. | nean, look out there. No water in the basin. Gass
is brown and dead. You | ook around at the sky and all you see are those
stringy little strands of thin clouds way up. How long's it been since
it rained, huh? And no snow |l ast winter." As he spoke, Three Toes
resumed his careful pressure flaking, rolling the punch slightly in his
hand as he finished the edge of the tool

"Too long." Black Crow gul ped water. "You know, if this keeps up, we're
going to be living off pack rats and mice. Think you can manage to Sing
for a jackrabbit surround?"

"Ever hear this?" Three Toes lifted an eyebrow and reached into his
pouch. Bl ack Crow | eaned down, curious, as Three Toes lifted a carved
bone tube to his Iips and bl ew.

Whhhaaaaahh! the sound carried on the still air.
"Pretty good, huh?" Three Toes grinned happily.

"So you can sound like a dying jackrabbit. That's inmportant? It'd be
better if you could snell like a buffalo cowin heat!"

Three Toes went back to his work, lifting a shoulder in a shrug. "You'd
be surprised. Coyotes, skunks, badgers, weasels, wolves, |lots of things
cone to a dying-rabbit call."

"Great! The answer to hunger in the canps. W can eat skunks and
badgers. Wl f is sacred and nmust never be eaten, and coyote tastes I|ike
like .. . Well, I've never been that hungry."

Three Toes frowned at his point, lifting it to the light, squinting
along the flake-rippled surface, peering closely for any flaws he m ght
have m ssed, for any cracks he'd made in the manufacture.

"I don't know. Them jackrabbits, they can get pretty nean sonetines,
turn around in a trap and charge you."

Bl ack Crow settled on his haunches, fingers clasped before him "And
you're worried? Remenber the buffalo trap up on Red Water Creek?
Remenmber when that big bull ran over Black Bird and charged down
snorting and bl owi ng snot all over? | W never seen a man go over the
corral as fast as you did! People're still |aughing about the way you
| anded face first in the--'1

"Hey! Look! I'malive and in one piece. Black Bird still can't breathe
right after that bull stepped on his chest and broke all themribs."



"Yeah, but you'd have saved yourself a lot of grief if you hadn't |anded
face first in the--"

"Ckay! So buffalo get scared. They make those runny piles when they get
scared!"

Bl ack Crow grinned, dark eyes twinkling. "Let's see if my mnd serves
nme. Seens to ne, that wasn't the only runny pile--"

"l get scared, too!"

They both stood as Hungry Bull cane trotting in, deep chest rising and
falling as he slowed to a stop, grinning uncertainly.

"Wl | ?" Black Crow and Three Toes cried at once

Wal ki ng forward, Hungry Bull puffed and shook his head. "No gane. But
| guess we're in trouble.”

"Way don't | like the way he says that?" Three Toes grunted, half to
hi nmsel f.

"What kind of trouble? Anit'ah?"

Hungry Bull shook hinmself, as if to clear his thoughts, and wal ked to

the gut water sack. He lifted it to his lips, draining a hand's section
Dragging a forearmover his mouth, he turned. "Not Anit'ah. You've heard
of White Calf? It all happened this norning...." And the story unfol ded.

"Monst er Bone Springs?" Black Crow wondered, from where he squatted on
hi s haunches. "Wiite Calf, the witch, wants us to neet her at Monster
Bone Springs at dark?"

Three Toes scratched at the back of his head, staring skeptically at
Hungry Bull. He's al ways been sane before this. Not only that, he hates
the idea of fooling around with Spirit Power. He even denies he has bad
dreans at night!

"I guess |'ve got to go. You don't have to. | guess | should have just
done that in the beginning. Just gone with her. | nean .. . well, you
m ght get ghost-sick or sonething. | don't know. | don't like spirit
stuff.”

Bl ack Crow had been frowning into the thin patterns of snoke rising from
the fire pit. "And if we just run? Maybe Heavy Beaver could ..."

"I don't think so." Hungry Bull's features had fallen. "She didn't seem
the least bit worried about him"

"If she's been that close to you, she's got a hold of our soul," Three
Toes deci ded. "Maybe inhal ed part of your breath or sonething."

"What ? I nhaled ny--"

"How do | know? | don't know how wi tches steal souls!"

"Hey! Quiet! You two are maki ng each other crazy," Black Crow called
fromthe fire. He cocked his head, staring up at Hungry Bull. "You know
that Geen WIIlow and your grandfather, Big Fox, were married, don't



you?"

Hungry Bull started, color draining. "Married?" He swallowed hard. "You
mean ..." "That's just what | mean. Red Mon--the woman you call ed
Grandnot her--she cane later. G een WIIlow bore your father, Seven Foxes.
There was trouble and she left the People, Left your grandfather, Big
Fox, with the child."

"How do you know all this?"

Bl ack Crow s features pinched; he shrugged sel fconsciously. "Not al
famlies like to remenber things .. . especially things they think are
enbarrassi ng. Big Fox never told your father. He never told you. People
are polite. They don't nention what your famly doesn't want told."

"She's ny ... No."

Black Crow tilted his head, sharp eyes on Hungry Bull. "Yes. She's your
grandmother. And | think we'd better go to Monster Bone Springs and see
what she wants of us."

Hungry Bull lifted his hands, shaking his head. "Not now, not after what
you' ve just--"
"Hungry Bull," Black Crow rem nded sternly, "she's not the kind of wonman
you want mad at you. According to the stories, she killed a wonan who .
VWll, she killed her, that's all. The stories say she did it by
| ooking at her. On the fourth day, the worman was dead. Green WIllow | eft
in shame, in the night." Hungry Bull cast pleading eyes toward Three
Toes.

What do | do? What do | say? He cleared his throat. "But Black Crow, if
we just |eave, maybe--"

"She knows us," Black Crow added firmy. "Hungry Bull gave her our
nanes. She's looking for a canp of the People. Like it or not, we're in
this."

The words were twisted fromhimlike a rabbit fromits hole. "Then we
don't have very long to make it to Monster Bone Springs, do we?"



Chapter 6.

Snaps Horn | aughed and danced away as Tanager chased himthrough the fir
trees. Elk Charmran al ong behind, shrieking her joy. It didn't matter
t hat Snaps Horn was ol der, no one ran |ike Tanager

The gane had started with dart and hoop, where a willow hoop laced with
t hongs was rolled along the ground and the children cast sticks at it.
The wi nner was the one who could pin the hoop the nost tines with thrown
darts. Tanager, of course, had won, until Snaps Horn's patience cracked
like a chert cobble in a fire. He'd turned and thrown his dart at
Tanager .

Ni mbl e on her feet, she'd dodged, grinning as she readied her own throw
Knowi ng her ai mwas deadly, Snaps Horn had fl ed.

Now she cl osed on him feeling the power of her young | egs. She planted
her feet suddenly, putting all the strength of her supple body into the
throw. Her dart, nade of whittled willow, flew straight, catching Snaps
Horn full in the back

Snaps Horn howl ed at the pain and ignom ny.
Thus repaid, Tanager shrieked her victory to the air.

She saw himturn, saw the anger in his eyes, the rage twi sting his face.
She al nost flattened El k Charm as she burst past her, weaving around the
trees. But no one could run |Iike Tanager. She yipped her happiness into
the still nountain air. Let himrun hinself to the stunbles. No nman--not
even Snaps Horn--woul d catch her

In the twilight. Sage Root wal ked, an ache pul sing through her. She

| ooked up at the darkening indigo skies, eyes searching, as if sol ace

| ay there beyond her reach. Here, in the interimbetween night and day,
Fat her Sun had vani shed and the Starweb renai ned obscured in the

hal f-1ight.

In her |oneliness, she wi shed desperately for Hungry Bull's strong arnmns.
But he spent this night far to the north hunting, seeking to do what she
had done here. This dilenma, this problemof the nmeat, she faced al one.

What to do? She stopped, fists clenched at her sides as the evening
breeze bobbed the dry grasses. Each heartbeat sounded a dull thud,
hol | ow agai nst her chest. Fear tickled her insides while an ill feeling
wei ght ed her stomach.

Heavy Beaver's power outmatched her--1left her |ooking foolish and
futile. How could a | one woman stand agai nst a shaman? How coul d she
prove she had acted correctly?

"I can't stand against him" she whispered. And if | do, |I'mruined. MWy
son will be suspect. And Hungry Bull? What of hin? He'll be devastated,
humi i ated. For the first tine, I'Il force himto beat me. He will have
to protect his honor. The very thought of the pain in his eyes left her
soul cringing. | can't act al one!

And she renmenbered the desperation in Dancing Doe's eyes. Poor Danci ng
Doe, who sat alone, refusing to eat, staring into the distance in her
head hour after hour.



WIl | end up like that? Heavy Beaver didn't bear any festering anger
agai nst Danci ng Doe. But he did agai nst her.

The chill of evening settled over her as the stillness grew. The first
flickerings of the Starweb twi nkled on the eastern horizon. "Wiy is this
happeni ng?" she pleaded to the rising stars. "All | did was feed ny
peopl e!'"

The wi nd tugged at her fringed sleeve, threading soothing fingers
t hrough her hair, tickling her cheek

Bel ow her, in the deeper shadow cast by the ridge, a wealth of rich
ant el ope neat lay drying on the sagebrush. In the night, coyotes wail ed
and yi pped, held at bay by the odor of human urine and the soft
nmoverents of the old wonmen who guarded the neat. Here and there al ong
the arroyo, fires blinked amber eyes at the night. In the glow people
sat huddl ed, gesturing as they wondered, argued, and tried to nmake sense
of the day. From where she stood, their conversations whi spered, no nore
than a nurnur.

Uneasy prenonition hung heavily over the kill site, |ike blue snoke from
winter fires on a crisp norning. Sage Root swall owed hard. The ghosts of
the slain antel ope hovered in the chilling air around her. A tingle ran

t hrough her as her peopl e | ooked up from bel ow, watching, the power of
their scrutiny raising the hair at the nape of her neck.

Everyone waited ... on her

Gravel crunched under a light foot. Sagebrush rasped on tanned noccasins
as a wonan clinmbed from bel ow. Sage Root steel ed herself, know ng the
deci sion | ooned over her. Wy did the responsibility have to be hers?

"What are you going to do?" Chokecherry asked, puffing up the last bit

of slope, stopping, pressing winkled hands to the small of her back as
she straightened and wi nced. Joints crackled in the stillness. The old

worman cocked her head, staring across the darkened holl ow and t he knots
of worried people.

Sage Root sighed, picking at the |long-dried blood caking her fingers. "I
don't know. They're afraid. He Cursed the neat."

Chokecherry grunted noncommittally.

"I know | didn't offend the antelope. | just knowit! | |ooked into the
doe's eyes. Qur souls |ocked and she understood. | sawh | know the
ant el ope don't begrudge the neat. | felt the Tightness of the song as |

Sang in ny head."
Chokecherry nodded, a quick birdlike notion. "Then the neat's clean."
"But what about Heavy Beaver's Curse?"

Chokecherry smacked thin |ips over toothl ess guns. "What about it?" She
hesitated uneasily. "I think he's out to get you one way or another."

She nodded, soul frost settling around her m serable heart. "I can't
win, can |? There isn't a way out of this that won't waste the antel ope,
or of fend Heavy Beaver."



"But what can | do? Tell ne what to--"
"I can't. It's on your shoulders, girl."

Sage Root stepped closer, peering at the old woman's ni ght shadowed
face. "l--1"mnot a Spirit Dreaner. I"'mjust .. . ne."

Chokecherry nodded. "Just you. And this is your decision. You killed the
ant el ope. Heavy Beaver took it as an opportunity to destroy you. He--"

"We're starving] | refuse to | ook at the hunger in my boy's face!

refuse to watch his ribs sticking out, his Iinbs wasting! Look into the
eyes of the children, Chokecherry! Look at theml | |ost two babies. Two!
I"mnot about to | ose this one. Heavy Beaver's got us killing our own
children if they're born fermale! How do you think Dancing Doe will ever
live with herself? W're dying!"

The ol d woman stood before her tirade, unflinching. "And Heavy Beaver's
Dreamed a new way--"

"You don't believe what he says about wonen--that we're a pollution
that it's our fault the buffal o have becone ever nore scarce."

"He's a Spirit Dreaner."

"You' ve known a | ot of people with Power."
"Yes, | have." Chokecherry | aughed--a hollow brittle sound. "I think I
know what he is. But you're avoiding the problem What are you going to
do about the nmeat down there? You going to eat it? Going to feed your
son? Set an exanpl e?"

nI dOI”I't--"

"Dung and flies, girl! You're in the mddle of it! Don't you understand
yet? You're the one who has to lead now It's your responsibility to
take this by the horns and twist the People into acting .. . making a
decision. Now, the neat's down there and all the People are waiting to
see what you do."

"I didn't want this. | didn't want any of--" "Well, it's yours. Quit
whining and live with it. Life happens to people. Now, accept it and get
on with it. Wat are you going to do? W need a | eader. Maybe you're
it."

"And if | challenge Heavy Beaver? If he Curses ne? | nean | ... He could
kill me."

Chokecherry crossed her arns. In a soft voice she asked, "You believe
that? You really believe he could kill you?"

Sage Root reeled at the inplications, reading the old woman's chal | enge
in her defiant posture. "He's a shaman, a .. ." She stopped herself,
renmenberi ng Heavy Beaver as she'd always known him "You don't think he
could, do you?"

Chokecherry shrugged age-thin shoulders. "He might." A pause. "If you
beli eve he can. But it's up to you. | don't know rmuch about how Power
wor ks, but | know that you can defend yourself against it. |I know that



you can fight back. | also know that you can submit--and die--if that's
your belief. What do you believe? You know Heavy Beaver. You know what
sort of man he is. You grew up with him Do you really believe Power
cane to him just like that, when Horn Core died?" She snapped her
fingers in enphasis.

Sage Root caught a handful of her hair, twisting it around into a thick
rope, feeling the pull against the back of her scalp. "I only started to
t ake him seriously when he began seeking visions."

" Uh- huh. "

Sage Root frowned into the night sky, the reassuring flickers of stars
beginning to fill the Starweb. "But he wouldn't get Spirit Power if he
didn't deserve it, would he?"

Chokecherry placed a hand on her arm "I don't know what to think.

don't know what's happeni ng, why the gane is going away, but Heavy
Beaver's always been a little strange. |'ve watched himgrow up as an
adult watches a child develop. | don't know His nother always protected
him She ran over his father like a buffalo tranples grass. She kept the
boy fromlife, fromplay with the others. She never let himrun with the
pack. She always fought his battles for him You know what happened to
Heavy Beaver's father? He left. Took what was on his back and noved out
of the lodge. Last | heard he'd finally died over east somewhere in Two
St ones' band."
"He's not a puppy." "Men and dogs are the sane. Beat one, and it gets
nmean. Keep one fromthe pack and it never quite fits in. Never has a
pl ace with the others.”

"You think he's ..."

"Not right in the head?" Chokecherry spread her arns w de. "How shoul d
know? Grl, we've |lost so nmuch, naybe we've |l ost our way to Spirit

Power. Horn Core always worried that he didn't really understand. But he
tried with all his heart. He gave all of hinmself, but he told me once
that he didn't have the fire in his soul--and it worried him A person
with Spirit Power can Dance with fire, can Sing the stars."

Sage Root tilted her head. "Can you conceive of Heavy Beaver Dancing
with fire?"

Chokecherry chuckl ed at the image it conjured in her mnd. "Hardly."
Then she sobered. "But the People are waiting."

"So are the antelope. | ... can al nost "
"Yes?"
Confused, Sage Root tried to clear her roiled mnd. "I don't know | can

just feel them That's all. Hovering around. VWAiting."

"An angry feeling?"

"No. Just .. . well, it's not clear."

"Then you had better choose. WIlIl you eat the nmeat? WI| you defy Heavy

Beaver? You're not alone in your dislike for him Don't look at me |ike
that. Think about it. It's the young people who flock to Heavy Beaver.



He preaches a new way-says if we do as he says, it'll all be better. He
calls for us to separate ourselves fromthe old ways, to follow his path
and change things. Sage Root, listen to the old people. W're the ones
who renmenber. So many have split off--Two Stones, Elk Wistle, Seven
Suns--all left to formbands of their own. W'Il be |ike snoke on the
wind in the end, drifted so far apart, we'll disappear. Is that what you
want ?"

"Why does it have to be me to stand up and--"
" Mot her ?"

The voice startled her. She turned, seeing Little Dancer approachi ng
uneasily. "Yes, little one."

"Can we keep the neat? The antelope are all waiting. They're uneasy. |I'm
hungry again. | w sh you could feel it like |I do." For the briefest
nmonent, she sensed his want. The gnawi ng hunger in his snmall body becane
hers. She staggered at the inpact. Wat to do? Fear of Heavy Beaver

bal anced with the pangs of want, of a full stonach.

And i f Heavy Beaver Cursed her? |'mjust a woman. How can | stand
agai nst him?

A presence |ingered, expectant. Nervously, she scanned the sky,
searching for the source. A shiver traced her spine as her son's eyes
burned up at her. She struggled with her thoughts, and everything in the
worl d seemed to go still, all of it waiting on her

"We' || keep the nmeat, son. It would be nore offensive to waste the
animal s than to heed Heavy Beaver's words." Hungry Bull, forgive me. Wy
dearest |ove, please, forgive me for what |'mabout to do. But | swear,

I will never watch another of ny children starve. |'ve | ost two boys, not
anot her. Never again!

Chokecherry sighed, her relief alnost tangible.

Sage Root blinked up at the stars, aware of a change, but her son
surprised her again.

"Mt her? The antel ope are | eaving. They were worried. You nade them fee
better."

"The antel ope?"
"Yes, Mdther. Didn't you hear themtal king to you?"

Sage Root shot a quick | ook at Chokecherry, w shing she could see the
old woman's face as she stared down at Little Dancer. The old wonan had
bent, peering intently in the darkness. "No, son. | didn't."

Her soul felt dislocated, the sensation al nost sickening. Heavy Beaver
couldn't ignore this. How coul d she ever resist? What could she do to
save hersel f? Heavy Beaver | eaned against his wllow backrest, snoking
red willow bark in his straight clay pipe. Before him the fire

snol dered crinmson in the darkness of the sweat |odge. Looking up, he
could see nothing but the faint outline of the | ow roof. He placed his
hand in the water pouch and cast droplets onto the hot stones beside
him H's skin prickled as heat and steamrose. Hot, so very hot.



"Heavy Beaver?" a young man called fromoutside. "I have just come from
the antelope kill site. Sage Root has ordered everyone to fetch

parfl eches. She will keep the meat and feed her famly. Chokecherry and
Makes Fun are Singing her praises." Heavy Beaver smiled to hinself,
nodding in the dimlight. "Very well. She has chosen. Thank you."

Beyond the walls of the sweat |odge, he could hear the young man's
step's recedi ng.

To his surprise, the thought of destroying her hurt slightly. After al
these years, she'd finally let her pride force her into his hands. One
never knew where Power would |ead. No matter. <

"Foolish to sweat in weather like this. But you see, it cleanses. Oears
t he confusions out of our souls. Now | nust go and prepare nyself."

Strai ght Wod shot a quick | ook his direction, nodding.
Heavy Beaver crawl ed out, the dry air sucking up his sweat.

He wal ked up to his | odge and ducked in. Red Chert started, | ooking
bashfully at him |owering her eyes. She sat on the woman's side of the
| odge, stripped to the waist. Her long black hair clung to her danp
flesh, curled slightly where it matted on her flushed skin. Through

| owered lids, he studied her, seeing the sweat beaded on her cheeks,
trickling down between her full breasts. O all the wonmen, Red Chert
remai ned fat. He sawto that. No one could call Heavy Beaver a fool. In
his youth, he'd overheard a conversation between Chokecherry and Wite
Foot--who had later left with Elk Wiistle' s bunch after a fight over

| eader shi p. Chokecherry had stated matter-of factly that full-bodied
worren concei ved better than skinny ones. Chokecherry had believed that
wonmen who were worked too hard, or starved too thin, didn't take when a
man planted his seed. Besides which, a Spirit Dreamer ought to have a
plump wi fe. To do otherwi se would hint that he wasn't capable as a
Dreamer or Singer. A man of Power should have the trappings to accent
his skills.

Heavy Beaver pulled at the last of his pipe, enjoying the bitter bite of
t he chopped will ow bark. Despite the heat and Red Chert's hal f-naked
body opposite him he couldn't shake the thought of Sage Root. He
renmenber ed her standi ng between himand the kill site that afternoon
defiant, eyes flashing. The i mage hung before him so clear he could

al nrost reach out and touch her, trace the curves of her hips, finger the
full breasts pushing against the thin hide of her antel ope dress.

Better than she herself, he'd known she'd chose the neat-and, thereby,
her downfall as well.

She turned me down. She ridiculed ne when | tried to Sing her into ny
sl eepi ng robes. She | aughed in ny face!

For as long as he could renmenber, Sage Root had obsessed him As a young
girl, her eyes and m schievous smle had beguiled him Her |inber body
gave her preem nence in ganes and danci ng. How nmany nights had he

wat ched, enraptured, as her skipping, flying feet had conme nmagically
alive to the cadence of the Singers and the druns while she whirled and
bobbed tirel essly. None danced as gracefully as Sage Root.

Then had cone her first menstruation. In the cerenony which nade her a
worman, Sage Root had been transformed into a nost wondrous beauty. Men



paid court to her constantly, Singing to her parents' |odge fromthe
shelter of the night, bearing her gifts, seeking to waylay her in the
brush as she ran her errands and did chores.

Heavy Beaver had given it his best, the desire in his young heart
driving himto the point of anmbushing her. He'd al nbst forced her that
ni ght. The burning fever had filled his heart when she turned hi m down.
A man who raped a woman paid dearly. The People paraded the culprit to
the center of the canp, stripped him and sawed his manhood from his
body with a dull quartzite flake. If he didn't bleed to death--a
rarity--the women continued to cut himuntil he did. Only that sober
rem nder had kept himfromfulfilling hinself that night so | ong ago.
And, by stale buffalo urine, she'd have been better off for it.

He cl osed his eyes, imagining hinself as he threw her to the ground.
Wth all his weight and strength, he bore her down, staring into her
flashing eyes, seeing her hair cascading across the ground in a
coal - bl ack web. Her enraged face would redden with the heat of anger
her beautiful mouth gritted.

Pi nni ng her hands above her head so she couldn't scratch him he would
reach down, lifting the hemof her dress, pulling it high so he could
run his hands down her muscul ar | egs, feel her calf-tender skin against
his. He'd lose hinmself in the soft swell of her breasts and tease the
ni ppl es hard while she fought him

When she realized the futility of her situation, he would | ower hinself,
wedgi ng a hard knee between her thighs, opening her to him Through it

all, he'd stare into her m dnight-black eyes, enjoying her final defeat.
The fire popped and hi ssed, bringing himback to his | odge. He filled
his lungs, exhaling slowy to still the tension in his tight body.

Opening his eyes, he | ooked over at Red Chert.
"Your bleeding will come with the noon?"
"Yes."

He nodded to hinself, figuring. He had at |east five days before he
needed to worry about her polluting him He pushed Red Chert onto her
back, suddenly awkward fingers undoing the belt at her waist. Eyes
clanped tightly shut, he relived the fantasy until he spasned and
groaned with rel ease.

He gasped deeply, rolling to the side, feeling sweat run as he fl opped
linply on his back. Red Chert's eyes remained fixed on the snoke hol e
over head, no expression on her placid face. Heavy Beaver ran a hand over
his wet visage, w ping the perspiration away. He'd finished this tine.
As long as he could fix Sage Root in his nmind, he could finish. If he
opened his eyes, or if he let hinmself remenber Red Chert under him his
manhood fled, leaving himlinp and powerless. This tine, he'd held on to
the vision, held on to Sage Root. Perhaps, just maybe, this time he'd
finally planted his child. Perhaps now he'd be whol e--prove hinself a
true man.

And Sage Root had defied himopenly. Tonmorrow, first thing, he' d Curse
her before them all

Sparks, like living things, spiraled up to -the night sky, tw sting,
dancing a pattern of glow ng yell ow orange agai nst the soft vel vet of
the night. Across fromWite Calf, Hungry Bull, Three Toes, and Bl ack



Crow squatted, tense features accented by the flickers of firelight.
They stared at her, uncertain, nervous. Three frightened young nen. She
chuckled in dry amusenent.

"You all look like you're afraid I'lIl hop over this fire and eat you."

Bl ack Crow swal | owed, throat bobbing. "I heard stories about you.
Chokecherry said you weren't all human--that you could change into an
ow at night and fly up to the stars. They said you could talk to
animals, talk to .. ."

"Chosts?" she supplied when he couldn't finish. Wearily, she took a deep
sigh, stretching her knotted | egs out, |ooking down to where the fire
glowed. "No, | don't talk to ghosts . but | wish | could."

Her words hit themlike cold wind. They waited, muscles tightening under
snoot h skin, eyes gl eam ng uneasily, hands propped to | ever thensel ves
up if they needed to flee in a hurry.

"Ch, stop that! What's the matter? You think the whole world is filled
with evil? Who's spreading this dung-filled idea? Look at you! Three
strong young nmen sitting here, scared to death of one thin old woman."
She shook her head in disgust as they lowered their eyes. Dropping her
voi ce, she added, "Look around you. See the plants? The stars? The very
dirt? Hear the nighthawk and the oW ? Feel the wi nd? None of this is
bad. Life isn't bad .. . nor are ghosts. You think a man's soul changes
just because he dies and rises to the stars?"

She catal oged their silent faces.

"You see, the question you have to ask is whyl Wiy would a man's soul
change after he dies?"

"I'f you talk to ghosts--"
"l don't!"
"But you said--"

"I said |l would if | could." She rocked to ease her aching hip. "Yeah
I'"d like to know what's on the other side. The old | egends say it's |ike
a Dreaming. All is one, and one is all. 1'd like to know. That's what.
Am | scared of what | night |earn? O course. Learning things always
scares you. Learning is like wal king on sand. You never know about the
footing .. . when it might shift under your feet and | eave you off

bal ance. But if you don't walk, you don't get anywhere, don't see
anyt hi ng new. You'd be better to sit in your |odge, screened fromthe
worl d by that thin hide, and starve to death."

Hungry Bull frowned, a perplexed | ook on his handsone features. Three
Toes sucked at his lower [ip while Black Crow scratched at the back of
hi s head.

"Now, get your sleep. W'Il start for the People tonmorrow "

Rolled in his sleeping robe, Hungry Bull stared up at the sky, w de
awake. Wiy couldn't he believe the old woman? Prenonitions of danger and
trouble stirred that sixth sense comon to hunters. Muth dry, he | ooked
over at where the old woman | ay breathing easily.



A shiver sliced its way up Hungry Bull's spine. Spirits ran | oose on the
| and, Dancing for souls.

Bl ood Bear wal ked down the long hills fromthe uplands south of the Mon
River. To his right, slightly behind him the tall peak of the Beaver
Toot h caught the norning sun. Before himthe river curled and wound

t hrough the broad fl oodpl ain. Even here the grasses crunched underfoot.
No rain had fallen in this parched | and.

Before himlay the river--and a choice. East or west?

H gh above, an eagle sailed in the thermals, its path ever westward.
Since his early childhood, he'd heard of the Power of eagles. Very well,
he'd go west. One way suited himas well as another. Besides, a person
never knew. That nonent of insanity he'd had m ght have worked after
all. At the thought, a curious tingle burned in the scarring stunp of
his little finger. Blood Bear turned his steps as he reached the hard
silt of the floodplain. Wst. After all these |ong weary years of
wanderi ng, maybe luck had turned in his favor

How wonderful it would be not only to recover the Wl f Bundle, but to
kill the berdache--and perhaps beat his wife before himinto the canps
of the Red Hand as a rem nder of how she'd disgraced himso | ong ago. No
one woul d forget Blood Bear after that. And as punishnment for harboring
his runaway wife, he'd wage a new war on the Short Buffal o People.

Consi deri ng what he'd seen of the plains peoples, none had the spirit to
stand before the Red Hand.

The Wl f Bundle flexed its Power. It seethed, renmenbering Heavy Beaver's
hard hands, the malignant hate in his mnd as he heaved the bundle into
the night. Anger whirled and swelled within it.

In the canmp, men, wonen, and children slept, mnds tornented by
ni ght mares of violence and rage. Heavy Beaver whinpered in his Dreans,
feeling as if a black fog suffocated him

The Wl f Bundl e wai t ed.



Chapter 7.

Littl e Dancer woke in the night, chilled by the dew that condensed on
the | eaves around him The hide he lay on had softened with the

nmoi sture. He shivered and sat up, instinctively |ooking for his nother
first and the stars second. Perhaps an hour remained until the fal se
dawn--or so he judged. Learning to tell tine by the stars took practice.
They changed so with the seasons.

He rubbed a knuckle in his eye, but couldn't see Mther anywhere. Anong
t he shadows, the sage still bowed under the weight of the neat. Two
Snokes lay on the other side of the fire. The beddi ng the berdache had
brought for his nother remained fol ded, hair side in, against the brush.

Littl e Dancer shivered again, nade uneasy by nore than the nippy cold in
his linmbs. The night seened to hover anxiously, |ike the voices of the
ant el ope that had called to his nother

He stood, clutching up his robe, and paced the few steps to the sullen
glow of last night's fire. Two Smokes lay with his head under a bent
arm The soft breathing of the berdache cane as a relief to Little
Dancer. Not since the Wl f Bundl e had been abused had Two Snmokes sl ept
easily. Little Dancer squatted over the fire, pulling his hide around
like a tent over the coals. Warmt h-rose around him caressing, bringing
life back to his stiff linbs, driving the chill out. A pungent tang of
snmoke filled his nostrils.

From t he darkness, a nighthawk's cry sounded. Insects clicked and
chirred in the sage. Like a winter frost, tension drifted in the air,
cl osing down, icing the soul the same way the norning dew had chilled
hi s bones and fl esh.

Where was Mot her? The heat grew unconfortably around his bottom He
stood, starting back toward the place he'd lain earlier, hesitating,
crossing instead to settle hinself next to the berdache.

That's when he saw the wolf. A big black ani nal padded out between the
sage. Like a spirit, the creature stopped, keen yell ow eyes catching the
glint of the lowfire.

Littl e Dancer swallowed hard, staring around to see why none of the dogs
reacted. The beasts |ay asl eep, unaware of the intruder in their realm

Looki ng back, he met the wolf's eyes, sharing a feeling of pronise.
Then, like a denizen of the imagination, the huge animal ghosted into
t he darkness.

Two Snokes jerked as Little Dancer curled next to him

"Little Dancer? Are you all right?"

"Scared. | saw a wolf. Big and black. It |ooked at ne."

Two Snokes reached to lay an arm over the boy, hugging himclose. "Don't
worry. "

"I've heard talk. Wiile | was out in the bushes, | overheard Wal kal ot
Wman and Sl eeping Fir. People say Heavy Beaver will Curse ny nother
What does that nmean? Wiat will happen? Little children say they Curse
each other .. . and sonetines rocks, and snakes, and scorpions. But when



a Spirit Dreamer Curses, it's different, isn't it?"
"It's different.”

"What will happen to us if Heavy Beaver Curses ny nother?" "You'll be
fine. He probably won't Curse her anyway." Two Snokes added an Anit' ah
phrase. "Sun rises, sun sets."

"You mean that we can't change what will happen? Like the sunrise?"
"Your Anit'ah gets better all the tine."

"Because you make ne talk it.
"Two Snokes?"

Littl e Dancer frowned into the night.

"Yes, little one?"
"You don't like it here, do you?"

"What do you mean? |'mfed. | have a warm | odge. Your nother and father
are kind. |1 have you to wake me up in the mddle of the--"

"But 1've heard that sonetimes .. . well, the men hurt you." The boy
felt his friend tense, but he plunged on. "And peopl e nmake jokes about
you and what you do with your private places. |'ve seen the other
children teasing and maki ng fun of you because you wear a dress. That
all hurts, doesn't it?"

"Shoul dn't you be sleeping now? It was a |l ong day and you're probably--"

"That's a way of not answering a question, isn't it? Asking another
guesti on?"

"l suppose.”
"But you wish you were back with the Anit'ah, don't you?"
Two Snokes swal | owed I oudly. "Yes."

"Why don't you go? | think things are pretty bad here. |'ve heard the
Anit'ah still have buffalo up in the nmountains. Maybe they don't have a
Spirit Dreamer who Curses nice people like nmy nother. And you woul dn't
get ridiculed. And nmen wouldn't catch you out gathering your plants and
t hrow you down and lift your skirts to--"

"Shh! You sleep now Tonorrow is going to be a |long day and--"

"Two Srmokes? Isn't that another way to keep from answering? Trying to
make ne think of other things?"

Silence stretched. Finally, the berdache said softly, "Once | ong ago,
made a m stake--and a promise. | swore sonething on the Wl f Bundle."

"What did you do? It wasn't something bad. You' re a good person. What
did you swear?"

"You know better than that. You don't tell about prom ses and Power, not
lightly. Maybe, soneday, if you're good, I'Il tell you. In the neantine,
| can't |eave you, not for a while anyway. And yes, Little Dancer,

woul d rather be with the Anit'ah. They understand and val ue the Power of



a berdache. They don't blane nme that | would | ove a man instead of a
worman. To them a berdache is good, soneone to bring luck."

"But why does a berdache happen?”

Two Snokes shrugged in his robes. "I don't know. Mybe a man's seed
plants differently in a wonan's wonb. Maybe Power touches the

soul --Blesses it--as it comes to seek a home in a newborn baby. You know
that men and women think differently. Berdache are in between ..
different--not nman or woman. Just berdache. Between the worlds, yet
separate. Only these Short Buffal o People don't accept ne as a human
being. To them 1'm sonething else--a nonster to be feared.”

"Maybe we should all run away to the Anit'ah?"

"Your father wouldn't like that. Your nother wouldn't want to go either
They' ve made war with the Anit'ah. Your grandfather and grandnot her were
killed by Anit'ah. Do you think Hungry Bull or Sage Root would want to
go live with people who' d done that? You know how t hey scow when I
teach you the Anit'ah | anguage. Anong the Red Hand, they m ght fee

worse than | feel here. Do you want that?"

"Why do you teach nme Anit'ah? And all the stories about First Man who
brought all the people up fromunder the world? Do you think I'll be
Anit'ah one day?"

The I ong silence stretched agai n before Two Snokes whi spered, "Maybe
it's ny way of keeping it alive. Maybe |I'm paying for my m stakes. Sleep
now. "

Little Dancer's mnd rushed with questions. Wat about the Anit'ah? Wat
about his nmother? And Heavy Beaver? If the Spirit Dreamer Cursed his
not her, what woul d happen? Could she really die?

He began to dwell on that, knowing Two Snokes didn't want to tal k about
it. A brooding dread grew in his gut. Heavy Beaver wouldn't kill his
not her. Wiy shoul d he? Sage Root was | oved by everyone. And Little
Dancer |oved her nore than any person on earth. Thoughts whirled in his
restl ess head. Fear lingered, tracing around his queasy stonach,
shivering at the edges of his nuscles. Anxiously, he blinked at the

ni ght .

He' d never forget the night Dancing Doe's baby was born. He'd never
forget Heavy Beaver's | ook of disgust, of thinly veiled hatred for his
nmother. So | ong as the day and night danced across the skies, he'd never
forgive the shaman for abusing the Wl f Bundl e and ki cki ng Two Snokes.
And if the Spirit Dreanmer really did Curse Sage Root

"Two Snokes?"

"Yes."

"If Heavy Beaver Curses my nother, 1'Il kill him"

"Hush. Little boys don't kill Spirit Men. They respect their elders. You
don't want to fool with things, boy. You just want to behave. Hear ne?"

"Yes." But I'Il kill him Two Snokes. | won't forget what he did to
you--to the Wl f Bundle. He'd just better not Curse my nother



Weary, so very weary. Sage Root stared at the long strips of neat she'd
been turning every hour or so. Mst had dried, shrinking in the hot sun
jerking in the dry sucking air. Ten antelope dried into a bundle a
single wonman could carry in a big pack. Chokecherry worked the other
side of the brush with Meadow ark and Makes Fun. Qthers waited, slowy
caving in to the power of hunger, fear of Heavy Beaver eroding as they
wat ched t he neat bei ng packed.

Her newes hadn't let her sleep despite her exhaustion. What had she
done? How coul d she insult the antel ope by turning her back and wal ki ng
away? Hunger ate at her people. How coul d Heavy Beaver Curse the nmeat so
callously? Didn't they have enough troubl e?

Where is he? The worst part is waiting. She'd forced him defied him
openly. Mocked his power once again.

She strai ghtened, squinting into the norning sun, searching the deep

bl ue vault of the sky for any sign of rain. Overhead, small puffy clouds
fl oated past, headed ever eastward, refusing to mass into a life-giving
rain. "Mother?"

She turned, seeing her son struggling under the weight of a water bag.
H s tongue stuck out the side of his mouth as he staggered forward.

"See, | brought the water. Hardly lost a drop!"

"You're becoming quite a man. Keep this up and we'll have to give a
nam ng in anot her season or two. Are you ready for that? Ready to earn a
real man's nanme?"

Merry eyes twi nkled. "Really? You'd do that? I'mready! It's all right
to be called Little Dancer, but |I'm big enough to earn a man's nane."

She ruffled his hair, taking the water skin fromhis back, lifting it to
suck down drafts of the tepid fluid. At |least nost of the mud had
settled out. But then, the thirsty couldn't afford to be picky. The
elders still talked of a tine when the rivers ran clear as air, so a
person could see the very bottom Now silt fromrunoff gave the water a
m | ky appearance-even late into autumm.

Thankful Iy, she w ped her Iips.

"Do ne a favor? Take this over to Chokecherry, then take whatever's |eft
to everyone else until it's gone."

He grinned at her. "Sure. But nmaybe | could have sone nore? It was a
| ong wal k up here."

"Don't drink it all,"” she rem nded him reaching to turn the neat
strips, squeezing the fatter ones to detect that nushy feeling of

i nconpl ete drying. Most were rock hard-testanent to the aridity of the
air.

" Mot her ?"

She | ooked back, seeing hi mwatching her

"Yes, son?"



"You can feel it. People are afraid. Is it Heavy Beaver? | heard in canp
that he's going to Curse you today."

She stiffened, hiding her expression fromhim "Yes, son, | suppose he
will."

"That's why people are afraid? That's why you didn't sleep |last night?"
"That's why. He also Cursed the neat. You heard him"

"But the antelope didn't mind. They told me so. | watched them | ast
night. They don't |ike Heavy Beaver."

She nade herself snmile at himdespite the enptiness in her breast. "Then
you listen to the antelope .. . always. WIIl you prom se ne?"

"Yes, Mother." H's face puckered into a frowm. "And if Heavy Beaver
Curses you, what then?"

She swayed, uncertain what to tell him She dropped to her knees to
stare into his face. "I don't know But whatever it is, you'll stay with
your father. He'll see that nothing happens to you."

"But what of you?"

She shook her head, reaching to stroke his face. "I don't know.
Chokecherry says he can't kill ne if | believe he can't. But it's Spirit
Power, and | don't know about how things Iike that work. | just don't

understand. That's all."

"Why?" he cried desperately. "Why would he do it? The People need the
nmeat and the antel ope--"

"Shhh! Don't make a fuss. People are | ooking at you."
"But why? Does he hate everyone?"

Just women. Instead she said, "It's old trouble between himand ne.
Don't worry your little head about it. Everything will be fine. You'l
see, things will work out."

He shook his head. "No, they won't. Heavy Beaver hurt the WIf Bundl e.
Bad things are loose. | can feel them Only the antel ope were good." He
nodded soberly, eyes wide as he stared into hers. "Wy don't we |eave?
W coul d pack up and--"

"But our People are here. And where would we go? What if your father
didn't want to | eave?"

He lowered his eyes. "W could go ... sonewhere. Even the Anit'ah would
be better than--"

"Hush. | don't ever want to hear you speak like that again. And if you
do, I'lIl send Two Snokes away. You hear?" At his horrified | ook, she
reached for him holding himclose, a tear creeping past her hot eyes.
"I"'msorry. Don't listen to me. |I'mscared, that's all."

"1 know. "

"It's just trouble, that's all. People do funny things."



"Because you didn't do what Heavy Beaver sai d?"
"That's right. People can't have everyone naking their own rules--"

"But the antel ope think you did right. They let you trap them They told
me. Father woul dn't want you to hurt the antel ope.”

"No, but he wasn't here."
" Mot her --"

"Hush, now. You think about what | said. And besides, you don't want
everyone thirsty, do you? You' ve got a duty to the People, too. Your
duty is to learn the ways of the People, to become a great hunter I|ike
your father. And for the nonent, it's to see that Chokecherry doesn't
die of thirst."

"But, Modther--"

"March, youngster." She accented it with a pointed finger

He filled his lungs to protest, disobedience in his small clouded face.
Her lifted eyebrow overcane his reluctance; he turned, wal king toward
Chokecherry on uncertain |egs.

Bl essed Wse One Above, | never knew it would be this hard. She bit her
lipuntil it hurt and bent back to turning the neat. A dead feeling
already lay in her breast. How | ong now? How | ong before Heavy Beaver
canme? Couldn't he just get it over? The waiting ate at her. like a thing
alive.

Involuntarily, her eyes kept shifting to her son where he wal ked from
person to person with the water bag.

Tears began to | eak past her eyelids.

Never in all his young life had he felt so insignificant. Not even
hunger hurt this bad. Little Dancer cried as he turned the neat the way
hi s mother had shown him People just | ooked away, shanmed. He wi ped at
his eyes, feeling the worry hanging in the air |ike bad smoke. |If Heavy
Beaver made his nother |eave, he'd go, too. He'd foll ow

In his mnd the presence of the antelope lingered like a famliar warnth
on a chill winter day. To nake them feel better, he picked a small piece
of dried neat fromthe pungent sage and chewed it thoughtfully, thanking
their spirits for the gift of life. To hinself, he Sang as he'd heard
adults do. The sun seened suddenly brighter, a lightness cutting the
dark in his soul. In his belly, the neat warned him spreading its power
t hrough his |inbs.

Woul dn't Heavy Beaver feel the light? If Heavy Beaver really Dreaned
with the Spirits, he had to know the nmeat was all right. He had to know
Ant el ope Above approved. He just had to! His thoughts al ways came back
to the Spirit Dreaner.

Shivers played up and down his thin body as he recalled the fear in his
mother's eyes. If his mother ... A cold wind of fright rose up fromthe
depths to terrify him Wat could he do? Where would he go? If only he
coul d save his nother.



Peopl e pulled hard strips of meat fromthe sagebrush and packed them

i nto unfol ded parfleches. Even the thick pieces that felt nushy in the
m ddl e had a hard crust on the outside. Flies couldn't |lay eggs that
woul d turn into naggots. But the coyotes could still come to stea

pi eces.

Feeling the urge, he walked to the edge of the kill site and lifted his
flap to urinate. People had to do that to keep coyotes off. Ravens, on
the other hand, paid no attention to markings and had to be run off or
they'd steal a kill blind. Wrst of all was when they crapped on the
carcasses. The runny white dreppings had to be carefully cut off. But

t hen, given a choice, he'd take ravens over Heavy Beaver any day.

"Heavy Beaver!" He | ooked down at where his water spattered the dry
earth. "Take that, Heavy Beaver! That's what you're worth."

A dark shadow | oomed over him Startled, Little Dancer | ooked up into
the Spirit Dreamer's half-lidded eyes. His voice choked in his throat.
He just stared, paralyzed, while his penis pointed strai ght at Heavy
Beaver.

"A greeting? Too much of your nother in you, boy. W'Il see about that
one of these days. | promise you, | won't forget."

A croak sounded fromLittle Dancer's throat. Then Heavy Beaver strode
past, the malignancy of his shadow Iike a black hail cloud.

Fear punped with each beat of his heart as he ran, hearing peopl e going
silent as Heavy Beaver wal ked straight up to where Sage Root stood.

A strange expression changed his mother's face. The normally healt hy
tones of her skin had washed pal e. Knowi ng her as well as he did, Little
Dancer could see the brightness in his nother's eyes. Carefully, he

wal ked wi de of Heavy Beaver, circling to hold his nother's dress hem A
fear unlike anything he'd ever known obsessed him |eft himnunb and

m ndl ess.

"So." Heavy Beaver's voice al nbst caressed. "You've continued with your
pol lution?" A lazy smile bent his lips.

"I made my peace with the antel ope."” Mdther sounded hoarse.
"You polluted it, woman!"

The Peopl e tensed, stepping back at the angry tones in Heavy Beaver's
Voi ce.

"So you say."
"Take back your actions, woman. It's your |ast chance. Beg, and perhaps
"Il Sing for you. Show you're sorry for your ways and I'll do ny best

to cleanse your pollution fromthe Spirit Wrld."

Where he clutched his nother's skirts, Little Dancer could feel her
shiver, tension |ocking her mnuscles.

"I would still Sing to save you despite your--"

Horrified, Little Dancer heard Modther | augh



Heavy Beaver jerked as if slapped. Her laughter stung like a yucca |ash.
"You'd Sing for me? The woman who turned you down? |'I| bet. Wat next?
You want ne to beg? Let you possess ne? Ah, | can see it in your eyes.
You're no Dreamer, no Singer. You're the pollution, Heavy Beaver. A
pollution within the People! Wat no one would put up with in anyone

el se, we allow in you because you' ve convinced others that you Dream
You' re nothing but a sick man with del usions. You di sgust ne. Not even
dung beetles are nore repul sive."

Around them people clapped hands over their nmouths, eyes shocked. As
Littl e Dancer | ooked up into Heavy Beaver's livid face, his guts

| oosened and tears began to streak his face. This couldn't happen, it
just couldn't.

"Then there is no way to save you fromyourself, woman." Heavy Beaver
nodded. "In four days, | shall Sing your soul from your body. Before ny
| odge, | shall place four sticks, one for each day. And when the fourth
stick falls on the fourth day, you shall die." At that his nother
shuddered. Heavy Beaver saw, and smiled, and turned on his heel, wal king
away in | ong paces.

Littl e Dancer stood stunned, suffocating in the oppressive silence. The
terror in his nother's rigid body powered his own. Hi s nother's hand
rested on his head. Her frantic fingers tightened in his hair until it
hurt. He didn't care. Horrified at the thought, he began to baw
unashanedl| y.

Bl ood Bear kept to the drainages, easing after the |last of the wonen who
wal ked down the ridge toward the canp bel ow. Last of all went a worman, a
boy, and another woman who linped on a bad .. . Two Snokes!

Bl ood Bear slipped down the narrow drainage, all the while keeping his
upper body screened by sagebrush. Could the woman be C ear Water? He
craned his neck, getting the right angle to see her face. Even over the
di stance and tine, he'd know her perfect features. But while beautiful
this preoccupi ed woman coul dn't be m staken for C ear Water

He squatted down, back propped against the arroyo wall. So, he'd found
Two Snokes. A joyous relief surged up to warmthe smle on his face. O
course, he'd have to see if the WIf Bundle remained with the berdache.
O did Cear Water have it? Surely, the two nust be close, maintaining
some sort of contact. Life anobng the Short Buffal o People would be a
trial for outsiders. Cear Water would want to tal k about old tines, to
hear the old stories.

Carefully, Blood Bear scanned the ridge tops, searching for |ookouts,
seei ng none. Wiere were all the men? Hunting, nost likely, scouring the
surrounding terrain in search of the dwi ndling herds.

"So much the better. | can get in and get out unnoticed." The perfect
opportunity would present itself. Wth the anpunt of neat carried in,
nost of the People would stuff thenselves. Toni ght woul d be a feast.
There'd be a little singing and maybe a dance until all hours. But
tomorrow they' d be heavy, lethargic after the night. He could sneak

cl ose just before dawn--and slip into the | odge where Two Snokes stayed.
There, he could wing the | ocation of the Wl f Bundle fromthe berdache,
kill him and be on his way.

It had to be tonight. The longer he waited, the greater the chance of



di scovery. You never knew when sone child woul d be creeping around the
sagebrush, or a woman woul d be out |ooking for rodents or roots with her
di ggi ng stick

Besi des, Bl ood Bear had never done things by half measures. This raid
the Short Buffal o People would renenber for a long tine.

"Heavy Beaver?"

The Spirit Dreamer placed his drumto the side, rubbing at the sweat
that had formed on his face. He situated hinmself just so, all the
anmul ets and trinkets he'd placed before himneatly arranged to | ook
precisely powerful.

"Cone in, Two El ks."

The old man groaned as he bent over and pushed the door flap aside. He
bl i nked, long gray braids hanging to either side of his head as he

| ooked around the interior. The light that silhouetted his ancient body
glared in Heavy Beaver's eyes.

"So dark." Two El ks entered, nmoving to the right where the mal e guest
was expected to sit.

"Careful. You don't want to step on ny raven's foot."

Two El ks nuttered to hinself and kept to the rear near the |odge wall.
H s bones cracked as he seated hinself and grunted.

Every hardship in Two Elks' six tens of years of life could be read in
the age-lined map of his face. Toothless now, his jaw jutted under the
over hangi ng hook of his fleshy nose. H's eyes had shrunk in his head,
the orbits hollow | ooking. A |ong-heal ed scar crossed his left cheek
The right eye still twinkled with life and intelligence while the left
had gone m | ky white.

"So, you're going to kill young Sage Root ?"

Heavy Beaver sniled hunorlessly. "She defied ne."

Two El ks nodded to hinself, still blinking to adjust his good eye to the
gloom "I would talk you out of this."
n W]y?ll

"Because it's worrying the People. They're--"

"I want it to affect the People. Wnen |ike Sage Root have brought us to
these present dire circunmstances. The only way to change things back the
way they were is to purify ourselves. It can't be done w t hout exanples
set and sacrifices nmade. 1've Dreanmed it, heard it fromthe stars. Sage
Root proves my point. She went out in violation of nmy orders. She
spilled the bl ood of Antel ope Above's brothers. She turned them agai nst
us. Now we'll have to starve for a while to purge her sins fromthe body
of the People. |I intend to nmake her pay."

"You'd do this? You'd kill a good woman just because she spurned you?
What of her son .. . her husband?" "What of thenf? Her husband is a wild
and reckless man. He's failed to teach his wife respect for Spirit
Dreamers. You've lived here. You knowit's no secret that he never beats



her, never puni shes her for disobedi ence. No wonder his hunting has been
so poor over the last couple-of years. No wonder the Wse One Above took
his children fromhim What nore proof do you need?"

Two El ks stared at the dead bl ackness of the fire pit. "Doesn't it
bot her you that he might kill you for Cursing his wfe?"

Heavy Beaver grinned. "Do you seriously think he woul d? | know Hungry

Bull. How many tinmes have | seen himshy away from Spirit Power? How
many tinmes have | heard himsay he wants nothing to do with Dreaning or
visions? No, all | need to do is threaten his soul--as | did his

wife' s--and he'll nelt away like last March's snow. "

"And Sage Root? Is there no way you' d withdraw the Curse?"

Heavy Beaver | ocked eyes with the old man. "I would. If she cane here
and submitted herself to me. If she cane and apol ogi zed and bound
herself to me for a year to |l earn proper penance for taking on a man's
responsibilities. |I could nake a special exception and take her to the
sweat | odge, cleanse her through the heat. Then | could heal her soul
rebind it to her body."

"She'll never do that."
Heavy Beaver lifted a casual shoul der

"I have cone to ask you to stop. People have been com ng to ne saying,
"Go to Heavy Beaver. Tell himto stop this. There is no good com ng from
this Curse. Tell himto stop for the sake of the People." They're afraid
of what will cone if you do this thing." "They should be. 1've cone to
teach them a new way. Over the last couple of nmonths, | haven't seen
much change in the way they live their lives. Sage Root, Makes Fun

Sl eeping Fir, Bright Coud, they all continue to laugh and tell ne what
to do. | hear them speak as if they were the equals of nmen when--"

"It is the way of the People.” "It is pollution!”

Two Elks filled his old lungs, shaking his head. "And you'd split the
Peopl e again? Can't you Dreama way for us that doesn't turn us against
oursel ves? That's not too nuch to ask, is it? You' re splitting the young
fromthe old, the men fromthe wonen, |like a quartzite chopper splits
bone. W can't--"

"Then they'll learn. That's what |'ve been trying to teach them It's
time for a new way. |'ve heard the voices, talked with the stars. Wnen
can no longer be allowed to dictate the ways of the People. It is an age
for men. Look at the An it'ah. Look how powerful they are. You don't
hear of wonen in their councils, do you?"

"Well, no, but then I've never-"

"And anong the Cut Hair Peopl e? What of then®?"

"I"ve never been anpbng the Cut Hair People, but the way we live, you
can't trap buffal o unl ess wonen handl e part of the surround. And who
drives the jackrabbits and pack rats Wio hel ps work the drive lines

when- - "

"And they can still do that. But they can no |onger take part in the
pl anning. That's the obligation of men. How would you feel if you were



Buf fal o Above? Hm®? Wuld you want your children killed by wonmen who
pollute the world by bl eeding at the crotch once a nont h?"

Two El ks frowned into the gloom a |ook of confusion on his face. "But
t he ol d ways--"

"Have |l et us down! Face it, Uncle. Look around you. The buffal o have
gone. Rain Man no | onger Dances water fromthe clouds. Wiy do you think
that is? No, you don't have the answer. But | do. And I'Il save the
People if | have to destroy themin the process."

Sil ence stretched.
"Yes." Heavy Beaver sighed. "I know they will come to fear me. | can't
l et that bother ne. A Dreaner has to take what the Spirit Wrld gives
him If | have to change the People through fear and Curse sone al ong
the way, the rest will be better for it in the end."

"You believe that, don't you?"

Heavy Beaver lifted his spread hands. "I'mthe one who's experienced the
Dreanms, Uncle. Do you expect me to spit in the face of Power to keep the
el ders happy? No, |'ve been told to teach a | esson. Sage Root will be ny

way to do it."

1\vo El ks closed his eyes. "Please, don't do this thing. If you kil

her, you can't go back. | think you don't understand what it will do to
your friends and rel atives. Think about it, Nephew Think |Iong and hard
and seriously about what another division will do to this canp. W're

hangi ng on by a thread. Blood and cries of witchcraft won't make
anything better. Not at all."

"I"'mthe Spirit Dreaner. | have my own duties to the People.” Two El ks
| evered hinself up, teetering on old legs. "Then your mnd is set on
Sage Root's rnurder?"

"I have said everything. | only sorrow that you would call it rmurder
when | act to save the People. You know ny heart and soul, Uncle."

Two El ks nodded sadly and stepped across to the door flap, a weathered
hand bracing his ancient body as he pushed the hangi ng asi de and stepped
into the light. After he'd gone, Heavy Beaver noticed the old man had
stepped on his raven's foot and crushed it.

"My way ... or no way, Uncle."
li ke she saw-and you didn't.

Just like my nother said, old man. Just

Rai sing his voice to the chant, he began beating on his drum natching
the holl ow beats to the pulsing of his own heart. They'd | earn now. And,
of course, Sage Root--no matter how scared--would never cone begging to
hi m

"He knows nothing of Power. Wat he calls Dreans, he makes up in his
head. I wonder why you allow himto nmake fools of the People. They've
begun to accept the fact that this inmaginative deceiver is a Dreaner.

Wl f Dreaner answered through the shimering bal ance of the G rcles:
"Hurman bei ngs have their own wills and abilities to discern true Power
fromlies. Leave themto their ends. You and |, brother, mnust foll ow
ours."



The Wbl f Bundl e considered. "Nevertheless, it would be so easy, sinply a
touch at the edge of his soul, and the balance of his life would be
changed. A flutter of Power around his heart and none would be the

wi ser. Wiy should the People suffer? Wiere is the purpose in their
agony?"

" I"'mnot interested in their agony. They can choose their way ... as
can Heavy Beaver. | have other comm tnents."
"The boy?" "OF course." A pause. "If he lives. | may have nade a m st ake

incalling Wite Calf. "

"You al ways had a softness for old wonen.

"If I do, it's none of your concern

"And you' d sacrifice the People for the boy? You'd allow so nmuch
suffering ?"

' | have to. A deadly dart point isn't crafted fromflawed stone.



Chapter 8.

Chokecherry ducked out of her |odge and squinted up at the sun

resenting the heat that beat nercilessly down. Bel ow the canp, even the
cott onwoods | ooked |inp where they grew out of the Mon River's banks.
Leaves flickered lazily back and forth in the norning breeze. Mon River
itself consisted of braided channels |acing through lenticular nmud bars.
The water barely rippled. Gay-white cobbles marked old bed snow not hi ng
nore than the bones of the river

Al ong t he sun-bl eached bank stood Heavy Beaver's sweat | odge--banned to
the wonen now. She lifted her lip at the sight.

To the sout hwest, Chokecherry could nake out the tall conical nountain
cal l ed Beaver Tooth where it stuck up above the El k Place Muntains that
rimred the western horizon. Mght be cool up there. A good place to
go--if only Heavy Beaver woul d nove the canp.

The t hought of him brought acid to her stomach. Curse the fool anyway,
why did anyone .. . the Curse!

She turned, |ooking across the beaten soil to Heavy Beaver's | odge.
There, standing tall in the Iight, stood four dark sticks, each thrust
into the ground.

A cold chill churned Chokecherry's gut. "Dung and flies, girl. He's done
it." Her taloned fingers knotted in the front of her calfskin dress, old
and shabby now from|long wear. Steeling herself, she wal ked across to

Hungry Bull's | odge, rounding the curve to find Sage Root sitting in the
door flap, staring w de-eyed at the sticks, her beautiful face bl anched.

"What's this? Maggots in pus, girl! That's what he wants you to do."
Sage Root continued to stare, barely aware of her

"CGet up!" Chokecherry hissed. "Hear me? Get up!"
The boy peeked around frominside the | odge.

"Son, help your nother up. W've got to get her out of sight of those
foul sticks of his." She took one of Sage Root's ice-cold hands,

tuggi ng, while the boy tugged at the other. Sage Root shook her head,
cl anmbered to her feet, and followed w thout fuss. Chokecherry led off
toward the river.

"That's what he wants, girl. You're supposed to stare like that ... to
dwell on what's going to happen to you."

"He's ... a Spirit Dreaner. What if he's right? Wat if--"

"Hush, now. That's just what he's trying to get you to think."
Chokecherry | ed her down beside the dry banks of Mon R ver, stopping at
t he edge of one of the rills. Bending down, she drank of the cool water,
filling her parched tissues.

"Come on, girl. Drink. Then I'mtaking you and the boy to ny | odge and
fixing sone of that antel ope you trapped. And after that, we're going to
have a |l ong tal k about Power and how it works." She shook her head.
"Wsh ny fool sister were here for once.”

She caught the awed stare in the boy's eyes. He beanmed at her, eager to



hear. What was it about hinf Now his eyes had gone unfocused, staring
out over the sere plains, absently following the flight of an eagle
where the bird rose high on the thernals.

"Come on, let's go feed the two of you. You're both getting a little
noon- eyed. "

Bl ood Bear mi ght have been a snake sunning itself. He waited,
belly-down, in a thorny green mat of rosebushes. From where he lay, he
could l ook out through a ground squirrel run and right into the | odge
occupi ed by the woman and Two Shokes. The rest of the camp sweltered in
the late afternoon heat. He could feel the tension. He could see it in
the way they noved, in their uneasy gl ances and subdued conversation

He' d found no chance to sneak into Two Snokes' | odge before dawn. Wen
he'd crawl ed cl ose, the woman had been sitting in the entrance, eyes
fixed on the shaman's | odge across the way. She hadn't noved, hadn't
left for any longer than it took to relieve herself behind the | odge.

Turning his head ever so slowy, Blood Bear studied each of the |odges,
listening to the Spirit Man's odd chanting to the holl ow beat of the
drum For a brief nonent, he shivered, feeling the stub of his little
finger. O all the stupid things he'd ever done, that rankled the nopst
deeply.

I don't believe in such foolishness as Power. It's all curious myth and
| egend. That's all

At that point, an old wonan wal ked around Two Snokes' | odge and, with
the hel p of the boy, dragged the pretty woman to her feet, |eading her
away.

And if something' s happening, perhaps |I'd best nove first. He raised his
head slightly, checking each of the knots of people where they talked in
t he shade of their |odges, heads bobbing, all eyes on the Spirit Man's

| odge and the curious sticks standing there. So |ong as the wind held
and the dogs didn't get his scent, or someone didn't decide to use the
rosebushes to relieve hinself, he'd be fine.

But a person never knew when a party of hunters mght return, or when an
acci dent m ght happen to disclose him

In the shade of a | odge, one of the dogs shifted, sighed, and rolled on
its side, legs out. As the dog's breathing deepened, the eyes closed. A
fly buzzed in the afternoon. The cottonwood | eaves overhead barely

rustl ed.

A stillness settled over the drowsy canp.

Sage Root bent to do Chokecherry's bidding even though her mind knotted

wi th ot her preoccupations. She drank her fill of the gritty water,
enjoying the mneral aftertaste for the first tinme. Around her, the
worl d seemed so bright, so clear and warm-unlike the chill inside.

She ran a |l oving hand over her son's head, follow ng Chokecherry as she
led the way up the path. Sage Root blinked, trying to clear her oddly
dulled mi nd. Her thoughts blurred, as if her head had been stuffed with
fur--or the cottony seeds of mlkweed. She couldn't think with as nuch
clarity as before.



As she wal ked, she couldn't help but look to Heavy Beaver's | odge,
seeing the sticks, feeling the mal evol ence of their presence. Sonething
i n her soul whinpered.

"Come on," Chokecherry insisted, gripping her by the hand and pulling
her down and into the anmber-lit insides of the lodge. "Sit."

She went where Chokecherry pointed, dropping herself onto a roll of elk
hi de, proppi ng her back on one of the w Il ow backrests. Little Dancer
settl ed beside her, staring around, one hand tucked reassuringly in
hers.

Chokecherry's | odge--1ike npost of the People's--had a shabby | ook
Overhead the cover shaded frombuff to gray to black with soot fromso
many fires. Peeled poles formed a base three paces across and rose to a
tall man's height. A thicker center pole supported the whole, the tops
of all soot blackened. Chokecherry set about rolling up the bottons of
the lodge to allow the breeze to bl ow t hrough

Here and there, parfleches |ay about the perimeter and one of
Chokecherry's old dogs stared at her fromthe side. A big beast, it
carried nmost of Chokecherry's possessions when the band traveled to new
canps. Even the dogs | ooked worn these days; their gaunt sides had gone
slat-ribbed. The barking and howing norrmal to the village pack seened
subdued. But then, so nmany of the pups had been clunked in the head and
thrown into stew that she couldn't blanme them The People had grown
irritable. Fighting dogs pushed them past the tol erance point.

Chokecherry wi ped her hands, satisfied with the fire. She bent to the
fire pit, stirring the ashes, blowing a coal alive as she fed it
shredded sagebrush bark, adding bits of cottonwdod branch until she had
a crackling blaze. Then she piled rocks to heat in the center, digging
ornately carved spoon bow s out of a parfleche.

Anot her time. Sage Root m ght have stopped to narvel at the pieces. Each
had been carved fromthe boss of a nountain-sheep-horn sheath. The rich
nmottl ed brown and tan had been polished with fine sand until it
glistened. The fornms of buifalo, elk, deer, and antel ope had been nost
carefully engraved on the sides while hunters surrounded the whol e,
darts flying.

"Now, tell me. Did you sit there all night |ooking at those sticks?"

Sage Root cl osed her eyes, nodding. By the Hero Twins, she'd hated
herself for it. Through the long hours of night, as the filling noon
traced its way across the heavens, she'd watched, seeing the angle of

t he shadows cast by the sticks slowy creeping across the ground. The
chill in her soul had grown, eating away at the very warnmth of her body
until she sat like ice, feeling each beat of her heart. Tinme had begun
to drag, slow ng, beconming less and | ess real. The world had changed
subtly, beconing an eerie place. Not even the gentle breathing of her
son beside her had affected the chill

"Sage Root, listen to me. You're doing this to yourself. Do you
under st and?" Chokecherry hunched over, staring into her eyes.

For a nonent, Sage Root |et herself surrender to those warm brown
depths, let herself believe the sincerity she saw there. Chokecherry
caught that flicker of acknow edgnment and sniled warmy



"Now, you've got to pull yourself together and think. Heavy Beaver wants
you to stare at those sticks. He wants you to feel themin your very
soul. If you let yourself do that, if you let yourself play into his
hands, you'll will yourself to die." "But he's a Spirit Dreaner."

"I don't believe that. And | don't think you do either. After you |et
your imagination play with your head all night, you' re not sure. That's
the part of you he's betting on, preying on-like some sort of parasite.
Sage Root, look at nme. He's got his claws into you. Are you going to |et
himw ggle in the rest of the way?"

She dropped her head in her hands, feeling her son's grip tightening on
her skirt. "I don't know "

"The ot her night, you chose to eat the neat. You knew he'd do this, yet
you still chose. Why?"

She ground her teeth. "Because | had to. It was the right thing. | don't

know. | felt so strong. | thought | could stand up to him that it would
be all right."
"And then?"

"Then | cane back to the |lodge |last night with a load of dried neat. And
| 1 ooked over and saw the sticks and it all became real. He's going to
kill ne. He's always hated nme. | felt the Power of that. Hate, | nean.
It's a powerful thing-and it's all turned against ne."

"He still can't kill you--unless you let him"
"But |--"
"You're as strong now as you were when you nmade the decision to eat the

meat. You acted right then, why can't you accept that now? Wy can't you
wal k out and stare himin the eye?"

She swal |l owed at the clinging dryness in her throat. "I didn't know how
it would wear at nme. | ... | feel lost, Chokecherry. | don't know
anynore."

The old woman took a deep breath, |eaning back. "I see. That's it, isn't

it? You don't know. "
"What if he's right?"

Chokecherry rubbed her |ined forehead. "That's the real problem You' ve
only got his word that he's a Spirit Dreaner. Blood and tears, woman,

you've got to believe he's a liar! That's your only hope ... the only
hope for the People! Wat if you die? Huh? Think of it! If you kil
yoursel f worrying about his foul sticks, what then? You think he'll be a
better person for it? O will he turn his Power on soneone el se?"

Horrified, Sage Root stared into Chokecherry's eyes.
"That's right. After you, who's next?"

"I didn't want this. Al | wanted was to feed my child," Chokecherry
shook her head. "I know. But it's you. Maybe the spirits chose, huh?"

Sage Root wi nced, claimed by a sudden urge to cry. "Wy is this
happeni ng?"



Chokecherry sighed, slapping hel pless hands to her sides. "It's the
drought. The fact that the People are splintering into so many little
groups just to survive. | don't know. Everything started going wong in
my father's time. That's when the White Crane drove us south, drove us
to come here. The Cut Hair People fought to keep this |and--then one of
their war chiefs captured a young girl, fell in love with her, and
married her. He nmade peace--stopped the fighting with the understandi ng
that we wouldn't go further south. He bound us by our honor. The Anit'ah
keep the good hunting grounds in the Buffal o Mountains because they know
the trails up there; and we got the Moon River so far as the confluence
with the Sand River to the east. Only there isn't enough to feed us all.
But once, ah, yes, once there were huge canps of the People stretching
as far as the eye could see.™

"You said you'd tell nme about Spirit Power,"
from besi de her.

Littl e Dancer said shyly
Chokecherry | aughed. "Yes, | did, didn't I? Well, what do you want to
know?"

"Everything!"

"Everyt hi ng?"

"Yes. | want to be a Spirit Dreamer when | grow up and get a nane. Then
Heavy Beaver will never bother Mdther again.”

Sage Root stifled a sudden unease. "Wy, son? Wiy would you be a Spirit
Dr eaner ?"

Her boy | ooked up defiantly. "Because then I could put sticks out and
kill Heavy Beaver!"

Sage Root cl osed her eyes and shook her head. "No. You'll never do that.
| forbid it."

She coul d feel Chokecherry's eyes on her. "Grl, if the boy--" "I said
no! I don't want ny son to ever nmake anyone feel the way | do now Do
you understand? This is ... is evil!"

Chokecherry shifted uneasily, reaching for her hearth sticks. They were
nothing nore than two willow stens tied in the mddle; she could
separate the ends to nmake tongs with which to pick up boiling stones.
Thi s she now did, plucking the hot rocks fromthe center of the fire,
droppi ng them sizzling and steam ng into the stew bag where it hung from
a tripod.

"Come on, girl. You' re upset. You haven't eaten and you haven't slept.
The mind gets funny when it's like that."

She shook her head, turning hollow eyes on Chokecherry as the old wonman
stirred the stew "No. | don't want anything to do with Spirit Power.
It's ruining ny life. | won't have ny son ruining others'."

Chokecherry bit her lips, testing the tenmperature of the stew before she
scooped bow s full. "You know, when there are so few of us, what are you
going to do if your son--who hears antelope spirits talking in the
night--is a true Dreaner? \Wat are you going to do if he can Dance with
fire and Sing the stars?"



Sage Root stared at her, mind fogged with disbelief. "Not ny son. Not
ever." |If Heavy Beaver doesn't kill me, that is.

"Ai eeeeah!" A screamrent the quiet air.

"What the ..." Chokecherry ducked her head around the flap, looking to
see what caused the commotion

Sage Root ducked after her fromthe | odge. People hurried toward the
bl uff back of the canp. Caught in the rush, she foll owed, aware of
Little Dancer clinging to her skirt.

A knot of bodi es obscured her view as she passed the birthing | odge,
enpty now. A fist closed on her heart, a prenmonition of what was to
cone.

"Danci ng Doe!" Makes Fun cried, bursting fromthe crowd. Hereyes | ocked
with Sage Root's for the briefest second before she broke into tears and
clawed at her own face

"Don't," Chokecherry warned, placing a restraining hand on her arm

Sage Root tw sted | oose, stunbling forward to peer over \Wal kal ot Wman's
shoul der.

Danci ng Doe | ay facedown on the ground. \Where black blowflies circled

it, the keen point of a hunting dart protruded from her back. The dart's
shaft had snapped when it took her weight. The fl etching stuck out from
under the coagul ated pool of red beneath her. Even in death, Dancing
Doe's eyes reflected her msery. She stared up, angui shed expression
condemi ng as Sage Root wilted, sinking to her knees.

"She ran onto the dart," Two El ks decl ared uneasily, standing from where
he'd i nspected the body with his one good eye. "She knew Long Runner

woul dn't conme back. She died on his dart."”

"Heavy Beaver Cursed her, too," soneone whi spered.
Sage Root gasped, losing control. She placed a hand to her mouth, sobs
bubbling up from her | ungs.

"The tine has come to stop this,” Two El ks munbled to hinself. "Bad
things are loose. Horrible things." He stal ked off for Heavy Beaver's
| odge.

Sage Root didn't hear as the People bolted for their | odges and weapons.
She hardly realized Little Dancer remai ned beside her, frightened hands
clutched in her dress. She only stared, horrified, into her dead
friend s accusing face as the flies wal ked across the drying eyes.

"You have your wish. | know you've disliked the Short Buffalo People.
Now you will go back to the Red Hand. " The Wl f Dreaner's shadowy voice
betrayed wy anusenent.

"The Red Hand fed ny Power. These nunb-brained buffal o chasers have no
nore sense than their ancestors who sl aughtered the mammoth. | suppose
they will do the sane with the buffalo? Kill themoff to the |Iast one and
then starve thensel ves ?"



"Unl ess | can change the Spiral

The Wl f Bundl e contenplated for a nmoment, then said, "I hope you can.
m ss the mamoth. Since the last one died, |I've nmissed the majesty their
soul s added to the Grcles. "

"Then conserve yourself, brother. Wen the tinme cones, if the boy lives,
he will need your Power. We rnust do this right. To change the Spiral of
the Wse One Above isn't done lightly. The world is changi ng. The boy

m ght make a difference . if we don't kill himin the process.



Chapter 9.

Two Snokes sat on the rotten trunk of a bl own-down cottonwood, watching
the strands of the Moon River wind ever eastward. The restlessness in
his bruised soul wouldn't let himsleep. He'd left in the night to clinb
up on the terrace and watch the com ng of the new day. Despite the
reddening of the skies and brilliant fires of Father Sun, the chill in
his soul didn't ease

For hours, he'd collected grass seeds, slowy picking the green unbels
apart, letting the chaff blow away on the dry norning breeze and mashi ng
the little seeds between his teeth. Grass went to fruit early--except
the seeds were so small. Neverthel ess, grass grew everywhere, even in
drought years like these. If only people didn't have to depend on
buffalo to eat the grass.

For years, he'd wondered at the process, picking grasses, |ooking at
them eating the | eaves and stens and seeds. The truth of the matter
couldn't be denied. The Wse One Above had nade man different fromhis
buffal o children. People couldn't eat grass and live. Wth great care
Two Snokes had di ssected his own droppings, finding | eaves and seeds and
st ems undi gest ed.

He sinply couldn't shake the feeling that he'd m ssed sonething. G ass
was everywhere. Buffalo ate grass. Then people ate buffal o--which
weren't always everywhere. |If people could only cut buffalo out of the
process and eat the grass thenselves, no one need ever hunger again.

The bl ackness inside stole his chain of thought, |eaving himto shiver
in the hot sunlight. Anxiously, he stared back upriver toward where the
canp waited in omnous silence. Even the little sounds of people during
the day didn't carry as if the entire canp held its breath, waiting for
Heavy Beaver to act.
"The People are lost," he whispered. "Heavy Beaver has destroyed them

t hrough his arrogance. No one abuses a sacred bundle. No one spits in
the face of the Wse One Above and expects a |long or happy life." And
can't feel sorry for the Short Buffal o People. They've beaten nme, nocked
me. Their nen have raped nme. Their wonen laugh at ne. No, | can't pity
themin their destruction.

Sage Root and Hungry Bull had been kind to him As Wite Calf directed,
they'd made himpart of their famly and shared their food and shelter.
He' d done his share in return. H s ninble fingers had worked the hides,
fleshing, curing, graining, and sewing to make the tightest |odge covers
and finest clothing. Despite their nockery, Short Buffal o People dropped
their prejudices when they traded for furs tanned and sewn by Two
Snokes.

And now they would take that frail security fromhim too. Sage Root had
been Cursed by their nediocre Spirit Man. He shook his head. Conpared to
VWhite Calf, Cut Feather, or Cear Water, Heavy Beaver couldn't nake
snoke rise froma hot fire. And Sage Root would die w thout know ng the
difference. He'd seen the fear, the resignation, in her eyes. She
bel i eved she would die. The single-ninded stare at the witching sticks
proved it.

" And what then for Two Snokes?" He blinked up at the sun, now high in
the sky. "Stay and be beaten and raped? How | ong until they kill ne,
too? How |l ong until they declare the WIlf Bundle to be evil and burn



it?"
You prom sed. Little Dancer is your responsibility.

He swal | owed hard, staring back upriver. Little Dancer's words echoed in
his mnd. "We could run away."

He stood up and unrolled his special pouch. One by one, he placed his
grass stens into the special holes punched in the hide. Unrolled, the
whol e thing nmeasured alnost two arnms in length. In it he had grasses
fromeverywhere. Gant wild rye, wheat grass needl eandt hread grass,
buffal o grass, steppe bluegrass, and nore. He rolled the long strip of

| eather into a conpact tube and slipped it behind his belt. Hobbling

al ong, he stared dully forward, knowi ng trouble waited. H's crushed | eg
had begun to ache again. Not for years had it caused himso nuch

t or ment .

As he wal ked, he scanned the sky, noticing the thin strips of cloud that
arched across the vaulted expanse. How | ong since rain? Three nonths
since the last sprinkle? Now even the shadow of a rain cloud would be a
relief.

A faint cry carried fromthe canp, causing himto hitch along a little
faster on his bad | eg. The knee had never worked right after the buffalo
had stepped on it. Better stiff, however, than mai med so badly he
couldn't nove--or had to be left behind to starve and di e of exposure.

Not hi ng seened ami ss as he passed through the trees. The canp | ooked
deserted. But no, a knot of people had collected behind the birthing
| odge. A wail broke out, keening on the heavy stillness of the day.

Two Snokes wi nced, feeling the dread. What new nisery had befallen then?
H s stomach twisted |ike a snake unable to shed its skin. He wavered,
hal f wi shing he could run

At that noment, the sky seened to darken, as if his vision blurred and
grayed. Two Snokes shook his head, trying to free hinself of the
terrible fear that grasped at his heart. Wat could .

"The Wl f Bundle!" he cried, wheeling, stunping toward Sage Root's
| odge.

Bl ood Bear tensed as the cries rang out fromthe other side of the canp;
the stillness shattered. People scranbled to their feet, running to

i nvestigate. Even the sl eeping dogs followed, curious about their
masters' excitemnent.

The canp | ay open before him

Moving with all the sound of snoke over polished granite, Bl ood Bear
darted forward, heart thudding in his chest. By his very audacity, honor
woul d be his. This act, this daylight invasion of the Short Buffalo
Peopl e, would bring himpraise and stature as a cunni ng and power f ul

nman.

W thout hesitation, he ripped the | odge cover back and ducked inside.
Three rolls of bedding lay before him The one in front drew his
attention. A conpact parfleche |lay on a grass mat behind the head of
that first bed. The bag had been manufactured with outstanding skill.
The seams had been stitched so tightly one could al nost believe the bag



wat er proof. The perfectly tanned | eather gleamed white, accenting the
brilliant colors of the decoration. Effigies of WlIf, of the White Hide,
and all the other nyths of the Red Hand covered each side.

Al most trenbling, Blood Bear dropped to his knees, darts clattering as
he di scarded themto funmble the | aces open with thick fingers.

The inside contained a beautifully tanned wolf hide. This Bl ood Bear
lifted free, unwapping the silky skin to expose the WIf Bundle, its
si des somewhat scuffed, but familiar nonethel ess.

"The spirit of the Red Hand!" he gasped. "I've won. No one wll stand
against me now. | amthe | eader of my people.”

Trenbling with excitenment, he could barely control his hands as he
swiftly repacked the parfleche. In a final gesture, he kicked ashes over
the inside of the |odge, grabbing up a packful of dried neat and
slinging it over his shoul der

The Wl f Bundl e pressed to his chest, he reached for his atlatl and
darts and ducked through the door

"Bl ood Bear!" the cry caught him off guard.

He turned with the speed of a trapped Iynx. Instinctively, his right arm
snapped back, ready to launch a deadly dart even before he recogni zed
t he angui shed face of his victim Two Snokes!

"Di e, berdache!"

Two Snokes flopped to the side as Blood Bear threw all his weight behind
the cast. Two Smpokes woul d have died right there but for the cunbersone
pack of dried antel ope neat that bunped Bl ood Bear's el bow during the
rel ease. As Two Snokes screamed in terror, the dart hissed harm essly
over himto skewer the | odge behind.

"Anit'ah!" Two Snokes shrieked, crabbing away from Bl ood Bear as he
settled a second dart in the hooked end of his atlatl.

Dung and flies! The whol e band would be onto himnow. For a split
second, Bl ood Bear hesitated, shrugging the neat pack out of the way.
Shoul d he waste another dart on the berdache? O would he need every
| ast one to escape?

An old man, white-haired, with frightened eyes, rounded a | odge, pulling
up short, nouth dropping open to scream

Bl ood Bear ainmed true, his dart catching the man full in the chest. Two
El ks shuddered under the inmpact, a gagging sound in his throat. A d |egs
turned rubbery as he sank to his knees and tumnbl ed si deways.

Looki ng back, he saw Two Snokes had di sappeared. Shouts cane boiling
fromthe people now. Heart racing, Blood Bear |eapt over a snoking fire
pit. Hi ndered by the flopping weight, he discarded the heavy neat pack
to bounce in the dust behind him Wth the WIf Bundle clanmped to his
chest, he dashed with all his mght, bowling over a young nan who
stepped out in front of him

A woman screaned. People called to each other in confusion as Bl ood Bear
raced through canp. A dog appeared from sonewhere to yip and snap at his



heel s. Bl ood Bear whirled only | ong enough to drive a dart into the
beast's chest and rip it out. Then he was sprinting for the bluffs
agai n.

Panti ng and gasping, he forced his driven body up the incline to the

bl uff above. He slowed, catching his second wi nd. Looking back, he saw
no pursuers boiled after him Fromhis vantage he could see the People
mlling around the body of the old man, pointing at his sky |ined
figure.

Ginning to hinmsel f, he hugged the Wl f Bundl e cl ose and began trotting
across the broad terrace. Far to the northwest, the cool slopes of the
Buffal o Mountains rose |ike a beacon

The Wl f Bundl e! Gone! The place of honor at the head of Two Snokes
snol deri ng beddi ng held the barest inprint of the parfleche in the hard
dirt. The enptiness swelled into a gaping hole in Little Dancer's heart
and soul . Bl ackness well ed around the edges of his conscience. First
Heavy Beaver's desecration--now this.

Littl e Dancer stared in through the door flap, head shaking slowy in
his disbelief. The | odge, his | odge, the place where he'd al ways been
safe fromstormand cold and danger, lay before him gutted, violated,
and raped by the Anit'ah. Beddi ng snoked where coal s burned through the
hides. "No. This isn't .. . can't be.. .."

"Bl ood Bear," Two Snpkes nuttered in Anit'ah, where he ducked out of
Three Toes' |odge, a long dart in his hand.

Littl e Dancer lowered hinself to the ground, one hand grasping a

| odgepol e. Al his strength gone, he sinply stared at the w eckage of
his | odge. He barely realized when Two Snokes settled next to him the
dart spinning in his fingers.

"After all these years, | wonder how he found me here. Even the People
know he's been roam ng the country. The Red Hand exiled himafter | |eft
with Cear Water and the Wl f Bundle."

"It's because of Heavy Beaver. He threw the Wil f Bundle into the dark
that night. | felt it. The Power changed. The world's falling apart.
Everything shifted. Maybe the Wl f Bundl e wanted to go back where people
woul d care for it."

"I cared for it. | loved it, kept it--"

"Heavy Beaver abused it. It couldn't trust you." As soon as he said it,
he regretted the words. He | ooked up hesitantly to see tears creeping
down Two Snokes' face. In synpathy, he reached a thin arm around the
berdache's wai st and hugged himtight. "It's not your fault, Two Snokes.
I[t's not."

So faint he could barely hear, Two Snokes whi spered, "Yes, it is. Al ny
fault. Fromthe very beginning."

The whi sper of nobccasins on dirt behind himnade Little Dancer turn

H s not her stood there, hair out of place and blowing in straggles in
the afternoon breeze. Her hollow eyes barely registered the ness. Heart
poundi ng, he stared up at her. The expression on her face belonged to a
stranger. She | ooked through him hands cl enching and rel easi ng



spasnodi cal ly. The corners of her |ips quivered, as if she might speak
Then she turned, ducking listlessly into the | odge. Soundl essly she
stanped out the snoldering coals, tears like silver in her eyes.

"Mt her ?" he whispered, fearing the wild look, afraid to call after her
He | ooked out past the mlling People who stood over Two El ks' body.

Two sticks remai ned. What a stroke of |luck! The People nmilled in
confusion and disbelief as they hovered around Two El ks' body. Heavy
Beaver stepped out of his |odge, dressed in his finest.

"My people! I've heard fromthe Spirits. Even as we speak, the world is
turning, waiting. What has been wought this day? Danci ng Doe has seen
the error of her ways. The An it'ah have reclained their evil that |ay
like a festering sore to ooze its pus into our society!"

He grinned at the horrified | ook on Two Snokes' face where he stared up
Your day is coming, eneny freak! After Sage Root, I'lIl drive your
pol I uti ng presence fromthe Peopl e.

"This is our last warning!" Heavy Beaver thundered. "Two El ks, so w se,
so warm has paid with his life! The final choice is upon us. W nust
purify ourselves of the ancient evils! W nust make a new way for
ourselves, or the Spirit Wrld will turn its back on us for good. The
evil ones know t hensel ves. Wthin days, the Power | call on will banish
them from our mdst!"

"Hear our Spirit Dreanmer!" Throws Rocks shouted, lifting his fist to
wave it while 