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FOREWORD

In the novel People of the WIf we discussed the retreat of the |ast

gl aci ation around fifteen thousand years ago and the migration of the
first Native Anericans into the virgin continent of North America. Over
the following mllennia, the climte grew progressively warmer and
dryer. These increasingly xeric (hot and dry) conditions restricted
the range of large gane animals and this, coupled with human predation
and environmental stress, drove many gane species such as giant sloth,
horse, and canel to extinction. By seven thousand years ago, the
interior of North Arerica was | ocked in a drought known to pre
historians as the Altithermal. The second novel in the series, People
of the Fire, is set in this period, when bands of human hunters turned
increasingly to the collection of plant resources.

Exploitati on of the environnent appears to have become specialized
during the Altithermal. Recent archaeol ogi cal discoveries that have
occurred as a result of increased energy devel opnent and federa
cultural -resource protection have uncovered a wealth of new

i nformati on. Anmong the nore exciting discoveries, researchers have
excavated the remains of earthen structures which indicate that sone
human groups nmay have restricted their range, becom ng sem nomadic and
basi ng their subsistence on intensive utilization of plant and ani mal
resources in a given |ocale. The appearance of such structures
fifty-five hundred years ago (four thousand years before their

Sout hwest er n Basket maker counterparts) has reoriented our understandi ng
of the Early Archaic. Where once we thought that Early Archaic peopl es
lived on the ragged



edge of starvation, we now know they used their environnent to an
ext ent perhaps unequal ed in the archaeol ogi cal record.

Sonetime in the last five thousand years, a major group of people
spread across the western portion of North Anerica. Today we know
these people by the simlarities of their |anguage: Ut o-Aztecan. In
Peopl e of the Earth, we've placed the southward m gration of

Ut 0- Azt ecan peoples at the end of the Early Archaic period.

Per haps the nmost frequently asked questi on about our prehistory books
is: "Did people really talk like that?" The general perception that
our prehistoric forebears were grunting savages is w despread. It
cones largely fromnovies that portray Native Anerican tribes as sem
human bar bari ans who speak in half-sentences. The inage is quite
simply false. Qur best linguistic theories, which search al

noder n-day native | anguages to find "root |anguages"--the origina

| anguage, or | anguages from whi ch our current-day versions spring
suggest that prehistoric peoples in North Arerica spoke with as much
sophi stication as we do. The earliest White inpressions of triba

| anguages further strengthen these theories. In the seventeenth
century, French missionaries anong the Huron reported that European

| anguages coul d not conmpare with the conplexity and intricacy of the
Huron | anguage. The Hopi still use verb tenses unheard of in English,
and the Arapaho conmunicate in two separate | anguages, one for commobn
use, the other for cerenonial purposes, nuch as Latin was once used by
the Catholic church

Qur books' characters speak in coherent, refined sentences, because the
best scientific theories suggest that they did. And our primary goa
inwiting this prehistory series is to provide the reader with the
nost accurate portrait of prehistoric life ways in North America that
we, as archaeologists, can. You will not find any conveni ent -
stereotypes here.

If this series spawns an interest in Anerican prehistory, your |oca
librarian or bookstore can direct you to books on



the subject. O contact your State Historic Preservation Ofice, the
Bureau of Land Managenment, or the Forest Service, for further
information. It's your cultural heritage.



I nt roducti on
Township 23 North, Range 96 West, 6th Principal Meridian

Dust rolled up in a light tan snmudge behind Skip Gllespie's big white
four-wheel -drive pickup. The three-quarter ton Ford pounded across

pot hol es, puffing gouts of powdery grit out fromunder the all-terrain
tires. Skip wi nced and bounced around in the cab as the truck
chattered over washboard and hammered over a ditch where runoff had
carved a gash in the dirt road.

"Dam. Cotta get a patrol to snmooth this sucker out." He gl anced over
at the construction site that appeared as he crested a | ow,
sagebrush-dotted ridge. The road snaked down into the basin and wound
around t hrough the scabby grease wood to the plant site. At this early
stage it didn't look like much, just ripped and torn dirt where the
heavy equi prent had begun to shape the parched clay and sand into a
flat spot. One day it would be a collection-and-processing center for
oil and natural gas--one of the |largest, and npbst expensive, plants in
the country. But now the brightly colored earth noving machi nery | ay
idling in the harsh noon-hour sun while the crews ate |unch. Bl ack
snoke rose in dwi ndling colums fromthe diesel stacks to fade into the
hot, dry air.

Skip foll owed the bl aded road down the ridge and raced across the flats
ahead of the dust trail that bill owed behind the Ford in a rising white
pl une.

Despite the intrusive construction, the eternal presence of the pale,
sun-washed | and couldn't be ignored. Fromthe infinite enanel-blue sky
to the erosion-scarred buttes that hemmed the distance, the |and

dom nated. It waited--sere, w ndswept, popul ated only by sagebrush,
greasewood, salt bush, and endl ess patches of glaring white clay. Here
and



there the desert-tan hunps of sand dunes stood out, their scraggly
vegetation a little greener where it robbed the sand traps of noisture.
Di stant bl ue-green nountains rose to the north and seened to float on

t he polished-silver sheen of the hot basin mrage.

Skip took a deep breath and inhal ed the pungent odor of dust and
sagebrush, and with it, the soul of the barren earth. He squinted
irritably over the flat desolation as he drummed his fingertips on the
steering wheel and nuttered, "Hell of a country. Way'd | ever |eave
Loui si ana?"

He turned onto the construction site and wove past two belly dunps and
around the gray-green prefab buil ding that housed the tenporary

of fices. He pulled up and slipped the transm ssion into park as the
dust settled over the pickup. The big Ford idled roughly--probably
because the damm air filter was plugged up again. Gas m | eage had been
like shit for the |ast week. What the hell, it was conpany gas.

Red Swenson stepped out of the dust-streaked office door and nodded as
he started for Skip's truck. Swenson wore faded Levi's and a
sun- bl eached checked shirt that had been red once. The sl eeves had
been ripped off, and dust had caked under the man's arnpits. A yellow
hard-hat rested at a jaunty angle over the burly cat skinner sunburned
face.

"Hear you wanted to see me," Skip called out the pickup wi ndow as he
| eaned his armon the sill.

Swenson nodded, swirling a toothpick fromone side of his nouth to the
other. Sun and desert air had left his |lips chapped and peeling. "GCot
a mnute? It's over by the conpressor pad. |'mdoing the dirt work

for the foundation."

Ski p checked his watch. "I got a mnute--but that's about all. There's
a neeting with the engineers in half an hour." He glanced up. "This
i mport ant ?"

Swenson nodded before he glanced out at the construction site; a dust
devil ravaged the torn soil. "Yeah. First off | thought 1'd just
cover it up, but I know them archaeol ogi st guys have been poking
around. Didn't want ny tit in a ringer, so | thought I1'd better talk
to you. You're the one that's in charge of this shindig."

Gllespie' s gut soured as he squinted up irritably at the



sun. Archaeol ogy? That's all we need right now. W're two nonths
behi nd schedule and a half mllion bucks over budget, and the dammed
arkys could shut this whole project down for nonths while they screw
around with a bunch of dead Indians.

He sighed and sl apped the steering wheel in resignation. "Hop in, Red.
Let's see what you got."

He noved his briefcase and thernos to the side as Swenson opened the
far door and slid in. Jesus, the guy snells like rotten hot dogs.

Skip slipped the automatic into drive and bounced off across the
conpl ex. Dust rose in a cloud that swirled into the cab to coat the
dash with a fine layer. Well, better dust than nud. O herw se, he'd
be slithering around in four-wheel drive like a dirt-track ace--and
cussing every mnute of it.

Ski p shot Swenson a narrow gl ance. "What did you find?"

"Beats ne. A lot of that charcoal come up under the blade. That's
what them archaeol ogi sts was | ooking for. That, and them chi ps of
rock."

"Shit. We've already paid them bastards a couple hundred grand to wal k
around and dig their little holes every tine they find an arrowhead."
Ski p shook his head. "Hell of a country we live in. W got a
multimllion-dollar plant to build, and instead, we gotta screw around
wi th dead I ndians. Wat kind of country is this getting to be

anyway ?"

Swenson grunted as he stared out at the dry |and.

Ski p headed south on a bouncy two-track that had been beaten into the
sage. A yellow Caterpillar, sitting beside a pile of dirt, marked the
conpressor site. He pulled up and set the brake as he | ooked the
situation over. The alleged topsoil had been piled on the downw nd
side, the way the Feds wanted. Now several feet of soil had been noved
of f the ground surface, and half the dune that lay on the western half
of the site had been torn away.

Swenson pointed with a crooked finger. "Over there."
Ski p opened the door and stepped down into the di sturbed sandy soil. He

foll owed Swenson, irritated at the feel of sand scraping on his
five-hundred-dollar ostrich-hide boots.



Swenson junped up on one of the windrows left by the cat's bl ade and
jerked his head. "Check that out."

Skip clinmbed up beside himand | ooked down to where the cat had nade
its last cut. Charcoal had sneared in a black stain as the bl ade
scraped the surface, but he could make out the large, round

di scolorations in the soil. Charcoal and dark, organically rich soi
contrasted with the tan sand, where |large pits had been dug into the
dune. Each of the discolorations nmeasured three paces in dianeter.

Ski p stepped down, kicking at the charcoal. Flakes of colorful stone
littered the ground. "Yeah, these are sone of those house pits the
archaeol ogi sts wanted to find. | saw sone of themwhen | worked down
in New Mexico."

He stared around at the sage flats. On the remains of the dune, rice
grass and wild rye waved in the afternoon breeze. The star-burst
flowers of wild onion bobbed al ong the margi ns of the disturbed area.
In the distance, a herd of antel ope watched fromone of the taller
dunes. Skip shook his head, squinting in the bright sunlight. "Lord
knows what those idiot Indians saw in this goddammed country."

Swenson canme down to kick around in the dirt. "So, what do we do?
was at that meeting with that asshole BLM conpliance guy. He said if
we uncovered anything, to shut down. Now what ?"

Skip chewed on his thumb as he studied the ground. The archaeol ogi sts
woul d I ove to get their hands on this. And if they found out just how
good this site appeared to be .

"Look, we can't have those archaeol ogi sts back here. They'd foo
around for another couple of nonths, maybe even a year for all | know.
That's bucks .. . and delays. Tinme's, noney, Red. We're an industry,
not the National CGeographic Society. Those guys had their chance. W
did our part, followed the law, and |l et the arkys snoop around. W've
got a schedule to keep."

Swenson stuck his fingers in his back pockets, staring at the big
circles. "Who'd dig a hole that size? Wat for?"

"Go get the shovel outta my truck. Let's see what this is.”

When Swenson returned with the shovel, Skip peeled back the dirt, the
bl ade cl unking hollowy on rock. He | evered up



a piece of sandstone. "Ginding slab," he said. "See where they wore
out the top like a trough? That's from grindi ng seeds and stuff into
flour."

"What's under it?" Swenson got down on his hands and knees to | ook. He
brushed away the sand and scooped up a handful of charred seeds.

"Storage pit. Just like the Injuns left it. Been waiting there |ike
that for thousands of years." Skip chuckled. "I read that damm report
t he archaeol ogi sts turned in."

Swenson squi nted skeptically. "Better them bl anket-ass |ndi ans out
here than ne. I'min this country only |Iong enough to nmake enough to
get back to civilization."

"Yeah, well, get back to work. W're paying you by the hour."

Swenson gave hima crooked grin. "And pile the back dirt so the
charcoal don't show, right?"

Skip grinned. "You got it. | want this place to | ook nice and
clean--just in case the BLM shows up. Hell, we don't want themto hold
up a thirty-mllion-dollar project--and for what? The damm I ndi ans

aren't com ng back. \What the hell could we |l earn froma bunch of
savages who'd live in a country like this?"

Skip stooped to pick up a black rock. He rubbed sand off the snooth
surface and held it up. For a noment he couldn't believe what he held.
The polished stone couldn't be nistaken --a fossilized shark's tooth.
And a hol e had been neatly drilled in the center, as if the tooth had
once been a pendant or an ornament.

"Well, how about that? Guess | got something for ny fireplace mantel ."
He paused thoughtfully. "But where in hell would they have picked up a
shark's tooth?" Fool, this whole country was ocean bottom a hundred
and fifty mllion years ago. Wiere in hell did the hydrocarbons we're
drilling for cone from anyway?

Swenson ki cked around in the | oose sand, trying to find another shark's
tooth. He turned up a bone, |eached brown fromnillennia spent in the
soil. He reached for Skip's shovel, uncovering another and anot her of

t he sand-encrusted bones



until he unearthed a human skull, surrounded by nore of the polished
bl ack shark's teeth.

"Holy shit!" Swenson cried, backing away.

Looki ng cl osely, Skip could see where the body had been laid in a
carefully dug hole. The sand changed col or at the side of the grave,
mar ki ng the edge of the intrusion

"Ch, Christ!" Gllespie groaned. "That's all we need. That'll get

t he dammed I ndi ans involved. Then we'll have an |Indian nonitor running
around and being a pain in the ass." He | ooked at the shark's tooth in
his hand. Yes, part of a necklace--and buried with the skel eton al

t hose years.

"A damm dead man!" Swenson whi spered

"Dead's right. He's been lying under the dirt this long, he won't nind
a while longer." Skip pointed to the end of the pad where the back
dirt had been pil ed.

"You nean you want me to ..."
his two m ssing teeth.

Swenson' s nout h dropped open, exposing

"Damed right | do." Skip gestured, his gaze drawn to the skull that
stared up at himw th sightless eyes. "You'd have crunched himw th
the Cat on the next pass. Wat's the difference? Hey, what's this?
You goi ng goofy over a dead Indian? Aren't you the guy that cleaned
out that bar down in town?"

"Yeah, but--"

"Then get on that Cat and hit it, Red. The longer this thing's
exposed, the nore nervous | get."

Swenson cocked his head, squinting in the sun. "You know, | heard
about a guy up by Gllette. Found a marmoth tusk and took it hone.
Made it all the way up to crew chief in the mne he worked in."

Ski p shot hima measuring | ook. "Yeah, well, Red, you tidy this up and
there m ght be another thousand dollars in your check at the end of the
nmont h. Keep your nouth shut and there's always a job on one of ny
projects.”

Swenson shrugged awkwardly. "Anything you say."
A thousand in Swenson's pocket made a better deal than paying out fifty

grand and | osing nonths while the archaeol ogi sts dug the site. Besides,
Red would drink it all away



within a month or two anyway. Then he'd be back to shaggi ng overtine
to meet his truck paynents

G Il espie wal ked back to the Ford and threw the shovel in the back. He
ki cked the sand off his ostrich boots and slid into the driver's
seat .

The yell ow Cat chattered as the cat skinner started the big diesel and
backed up, acconpani ed by the sound of |oud warning beeps. Skip

wat ched as Red | owered the bl ade and noved forward to the clattering of
the tracks, making another cut, destroying the | ast evidence of the
house-pit site. Skip caught sight of one of the bones as the heavy

bl ade rolled the roiling cascade of dirt. Red backed to nake anot her
cut, piling the rest of the skeleton into the back dirt

Skip slipped the truck into gear and drove onto the rough two-track
that woul d take himback to the main conplex. Five minutes to the
nmeeting with the engineers.

He still held the fossil shark's tooth. The stone felt cool and heavy
in his hand. How many centuries had it lain next to that skel eton? How
did a bunch of dumb Indians drill a hole through stone |ike that? \Wat

damm | ndi an woul d have done such a thing? Who the hell cared? Skip had
a project to build.



Pr ol ogue
Three Forks Canp, Wnd Basin, 5, 000 years before present.

Sandst one the color of dried blood rose in a sheer ridge that jutted
fromthe rich grasses of the river bottom The shape of the ridge
goaded Sage CGhost's frightened i magi nation while he lay hidden in the
grass; it looked as if sonme huge buffalo's back thrust up fromthe | and
itself to shelter the Earth People's canp fromthe prevailing winds. He
shifted his gaze back to the canp he spied on. Sage Ghost bel onged to
the Sun Peopl e--a nmenber of the Wiite Cay clan. Here, in this

southern | and, he hunted again. He pitted his skill and cunni ng

agai nst an unknown people. Failure would mean swift death.

A shaft of sunlight split the clouds, brightening the crinson stone of
the ridge until the rock seened to burn. Erosion had carVed the

sl opes; Sage Chost could see the bones within the buffal o-shaped ridge.
Did his imagination trick him or did the ridge contain some Power he
coul dn't understand?

Is that the Power of the Earth People ? Do they draw nonsters fromthe
din and rock? Stories told by Traders haunted his nenory--stories of
Spirits the Earth People had tied to the rocks and trees. And if the
Earth People catch ne, is that what they' Il do? Kill me? Trap ny soul
in the ground to wail forever in darkness? Thunderbird, help ne!

Taki ng a deep breath to buttress his courage, he returned his attention
to the canp.

The spot had been well chosen, with a southern exposure to catch the
sun in winter. Five earthen nounds hunped the sandy soil at the base
of the ridge. Each no nore than four |ong paces across, the dwellings
resenbl ed wasp nests, or the doings of some huge nmud dauber. Openi ngs,
at ground



| evel, faced the southeast. For the noment, the door flaps of tanned
ani mal hi de had been rolled up and tied with thongs.

A group of elderly nen and wormen sat under a sagebrush sunshade in the
tranpl ed pl ace between the structures. A smoldering fire contributed
desultory tendrils of blue snoke to the evening. Wth a great waving
of arms and cackling speech, one of the old wonmen dom nated the group
as she told a story. Heads noddi ng and bobbing, the |isteners watched
enraptured. The odd | anguage carried to where Sage Ghost lay. Their
tongue sounded |ike the cooing and clucking of the nourning doves--and
every bit as inconprehensible to him

Power had brought Sage CGhost to hide here anong the thick clunps of
giant wild rye along the river. Here he could spy upon the Earth
People's dirt-covered | odges. The vision had told himthat the Earth
Peopl e would kill himif they caught him He gl anced around anxi ously,
peering through the tall grass as he sought to place every potenti al
escape route in his nenory. If someone sounded an al arm where could
he run? He didn't know this country, didn't have that feeling for the
way the land lay, or howthe trails ran

Sage Gnhost carefully straightened his |l eg where it had begun to cranp.
He lay on his nuscular belly, curled around tussocks of grass like a
human snake. The thick black hair over his forehead had been pulled up
in a roach and pinned with a buffal o-scapula clip; the rest hung down
his back in a tunbled, gleanming stream A line of five black circles
had been tattooed across his forehead. Wde cheekbones gave his face a
craggy | ook, the skin sun-darkened and weat hered. Hi s | ong nose
sprouted |ike an eagle's beak over a broad-lipped nmouth. From under
heavy brows, keen eyes studied the canp of the Earth People. Broad
shoul ders rippled with nmuscle, as did his arns: nuscles to power the
gleam ng darts gripped in his callused right hand and the atlatl--a
choke cherry shaft as long as his forearm wth a curved antler hook in
the end. The atlatl acted as an extension of the armto increase the
power of a cast dart by as nmuch as two hundred percent. The deadly
dart--as long as a man was tall--consisted of two parts: the



stone-tipped fore shaft which detached upon inpact, and the fl etched
shaft that bounced back and could be retrieved, quickly fitted with a
new fore shaft and thrown again.

Fear slipped along his spine on feet of ice.

The vision brought me here. Led nme over the long trail to this place.
He rai sed his eyes, whispering as loudly as he dared, "Were is the
child? Haven't | proven nyself worthy?"

He gazed into the deepening blue of the | ate-afternoon sky. Sage Ghost
had al ways felt a healthy respect for Power--but he'd never sought it
the way some did. He'd been content to hunt, to raise his famly and
love his wife. Calling on Power |eft himuneasy; Power and fire were a
| ot the sane. They coul d be managed and nani pul ated when treated with
respect, or, if treated casually, they could scorch the world or sear
the life froman unwary man's body.

And here | am far fromny people and the land | |ove. Were is the
child? O has the Power turned against ne? Am| about to be
destroyed? Burned up and turned to ashes, with no one to nourn ny
soul ?

Power was the business of the shamans--the Dreaners and Soul Fliers.
They knew the ways of Power as eagl es knew the ways of the air currents
hi gh overhead. Soul Fliers could |oosen their souls fromthe body and
send t hem wheel i ng through the Dreamthe way Eagle circled in the

sky.

Sage Gnhost had never had the calling to seek Power. A Soul Flier mght
know how to free his spirit and sail |ike Eagle on the w nds of Power,
but Sage CGhost had al ways known he would tunble to the unforgiving
rocks bel ow.

Events' change a man's life. Desperation drives the nost resolute to
seek that which he's always avoi ded. The death of Sage Ghost's
daught er had changed his life, and the life of Bright Mon, his wfe.
Stung by the grief in Bright Mon's eyes and the ache in his own soul
Sage Gnhost had raised his arns and called on Power, and Power had | ed
hi m south, to spy on this curious canp.

Sage Gnhost struggled with an inmpulse to run, to get away fromthis |and
and this strange people. But to do so would offend the Power that had
brought himthis far.



My soul is a bit of thistledown cast |oose on the winds. A
shiver--like the prickly sensation of grasshopper feet on flesh--worked
down Sage Ghost's spine.

Eveni ng continued to settle over the warm dusty body of the earth.
Streaks of reddish cloud flanmed in the dying Iight of the sun. Insects
chirred and clicked in the grass around hiny a breeze rustled the
raspi ng green stens. Msquitoes humed irritatingly but w thout the
annoyi ng persi stence of those common to his home country to the north.
Frogs stroked the quiet air with guttural cries.

Inclined hills rose to the west, buff slabs of up tilted nountains
stippled by linber pine and juni per where the trees had knotted thick
roots into the cracked rock. The inplacable face of the nountain had
been cut by the three forks of the river in the way a chert knife m ght
rip through a | odge bottom The waters ran cool and clear through the
shaded, tree choked canyons. Behind himlay the blue-gray range of
nmount ai ns he had crossed on his journey. The northern slopes had risen
gradual ly until he reached the divide. Fromthere the way had turned
treacher ous when rounded caps of weathered granite had dropped off in
precipitous cliffs. A misstep would have nmeant death. The range
stretched east-west, hemming in this giant basin of rock, sand, and
desi ccat ed cl ays.

Beyond t hose nountains, nore weeks' travel away--north of the Fat

Beaver and the Dangerous rivers--lay his own famliar rugged steppes.
There, along the nany drainages that fed the Bug River, the Wiite C ay
clan of the Sun People struggled to hold their territory. Their grasp
on the rich land continued to be peel ed back, a finger hold at a tine.
O her clans of the Sun People noved out of the north to drive the Wite
Cl ay before themlike husks of grass before a powerful w nd. Keen-eyed
warriors of the Broken Stone, the Wasp, the Black Point, Hollow Flute,
and Snow Bird clans | ashed out each clan a burning stick whose very
nunbers caused a confl agrati on across the north.

Sage Ghost's attention returned to the curious dwellings. These Earth
Peopl e m ght have been pocket gophers, the way they lived. Like the
shy rodent, they flung up a pile of dirt and lived belowit. A |odge
made of earth? And dug into the



ground? How i npossi ble to conceive. How did they think these people
who lived in the Earth Mdther's breast? How coul d they keep from goi ng
as crazy as a fly-ridden buffalo fromnever feeling the wind rock their
| odges, never being able to roll up the bottons and peek out at the
wor | d? Who woul d have t hought that humans could live in such a way?

A yi ppi ng band of children popped one by one fromthe dark gape of a
doorway. Sage Chost narrowed his eyes, studying the thin girl who ran
l aughing with the little boys. A quickening of his heart matched a
curious lightheaded joy. Power stirred in the air around him

The chil d!

He tensed, excitement pulsing with the blood in his veins. The Singers
woul d raise their voices in the winter |odges as they related the story
of Sage Ghost's Spirit Hunt.

The Traders had told the Wiite Clay fantastic stories about the Earth
Peopl e for as long as Sage Ghost could renmenber. But to see themin
the flesh? Did Traders feel the way he did right now? Did they know
this sensation of wonder? Traders went everywhere, the magic of their
Trade protected by the Power of their wooden staffs. Sage Ghost
renenber ed wondrous ni ghts around crackling canmp fires when he'd eaten
foods nade by the Earth Peopl e--shared those tastes and by doi ng so,
shared a bit of soul

Is that what brought me here ? The Power of the Trade ? Is that where
the Iink was forged?

A curious elation possessed him He had fondled the Earth People's
finely crafted bone-bead neckl aces and breastplates, and adnmired their
skilled | eather work dyed in purple, yellow, and red.

And they must know of us. For surely the Traders had told the Earth
Peopl e about the Wiite O ay--and perhaps the bead makers had eaten
snoked- and-dried buffal o, mbose, and elk jerky, the animals killed by
hi s own hand.

Is that the Power of Trade? Is it a sharing of Spirit and Soul ? Do
all people, no matter how different, Trade pieces of themnselves through
the things they make?

In the camp, the slimgirl |aughed and cl apped her hands as she taunted
one of the little boys and ski pped out of his



reach. She moved with the grace of a yearling doe. The dying |ight
gl eaned of f the wealth of her |ong black hair.

The ol d woman stopped her story, turning to glare. Raising her voice,
she berated the girl. The boys i medi ately backed away, |eaving her
al one before the old wonan's wrath. The hag erupted in another

out burst and the girl nodded, eyes downcast. Then the child fled,

| ustrous hair streaking out behind her

Sage Gnhost started to edge away--to slip silently over the cut bank and
skirt the canp--when novenent caught his eye. Hi s mouth went dry.

A huge bl ack wol f watched him fromthe shadows of the greasewood. Its
triangul ar ears pricked forward, while gleam ng yell ow eyes seened to
burn into his soul, measuring, probing. Power pulsed in the air.

This is the place. Fragnments of the vision returned to him G ddy
energy charged his nuscles. Breath shortened in his lungs. Power did
that, sneaked up on a man and bl ew through his soul like a freezing
wi nd.

He swal | oned hard and gl anced back at the nmounded dwel lings of the
Earth People. Wat next? The girl squatted down, separate from her

pl aymat es. She wat ched one of the little boys drawing on the ground
with a stick. Her dejected posture touched sonething in Sage Ghost's
soul .

Yes, you are the one, child. Now | have to be cunning-and as brave as
|'ve ever been. Hi s heart began to pound.

He | ooked over his shoul der at the wolf--and shivered. No trace of the
ani mal remai ned. Sage Chost filled his lungs, Power pressing down
around himlike an aged buffal o robe.

Power is here, all around me, waiting. Power |ed ne here, showed ne
the wolf--just Iike the Dreamsaid. That little girl, she's the one.
Power sent me for her.

Sage Gnhost wi ggled closer to the canp, trusting the graying light to
hi de his novenent from sharp eyes. No matter that he hadn't seen any
warriors, a man never knew about the Power of others. The Wiite O ay
bel i eved that Thunderbird had gi ven themthe best of Power, but other
fol k-especially those tied so closely to the earth--m ght have their
capti ve Denon Powers to-help them



CGetting the child away would be difficult in itself, and taking her
north to the Wiite Clay canp on the Bug River would chall enge all of
his wits and skill.

I "we got to do it! A nan doesn't forget a prom se made to Power.
Better that his warmflesh stop a keenly tipped dart than that he
return enpty-handed, violating the vow he'd made on his soul before
Thunder bi rd and Bear.

Even as he stal ked the child, the anguish in Bright Mon's eyes haunted
him goading himto try his best. Together they' d carried their |ast
daughter up the rocky, wi ndblown trail and |laid her body on the ridge,
top, where her soul could soar free and rise to Thunderbird. There,
crouched in the wet cold of the spring night, he'd rested his hand on
his wife's shoul der and | ooked up at the twinkling lights that filled
the night sky. The souls that Thunderbird took up to the Canp of the
Dead made their canmp fires just as nen did. "I can't bear any nore,"

Bri ght Mbon had cried. "What will becone of us? What?"

Afterward he had | ed her down fromthe w ndswept ridge, aware of the
angry bite of the coming spring storm He remenbered that feeling of
hol | owness he'd had as he'd ducked into the | odge. He'd stared around,
seeing the place where his children had |ived--and experienced an
enptiness of the soul. Two of his infant sons had died nysteriously in
the night, their bodies turned blue. One of his daughters had been
bitten while trying to stop a dog fight, and the wound had gone bad,;
evil had sneaked in to cause pus and corruption. She'd died in fever.
Anot her daughter had | asted five seasons before a silver bear caught

her picking berries. The bear's hide still covered Bright Mon and him
on cold nights--little solace for a dead daughter. Last of all had
been WI I ow Hoop. She'd been the strong one, the one who woul d becone
the slimyoung wonan who would marry well, the one who would find a

strong young man and gi ve them grandchildren to teach and enjoy in
their old age.

Then one spring day WI I ow Hoop had taken a foolish chance. She'd run
out on the spring-rotten ice of the Bug River while chasing after a
scranbl i ng jackrabbit. Were she'd gone through the ice, the water ran
bl ack and silent.



Only by luck had they retrieved her body froma snag downstream

O herwi se--and Sage CGhost shuddered to think it she m ght have | ost her
soul down there in the black water, and it m ght have turned to evil
and haunted the canps of the people on |ong wi nter nights.

In those mserable days after his daughter's death, the world had | ost
its color. The wind had bitten with colder teeth and the clouds had
dulled in the blustery sky. Laughter and hope had di sappeared. Gi ef
had wilted his spirit. Bright Mon's eyes had eaten at him raw wounds
fromwhich her tortured soul |eaked.

So it doesn't matter if the Earth People catch ne. | had to come ..
had to try to take the child. To have done nothi ng woul d have been to
live with the enptiness inside .. . to watch Bright Mwon's soul dying

bit by bit fromagrief.

Sage Gnhost slipped closer, careful to keep downw nd, know ng that al
could be lost if the canp dogs got his scent. Mdst of the aninals
appeared to be old, although he'd seen one healthy bitch with a litter
of puppies earlier in the day.

Better to take this terrible chance than to live with the grief. In
m sery, he'd gone to Ad Falcon, the Wiite Clay Soul Flier, and asked
for help, explaining that Bright Mon's bl eedi ng had ceased, that she
needed to conceive one nore child.

"Take this. This is Muwuse's helper,” Ad Falcon had said . with a
grin, handing hima nouse skin stuffed with grass. "Call on Muse, who
is always fertile. Do not eat or drink for four days and nights. Sing
each day, and place Muse's hel per under your bed on the fourth night.
Power will come to you."

As A d Fal con had prom sed, Power came--only it wasn't Muse. Rather
a nysterious, handsone youth had appeared out of the sun-struck clouds

and smled. "I've heard your Singing and seen your Dancing and felt
your purification as you cl eansed your soul. Bright Mon has passed
her time to bear children. You can do nothing. No Power will restore

her fertility.

Sage Gnhost's soul had twisted and cried out as he lifted trenbling
hands to the handsone young man. "What can



do? Look at her. Feel her grief. She says she'll die--that she
can't live knowing all of her children are dead."

And the handsonme man had smiled. "And what would you give for another
chi | d?"

" Anyt hi ng! "

"Then journey south, far beyond where you' ve been before. Cross the
Dangerous River, cross the nountains. Continue south until you see ny
Spirit Helper, the Black Wlf. There you "Il find a canp of people.
There you "Il find a young girl who needs to be loved. She "Il be
afraid at first. Her famly will kill you if they catch you; but if
you're strong, and if you're cunning and take good care of her, she "I
cone to love you. If you're worthy, she "Il be a great and powerful
Dreamer for the People. ™"

"On ny honor before Thunderbird, who nmight not take nmy soul to the
Wrld of the Dead, and on my honor before you, | will be worthy. "Il
do anything to see ny Bright Mon's face |light up again."

The young man had smiled then, and flames had appeared to swirl around
himas he rose like fire into the sky.

The next norning Sage Ghost had returned the Muse fetish to Ad

Fal con. He'd put together his pack and hugged his bel oved Bri ght Mon
telling her that he was going to fetch her a new daughter, one given to
himby Spirit Power.

"And | am here," he grunted under his breath as he slipped into a
screeni ng mat of sagebrush

An ebbi ng redness outlined the nmountains to the west, and indigo
shadows draped the canp, softening the outlines of the done-shaped
dwel | i ngs. Someone threw nore sagebrush on the fire where the el ders
sat snoki ng and tal ki ng.

Sage Gnhost craw ed cl oser, careful to nmake no sound. Now he coul d
snell the canp: scents of sage snoke, dogs, and humans. The odor of
rich dust hung in his nostrils.

One of the old nen called sonething, waving his hand to enphasize his
order. The girl junped to her feet, wary eyes on the elder. She

| ooked to be about ten winters old, maybe a little younger. She
answered neutrally and plucked a skin bag fromthe tripod by the fire.
Slinging it over a skinny shoul der, she started down toward the

river.



Sage Ghost's heart hammered as he rose and drifted silently after her
in the deepening gloom She wal ked with a grace and bal ance unusual in
a girl her age. Thick black hair hung down to her waist. She humed
some Earth Peopl e song under her breath as she wound through the
sagebrush, noccasins patting on the worn trail

Sage Gnhost hovered like a fal con over an unsuspecting rabbit, gliding
on bobcat-silent feet. She hopped lightly down to the riverbank
unslinging the hide bag. For a nmoment she | ooked up, eyes searching

t he heavens. Then she sighed and bent over the water, a nmere shadow
anong shadows. He coul d hear her feet splashing.

The east had darkened, the first faint flickers of stars penetrating
the veil of the sky. Finches and sage thrashers chirped to the grow ng
dar kness; evening settled |like velvet soot on the |and.

Sage Gnhost eased one foot after another as he closed on the child.
Years of hunting had trained himfor this nonent; skill flowed through
himlike a special kind of Power. Water gurgled as it filled the pouch
she held to the current.

Careful, Sage Chost. One fal se nove now and you'll fail. If she
screans, all wll be |ost.

She stood, water dripping nusically fromthe sides of the bag and
covering the sound of his novenment. Hi s hand cl apped over her nouth as
he pull ed her backward.

He nmunbl ed a curse under his breath as she sank teeth into the pal m of
hi s hand; then she began to kick and squirm her screams throttled. He
pi cked her up as if she were a struggling antel ope fawn and wal ked out
into the lazy water. She battered at him flailing against his side as
he cl amped her to himand started down the channel

"Hush," he whispered in a soothing voice. "I won't hurt you. I'm
taki ng you north, to a new home, to people who will |ove you."

She wrenched this way and that, muffled sounds coming from her throat.
He could feel the terror in her desperate struggles. She threw herself
back, twisting, trying to break free



"Here, quiet. You can't get away--not from Sage Ghost. You've been
promised to nme. You will becone a great Spirit Wman--a Sou
Flier--anong the Wiite Clay. | knowit. A man of fire cane fromthe
sky and told ne."

She rel axed slightly in his arms, panting her fear against the back of
hi s hand.

Sage Gnhost junped as a wol f how ed prophetically into the night.



Chapter 1
Such a terrible winter.

White Ash | eaned forward, face pinching as cranped and knotted nuscles
strained in her back. She peered across the fire at the pile of hides
covering Bright Mon's body. The draft that sneaked in around the

| odge skirts created patterns in the thick bed of glowi ng red coals and
cast a ruby light over the inside of the |odge. She could see Bright
Moon's face; her nother finally slept.

My nother? Curious. | can hardly renenber ny life before Sage Ghost
stole ne fromthe Three Forks canp. | belong here, anbng the Wite

C ay people, now. OW clover m ght have borne ne--but Bright Mon | oved
me nore. Wiite Ash rubbed a nervous hand over her face and | ooked at
the old woman who now slept so fitfully. And all | can do is sit here
and watch her die.

"Thank you for everything, Bright Mon," she whispered softly in
sorrow. If only Sage CGhost hadn't left with the other nmen in a
desperate attenpt to find gane. She cl osed her eyes, grief a physical
pain, |ike a gnashing of teeth in her chest. Bright Mon would be dead
bef ore he returned.

For eight winters White Ash had lived with the Wite Cay. O those
years, the first six had been wonderful. As she'd grown, she'd | earned
t he ways and | anguage of the Sun People. The Wiite C ay had noved
south fromthe Bug River, all the way to the Fat Beaver, to avoid the
raiding in the north.

She smled as she renenbered carefree days of golden sunshine in the
sumer and cozy, warm |l odges in the winter. Through all of them

Bri ght Moon's face had beamed with |ove for her. She'd played with
W nd Runner and Brave Man



and the other children. They'd run and told jokes and hunted for mce
and rabbits.

White Ash shook her head, the smile on her lips bittersweet. Three
years ago things had begun to change. Runors had circul ated down the
trail that the other clans were beginning to nove south, seeking new
territory. The Wiite Clay warriors had strutted anong the | odges,
thunping their chests, growing threats about what they'd do if the
ot her cl ans cane near.

Then the Bl ack Point clan attacked the canp on the Fat Beaver River and
caught everyone by surprise. The White Cay had fled in horrified
confusion and come unravel ed, splitting into three factions. Defeat
after defeat had thinned what remmi ned of their ranks. But the people
had never been as desperate as they now were. War visited them again,
bringi ng death and privation. Hunger stal ked the canp, reflected in

the gaunt faces of the children and el ders. The cold seened to
intensify, rending their bodies with talons of ice. Hope had fled with
t he ghost of summer.

Hope? How can | hope? What have | done to deserve this? Wat hope

will there be for White, Ash ? She cl osed her eyes and shook her head,
trying to escape the images in the Dreans. She forced herself to

relive the days when she and Wnd Runner and Brave Man had | aughed and
told each other what they hoped for the future. The sun had been
brighter then. The neat racks had bent under the weight of rich red
slabs. The White C ay had been whole, powerful. Smling faces peered

at her fromthe past--faces of people dead or vani shed with the breakup
of the clan. Faces now as renote as those of her native Earth

Peopl e.

Bri ght Mbon made a gasping noise that withered Wite Ash's spirit. Sage
Ghost, nmaybe it's better that you don't know

She | eaned forward, propping her chin on one knee, staring dully at the
spot where Sage Chost's beddi ng shoul d have been. Vari ous

parfl eches--col | apsi bl e rawhi de bags--had been stacked around the
bott om agai nst the skirting of the lodge to act as extra insulation
fromthe stinging cold. The dogs slept outside but their packs stayed
in, away from eager teeth,



be they canine or pack rat--assunming one of the wily rodents nade it
that far past the fanm shed dogs. Peel ed pol es, where they supported
the finely sewn hides of the | odge cover, gleaned in the crinson |ight.
Thr ough the snoke hole she could see the stars, wavering as the hot air
made a mirage of the soot-stained hole.

Tired, deadly tired. Her soul ached. Could this really be happening
to her? She glanced at the nounded robes where Bright Mon |ay. How
long had it been? An eternity?

No, only two | ong days since Sage CGhost had left with the other nmen in
anot her attenpt to find gane--anything to augnent the dw ndling
supplies of food. They shouldn't have conme out here in the mddl e of
the basin in the first place. Sage CGhost had told Wistling Hare that
starvation and the Wl f People |urked here.

But who remrai ned sane anong the battered remains of the Wite day?
They were but one small band of the Sun People, harried, constantly
pushed farther south by the Broken Stones, the Hollow Flute, and the
Bl ack Point. The northern bands had grown, swelling in size until they
strained the hunting grounds and stripped berry bushes of fruit.

The clans weren't the only threat. The Wl f People, who lived in the
Grass Meadow Mountains to the east, hated the Sun People. Only a week
ago they'd ruthlessly raided a Sun canp, sweeping through the village
like a swarm of enraged buffal o, burning | odges and rnurdering everyone
in their path. They'd even killed the wonen and little children, and
brutally sl ashed open the wonbs of pregnant nothers to rip the babies
fromtheir bodies. Fear stal ked the clans of the Sun People |like a
mal i gnant denmon. To the west, the Sheep Hunters, who hunted in the Red
Rock Munt ains, had warned the Wiite Cay what woul d happen if anyone
foolishly pushed into the canyons in their range. In a world gone
hostile, the only hope for survival lay to the south, beyond the

Si deways Muntains . maybe sonmewhere beyond the | and of the Earth
Peopl e.

Wil e the men hunted, the wonen trekked long, circuitous routes to
check snares and | ook for concentrations of jackrabbits that m ght be
driven into a trap. The endl ess, naggi ng cold continued.



And | have to face Bright Mon's death al one.

The day after Sage Chost left, the chill had awakened her, eating

t hrough the robes, bringing her out of another of the strange Dreans.
She' d blinked, wondering why Bright Mon--who took such pride and
delight at offering tea to early risers--would have let the fire die.
She'd blinked in the gray light and sat up

"Bright Moon?" she'd called softly and heard no answer. She reached
over to the silent bundle and lifted the hides.

Bri ght Mboon lay on her side, eyes glazed by a terrible fear. Her gray
hair spilled | oosely over the furs, contrasting with the red tones of
fox hair under her head.

"Bright Mon?"
A desperate croak had cone fromher foster nother's throat.

White Ash had pani cked and thrown on her frost-stiff clothing before
stunbling out into the mauve light to run flat out for old Flying
Squirrel's | odge.

The old woman's reputation as the real |eader of the band had grown
t hrough the years. Her husband, Whistling Hare, m ght pronounce the
deci si ons; but nopst peopl e suspected that Flying Squirrel |lay behind
each and every one. Not that people mnded Wistling Hare's

| eader shi p; they respected his counsel --and, of course, Flying
Squirrel's--and generally did as he advi sed.

Flying Squirrel had pulled a robe about her thin shoulders and hurried
across the snowbound canp. Wnd whi pped the old wonan's sil vered

brai ds; the expression on her lined face had gone grim as her feet
crunched through the grainy snow She'd ducked into the | odge and
stoopped to pull Bright Mon's bl anket back. "Bright Mon?" Only the
frightened eyes-had noved, tears welling in their corners.

"Can you hear me?" Flying Squirrel had persi sted.
Bri ght Mbon munbl ed sonething, |ips not noving, eyes darting this way

and that. "Rest, old friend. W will nake a fire and get you
sonmething to eat." And she'd turned, beckoning Wite Ash to foll ow



Qut si de, beyond earshot, Flying Squirrel faced Wiite Ash, weary
resignation in her old eyes. Wth a callus-horned hand, she rubbed her
| ong face, rearranging the patterns of winkles. "lI've seen this
before. It's soul splitting."

White Ash drew a quick breath, stiffening. "Her soul's separating from
her body? You nean |ike what happened to old No Teet h?"

Flying Squirrel nodded. "I don't know why. It just happens anpng the
White C ay--nore so than anmong ot her people. Sonetimes it's just one
side of the body, and maybe it gets better through time. But with
Bright Moon .. . Listen, girl, |I've walked this earth for six tens of
sumers and a little nore. When it's this bad, it's usually only days
until the soul leaves all the way."

VWhite Ash swal | owed agai nst her thudding heart. "W need a Soul Flier

to sing for her ... to heal her. W'd better send a runner after dd
Fal con. Maybe if he cones back fromthe hunt, he can Sing her soul
back into .. . Wiy are yoy looking at ne that way?"

The tenderness in Flying Squirrel's expression dee pended "Because,
child, | know you love her. I know what a blessing it's been to
Bright. Moon to have you these |ast eight years. But there's nothing
we can do."

White Ash shook frantic fists. "But if AOd Fal con--"

"Shhh! Wi ch of the boys would you send? Young Drunmer? He's barely
fourteen sumers old. He knows how to stay alive, but with all the
trouble we've had, do you think the nen left a trail? Hm? And you
know how it is in early spring. Warmin the norning and bl owi ng snow
like crazy in the afternoon. And what if the nen find a herd of

buf fal 0? Wuld you have A d Fal con | eave them and come running back?
Wul d you risk the Power of the hunt?"

"But she's dying]"

"Yes, girl. She is. And if you don't get that fire started in the

| odge, she'll freeze to death first. Come on, | have sonme enbers you
can carry back. The fire | ooked stone dead. You take, care of her and

let us do the rest. We all love Bright Mon. W'll all help.”

And they had. Sone brought thin stew, the last of their



rations, cut with nore and nore water. Qthers brought firewood, of
warm tea. Meadow Vol e had come and sat by the hour and tal ked about
the past, enjoying a sharing of nmenories one |last tine before yet
another link with [ ong-gone days separated forever. Through it all
Bri ght Mboon | ay there unnmoving, hel pl ess and fadi ng.

White Ash did what she coul d, cleaning Bright Mon's beddi ng, washing
her foster mother, holding her hand during the other tinmes. And
finally the old wonan sl ept.

A heaviness pulled at Wiite Ash's eyelids; an ache stabbed through her
| ower back. She pulled another piece of sagebrush fromthe pile,
dropping it on the red enmbers. Brilliant yellow light flared before
burni ng down to hot coals.

How woul d she be able to face Sage Ghost when he returned? How coul d
she ook himin the eyes and tell himthat the wonan he | oved nore than
life lay dying in the | odge? How could she stand his pai n? Sage Ghost
lived for Bright Mon, sharing a love with her unlike any White Ash had
ever seen. For Bright Mon, he'd traveled south to steal a child.

She' d never known a man as good as Sage Ghost. He had becone her

shi el d agai nst the world. Wen the Dreans cane on her, he smled
knowi ngly, and kept them a secret fromothers. And when she. asked
hi m about Power, he got that hidden look in his eyes, a curiously
wistful smle curling his lips. But he'd never talk to her about it,
saying sinply, "Power does as it will." And he'd pat heron the

shoul der, the warnth of love in his eyes.

She | ooked over at Bright Mon. The old wonan had been such a

wonder ful not her--so much better than her real nother among the Earth
Peopl e. When Bright Mon died, a hole would be ripped in Wite Ash's
soul the way a thrown rock tore through thin ice on a pond. A hole she
woul d never fill again.

Everyt hi ng woul d change. What would life be Iike, just herself and
Sage Ghost? What if his soul sickened? That happened sonetines; the
soul pined away, lost in grief, until it drifted off and |left the body
behi nd as an enpty husk.

VWhite Ash reached up with slimfingers to massage her stiff face. Her
eyes burned; fatigue burdened her with all the



oppressive weight of a freshly skinned buffal o hide. Sage Ghost woul d
depend on her. He'd need her as never before and she wouldn't even
have tinme to grieve. Her shoul ders would take the brunt of the

t r agedy.

Wrse, Brave Man woul d seize the opportunity to pressure Sage CGhost
into letting himmarry her. Brave Man. She'd been in love with him
once. What had happened to the dashing youth she'd played and | aughed
wi th? He'd been |ighthearted, daring and handsonme. She wi shed she
could sinmply renenmber him as he had been, see the sparkle in his
danci ng dark eyes and enjoy the gay smle on his laughing Iips. She'd
felt a special affinity for Brave Man, a sense of their destiny
together. In her heart she'd known they would marry. Her love for him
had grown through the years, richening, ripening --until the day the
Bl ack Poi nt had ambushed the canp on the Fat Beaver. Dashi ng young
Brave Man had been wounded in the attack, or perhaps--as he

cl ai ned--Brave Man had really died in the attack. Rock Mbouse had seen
himhit in the head, watched himfall, and seen the bl ood pool fromthe
gash in his scalp. Several moons |ater No Teeth and Bobcat had found
hi m wandering ainm essly through the sage covered hills. Gddly changed,
curiously Powerful, Brave Man clained to have escaped fromthe Canmp of
the Dead. A new gleamlit his glazed eyes as he told of the voices

t hat now whi spered in his head.

Di sgust rose like bile in her throat. Her nmenory drifted back to | ast
sumrer

Wth great cunning, Brave Man had anmbushed her on the trail, carrying
her kicking and screaming into the thick willows along the Gay Deer
Ri ver. Despite her struggles, she'd been helpless in his powerful
arnms. She shivered at the nenory of his muscles, bulging like river
cobbl es under her flailing fists.

He'd thrown her down, a triunmphant light in his eyes as he pinned her
beneath him She'd continued to struggle, knowi ng how futile her
efforts were.

"You've turned ne down for the last tine." A nervous snle had
flickered across his lips. "The Spirits told nme to



do this. They whisper to me, you know. It's Power. | want you."
She glared at him "You can't do this! Not and get away with it!"

He | aughed, running his hand up under her deerskin dress to feel her

t hi ghs and the place between her legs. "I can. Anong the Wiite C ay,
a man can steal any woman--as |long as he knows where to take her. |
have rel ati ves anong the Broken Stones. You and | will go there.
You'll be ny wife and bear nmy children. No one will be as Powerful as
we will."

"And if | don't want to?"

He'd grinned. "You can run away. But when you do, I'll track you down
and bring you back. I've listened to the Spirits. They say you're

m ne. The voices will tell me where you are. W are going to be

Power ful one day. You and | together. I've Dreamed it. Yes, |'ve

seen that you're the way to the golden light."
"You'll have to beat ne to death!"

He' d shrugged. "Perhaps. But | don't think Power will let you die.
You're too inportant.”

She tensed as he pulled the hem of her soft hide dress up, then undid
the thong that held his fringed breech clout She whi npered at the
sight of his distended organ

"Don't do this. Brave Man, don't .. . don't ..." Her strength proved
no match for his as he forced a knee between her thighs and pried her
| egs apart.

She stared into his eyes, seeing themglaze as if bel onging to anot her
She could feel his Power--and it curdled her soul. As his penis

touched her, she tightened, knowi ng how rmuch nore it would hurt, unable
to stop hersel f.

"Are you ready?" he whispered. "Ready for the unity of our Power?"

A cry choked in her throat as he reached down to open her for his
entry.

"So!" a familiar voice called fromthe willows. "Is this what ny
friend meant by going hunting this afternoon?"

Brave Man tensed, |ooking over his shoulder. Relief rushed |ike spring
fl oodwat ers t hrough Wiite Ash's soul



A strangl ed sound canme from Brave Man's throat before he shouted, "Get
away! |If you value ny friendship, Wnd Runner, you'll |eave now "

Handsone, with the smooth grace of a hunting cougar, Wnd Runner parted
the willows to stand on braced | egs, one fist propped insolently on his
hip. H's other hand gripped hunting darts and an atlatl. The dappl ed
sunlight gleamed in his thick black hair, striking sparks fromhis hard
eyes. The lines of his nouth--nore suited to | aughter--had gone thin

i pped. "Let her up."

White Ash broke | oose and scranbl ed away, crouching to the side, wary
eyes on both of the young nen. "He wanted to carry me off to the
Broken Stones." "I heard." Wnd Runner chewed his lip, thinking hard
bef ore he addressed Brave Man. "This is difficult, old friend. W al
know t hat nen steal wonen, but to do so isn't worthy of who | always
t hought you were. Then to hear that you would beat Wiite Ash ..

wel |, that makes nme wonder."

"You go too far!" Brave Man stood, re knotting the thong that held his
breech clout The nuscles rolled under his smooth skin. Then he

started for Wnd Runner, fingers grasping --only to conme up on the
sharp point of a dart.

"Don't." Wnd Runner smiled, the action in no way belying his deadly
intent. "And, yes, I'll skewer you w thout a second thought. | think
you'll thank me for this one of these days."

"I thought you were ny friend."

"I am But sonetinmes a friend has to do nore than sit back like a

raven on a stunp. Somnething' s happened to you over the |ast couple of
sumers. You' ve been changi ng, spending too nuch time in your head.

You were about to nake a fool of yourself, and I couldn't call nyself a
friend and let you do it."

Their gazes | ocked, hot, bristling. Wite Ash watched them paralyzed

by the intensity of the nonent. Like two opposing forces--1ight and
dark, or water and fire--they faced off. Wnd Runner, the nman she'd
cone to love for his kindness and cal m manner, poised to kill Brave

Man, the frightening young warri or whose exploits had saved the Wite
d ay



nore than once. Driven by the voices that now whispered in his mind
Brave Man was deadly in conbat, wily in the hunt.

Brave Man broke, crashing off through the willows, feet thunping the
earth as he ran. Wnd Runner sucked a deep breath as he stared after
hi m

White Ash began to shake. She | eaned against a cottonwood trunk to
brace hersel f, rubbing nervous hands al ong her arms. "You have no idea
of howglad | amto see you."

"You have no idea of howglad | amthat he ran off!l"
She grinned at himthen, still weak-kneed. "Wy are you here?"

W nd Runner blushed slightly, lowering his eyes. "Because | |ove you
and woul dn't see you hurt."

She pinned himw th her startled gaze, lifting a hand to her nouth.
"What ?" Love me? Is it true? Could it be? Too many tinmes in the

recent past she'd caught herself watching him staying near in the hope
that he'd smle at her, or laugh with her over sone trifling thing. Now
her soul stirred, happi ness seeking to supplant the terror inspired by
Brave Man.

He smiled shyly and | ooked up at the yellow ng | eaves overhead. "You
heard me. | love you. And | can't have you. You're ny father's
brother's daughter. It would be incest."

She blinked. "But I'mnot Wiite Cay!"

He Iifted a desultory shoulder. "I know But it's still incest to the
VWhite Clay. You're just like my sister. A sister and brother don't
marry, don't couple.”

"But | wasn't born Wite day!"

"Are you trying to talk me into sonething I mght regret?"

She gasped and shook her head. "No. | was ... | mean, | ..." He
wi nked at her then, a nischievous twinkle in his eyes. A warm
illumination, like a shaft of light, shot through her. Her pul se
qui ckened.

"Come on, let's get you back to Sage Ghost before ny foolish friend
| oses all of his senses again." Then, under his breath, he added, "O
| do."

"Don't, not now. Not after what Brave Man just tried to do. |
couldn't .. . wouldn't want it that way. Not with the fear and di sgust
so fresh in ny mnd."



He turned, eyes wi de, nouth coming open as his color drained. "Wite
Ash, please, never tenpt nme. It would be disastrous for both of us.

Thi nk about what people would say. Think about how it would affect the
Power. | ncest ." He winced. "Nothing is as terrible as that.

Not hi ng. As much as | love you, | couldn't. It would destroy us."

He | ooked away then, head bowed. "Maybe it's a terrible joke, sone
tenptati on by Power that nakes me | ove what | can't have as long as |I'm
White Cay." He shook his head before turning back to her, features
haunted. "And | have driven a final thorn between Brave Man and

nmysel f. Why did this have to happen? Wat's gone wong with the Power

of the Wiite Cay? The two people left to ne to | ove are denied ne.

The | aws of the People keep you fromnme. And the voices in Brave Man's
head- - what ever ki nd of Power they are--have renmoved himfrom ny

life."

She stared up at the leaves that rustled in the breeze, seeing
irregul ar fragments of blue through the yell ow nosaic, too undone by

the day's events to deal with any nmore. "I |ooked into his eyes, Wnd
Runner. He's not right. Something's wong inside, | could feel it."
She paused. "He'll never forgive you."

"I know. But then, it's better that way than if you were still on the
ground under him isn't it? H's ... | don't know Sonething changed

after the Black Point raid, after that warrior hit himon the head.
Rock Mouse told everyone that the blow killed Brave Man. She said she
saw himfall just before she ran. Then Brave Man appears and says he
cane back fromthe Canp of the Dead. Maybe he did. He's not the sane
person we | oved. Renmenber how he was before that? Happy, joking." A
wi stful tone canme to his voice. "He and I, we used to run, play at
darts and hoops. W dreamed together then .. . dreamed of what we
woul d do, of the hunts we would have, and of how we'd raid the other
cl ans and make nanes for ourselves as warriors. The person he was then
woul d never have dragged you off or tried to rape you. |'ve felt the
scar on his head. He says that headaches come fromthere--and the

voi ces of the Spirit Power that whispers in his mnd."



"And do you believe it?"

Wnd Runner lifted his hands. "I don't know. A different Brave Man
wal ked into canp that day with Bobcat and No Teeth.
Soneone- - sonet hing--different in nmy friend s body."

She pl aced a tender hand on his shoul der, hating the |onging that
formed within her. Yes, she loved him How could she live with the
tragedy of never fulfilling that |ove? She forced herself to ignore
the question and said, "No matter what happened to him he's possessed
by sonething." She shivered. "No good will cone of this day. | ... |
can feel it, like a winter of the soul."

The fire popped, bringing her back to the | odge and t he endl ess ni ght
of Bright Mwon's prol onged death. Brave Man woul d seek nore | everage
now. For two years she'd been a wonman. Each turning of the noon found
her taking four days in the nmenstrual |odge. She'd avoided the chances
to sneak off to the bushes with the available nmen. She'd becone
somehow speci al, sonmehow different, anmong the White Cd ay, perhaps
because of her denied |ove for Wnd Runner

And then there were the Dreans

Far to the south, a lilting chant rose on the night, rising and falling
as voices twined in time to the beat of a pot drum A zip-zipping
sounded from a grooved bone stroked with a choke cherry stick. A soft,
rhythm c clattering acconpani ed the whol e as someone shook an

ant el ope-hoof rattle to the beat of the nusic.

The song carried on the chill of the night, drifting fromthe earthen

| odge' s snoke hol e, creeping through the slits of the door hanging,
where yell ow bars of |ight slipped past to splash on the hard-frozen
ground. The nusic echoed on the packed soil of the canp and wound

t hrough the sagebrush. The chim ng notes caressed the winter-tan
grasses, hovered over the frozen shadows of drifted snow, iced now from
the melt.

The song rose, trilling the evening chill, traveling on its



way to the crystal points of starlight and the Spirit Wrld in a plea
for life.

Bad Belly stopped for a noment, head cocked to the song of his People
as they called for help fromFirst Man, the Earth Mother, and the Earth
Spirits to save WarmFire's life. Despite the desperate nature of the
cerenony unfolding in his grandnother's | odge, the beauty of the night
captivated him He'd left the steany warnth inside to go out and

attend to the necessities of the body. Now, walking back, he

hesitated, cold wind nipping at his cheeks, flicking his black braids
back and forth like twin cougar tails. Spring would come soon, but
would Varm Fire live to see it?

Bad Belly dallied, unwilling to return to Larkspur's |odge and face his
grandmot her' s di sdainful stare or the pain of his brother-in-law, Warm
Fire's, wasting. Hs sister, Bitterbrush, would still be sitting in

her accustomed place where she watched her failing husband through
haunt ed eyes.

He shook his head and sighed. What did it feel |like to know that your

wife |loved you? His nmercifully short marriage to Gol den Fl ax had been

anyt hing but blissful--she'd finally thrown himout. Bitterbrush, I|ike
everyone el se, loved Warm Fire. How woul d she cope with her husband's

deat h?

How wi [ I 17

Bad Belly took a deep breath. How does a man deal with the death of
his only friend? Images of WarmFire's face stirred the gray ashes of
his memory. Warm Fire's tw nkling eyes and reassuring smile hung in
his thoughts with all the clinging sorrow of honey in a sandstorm

H gh on the rocks behind the canp, a wolf keened into the night, voice
twining with that of the singers who pled for WarmFire's life. Bad
Belly bit the inside of his lip, seeking to draw resolve fromthe pain.
A shiver caught himby surprise as the cold breeze shifted. Darkness
pressed around, seeping into his life, sucking at his soul

As if to reassure him Troubl e padded across the crunching snow to
thrust his nose into Bad Belly's hand. Absently Bad Belly scratched
hi s shaggy bl ack-and-white dog's furry ears.

Life hadn't always been so difficult. Once he'd had the ability to
greet the norning sun with nore than trepidation



He had been naned Still Water as a boy, though now he doubted that
anyone even renenbered. They'd begun calling himBad Belly the tine
his stomach had given himso nuch trouble, and the nane had stuck with
t he persistence of boiled pine sap. He squinted up at the stars,
wondering if the Creator --who knew everything--remenbered his rea
nane, or cared that the last bit of human warnth -and conpani onship in
his life grew di nrer by the monent.

Warm Fire renenbered--but WarmFire lay in Larkspur's |odge, dying,
whil e the Heal er, Bl ack Hand, Sang over him

Had Power |eft Bad Belly al one, he woul d have been an average sort of
man, not very tall, not very nuscular, and not very handsone. But the
capricious Spirits had neddl ed. Wien he'd been a boy, he'd stuck his
hand into a hole where he'd secreted a special toy. Rattl esnake--in
search of respite fromthe glaring sumer sun--"had found the sanme hole
and secreted hinself in there, too.

Bad Belly had hovered between life and death as Singing Stones--the
renowned Spirit Heal er--chanted endlessly over him Either the chants
had worked, or his grandnother had paid enough, or sacrificed enough
to the Spirit Wrld to win himhis life. OF course, had he been a
first daughter, Larkspur would have paid a | ot nore and perhaps Bad
Bel |y might have escaped his experience in one piece. As it was, his
right arm had never been the same. Now it hung usel essly: a m sshapen
and crooked thing that he held protectively to his chest.

Shortly after that, Singing Stones had left the People to go to Dream
high in the Sideways Mountains. If only he were here now The
greatest of all Healers, he mght have nade the difference for Warm
Fire. But the old man had di sappeared into the high places to find
somet hing he called "the One." Bad Belly wal ked up the trail to where
the rocks that jutted up fromthe gravelly soil |oomed black in the
night. He lifted a foot onto the rough granite and stared up at the
dark shape of the Round Rock Mountains that rose behind the canp. At
another tinme he'd been clinbing up there, and because he had only one
good hand, he'd slipped and fallen and hurt his right leg. Fortunately,
Warm Fire had been close and had



carried himback to canp. Warm Fire--he'd al ways been there in tinmes
of trial

Warm Fire's words of encouragenent and confort whispered through Bad
Bel | y's uneasy recollections. No one el se understood him treated him
as a worthy human being. And now Varm Fire lay in the lodge .. . no,
don't think it.

WarmFire listened to Bad Bejly's incessant questions about the way
things were. He didn't |augh when Bad Belly's attention wandered and
he I ost track of his thoughts. Instead, Warm Fire sm | ed and hel ped
protect his brother-in-law when Larkspur's wrath expl oded at Bad

Bel ly's preoccupation. "I can't help it," Bad Belly whispered to the
ni ght. Everything had a secret. Everything evoked a question. Wy

did birds fly? Wiere did wind come fron? How could snow, rain, hail

t hunder and lighting all come fromthe clouds? Most of his people, the
Round Rock cl an, considered hima fool for thinking about such

t hi ngs.

Bad Belly cleared his throat, enjoying the icy needl es of w nd-driven
cold as they prickled his skin. The earthen | odge had been hot, danp,
overwhel med by the snell of sweating human bodies. Only the pungent
relief of the water-soaked sagebrush | eaves and crushed yarrow t hat

Bl ack Hand cast onto the radi ati ng hearthstones had hel ped.
Sagebrush--the life-giver--cleared the breathing passages, working the
magi ¢ of renewal

Troubl e wal ked of f toward Bitterbrush's | odge--a bl ack and-white shadow
in the darkness.

Bad Belly filled his lungs with the frigid air. Time to go back. Tine
to force all of his soul into the Healing Songs, to pray that his only
friend mght remain alive and well.

He Iifted his eyes to the star-shot sky and chanted, "Creator, if you
must take a life, take mne. Leave ny friend alive. Gve himstrength
and happi ness. Take ny life in place of his. People need him"

Bl i nking at the longing echo in his voice, he stared at the heavens.
Only the wind noaned in answer. Bad Belly started down the trail

The sound of claws scratching across rock caused himto wheel and stare
into the darkness. The huge ani mal stood



sil houetted agai nst the sable cloak of night. Fromwhere he stood,
Bad Belly could see the anber eyes glowing with an internal |ight of
their owmn. A fist of prenonition twisted in his gut.

Bad Bel |y backed away, step by careful step, eyes |ocked on the wolf's.
Spirit animal, what do you do here? Have you cone for a soul? Are you
the answer to ny prayer?

He nerved hinself, repeating aloud, "Take nme. Let WarmFire live."

The wol f's broad head | owered, ears going back as curling |ips bared
gl eam ng teeth. A low sound issued fromthe animal's throat--a muted
nmoan crossed with the ghost of a how .

Bad Belly's heel caught in the sage. He teetered briefly, arns
flailing, before he toppled over backward, a cry breaking his |lips when
he hit the ground. Snow crunched as he pushed hinself up and stared.

The wol f had di sappear ed.

"Take me!" he called, raising his withered armin a hopel ess gesture.
"Only the wind-hissing through the stiff sage and the muffled chitter
of snow crystals blowi ng over the drift answered him

He hung his head before he forced hinself to his feet and turned his
steps for the earthen done of the | odge. He | ooked back at the rounded
lunp of granite, hope strangling in his breast. Not even a shadow
remai ned. Regretfully he pulled the door flap back and ducked into the
hum d heat and dancing firelight that filled Larkspur's |odge. The
chill that had refreshed his body had nunbed his soul

The last lilting notes of Black Hand's healing song died as he entered.
The | odge, perhaps three |ong paces' across consisted of a | ow doned,
circular structure that had been dug into the ground to the depth of a
man's wai st. Four sturdy roof supports of |inmber pine rose from each
side of the fire to a square framework of stringers that surrounded the
snoke hole. Rafters had been run fromthe stringers to the edge of the
excavated pit. Bundles and pouches hung fromthe rafters on thongs,

and rolled furs supported the people who sat shoul der to shoul der
around the periphery of the | odge.



No one seenmed to have noticed Bad Belly's absence. Attention centered
on the Spirit Healer, who sat at the rear of the lodge in the place of
honor. Bl ack Hand m ght have passed forty winters, though Bad Belly
suspected the nan to be older. He wore a painted el k-hide jacket that
hung to the mddle of his thighs, and I ong, fringed |eggings. Many
neckl aces adorned his chest, some sporting gleam ng white shells
brought by Traders fromas far away as the Western Waters beyond the

| and of the Antel ope People. Polished eagl e-bone beads had been woven
into a breastplate that covered Bl ack Hand's entire chest.

No trace of white streaked the Healer's shining black hair, but thin
lines had forned around his severe nmouth. Now he prayed, head tilted
back, eyes closed, as he passed nore danmp sagebrush through the

Bl essing motions, offering it to the east, west, north, and south and
then to the sky and earth before casting the wet |eaves into the fire.
Steam erupted in a hissing, spitting cloud.

Besi de Bl ack Hand, Warm Fire lay on his side, knees drawn up. Bad
Belly's heart shriveled at his brother-in-law s appearance; sunken
flesh had nmelted away until he | ooked like little nmore than dried
winterkill. The old sparkle had di sappeared fromthe | ackluster eyes.
Warm Fire coughed, a lung-wenching sound. It hurt just to hear it. He
wasted by the day, hardly able to breathe. A rasping sound canme from
his throat, while his chest |abored. How could a nman so handsone and
strong be reduced to this?

Bad Belly blinked at the pain within. He oved Warm Fire | oved him
with all of his heart. To sit through his slow death it ate at him
woundi ng his soul. Across the fire, their eyes met. WarmFire's weary
smle burned the hurt even deeper

No one el se smiled for Bad Belly.

To Black Hand's right, old Larkspur |ooked on, a sour tightness in her
expression as she blinked her eyes nervously. She sat ami dst the rich
furs, firelight flickering over the deep lines that age had engraved in
her face. She watched Bl ack Hand the way a hawk night watch a foolish
young ground squirrel. She always got that sharpness in her features
when equal s were around. Her face rem nded Bad Belly of a wild



prune kept a year too long, wthered, sucked dry. Over the years her
teeth had fallen out until her jaw jutted out, sharp and harsh. A

t hi ck nose hung over thin brown lips, and she tended to blink too much,
as if something bothered her eyes.

When Larkspur died, the canmp and its territories would pass to Bad
Bel | y's not her, Linmbercone--the ol dest daughter. She now sat beside
Larkspur, hands folded in her lap, her broad face weat her-beaten and
honed. She mi ght have been a younger copy of her mother but for the

| ong, curved nose that domi nated her face. Linbercone would give a

| odge to each of her sisters, Phloxseed and Pretty Wman, as was
customary. But when they died, everything would go to Bit terbrush.
Bad Belly's ol dest sister. The People did it that way. |nheritance
went through the wonen. Wen the nmen married, they went to live in the
| odges of their new w ves.

Bad Belly had done that when Larkspur married himoff. If only things
had been different between hinself and Golden Flax .. . It's over.
Forget it.

Bad Belly's aunt, Phl oxseed, and her husband, Fl atsedge, sat al ong the
back wal I, glancing nervously at Warm Fire. Opposite Linbercone sat
Cattail, Bad Belly's father. Age had begun to work its way on Cattail

i ncreasi ng and hardening the lines around the corners of his eyes and
mout h. Once, when he'd been a young man, Cattail had |ed a war party
agai nst the WIf People in the Grass Meadow Myunt ai ns and captured the
sacred Power Bundl e they guarded so heavily. Every clan feared that
bundle. The old stories said that it was First Man's bundl e and that
Fire Dancer had given it to the Earth People just after he'd Danced
with fire to renew the world.

Cattail claimed that at the instant he'd touched the bundle on that

| ong-ago day, his soul had burst into flame and the bundl e had shout ed
at himthat he wasn't fit to be the Keeper of the Bundle. The Spirit

of the bundle had carried Cattail up to the clouds on a fiery whirlw nd
and ordered himto return it to its rightful Keeper. An hour later the
Wl f People had come down to the Gathering and sued for peace to
reclaimtheir bundle. Cattail had given it up willingly, and the Wl f
Peopl e had provided the Round Rock with neat and



pine nuts for ten years after that. Larkspur had junped at the chance
of adding Cattail to her famly, thereby gaining a great deal of
prestige for her daughter.

Warm Fire broke into a fit of coughing again, turning his head as he
swal l owed the fluid his throat had brought up

Bad Belly settled hinmself next to Bitterbrush. She glanced at him
eyes reflecting worry and | ove for her dying husband. He took her hot
hand into his cold one, gripping it tightly, reassuringly. Bitterbrush
woul d al ways make a place for him Perhaps because she had been
closest to him or perhaps because of Warm Fire's friendship for her
waywar d br ot her.

"He's dying," Bitterbrush whispered, a | ook of msery in her eyes.
"What will | do? What will | do, Bad Belly?"

"Black Hand's a great Healer. WAit and see."” He couldn't help |ooking
across to where Bitterbrush's children, Tuber and Lupine, sat. They
tried to keep stoic faces as they cast frightened gl ances back and
forth between WVarm Fire, their nother, and the Heal er

Bad Belly's throat constricted. What would he do when his best friend
di ed? He closed his eyes against the ache that filled him

Chapter 2

Weary and weighted with sorrow, Bad Belly ducked out of Bitterbrush's
cold |l odge to greet the crinmson streaks of dawn that flamed anong the
high clouds. Hs frosty breath swirled around his face before
vanishing in the cold air. He sniffed, catching the odor of frozen
earth and sagebrush. The | odges huddl ed around him door flaps drawn
down tight against the chill. Faint traceries of blue snoke rose from
Larkspur and Linbercone's | odges. Bitterbrush had spent the night with
her husband at Larkspur's.



Trouble lifted his head and yawned, wagging his tail in happy
greeting. Bad Belly bent down to scratch the animal's ears, thankfu
for the warm brown eyes that stared worshipfully into his. Larkspur
had al ways hated Troubl e ever since the time when, as a puppy, he'd
pul l ed an antel ope quarter down fromthe nmeat rack and gleefully
dragged it through the dirt before chewing it up. Only Bad Belly's
pl ea had saved the dog from Larkspur's vengeful stone hamrer that
day.

Bad Belly studied the nound of earth and wood that cradled WarmFire in
its bosom This would be another |ong day of waiting. Bad Belly would
spend part of the morning in the sweat |odge, purifying hinself in the
cl eansing steam while he prayed for WVarmFire's life with all his
heart, begging the Earth Spirits to save his friend, or to send a great
Healer. If only Singing Stones .

"If he's even still alive." Bad Belly shook his head. After Singing
St ones di sappeared, Black Hand had becone the best Healer. If anyone
could cure WvarmFire, it would be him

Bl ack Hand had conme a |long way--clear fromthe Dart wood River--to Sing
for Vvarm Fire. H's presence denonstrated the esteem people felt for
WarmFire, as well as the status Larkspur's famly had accumul at ed

t hrough the years. Bad Belly's heart should have swelled at the
prestige Round Rock gai ned from Bl ack Hand's presence--but it didn't.

If only Singing Stones hadn't |eft.

Bad Belly tried to shake off his gloomand turned toward the trail that
led up the ridge behind the camp. Trouble foll owed, sniffing here and
there. At the crest Bad Belly stopped and | ooked across the valley as
dawn il luminated the soft contours of the land. To the south, G een
Mount ai n rose in sonber, tinber-covered |unps, snow lying thick in the
densely packed firs. Open patches gl eaned where wi nter stormnms had
covered meadows with a white mantle that woul d be replaced by |lush and
green grasses in the sunmer sun. At the foot of the nmountain, terraces
paral | el ed the range; snow drifted deep on the | eeward sl opes. Above
the terraces, a herd of elk drifted up into the lower trees, their big
bodi es no nore than specks in the distance. Bel ow, sage flats sl oped



down toward the Coldwater River where it flowed ever eastward toward
the Elk River. Once there, it cut through rocky defiles in the sharply
uplifted Bl ack Mountains.

He turned as the Round Rock Mountains caught the light, burning a

reddi sh-pink in the ruddy dawn, contrasting with the deep blue of the
crystal morning sky. Only the faintest trace of breeze rippled down

the valley, an indication of the wind to conme |ater during the day. At
the foot of the ridge, the canmp lay in a protected cove of rock
shielded fromthe winds. A spring at the rear trickled year-round in
enough quantity to feed a patch of willow, cut-grass, and aspen

Bul rush and sedges grew there to augnment the people's summer diet.
Bel ow t he canp, where the ridge tapered into the floodplain, sand dunes
had stabilized under sagebrush and grease wood.

He'd al ways | oved the valley. It had hurt to leave it when he'd
married Col den Fl ax.

"Uncl e?"

Tuber clinbed up the trail. The boy already stood as high as Bad
Belly's chest; not bad for thirteen winters. Judging fromthe breadth
of his shoul ders, Tuber would be an exceptionally strong man. Warm
Fire had already begun to teach his son the way of the hunt. Tuber
could nmove through the brush with the silence of Hawk's shadow. You
could tell whose boy he was just by |looking at him For once a nan had
been able to break the | ook-alike tradition of Larkspur's famly. O
course it would have been Varm Fire who did it

"Good norni ng, nephew." The boy's face | ooked drawn, haggard- - but
didn't everyone's?

Tuber stopped next to Bad Belly and sl apped at his elk hide coat to
warm hi s hands. He puffed a foggy breath, standing quietly for a
nmonent, listening to the sharp silence of the norning.

"You all right?"

The boy shot hima quick glance, reserve in his sensitive brown eyes.

"I don't know. | guess."
"Let's walk. It's warnmer that way. If you'll tw st sagebrush out,
"Il carry it."

Tuber shrugged, turning to wal k besi de Bad Belly.

Bad Belly searched the sky, reading the signs for the day's



weat her: windy and chilly. Softly, he asked, "You checked on your
father this norning?"

"He's the sane. Maybe a little worse.”

An odd tone shaded the boy's voice. Bad Belly glanced sideways at him
"What's wrong?"

Tuber kicked resentfully at a jackrabbit hole. "I'"mworried about
Bl ack Hand. | don't know, .. just a feeling."

"What kind of feeling?"

"I think we ought to send himaway."

Bad Belly pointed to a sagebrush and studied Tuber warily. "You pul
up that bush. 1'Il carry it. You have a reason for sending Bl ack Hand
away?"

The boy jerked halfheartedly at the sage. "Black Hand was talking to
Larkspur | ast night after everyone went to sleep. He said ny father
woul d di e today."

Bad Belly winced. O course Black Hand woul d know that sort of thing.
It cane with the ability to use Power, to see the way of the soul and
how it clung to the body. "He's a Healer."

The boy's back bent as he threw his wei ght against the stubborn plant
and twisted it around and around. The root popped loudly as it
separated. "Then he ought to Heal!"

"Soneti mes even the best Healer can't.”

"Maybe," came Tuber's surly reply. "But did you know that G een Fire,
over at Three Forks, has accused Bl ack Hand of wi tching peopl e?"

"Bl ack Hand said this?"

"Yes, and a |lot of other things, too. They thought | was asleep. You
know how peopl e tal k when they think a child is asleep. But, Bad

Belly, if he's witching people, what keeps himfrom nmaki ng sure that ny

father dies today .. . like a proof of his Power?"

Bad Belly clanped the bristly sagebrush under his good arm "It's
tal k, Tuber, that's all."

"Bl ack Hand's worried that someone might dart himin the night."
"Did he say. why people thought he was witching?"

"Too many people he treated have died. One was Green Fire's husband. |
guess he had a broken finger or some such



thing and Bl ack Hand set it. Four days later he died. Just fell over
dead. Then there was that girl who di sappeared, Wite Ash they called
her. Green Fire thinks it was w tching."

"Green Fire has always worried too much about witching. Every tinme a
rabbit junps the wong way, she thinks a witch is responsible."

Tuber squinted. "Her husband's still dead.”
"And what did Bl ack Hand say?"

"That things |ike that happen sometines, that people just die. And
Lar kspur nodded and reninded himof the time he'd done a Healing for
some warrior. They did a sweat in the mddle of the winter, and the
warrior felt better and got up and ran out in the snow and rolled
around- - and died."

"Everyone dies sonme tine."

"I don't like people saying ny father is going to die today. | don't
i ke people saying Black Hand is w tching people."

Tuber's mouth quivered, and Bad Belly |l et out a shallow breath and
squinted up at the sun, now a big yellow di sk over the serrated ridges
of the Bl ack Muntains.

"I don't think he's witching people,” he told his nephew. "I think
it's just the way he acts that makes peopl e nervous. You know, if you
like a Heal er, he's a good and Powerful nan. Black Hand, however,

well, he's a different sort. Not everyone can talk to Power. It's up
inthe air, and different Spirits live in the springs, and in high

pl aces, and in certain rocks. Spirits listen when the elders give them
special gifts to see that the grass grows and the animals cone. Bl ack
Hand does that. Intercedes for humans |like us. He lives way down

there in that rock shelter all by hinself. It takes practice to talk
to peopl e when you' ve been talking to Spirits."

Tuber | ooked up, hostility in his eyes. "Did you know he and Lar kspur
used to coupl e?"

Bad Belly lifted an eyebrow, a half-smile trying to formon his lips.
Now t hat took sone imagi nation! "Are you sure you heard right | ast
ni ght ?"

Tuber grunted, bracing hinself as he tw sted another sagebrush in
circles and jerked. The root snapped satisfyingly. "I heard real good
[ ast night. Maybe they woul dn't have



tal ked i f grown people had been sl eeping nearby. People al ways
underestimate a boy."

"I don't."
"I know. But you're different. You're a--" Tuber halted awkwardly.
"CGo on."

"Nothing. But | heard that the | ast four people Black Hand has Sung
for have died. Geen Fire's isn't the only famly tal king. Black
Hand's worried." "And what did Larkspur say?"

"That it was all talk. That no one el se had Power |ike Black Hand and
it would be all right in the end. That things went in streaks .

like luck. Sonetinmes it was good, sonetines bad, but it would al ways
turn around."

"It usually does."

"Not if my father's going to die as part of it.
glittered hatefully.

Tuber's eyes

Bad Belly adjusted his grip on the sage the boy kept pulling out of the
ground and handing to him For a brief noment he envied the boy's
strength, trying to renenber what it had been |like to have tw good
hands to mani pul ate the world wth.

"You know, there's one great truth about life," he said.

"What's that?"
"You have to live before you die."
"What's that supposed to nmean?"

"That whether Warm Fire gets well or his spirit joins with the earth,
he gave all of us sonething wonderful. He gave you life and taught you
many things that you will know until you die. Like howto hunt, howto
hi de your tracks, and how to pick an anbush. He taught you the old
stories of Fire Dancer and of the Power of White Stone d eam ng, who
Dreamed a new way for the People. He told you about the Creator, who
made the First Wrld, and about how First Man | ed the people through a
hole fromthe First World to this one. Any life is a gift, Tuber, no
matter how long it is.”

The boy grunted, watching Bad Belly fromthe corner of one eye.

Bad Belly couldn't bl ane Tuber for disbelieving his



wor ds- - not when they sounded holl ow even to his own ear. Wat would
it be like to lose a father--just like that? But he understood. He
could feel the frustration and anger and fear that filled Tuber. It
burned bright, alnmost |ike a physical heat.

| worry about the boy. If WarmFire dies, Tuber will never be the sane
again. The injustice of it will eat at him sour in his belly like a
runny nol d.

Bad Belly tried to grasp yet another gnarled brush the boy held up to

him "Tuber, that's about enough. W'll have to get nore |ater
Fortunately, sagebrush grows everywhere. Not only that, but all the
pl aces where we've tw sted sagebrush out will grow goosefoot next
sunmer . "

"1 know. "

As Bad Belly turned, he tripped over Trouble and lost his grip on the
fragrant sage. Most of the load tunmbled to the ground, bouncing and
rolling this way and that. He sighed as he got his feet under himand
saw the irritation in Tuber's eyes.

"Here, uncle, let nme. You can't carry stuff. Al you're good for is
totalk to."

Bad Belly stopped short at the bitter words; the pain in his soul
rem nded himof a cactus thorn's burning sting.

Tuber | ooked up, suddenly shamed. "I'm sorry, uncle.”

"No, it's all right. W're all on edge. Wen death hangs over
peopl e's shoul ders, no one thinks right." And silently he cursed his
bad arm

Wiite Ash wavered back and forth between the worlds. Just as she

dozed, Bright Mbon groaned in her sleep. Wiite Ash started. Each tine
she started to drift off, sonmething would bring her back to the endl ess
vigil. The | odge had begun to suffocate her--a cage for her soul
oppressive, heavy, like a curtain between her and the world. The

hunger knot in her stomach cranped and tw sted.

"Bright Moon? |'d give anything to hel p you. Anything."



How many tines through the years had Bright Moon snmiled at her, |ove
and happi ness brimm ng over in her eyes?

Remenber the good tinmes? Do you renmenber, Bright Moon ? | can see
your snile, hear your voice. It lives in ny mnd. Remenber the tine |
cut ny arm? You made a poultice of holly-grapel root and tied it on
my armto fight the infection. Bright Mon, it was you who taught ne
the Songs of the White Clay. You taught nme how Thunderbird dove down
when the world was all water and brought up nmud for Bear to sit on
Yes, see the twinkle in your eyes as you tell the stories? See your
smle grow wi de as you clap your hands and | augh ?

The pain grew inside as she stared at the bundl ed shape of her nother
and reached over to tuck the hides where they'd cone | oose. How nany
times had Bright Mon tucked the warm furs around Wiite Ash on nights
when the deep cold settled over the I and?

"I'f only I could save you. |'d give anything--even nmy soul--to repay
you for the stories you told me, for the special treats you saved. How
can you die when |'ve never had a chance to show you how rmuch | | ove
you?"

Bright Mboon lay silent, nouth hanging open to expose the gaps between
her worn brown teeth.

White Ash rubbed her face, massagi ng her burning eyes. If only she
could sleep .. . just for alittle while.

Eyes cl osed, she imagi ned she could see the glowing coals of the fire
pit The bl ack oblongs of the hearthstones shimered in and out of
focus, meking the shape of a face in the red-orange background of the
coal s. Were the sandstone slabs lined the pit, they | ooked like rich
bl ack hair, shining in the gaudy |ight. Wy does Bright Mon have to
di e? The question repeated in her nuzzy head.

"It's all the way of

Power." The voice rose hauntingly fromthe coals. A flicker of fear
tickled Wiite Ash's neck. "Wo are you?"

The voice continued as if it hadn't heard. "You' re the way
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Mot her of the People. They cone fromthe north. You know t hem
The ways of the People are changing. You are the future. You stand
bet ween t he peoples. you're the Power and the Dream.. . if you
choose. "

She stared at the face in the fire and saw a handsonme youth sniling up
at her. The golden light of his expression warmed her weary soul .
" Power ?"

"The way of the Dream a path between the worlds.

"Who? What are you?"

"Al'l that you are .. . and are not. The Wl f

Dreamthat Dances fire and Sings the stars. Good and evil. Ecstasy
and suffering. Extend, |oosen the bounds of your soul. Feel the One.

Anot her voice, that of an old woman, rose on the wi nd, whispering
t hrough the sage beyond the | odge covering. The eerie call haunted,
lost in reverie ..

Sout h, ever south we go .. . find an end to the bl owi ng snow. Death in
the high plains. Gthers come. Qur old path they follow from

Shelters they dig in the ground. Make themlike holes in the round.
Further .. . further south they go. Shelters.

Rock piled high. Raise the infants to the God in the sky. Earth, hey
earth, fromit spread.

Rai se the underworld fromthe Dead.

"What's she tal king about?" Wite Ash cried out, nmoved by the lilting
wor ds.

"Wl f Dream The Spiral turns, earth and peopl e changing, " the gentle
voi ce prompted. "Yours is the blood of First Man. You are the Mt her
of the People. You are the bridge between the earth and sky. Opposites
crossed. Follow the way. Seek .. . seek ..."

White Ash fell into a warm gray m st that wapped around her |ike
marten fur, soft, conforting, and warm She could feel a soul,
frightened, unsure, hovering close to her. She tried to see, to
penetrate the mst, finding only haze.



"Bright Moon? |Is that you? Were are you?"

"She's just beyond the One, " the famliar voice told her

"Feel the

freedom You and Bright Mon are One .. . and you are not. You are
bot h hi dden from yourselves in cloaks of illusion. You live the Dream

until the body fails as hers has done.

"Seek, White Ash. Seek the Power. Follow the Dreanms. The One brought
you here. The Peopl e change--the Spiral turns. The way has al ways
been south. Singing Stones knows. Prepare. Dreamin the high places.
Si ngi ng Stones knows the way to First Man's Spirit Bundl e.

"When the fire has burned, you are all that is left. You will be on
your own soon. You can becone the fire or the darkness. The Truth, or
the illusion. Seek the Bundle .. . seek...."

The gray mi st billowed around her, pulsing with the beat of her heart.
She could feel the soul of Bright Mon passing, noving around her I|ike
stream wat er around a rock, ebbing away in the gray m st until nothing
remai ned but a sweet menory.

Pain stitched her back, her head falling linply forward. Wth a jerk,
she caught herself, blinking awake in the dimlight of the |odge.
Before her, the fire had burned to isolated coals. The first fingers
of chill had stolen beneath the hide door. Reflexively she reached for
anot her knot of sagebrush and dropped it on the fire.

She | ooked over at Bright Moon. Her nother's eyes were open and a
snmle graced her lips. Wite Ash froze, the Dreamreplaying in her
m nd. "Bright Moon?" She reached, knowi ng even as she did that the
worman' s soul had departed. She'd felt that flight toward
Thunderbird--shared the warnth of its passing.

"Mother .. ." An ache built in her chest. She clasped Bright Mon's
cold hand. In a bare whisper she said, "I'll mss you. G in
peace. "

Weary, so very weary, she reached over and unrolled her bedding.
Building the fire up one last tine, she allowed herself to sink into a
troubl ed sl eep. Hints of the wonderful Dream played through her, like



sunl i ght through breeze stroked fir boughs. The feel of the One
lingered like the taste of honey on the tongue.

The words echoed in her head. "Seek the Bundle .. . seek.

Bad Belly sat with his back braced against the furs that lined the
earthen walls of Bitterbrush's house pit. He'd done his share in the
excavation of the pit. Having only one good hand, he could
nevert hel ess use his chest against the padded butt of a fire-hardened
digging stick to peel off strips of nmoist clay. Now he could imgi ne
the soil behind the hides, still striated with grooves left by the
digging. WarmFire, with Phl oxseed' s husband, Fl atsedge, and Bad
Belly's father, Cattail, had done the bear's share of the |abor,
peeling the soil |oose while his nother and his aunts hauled the dirt
to one side in baskets. After the roof supports had been planted in
the floor, stringers had been run across and rafter poles laid fromthe
ground surface outside to formthe slanted walls. WIllow fromthe
banks of the Cold Water had been cut and packed in. After the wll ow
had been woven into the rafters, grass was laid over the willow | acing
and the excavated earth had been packed over the whole. Part of Warm
Fire's soul had gone into the building of this structure that kept Bad
Belly fromw nd and weat her.

Warm Fire had been like the walls of the dwelling, sheltering Bad
Belly's existence in the Round Rock clan--a protective buffer against
the censure of his fanily.

Bad Belly tucked a willow shaft under his bad arm and used a chert
flake to peel the bark in long strips. Over the years he'd becone
proficient in the use of his left hand. No one could straighten wll ow
or make a dart shaft better than Bad Belly. He'd |l earned the secrets
of steam ng wood just so, using a shaft-straightener crafted from an
el k hurmerus to force the bends froma piece of wood. The forehsaft he
crafted fromhard choke cherry wood, which wouldn't split on inpact.
The work fulfilled his need to produce, to do sonething



to make up for the share of food he consuned. He'd gaze at the
conpl et ed product, knowi ng that part of his soul lingered in the worked
wood, mixing with the plant's Spirit where it lay in the very grain.

The flap pulled back and G andnot her ducked through. Larkspur pinned
himwith an irritated glare. Her weathered |ips sucked in around

t oot hl ess guns, giving her a sour expression. She wore it well. Bad
Belly tensed as she reached up to pull at her fleshy chin. In a cool
voi ce, Larkspur announced, "He wants to see you."

Bad Belly threw his materials to one side and lurched to his feet. "Is
he better?"

Grandnmot her shook her head, studying himas if to decide how nuch to
tell him "He wants to see you .. . alone.”

A knot seemed to draw tight in Bad Belly's throat. Al one? That's
what's nmade her suspicious ?

He ran outside into the invigorating chill. Trouble had di sappeared
fromhis place by the door--but then, he always did when he saw
Larkspur com ng. The others' dogs by the door whined and wagged their
tails. This tine Bad Belly didn't stop to pat themthe way he usually
di d.

Locked in thought, he raced across the tranpled snow to Larkspur's
shelter. The Spirit Wrld had turned a deaf ear to his plea. Wy?
What possible good could it serve to |l eave himalive and take Warm
Fire's life? Everyone needed Warm Fire. People depended on him In
times of famne, WarmFire's smle brought relief, as if the very
expression on his face sparked hope, brought smiles to haggard faces,
maki ng the difficult days seem shorter

Conpared to that, of what worth am1? He'd seen the thought reflected
in Larkspur's irritated eyes. Tuber's words clung to his nmenory. Bad
Bel | y ducked through the flap and into the suffocating reality of
Larkspur's | odge. Bitterbrush shot hima nervous snmile fromwhere she
sat holding Warm Fire's1 hand. Bl ack Hand nodded a greeting and left,
the flap sw ngi ng behind him

Bad Belly shifted nervously fromfoot to foot. Then Warm



Fire turned his head and smiled. Despite the gray color of his skin
and the sunken flesh, that smle parted the nurky haze |ike a shaft of
sunlight.

Bad Belly returned the smle, hoping that Warm Fire could sense the
| ove and hope in his soul. "Larkspur said you wanted to see nme?" Warm
Fire's weak nod betrayed his failing strength.

Bitterbrush cradled Warm Fire's head on a rolled hide before she rose
and stepped over to the door. In a | ow voice she warned, "Don't keep
himtoo long. Don't wear himout." She ducked out the doorway,
noccasi ns scuffing on the hard cl ay.

Bad Belly stepped around the fire and settled on the thick pile of furs
beside his friend. "How are you?"

Warm Fire coughed, the sound of it wacking Bad Belly to the bones.
"Like a rotten deadfall. Everything inside is gone punky and
crunbly.”

"You'll be better soon."

Warm Fire closed his eyes, swallow ng. "You know better than that."
H s chest rose in shallow breaths that rasped |i ke sandstone on wood.
"I feel floaty. Like nmy soul is ready to drift off. It's |ike snoke,
you know? Ready to rise and follow the wind."

"Maybe that's what healing feels like."

Warm Fire's snile ghosted across his bloodless |ips. He coughed again.
"I"'msorry, old friend. 1 hate the worry in people's eyes. | talked
to Tuber. Tried to explain."”

"He's young. He'll--"

"But | worry nost about you."

Bad Belly chuckled with forced ease. "Don't. I'mall right. Save
your strength and use it to bind your spirit to your body."

Warm Fire shook his head, the action feeble. "I've watched. | think
it's hardest on you." "I'mmaking a new dart shaft for you. One that
will fly through the air like a falcon--right to a buffalo's side. It's

for you. For your next hunt."

"I'f they hunt anong the Spirits.” WarmFire licked his lips. The



gurgling sound of his drowning |ungs sawed at Bad Belly's heart. "I'lI
m ss you the nost. You've brought happiness to ny life."

The response froze in Bad Belly's throat.

"I worry about you." WarmFire smled absently. "Bit terbrush, she'l
take care of herself. Raise the children. Find a new husband to keep
her. She's a Strong woman. But you-1 had a Dream™

"Il be fine. You know ne. | get along."

Warm Wnd's hand rose, the flat of the palmout in the hunter's age-old
sign for quiet. "You re not neant for this place."

"This is ny famly."

"Listen. | don't have rmuch tinme. | know you .. . know them Wen |'m
gone .. . |eave."

"I can't leave. This is ny--"

Wth as much passion as he could nuster, Warm Fire repeated, "CGo away,
my friend. Go .. . anywhere. North. | think that was the direction
in the Dream”

"Drean? What's this about a Drean?" Warm Fire blinked as though it
took great effort. "A beautiful Dream You're destined for greatness,
Still Water. You'll save the Dreaner.”

"You called me by ny real nane."

Warm Fire spasned in a terrible bout of coughing. Bad Belly lifted his
friend s head, helping himto breathe easier

"Yes .. ." Warm Fire whispered. "Leave. She needs you, you know. You
must find her. Trader conming. Go. Find the right path. It's in your
soul , your wonderful, rich, beautiful soul."

Bad Belly's throat went tight. "You've always--"

"They' ||l destroy you here. Beat you down bit by bit. Like a flower
that grows in the trail. The feet are too heavy here. Go. Find a

pl ace where you can blossomto true beauty. She needs you, needs the
conpassion in your soul, needs your |ove."

" She?"

WarmFire ranbled on as if he didn't hear. "That's what |'ve al ways
adm red about you. The love. It's in your eyes, shining there like a



fire on a dark night. They don't understand .. . never have. You're
the best of themall, Still Water. You nmade ny life worthwhile. You
gave me so ... nuch ..." He drifted off, eyes closing, neck nuscles
goi ng | ax. Anot her bout of coughi ng brought hi m awake agai n, and
red-stained fluid | eaked fromthe side of his nouth.

Bad Belly wiped it away and wi nced at the fever burning bright in Warm
Fire's body. "I'mthe one who owes you. Renenber the time | hurt ny
leg and you carried me in? Renenber the tine you--" He noved over and
cradled WVarm Fire's head in his |lap

"No!" WarmFire cried out. "I sawin the Dream You're the inportant
one. Power wants you. You're the one to save her, to bring her back
| ... Power sent me here. For you. | see that now | got to know

you, to take care of you for the right tinme. Power has strange ways.
Works curiously.”

"It's the sickness making you say these things. You'll see . tonorrow,
when you're better, you'll |augh about this. W'Ill both |augh.”

"You and I"--Warm Fire shivered violently--"we've never lied to each
other. W were special, you and |I. They never understood. Wn't lie
now. | feel nmy soul floating. Just had to warn you ... to tell you to
go seek the Dreamer. Promise nme. Promi se you'll |eave. Go north.

Find the Dreaner. Promse!"

Bad Belly wi ped away the beading sweat on Warm Fire's brow, not know ng
what to say.

"Promse!" WarmFire blinked as if his vision had gone out of focus.
H s fevered gaze | ocked on Bad Belly. "Promi sel

At his cry, Bitterbrush slipped through the flap. Like a furious cat,
she crossed the intervening space, eyes flashing. "Wat have you done?
Let himrest!"”

Bad Bel ly | ooked back and forth, confused, feeling trapped between
t hem

Warm Fire's burning hand gripped Bad Belly's, the squeeze painful even
gi ven his weakness. "Promise ne. It's the last gift you can give

ne. "

"I ... | promse."



"Prom se what?" Bitterbrush demanded, dropping to her knees.

"Bl ess you, Still Water. You'll find her. She needs you, needs your
| ove."

"Prom se what?" Bitterbrush repeated as she glared at Bad Belly.

"Between .. . us, wife. Leave himalone. He's .. . the way. The way
to the Spiral. The clan never understood."” Warm Fire coughed again
and turned his head to spit bl ood.

The Spiral ? What did he mean? Bad Belly bit his lips, a hollow
formng in his guts. "Rest. Rest, ny friend."

"Stay, Still Water. Stay and hold ne. | can see your soul. It's .
gl owi ng. Like the sun. Aowing .. He closed his eyes, his body
rel axing as he fell into sleep

Bitterbrush tugged Warm Wnd's braid fromwhere it lay in the spatters
of bright blood he'd coughed up. She | owered her voice. "What did you
prom se? Wio is this 'she' he's tal king about ?"

Bad Belly hesitated, then shook his head. "It was between us. A
private thing." He shrugged. "Maybe only fevered tal k."

She stared, wanting to pry it out of him afraid to take the chance of
waki ng her husband from his uneasy sl unber.

Bad Bel ly avoi ded her eyes. Wat did Warm Fire nmean? Leave? Seek out
some Dreaner? \What Dreaner? Where? He swal | owed hard, sweat running
down his flushed face. | prom sed. But | don't know what | prom sed
to do. Don't leave ne, Warm Fire. | don't understand.

Larkspur entered along with Bl ack Hand. The Heal er crossed and bent
down to feel WVarmFire's forehead. "He's grow ng weaker."

Larkspur studied Bitterbrush before she | ooked back and forth between
Warm Fire and Bad Belly. "Wat happened?"

"Not hi ng," Bad Belly munbl ed and turned his attention to nmenori zing
WarmFire's face. He studied the strong nose, the way WVarm Fire's

mout h had been made for |aughter. Like a man worki ng bone, he engraved
the lines and features in his soul to have forever. He held Warm

Fire's head reverently, recalling the tines they had | aughed, sharing a
good | oke.



Forgotten nights around the fire lived again in his nenory. As
clearly as if it had just happened, he renenbered Warm Fire's concern
as he ran experienced fingers over Bad Belly's injured | eg. "Not

br oken, but you'd better let ne carry you." And he had.

When Bad Belly | ooked up, Bitterbrush's expression betrayed her
irritation. Larkspur was reading it like a buffalo trail in snow. "Go
on back to your whittling, Bad Belly." Larkspur settled herself in her
pl ace. "You've stirred things up enough. Go finish your dart

shaft."”

"He asked ne to stay. To hold him" Anger heated in his belly. "You
can't ask ne to go. Not when he asked for ne to stay."

The hard set of her face ordered himnore el oquently than words.
“I'I'l hold him" Bitterbrush said as she noved forward.

Bad Belly closed his eyes for a nonent. Reluctantly he slid to the
side, easing WarmFire's head onto Bitterbrush's lap. Wy coul dn't
they let himhold his friend? Warm Fire had wanted that. Wy didn't

Bitterbrush say sonething? Stand up for himjust this once?

He reached down with the intent of w ping away a sparkling bead of
sweat that had started down Warm Fire's cheek

"Go." Larkspur's guttural voice stopped himshort. "He needs
peace. "

To withdraw his hand seemed the hardest thing he'd ever done. He
turned, hot glare nmeeting hers. Can | chall enge her?

A gleamlit in the old woman's eyes, a willingness to neet him to
crush and humiliate him

It's not worth it. It will destroy ne. WarmFire is right. There's
no good to cone of this. Nothing to be gained by fighting while ny
friend dies.

As he stood, Warm Fire's body jerked. Wthout waking, he cried out,
"No! The glowis leaving .. . leaving me .. floating."

Bad Belly turned back; his jaws clanmped and his good



hand cl enched into a fist. Larkspur had turned to Warm Fire; she
didn't see the hatred her grandson glared at her

"He's begun to rave. His soul is slipping around in his body," Black
Hand announced. "We need to snoke nore sweet grass to purify the
air.”

Larkspur's eyes narrowed to slits when she gl anced at Bad Belly, and
jerked her head toward the door

He stepped out into the afternoon |ight, experiencing a chill col der
than that driven by the wind. She wouldn't even let ne hold himwhile
he died. A single tear traced irregularly down his cheek, driven this
way and that by the w nd.

Chapter 3

Snow crunched under Brave Man's hi de-w apped w nter noccasins as he
broke trail up- the back of the ridge. Here, in the lee of the steep
ridge, the drift had piled deep as | ayers of snow settled, alternately
freezing and thawing into a treacherous sl ope.

Soon, the voices whispered in his head. Meat soon

Brave Man grow ed to hinmself, wincing at the headache that stabbed

t hrough his skull and seared his brain. The headaches grew worse when
Power cane on him Sometines, |ike now, they drove himto the point of

madness.

He sucked a cold breath into his Iungs and pounded out a flat place in
t he snow.

"Cat ching your breath?" Wnd Runner asked from bel ow.

Brave Man nodded, panting, blinking at the sudden agony that speared
his skull. Despite hinself, he cocked his head and wi nced. He caught

Wnd Runner's eyes on himand scow ed. | see the | ook in your eyes,
old friend. Watch all you want, you "Il never see the extent of the
pain. Nor will you ever know the fullness of the Power.

He hated Wnd Runner's perfect features--hated the way



t he young wonen | ooked at his one-tine friend with admration. Wnd
Runner stood tall and straight, with wellnuscled shoulders filling his
el k- hi de hunting coat. Amused eyes exposed Wnd Runner's buoyant soul
and brought life to his broad-cheeked face. His nobile nouth suited

| aughter and, warmsniles. Parallel lines of blue had been tattooed
into his forehead--the synbol of his speed and endurance.

Brave Man's heart hardened. Once the young woren had | ooked at him
that way, too. They had specul ated on what sort of husband Brave Man
woul d make. White Ash had [oved himthen, dreaned of the future with
him But that was back before he'd been killed and escaped fromthe
Canp of the Dead. That was before the headaches and the voices. Since
then, he'd tattooed black crosses into his cheeks--the sign of Power
and strength. He remmined coldly handsone for all that: his jaw
strong, nose prom nent and straight, and brow full and high over his
keen eyes.

Brave Man forced a false calminto his expression and paused to scan
the terrain behind them Rolling country stippled with sage spread
bel ow the ridge they clinbed. The sagebrush | ooked patchy, thick and
tall as a man's wai st in the drainages and thin and scrubby, often
growi ng no higher than a man's ankle, on the ridge tops and where the
soil was poor or rocky. A man could neasure the |and by the sagebrush
--tell the richness of the soil and the Iikelihood of finding water
When tall sagebrush nmixed with giant wild rye, the soil would be

danp.

Here, in the southern portion of this niserable basin, the sagebrush
grew short and gnarled. Fortunately, the nountains rinmng the east,
sout h, and west caught the clouds and fed rivers that ran through the
sere and rocky | and.

Fart her down the slope, the rest of the nen waited with darts in hand.
Brave Man filled his lungs and started up, lifting his feet high over
t he snow and hamrering his heels down hard to break the crust. Behind
him Wnd Runner followed, snow rasping on his clothing.

Brave Man stopped short of the crest and peered ahead. Yet another
desol ate vall ey unfol ded before him Gunting with irritation, he
pl aced a hand to shield his eyes fromthe



stinging wind and studied the far ridge, letting his gaze trace He
chuckl ed to hinself as the voices whispered, See? W told you. Meal
Meat soon

Four bl ack dots--buffal o--grazed the sparse ridge top to the
sout hwest .

Brave Man stepped to the crest and held up his hand to caution Wnd
Runner. One by one the Wiite Cay hunters clinbed up, stanping snow
fromtheir noccasins.

"There," Brave Man pointed. "Four. Meat. The Power has told ne." His
headache di m nished in intensity.

"Here's what we'll do," Badger said. "Brave Man, you and Wnd Runner
circle around this ridge. Cone up fromthe far side, but don't let the
wi nd betray you. Buffalo don't see good, but they have sensitive
noses. Watch the wind and come up fromunder the crest of that ridge.
Whi stling Hare and the rest of us will cross the valley here and
circle. Wen we're ready, soneone will run across so the buffal o can
snell him When that happens, we'll rush and push themonto the
drifted snow. You and Wnd Runner cut off any retreat. \Wen the
buffal o break through the crust, they'll be mred for a short tine.
That's our chance. If that drift is firm we can run out and dart al
four before they know what happened."

"Let's go." Wnd Runner tapped Brave Man on the shoul der. The
famliarity burned like cactus juice in a cut.

Uwilling to |l et Wnd Runner | ead anywhere, Brave Man forced his
muscl es harder. He cut out over the drift, breaking through and
chargi ng down across the crusted snow. Even that effort sapped his
strengt h.

Food. Need food, the voices whispered in his mnd. Body weak.

Brave Man battered his way onto the snowy slope below the drift and
t hreaded his way through the sage.

"You're still mad at nme," Wnd Runner observed from behind. "You stil
haven't forgiven nme for stopping you when you wanted to take White
Ash."

Brave Man wheel ed, jabbing a finger into his friend s chest. "You
meddl ed with Power, boy. She's mine. She and I, we're supposed to be
together ... for the future."



W nd Runner studied himcuriously, expression pinching. "Do you stil
think I was wong to stop you? She'd have hated you, you know. "

Brave Man shook his head, turning away, forcing his tired legs into a
trot. Over his shoulder, he called, "You only prolong the inevitable

and anger ne .. . and Power."
“Uh- huh."
"You don't understand, Wnd Runner. | was chosen, singled out by Power

for a reason. Power lies around us like a great web. Strands run
everywhere, through the rocks and brush as well as through men's soul s.
| went beyond--to the place the Soul Fliers both fear and seek.

escaped fromthe Canp of the Dead. | crawl ed over the bodies. That's
when the Spirits entered nmy head and began whi spering the way to ne.

Wien | saw Wiite Ash after No Teeth and Bobcat found me, | could sense
her Power. The voices told ne she would be nine. Together, she and
will make a new future for the People. Together, we will bring Power

to the People so that none are ever hungry again."
"You may know Power, old friend, but you don't know White Ash."

"And | suppose you do? Have you known her any |longer than |? Have you
spent nore time with her? Does she share her soul with you? Wat do
you know?"

"That she woul d have killed you for raping her. Onh, perhaps you m ght
have run off to the Broken Stones and renounced the White O ay. Perhaps
you coul d have kept her, but there's a strength in her | think you' ve
forgotten about. Maybe that blow to the head rattled your ability to

t hi nk, but remenmber that part of her soul is still Earth People."

"She's one of us."

W nd Runner snorted derisively. "One of us. Maybe. And maybe she
woul d have forgiven you for the rape. But if you'd carried her off
like a war captive to the Broken Stones, and if you'd ever struck her
she woul d have killed you, Brave Mn."

"Fool! Power woul d never have let that happen. No, it might have
taken a while, but she'd turn to ne--to Power in the end."



"You believe that, don't you?" Wnd Runner sighed, "I don't know
what's happened to you. What happened to the brave youth you once
were? Listen, why don't you let dd Falcon Sing for your ..."

' Tool!" Brave Man gl ared over his shoulder. "I have never forgiven
you for what you did that day. Perhaps | never will. Wiy do you care?
You can't have her. O does your penis throb with incest?"

Wnd Runner frowned. "I'll never touch her. Not as |long as she's ny
cousin."

"Then | eave her to her destiny."

Brave Man's grow ng anger spurred himto sprint ahead. He cleared the
end of the ridge and searched for the buffalo. They continued to
graze, unconcerned, on the ridge.

He and Wnd Runner dropped into a drai nage and worked their way closer
"How | ong do you think we have before they spring the trap?" Wnd
Runner asked anxi ously.

Brave Man squinted at the clouds, judging the |ocation of the obscured
sun. "Not long. W'd better run or the People mght starve."

Panti ng and gaspi ng, Brave Man forced hinself up the |ast slope. The
bul k of the ridge hid his progress fromthe quarry. H s | egs quaked
and trenbl ed, and the headache had begun to pound agai nst his tenples
agai n. Behind, Wnd Runner's nopccasins crunched a cadence in the snow.
If it killed him he'd maintain the | ead, do anything to keep Wnd
Runner from beating himto the anbush site.

"Careful,” Wnd Runner whi spered between ragged pants of breath as they
neared the top

Brave Man jerked his head in a curt nod and worked up under the drift.
The snow | ooked perfect here. He crept to the sharp cornice and raised
his eyes. He could see the top of a shaggy hunp perhaps two dart casts
away. O ose, very close

W nd Runner pointed to the basin. Brave Man coul d barely make out A d
Fal con, Dancing, arns lifted to the sullen skies. He smrked to
hi nsel f. The ol d man knew not hi ng of Power.

A yell rang out in the distance.

"Cet ready," Brave Man nout hed, making sure a dart |ay



securely nocked in his atlatl. He rose until he could make out the
buf fal o. They had bunched and begun to nmove up the ridge at a fast
trot. Suddenly they stopped and mlled. A |loud whoop rang out on the
air and the buffalo turned, stanpeding out onto the drift.

"Now " Brave Man call ed. He | eaped, crashing through the feathered
edge of the drift and wiggling himself up on the hard crust of snow.
Heart lurching, he scranbled to his feet and prayed the crust would
hol d him

The buffalo wallowed in the deep snow, bucking and ki cking as they
fought for footing. Frosty breath puffed around their snow caked faces
as they grunted with effort and fear

The voices shrieked in Brave Man's head as he stopped short, sent his
arm back, and threw his body wei ght behind a cast. The dart nade a
sodden thunmp as it drove into the |l ead cow s side. The inpact bounced
the main shaft back alnpbst to Brave Man's feet, driving the fore shaft
deep into the buffalo's lungs and the big bl ood vessels there.

Brave Man whooped, slipping to one side as he nocked his second dart. A
yearling, barely nore than a calf, bleated in terror, its frozen breath
rising on the chill air. Brave Man | aughed as he stared into its
fear-bright eyes. He launched his mssile as the calf tried to wheel
The dart struck a rib, separating the fore shaft and snapping the chert
point off even with the binding.

Brave Man grow ed to hinmself as he nocked his third dart, hopped
forward, and cast. This time he hit his mark perfectly and drove the
killing point deep into the calf's chest cavity.

He turned, his last dart ready to cast at the remaining buffalo. Wnd
Runner's broad back bl ocked his aim

A possible vision of the future struck him his dart driving through
Wnd Runner's coat, piercing the skin of the man's back, slicing

t hrough the nuscles as it crushed the ribs and drove into the

pi nk-white tissue of Wnd Runner's lungs. Sharp stone would | ance the
heart to spill bright red blood into the chest cavity before the
needl e-sharp point ate into the breastbone on the other side.

An accident! the voices chortled. No one could know. Accidents
happen in the niddl e of the hunt.



W nd Runner's body contorted as he drove a dart into a struggling
buffal o cow.

Brave Man heard the th wok of inmpact and watched the dart shaft bounce
back, sailing high to be caught by the wi nd and whi sked over the edge

of the drift. The cow bellowed in fear and pain as she junped, getting
one foreleg onto the crusted snow. She bell owed powerful ly again, her

wei ght col l apsing the crust. Blood bl ew out of her nostrils, spattered
across the snow

Brave Man | ooked around. The fourth buffalo lay on its side, chest
heavi ng, bl ood draining fromthe nose and nout h.

He turned back, glancing at his own animals, collapsed onto their
bellies, and supported by the deep drift.

"Food," Wnd Runner whispered as he dropped to his knees and lifted his
hands to the cl oudy skies. A Song of thanks broke fromhis I|ips.

Acci dents happen, the voice whispered in Brave Man's mind. He bent

down, picking up one of his dart shafts. Fromthe pouch dangling at

his belt, he took a fore shaft slipping it into the socket and tw sting
it toset it in place. All he needed to do' Ah-hey! They did it!"
Whistling Hare cried as he trotted over the crest of the ridge. "Al
four! Dead! Food! Food!"

Warm Fire's body | ooked terrible. His flesh nmight have been pinched
fromthe lifeless clay of the riverbank. The skin hung | oosely, sunken

around the skull. Still, Larkspur and Linbercone had painted his face
gaily, and the finest of |eather clothing adorned his corpse.
Rabbi t - bone beads, bear claws, olivella shells, and brilliant tanager

feathers denonstrated his place in the hearts of the clan. Now he | ay
next to the rounded hole that would be his final resting place. Wnd
played with his lifeless braids on the frozen sand.

They had wal ked down the trail fromthe canp as they sang the song of
nmour ning. Cattail, Flatsedge, Black Hand, and Pretty Wrman's husband,
Big WIlow, bore the body on



t heir shoul ders. Behind came Linbercone, Larkspur, and Bitterbrush,
the children, and then Bad Belly's aunts and their children.

Larkspur had deci ded where to bury Warm Fire: on the w ndbl own crest of
a sand dune that overlooked the valley and the rising bulk of Geen
Mountain to the south. WarmFire's spirit would have a good vi ew of

t he Col dwater valley. Sagebrush thinned out into thick grass near the
river. The dune had formed off the end of the worn granite that
protected Round Rock canp fromthe prevailing wind. Beyond that, the
rounded gray peaks caught the morning sun. Here, in the dunes, Warm
Fire's spirit would feed the phlox and curly dock, the sagebrush and
greasewood. If a person had to die, there were worse places to be

buri ed--but then, Larkspur had no doubt |ooked for a place were the

di ggi ng woul d be easy, too. Sand dunes, even when frost-hardened, were
not difficult to excavate.

Bad Belly waited at the rear of the line of mourners. Trouble stood
beside him ears pricked while the wind teased his bl ack-and-white fur
Larkspur had given the dog a terrible | ook as they'd wal ked down from
the canp. Bad Belly hadn't been able to send hi m back--not after al
the tines that Warm Fire had played with the dog and saved hi m speci al
treats. Trouble whined softly as if he, too, understood that a

ki ndness had left the world. Only Bad Belly would save himbits of
neat now.

Tattered cl ouds scudded across the gray sky, driven by the bitter w nd
that whistled out of the west. Existence had turned as cold as the
frozen ground the nourners stood on

VWhat would life be |like without Warm Fire? Who would Bad Belly talk
to? Bitterbrush? No, she would be too busy with her children now that
Warm Fire was no |onger around to help. She'd remarry at the

Gat hering, of course; as a young w dow capabl e of childbirth--and heir
to the canp and its resources--she'd be fought over. Wen not with
Tuber and Lupine, her time would be spent listening to Li nbercone and
Larkspur plan the next seasonal rounds.

Warm Fire, you asked me to stay and hold you. | would have, old
friend. I would have if they had let ne. He just



hadn't been able to defy the threat in Larkspur's eyes. Shanme filled
hi m

Never again. | can't do it. | can't continue to hate nyself because
can't stand up to her.

The pang in Bad Belly's gut sharpened as Fl atsedge and Big WI I ow

| owered Varm Fire's corpse into the shallow hole they'd hacked out of
the wi ndward side of the sand hill They had to pull WarmFire's |egs
up against his chest and bend his body so it would fit.

Tears streaked Tuber's round cheeks and dribbled off his chin. At the
sight, Bad Belly couldn't stop his own tears. They shared this

| oss--he and his nephew. Bl ack Hand chanted a Spirit Song to the Earth
Mot her, inploring that she take Warm Fire's soul

Bitterbrush held Lupine's hand in a tight grip, as if the little girl
m ght slip away fromher, too. At five, Lupine barely understood what
was happeni ng. She watched with wi de brown eyes, a finger in her
mout h. The wind played with the fringes of her antel ope-hide dress,
whi ppi ng t hem around her thin brown | egs.

Larkspur stood beside Black Hand, staring at the corpse with glittering
eyes as if she renenbered sonething | ong past and nearly forgotten

Agai nst the background of wi nd-drifted snow, her hunched sil houette
rem nded Bad Belly of a crane stooped over the shallows, ready to stab
darting mnnows fromthe waters. The others crowded around,

hol | ow eyed gl ances shifting fromBitterbrush to Black Hand to the gray
corpse in the ragged hole. Bad Belly turned away, hearing the rising
chant as everyone Sang, blessing WVarm Fire's body to the earth,

rem nding his soul that they' d been good to him that he had no reason
to conme back and haunt them

Larkspur lifted her hands, stilling the Singing. "First Man! Earth
Mot her! Hear us! This day we return the body of WVarmFire to you.
Take the strength of his body. Let the things that grow make use of
his flesh. Let the grass grow thick here so the antel ope and buffalo
can eat it. Take his Spirit and give it a special place where the
goosefoot will grow green and rich with seeds.



"Earth Mother, fromyou we take our bounty. To you, one day, we al
return. First Man, as you have given to us, so do we give back to you.
Take this Warm Fire. He is a good man, a strong man, returned to you
before his tine. Wth the gift of his body and soul, we ask you to
hear our pleas for good weather, rich plants, and many buffal o, elk,
and ant el ope.

"We, your People, renenmber and honor you for the things you have given
us." At that, she--the elder of the clan--bent down and grasped a
handf ul of cold sand. She stepped forward and sprinkled it on Warm
Fire's chest.

Tuber cried out, grabbing at Bitterbrush's dress and hiding his face
whi l e he bawl ed. One by one, the people of the Round Rock cl an
gathered fistfuls of sand and dropped themon WarmFire's tucked
corpse. Bad Belly forced hinself forward, feeling as if his |linbs had
been carved of wood. He bent down and gripped a handful of the sand.
The gritty chill deadened his flesh. He hesitated as he stared down at
t he sand-spattered body in the hole. Not Warm Fire. No shadow of

wi ckedness ever lurked in that tender soul

H s hand shook as he opened his fingers. The crunbl ed sand struck the
body with a hollow sound. The welling sadness within left Bad Belly
enpty, as though the spark that warmed his soul had gone dead. He
stared out over the Cold water valley where sage and snow created a
chilly nosaic. What is left for me? What will | do now that Warm
Fire's gone? Wio will |ove ne?

He blinked suddenly. The black wolf stood notionless and watching from
behi nd a screen of sagebrush a dart's cast away. Bad Belly started to
poi nt and thought better of it, knowing that the animal would have

di sappeared into the rocks by the tine people | ooked. From across the
di stance, he could feel those piercing yellow eyes burning into him

CGo. Leave .. . WarmFire's words haunted him Find the Dreaner.



A ridge top made a m serable place to butcher buffalo.

W nd Runner stooped over the little fire, extending grateful fingers.
Tiny flames |icked greedily around the grease wood and sage he fed the
fire. The wind | anced knives of cold into his back and arrogantly
tossed his braids where they hung out of his fox-hide hood. Through
slitted eyes he stared at the snow crusted | andscape surroundi ng the
kill site. In front of him the hill dropped off into greasewood
flats. Beyond that, the land thrust up in a series of ridges, with
bare ground exposed on the w ndward sl opes and snow piled into deep
drifts on the leeward sides. Deflated cobble surfaces and short fringe
sage topped nost of the ridges. Occasional outcrops of buff sandstone
poked through the snow. The sky hung sullen overhead --gray and heavy
with the threat of storm Another gust of wi nd shoved at him bl asting
crystals of snow against his back and worrying the flames into bright
yel l ow as ash and enbers bl ew out over the frozen ground.

W nd Runner grinned to hinself. The hunt had been perfect. He

squi nt ed agai nst the blustery weather, |ooking back over his shoul der
to where the other nen toiled, half hidden by the tortured ground
blizzard, hip-deep in the bl ood-soaked drift. Meat: a godsend--despite
the blasting wind that sucked a man's heat away with the whinpering
wraiths of snow Four |ife-saving buffalo.

As long as a man worked the warm carcasses, he could keep the feeling
in his fingers. But let himstand up and carry a saggi ng pi ece of mneat
to the place where they left it to freeze in the snow, and needl es of
ice lanced his fingers to nunb the joints. Blood and nelted snow
soaked into noccasins, freezing as the wind glazed ice on the worn

hi de. Nasty work, this--and so wonderful at the sane tine.

Brave Man wal ked up onto the firmer footing of the ridge top and
crouched down, taking an antler baton to strike flakes fromthe bl unted
edge of a quartzite biface he used as a butchering tool. The baton

made a dull, smacking sound agai nst the background nmpban of the wind.
The thin flakes of stone tinkled nusically at the warrior's feet.

Wnd Runner's gut tensed. What was it about Brave Man



that set himon edge so? Every tine they were together these days, he
had the feeling that a hair separated them from vi ol ence. Brave Man's
attitude had becone diffident, carrying an underlying threat he
conceal ed poorly.

He's waiting. A shiver unrelated to the icy wind slipped down W nd
Runner's backbone. |If those voices in his head ever tell himto, he'l
kill ne.

| mmges of the past returned: the tines they'd chased each other, played
dart and hoop, captured snakes and birds, and westled in the grass.
Now their friendship had been riven-split |ike weathered wood by a
stone maul. How could two best friends go in such opposite directions?
Brave Man coul d have had Wite Ash for a wife. Despite the longing in
Wnd Runner's heart, he'd accepted her love for Brave Man. To

entertain any other idea was to flirt with incest. And she had | oved
the old Brave Man with all her heart. But this new Brave Man? This
stranger? He'd killed her Iove as brutally as he killed the enem es of
the Wite d ay.

W nd Runner shook his head, baffled. Power did funny things to

peopl e--especially to those who could claimto have been to the Canp of
t he Dead. Except, in Brave Man's case, Wnd Runner couldn't be sure
somet hing hadn't tainted the Power--turned it evil

"You trying to own that fire?" Sage Chost asked as he huddl ed down
next to Wnd Runner, extending blood encrusted fingers to the tiny
bl aze.

"Pretty cold."

"Yeah." Sage Ghost sniffed at his running nose. "Listen, someone
needs to return to canp and tell them It's better to nove canp over
here than to carry all this back."

W nd Runner squinted around, |ooking at the snow caked country.
Triangul ar-shaped drifts stippled the surface, tapering out behind the
sagebrush. "Were do you think? | don't see nuch shelter out here."
Sage Gnhost shivered, rocking back and forth to keep his feet warm
"I"1l have Bobcat and Brave Man | ook around, see if they can find
somepl ace close. Unless, that is, you want to throw a couple of these
buffal o over your shoul der and run hone with thenf"



W nd Runner grinned, exposing his straight white teeth. "Sure, uncle.

"Il take two ... if you take the rest."
Sage Gnhost shared the joke, a smle crinkling his face. "I want you to
go back to camp for another reason. | feel sonething. | don't know

what, just an unease. It's sonmething to do with canp. Go and see for
me? Take care of Bright Moon and Wihite Ash. Make sure they're al
right."

W nd Runner shot hima curious |ook. "You talked to A d Fal con about
this? Maybe it's a Spirit Dream™

Sage Gnhost pursed his lips, gaze intent on the fire. "No. It's just a
feeling." He paused. "Go and bring the canp. We'll have a place
pi cked out for it."

"Be a long day to nake it back to canp. Then naybe two days to get
everyone here. The old ones and the little children don't wal k fast.
W don't want to canp out in that w de-open flat, either. The wi nd
woul d blow us right to the top of the Wl f People's nmountains.”

Sage Ghost's face went taut. Hi s eyes darted over the snowy hills as
if searching for hidden eneny warriors slithering through the sage.
"Don't even think it."

"I wish we had sonepl ace else to go."

"Maybe south .. . maybe down there beyond those mpuntains." Sage CGhost
shi el ded his face against the wind and stared at the irregul ar peaks
that rose against the southern horizon. "I was there once. Power took
me there. | stole White Ash fromthe People of the Earth. Maybe we

can find a place where the People of the Earth will |eave us al one.™
Sage Gnhost shook his head. "White Ash was young then, but she said
that the People of the Earth al ways had enough to eat. Unlike us, they
know t he plants. Wen aninmals are scarce, they eat seeds, roots, dried
| eaves. The Traders say the same thing, that the Earth Peopl e al ways
have food."

"You thinking about eating plants?"

Sage Gnhost | aughed nervously. "There's sonmething to be said for it if
you know you'll have a full belly."

"El k and buffalo eat plants. | don't notice thick pads of fat on their
backs t hese days."

"The Earth People pick the plants in the summer and fall. They coll ect
seeds and dry themover a fire. Sone they char



on the outside so they don't get noldy. Then, what they collect, they
store for the winter--and hunt at the same tinme. Elk and buffalo don't
store plants. They just let the snow cover up all their graze."

"They don't hunt, either."

"That's why nen have the best of everything. W can eat plants and
hunt, too."

"You really want to eat plants?"

"I notice we Trade a lot of dried buffalo neat for those pine-nut cakes
the Traders bring north."

W nd Runner snorted. "You' ve given me sonething to think on while I go
to get the canp. Four buffalo won't last long with all those hungry

nmout hs. Maybe | can kill something on the way. Stretch the food a
little."

"You do that. And take good care of your aunt. |I'mworried about

her."

"I will. | get a nervous feeling nyself when you have these spells. As
| recall, you had a prenponition about that canp up on the Fat

Beaver--just before the Black Point cane and drove us out." Wnd
Runner stood, using a thunbnail to peel dried blood out of his
cuticles. "I'll take a little of that meat. Don't know who mi ght need
it."

"I'"1l help you put together a pack."

As Wnd Runner set out for the canp, he | ooked back at the |ast of the
coals fromhis fire, they were blowing away to die in the snow Power
had al ways been close to Sage Ghost. Wat did this feeling nmean? W nd
Runner paused, studying the scattered remants of ash .. . and

shi ver ed.

Brave Man cut across the ridge, staring thoughtfully at Wnd Runner's
figure as it slowy disappeared beyond the crest of the hill. A single
dark dot against the snow, it bobbed as it nmade its way north.

Sonet hing soured in Brave Man's belly.

So, ny old friend, you go to bring the People. And with them you wll
bring Wiite Ash. He chuckl ed and | ooked up at the gray sky, where the
stormetched patterns in the clouds. COccasional specks of snow drifted
down--snmal |, delicate flakes that shot past himin the ever-present
gusts of w nd.



He' d Dreamed during the night, reliving the hunt as he lay wapped in
his robe. The wi nd had been bad, noaning in the darkness before

sl owi ng between gusts to whisper in the sage. In that half-state,

al nrost Dream al nost thought, he'd heard the voice of the wind. It had
whi spered to him talking in the manner of Spirit Power. He'd felt the
lure of the gray mist, understood its promi se and its nature. Sonething

wonder ful , Powerful, lay behind the obscuring haze. Fromit, he'd
heard voices lifted in Song. He'd felt the tendrils of Power caressing
his soul. If only he could find the way to the center of that nystica

wonder. The voices had told himthat sonething inportant woul d happen
soon. Once again the voices had prom sed himWite Ash--and the Power
that woul d be hers.

I will have to kill you someday. Wnd Runner. | can feel it through
the Power--feel the way it will be as your blood spurts onto my hand,
red and warm

Brave Man cl osed his eyes against a stab of blinding pain. The
headache had begun to throb again, splintering his thoughts. He could
renmenber lying in the grass as he and Wnd Runner told jokes and

| aughed. What had happened to that friendshi p? Wiere had it all gone?
Power had come to him but at what cost? Before he escaped fromthe
Canp of the Dead, he'd never heard the voices. During that om nous
sumer--two years ago; was it really that | ong?--the Wite day had
canped on the banks of the Fat Beaver River to the north. There the
narrow | eaf cottonwoods grew thick in the green bottons. Lush grasses
brought herds of bison to enjoy the bounty." Hunting had been good.
He and Wnd Runner had been cl ose then, sharing one heart as they

di scussed the prospects of manhood. Wite Ash had bl ossonmed into a
young wonan, giving Brave Man intinmate | ooks of prom se

Everyt hi ng changed when the Bl ack Point destroyed the canp in a
surprise attack. The Bl ack Point had been in desperate need of new
hunting ranges--and the Wite Clay held the Fat Beaver valley. On that
norni ng, Bl ack Point warriors had expl oded out of the cottonwoods,

how ing their war cries, racing between the | odges as the shocked canp
cane awake

The day before, Brave Man and Wnd Runner had pl ayed



anong those very trees, casting their darts at targets, talking about
how t hey woul d be tattooed as men before the next. w nter passed.
They' d tal ked of hunting, and of war, dream ng together and | aughing as
they lay in the thick grass and batted at npsquit oes.

W dreamed then. Before you turned against me, old friend. Brave Man
spit into the snow.

At the shouts of warning, he'd come awake in his father's |odge. Like
everyone el se, he'd ripped his robes aside, grabbed up his atlatl and
darts, and charged out of the |odge, naked and frightened. Qutside,
confusion reigned. Warriors shouted and whooped as they charged

t hrough the canp. Wnen screanmed and children cried out in terror

A tall warrior grabbed Rock Mouse by the hair as she ran from her

| odge, pulling her over backward and throw ng her on the ground. Brave
Man grimaced as he relived the sight, seeing the sun glint off a
stone-hafted war club raised high to bash the woman's brains out.
Acting by instinct, Brave Man planted his feet, nocking a dart in the
hook of his atlatl. Wth all of his strength--anple even then--he
drove a dart into the man's back. Too bad he possessed only a boy's
dart tipped with a crudely chipped point. A man's dart, with its
finely crafted point, mght have driven clear through the warrior and
st opped hi m where he stood.

The warrior shrieked, letting | oose Rock Muuse's hair and spinning
around. In that second, Brave Man had nocked a second dart, flinging

it intothe man's chest. The warrior charged forward and Brave Man net
the charge, driving a third dart into the man's belly by hand. Toget her
they tumbl ed on the ground, Brave Man fighting for his life, kicking
and scream ng, no match for the tall warrior's adult strength. He
stared into the man's frenzied eyes .. . and saw death. The warri or
faltered, blood beginning to | eak out the edges of his nouth,
spattering hot on Brave Man's face with each strai ned exhal e.

Brave Man snmashed the pal mof his hand into the man's face, w ggling
away. He stood, staring in awe as the warrior tried to crawl toward
him Frothy blood dribbled fromthe man's mouth, crimnmson bubbles
spotting the ground.



He never knew what happened after that. Only later did Rock Muse

tell himthat she'd called out, pointing; another warrior had come up
from behi nd. Rock Mouse told himthat he'd started to turn--and that
the blow neant to cave in the top of his skull had laid his scal p open
dashing himto the ground.

But | lived. The inmage dulled and slipped into the fog of his
nenory.

As he stood in the snow, watching Wnd Runner's progress, Brave Mn
fingered the jagged scar hidden by his thick hair. The voi ces cackl ed
in his ear, soothing the pain of his headache. The nenvories re-forned,
sifting out of a foggy haze ... Brave Man had regai ned consciousness in
the dark. Blinding pain burned through his head. H s vision was

bl urred; things |ooked fuzzy, while spots of |light danced in the

dar kness. The rattle of the cottonwdod | eaves in the night breeze
sounded |i ke Dancing bones, clattering and bangi ng agai nst each

ot her.

He'd stunbled to his feet, taken two steps, and fallen on the corpse of
a warrior killed by a-boy's practice darts. In the Canp of the Dead,

he cried out in terror and staggered around the enpty | odges. He made
his reeling, weaving way through the corpses that |ay everywhere. He
recogni zed the face of his father, bloated, half eaten away by sone
scavenger. Hi s mother's body |ay supine, her gut ravaged. In the
background, dark shapes slunk anmong the dead, avoiding his path as they
slipped through the shadows on silent feet.

Through the agony of his throbbing head, he could hear voices that
urged himto flee. Possessed by a driving horror, he broke into a run
only to trip on a broken | odge pole. He | anded on another corpse, the
worman' s body al ready bl oated and hi ssing noxi ous gases.

He' d backed away, aware of the stench on his hands after pushing

hi nsel f off the corpse. G bbering in fear, he'd bolted out of the Canp
of the Dead and into the grass beyond. The souls of the angry dead
rustled in the air, reaching for himw th corrupted fingers. He felt
their plucking grip. Then the world spun around him lifting and



falling, spinning and going black. He didn't feel the fall, but
lights blasted through his head when he hit the ground. He'd lain
stunned, the rich green odor of grass filling his nostrils as
consci ousness fled ahead of the pounding pain inside his skull

When he'd cone to again, the sun rode high in the sky, piercing,
blinding his bleary eyes. He'd stretched out in tall grass while birds
sang and chirped in the trees above. H s head ached and pounded,
vision still split and fragnented. The voices inside his head

whi spered and called to him sometines |aughing, sonmetines crying

hi deousl y.

When he'd tried to sit up, everything shimered and went gray. Trees,
whol e at first glance, split into several inages with the next. He
craw ed, coming to the canp, seeing unfamliar-1looking warriors wal ki ng
anong the | odges. Sone had stuffed packs with bel ongings they'd

| ooted. I mages of the death canmp spun out of the darkness of his

m nd.

The voices had cried out, shrieking at himto flee, to run and hide
fromthis horror. Choking on fear, he'd forced hinself back on hands
and knees. Nausea had fl ooded his body, and he'd been sick to his
stomach while the world |lurched and spun about him For a long tine
he'd crawl ed, driven on by the blasting pain in his head. Flies had
buzzed around the matted blood in his hair.

He had to keep on crawing. If he stopped, the dead woul d get him The
menace | urked just behind him waiting for himto make a m st ake,
waiting for his courage to fail, if just for an instant.

The foll owi ng days had never made sense to him H s nenory might have
been a finely crafted obsidian point crushed by a heavy quartzite
hamrer stone--shattered into too many slivers to be fitted together
again. He renenbered bits and snatches: tines of hunger, when he
caught and ate grasshoppers and robbed birds' nests of eggs; hiding in
t he grass, whinpering and crying while the voices chided him The ache
in his head alternately throbbed and subsi ded. The sun burned his
naked back. When storns roiled through the heavens, he shivered and
shuddered in chill rain. His feet burned with cactus thorns, then
cracked and bl ed, while grasses and brush scratched red welts into his
ski n.



After four days of hunger and no water, a Power Dream had possessed
him He'd fallen asleep on a rocky ridge top, too exhausted to go on
He'd heard the chanting, felt the Power. Hi s soul had fl oated,
drifting and falling, rising like a leaf on the wind. He'd felt the
soft cushion of the gray haze and had cried out at the pleasure of it.
He'd drifted in the mist and at |ast settled slowy until he could
percei ve a gol den gl ow.

"What are you? Who have you become?" A beautiful voice--so different
fromthe whi spers of the dead--haunted the tw ning patterns of

shi mreri ng gold. The sound of a roaring fire sonewhere in the distance
filled the honeyed air.

"I am Brave Man. | have escaped fromthe Canp of the Dead." "What
will you do with Power? You are not who you once were. Your soul is
changed."” The gold billowed and conpressed. "I will destroy--as ny
enem es tried to destroy ne."

He is changed, a chorus of voices called through the mist. Like too
stone that has been heat-treated for too | ong, he has becone sonething
different. He has nixed Power with pain and suffering. H's soul is
bent from our needs--tainted by a green ember of rage.

"\Where are you?" Brave Man called out, seeking the source of the
Power--only to be rebuffed, pushed back, shoved away fromthe gol den
haze. He struggl ed, seeking the wondrous rapture, and shrieked his
m sery as the Power repulsed himwth viol ence.

He awoke, gasping, rocks torturing his naked flesh. He sobbed then
devastated by the sweet beauty of the gol den haze that had been denied
hi m

"Il find you," he pronmi sed the cloud-darkened skies. "I've felt your
Power--and I'lIl have it for my own." He lifted a knotted fist to the
heavens. "I swear it on ny honor! Nothing will stop Brave Man!

WLL

DESTROY YOU' "

He' d col | apsed then, and cried his lonely frustration while a wol f
how ed omi nously into the night.

Sout h, the voices of the dead whispered in his head. The word had
stuck in his mind and he'd forced hinself to swim



the flood-swollen Fat Beaver River, stunbling ever southward. He'd
stayed to the drainage bottons, avoiding the rugged terrain of the
upl ands and eati ng whatever cane to hand.

But | lived. | proved nyself worthy of the Power. | escaped fromthe
Canp of the Dead and the horror that chased ne.

When No Teeth and Bobcat had finally found him they'd cried out a
friendly greeting. He'd stared at them knowi ng them vyet puzzled by
who they were. They wapped himin a soft hide and told himthey'd

t hought he was dead, that the Black Point had killed him Rock Muse
had seen it happen with her own eyes.

The two friends had cared for himand told himwhat had happened after
the raid. The People had fled south across the Fat Beaver, and there
had been an angry shouting match in the council. Bl ack Eagle and G ay
Thunder had split off from Wistling Hare's band, each taking those of
the Wiite Cay who would foll ow. Sorme went west al ong the Fat Beaver,
some east. Whistling Hare had taken a third band--the one he had

f ound- - and headed sout h.

No Teeth and Bobcat brought him ragged and starved, to Whistling
Hare's camp. There A d Fal con had sung a Healing, and Brave Man had
gotten better. H's nmenory had come back, and the dizzy spells becane
less frequent. His feet healed, as did his scratches and cuts. Wnd
Runner would come to sit with himand talk. But the world had changed
for Brave Man. The Spirits whispered in his ear, naking him promn ses
and warni ng hi mof danger. The nenory of the sweet gray nist and the
golden rapture it nmasked |urked just beyond his grasp

"I escaped fromthe Canmp of the Dead," he rem nded hinsel f. Power had
cone to him He'd been chosen. Everyone knew that Soul Fliers could
purify thensel ves by Singing and fasting. When they did, they could
free their souls fromtheir bodies and fly to the Canp of the Dead to
recover | ost souls; but that took years of preparation--and a skilled
Soul Flier to teach the way.

"But | crossed with ny body. No one has Power |ike Brave Man." As he
said it, the Spirits gibbered to thenselves in agreenent.



On the ridge, Brave Man narrowed his eyes, staring after Wnd Runner
He wi nced at the slight pain that |anced the side of his head.
Sonething will happen soon, the voices prom sed. Soon

"Li mbercone? Wuld you and the rest |eave us?" Larkspur, in the back

of the | odge where she sat next to Black Hand, notioned at her daughter
with a birdlike hand. Linbercone --always dutiful--nodded, taking
Cattail and Phl oxseed with her. Phloxseed's children, both of them
boys, had |long ago married out to Wiite Sandstone and G easewood cl ans.
Bot h had made good nmtches--matches that brought prestige and the

perm ssion to hunt in those clans' territories if hard times cane to
the Round Rock clan. ' Wen the door hangi ng dropped in place,

Lar kspur bowed her neck, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. Her eyes

had gone misty recently and she couldn't see so well in the dark these
days. She reached back and dropped nore sagebrush on the fire. The
flames | eaped up to illuminate the four center posts that supported the

roof. She studied the flames for a nonent before |eaning back on the
thick furs that cloaked the dirt wall of the |odge. Firelight gl owed
redly on the rafters and played on the bundl es hangi ng just overhead.

"So." She turned to Black Hand. "Tell me about this wtching
busi ness. Is Three Forks serious about it? Do you want nme to find
out ?"

Bl ack Hand stretched his | ong body and arched his back. Hi s expression
strained as if pained.

She chuckl ed dryly. "That old wound still bothering you?"

"Yes. A man |like nme should know better than to turn his back on a
trapped buffalo .. , even if he thinks it's dead." He spread his
hands. "I don't know .. . yes, if you would. See how nmuch of G een
Fire's complaint is really serious and how nuch is sinply anger over
the death of her husband. He was an old man--weak in the soul.
didn't witch anyone.™



Lar kspur rubbed her forehead and worked her toothless gunms. "Well, |
could send Bad Belly to Three Forks."
"Hi n? Are you sure? | mean, he ... well "
gl um | ook.

Bl ack Hand gave her a

Larkspur reached over with a tal oned hand and patted his knee. "He'll
do anything I tell himto. Oher than the fact that he'll take orders
i ke a browbeaten puppy, he's not of nuch use. He's only half a man
with that bad armof his. Does as nmuch work as a boy and eats like a
man. | don't know what to do with him What good is he? Took ne

al nrost three years to marry himoff and then he made a ness of it. GCot
to asking questions and poking into stuff he shouldn't have. She threw
hi m out . "

Bl ack Hand | aughed. "Golden Flax isn't exactly all right, either. She
has her own strange quirks and probl ens."

Larkspur grimaced. "l don't know what happened. Maybe evil Spirits
cane around when Bad Belly was born. Wth all of his failings, you
woul dn't ever guess that Cattail was his father. Bad Belly al ways
seens to bring rotten luck. He's not bad hinself, nmind you; he just
never thinks about what he's supposed to be doing. Al ways |ocked in
his head, tied up with questions about usel ess things. You want to
know where the biscuit root is comng up first? Ask him You want to
know where the juncos will build a nest next spring? He'll show
you--and be right about it."

"That's not exactly worthless. That kind of know edge could save a
clan during hard tinmes." Black Hand cradled his chin, staring
thoughtfully at the fire. "You don't really like him do you?"

She narrowed her eyes. "No, | suppose | don't. He's not . well, the

way a man ought to be. He's not out hunting and scouting and buil di ng
things. You tell himto go fetch a load of prinrose flowers because
Pretty Woman is suffering nmenstrual cranmps and he cones back a hal f - day
| ater enpty handed--because he forgot what he was after. Ask hi m about
it, and he'll tell you he got to thinking about where cl ouds come from
How can you |i ke soneone who acts |like that? He doesn't have any
sensel "



"He has a bad arm You can't expect himto carry on |like he's a whole
man. "

"That Fi ve Pebbl es does over in G easewood."

"I anputated his arm" A pause. "He was one who |ived."

"Quit that."
Bl ack Hand vented an exasperated sigh. "I worry about it. It's as if
well, as if my Power is |eaving. Sonetinmes | al nost believe that

I"ve lost the ability to channel Spirit Power. The Dreans are just as
Powerful as ever, but they don't translate to this world."

"If the Power's fading, | don't suppose you'd want to be ny | over
agai n?" She shot him a chall engi ng | ook

He | aughed. "No. | don't think | could take the scandal. Wat were
you then? Forty? Fifty?"

"And you were barely twenty! Hah! But | was damm good, don't you
t hi nk?"

"No wonder Ri ght Hand died. You wore himout."

She chuckl ed, and hated the stitch of pain that cane. Her ribs weren't

as flexible anynore. "I'd have |iked the chance to wear you out, too.
There's a certain delight to be had in a young man. | think it's a
strength in the blood that keeps himready and eager. | feel better

when | couple with a young man. As if | draw sonmething fromthe seed
You' re a Heal er. What do you think? Does an ol der wonan gain strength
froma young man? Does he shoot a bit of his robust soul into her
wonb?"

"I can't tell you."

"Want to try to make ne strong agai n?"

"A man who may be | osing Power doesn't fool with that sort of thing. If
| were to take an interest in a worman again, it would be Bitterbrush

I'd seek."

Larkspur gave hima toothless grin. "You' d have to get through ne
first. | still run this canp.”

"And if it turns out that ny Power is fading? What if | took an
interest in Bitterbrush?"

Her blinking eyelids veiled a pensive look. "You might talk me into
it, provided you could show nme where the advantage is to Round Rock."



Bl ack Hand stared at the fire absently. "You know, I'll mss you when
you' re gone. You have a flair for |eadership. | always adnired that
in you."

"If you choose Bitterbrush over follow ng Power, you let nme know. "

He sucked at his lips, a frown deepening on his face. "I night think
about it. But let's go back to the witching. I'm-"

"You think they'll quit sending for you? Try to avoid you?"
H's smle | ooked hunorless. "Maybe. Maybe sonething nore.”
"Decl are you to be an outcast?"

He nodded sourly.

She studied himfromthe corner of her eye. He'd grown nore handsone
over the years, if that were possible. Her heart beat faster. Pus and
maggot s, she'd m ssed having a strong man in her life.

Bl ack Hand steepled his fingers. "A Spirit Man shouldn't have to worry
about bani shnent. Way is this happeni ng? What have | done? |'ve

never w tched anyone. | need to be free to concentrate on the Power,
feeling it, seeking it. Maybe that's nmy problem I'mtoo frightened

of harsh talk, too fond of fires and people and hearing the gossip.-"

"And too tainted by passion?"

For a nonent the old sparkle returned to his eyes. "Could be. You're
still a distraction.”

Liar! But to have heard that from himwarned her. "Have you thought
about searching out Singing Stones? He's staying in a rock shelter on
the south end of the Grass Meadow Mountains--if he's still alive.”

"I thought you didn't like him"

Larkspur snorted. "I hate him-and respect himat the same tinme. He's
one of the few ... oh, never nmind."

"One of the few you couldn't order around." Black Hand lifted his arms
in a defensive gesture. "Don't give ne that |ook. W' ve known each
other for too long. You' ve always been a force to reckon with, and it
drove you as mad as a spring calf when Singing Stones gave you those
anused, lost in-his-head | ooks."



She glared at himfor a nmonent and then relented. "Maybe. But just
because | couldn't manipulate him it doesn't nean that | don't respect
his Power. That's what it is, you know Power. Wen he | ooks at the
world, it's through eyes that see beyond hunman notives. He isn't of
this world. Power hangs on his shoulders like a white buffalo robe."

"You didn't like it when he started tal ki ng about Power being avail abl e
to everyone, as | recall."

"All I know about Power is that it suits ne to have the clan believe
that | have a better way with it than the rest of them do. Keeps them
fromgetting ideas. Singing Stones used to tal k about Power being
everywhere. That bothered ne." She ran her fingers down the crease of
a fox hide that she used for warm ng her hands during cold weat her

"Used to? You talk about himas if he were dead."

Larkspur lifted a shoulder. "He did me a favor when he went away .
when Power told himto go up into the nountains. Wth himout of ny
hair, | got nore things done ny way. Funny why he left. Something
about that bundle Cattail stole. | remenber that day at the Gathering.
Si ngi ng Stones wal ked into the council circle and stopped before that
wol f hide they'd laid the bundle on. He picked up the bundle and the
nmuscl es bul ged on his arns and the tendons stood out fromthe backs of
hi s hands. He shivered all over before he screamed and fell to his
knees. Said he saw a nman's form shining where the sun pierced the
clouds. Said that the bundle had to be returned to the WIf People's
Keeper or we'd suffer for it.

"Wasn't nmore than an hour later that the Wl f People showed up. W did
all right, | guess. Traded the bundle back to themin exchange for
nmeat and pine nuts for ten winters. And we nmade peace with the Wl f
Peopl e. According to | egend, some of our ancestors canme fromt hat
clan.™

Bl ack Hand exhal ed anxiously. "I couldn't go up to the Grass Meadows.
Not to see him"

She cocked her head. "I heard that you and he had words once."

Bl ack Hand continued to stare into sonme distance that only he could
see. "W argued over Power. He told ne |I didn't



know how to seek it, that | worried too nmuch about this world and not
the "One." Whatever that is. He just |ooked at ne as if he could see
nmy soul. Then he grunted to hinself and wal ked of f."

"Don't let it worry you. He's gone."

"Maybe, but I'mstill here .. . with whispers of witching running
t hrough the canps.”

She considered for a nmonent before comng to a decision. "Like |I said,

maybe 1'Il1 send Bad Belly over to Three Forks. People like to talk to
him He can eat their food. He's nmoping anyway. Never could
understand what WVarm Fire sawin him WarmFire .. . blood and dung,

his death's a blow. He made a good solid match for Bitterbrush. The
man had sense--even if he did conme fromthat bunch down around Sand
Wash. "

Sil ence stretched. Black Hand broke it when he sighed and raised his
arms in a helpless notion. "Perhaps you're right. Maybe | do Iike
peopl e too much. | thought that going down to that rock shelter on the
Dartwood River--w thout any distractions --would et me get back to ny
Power . "

"And it hasn't?"

He smiled wearily at her. "Since |'ve been here, all | can think about
is Bitterbrush. | wonder how nuch of you is in her. Al the while
that | was Singing for WVarm Fire, | kept noticing how her breasts hung,

how her hips stretched the dress. A Healer shouldn't notice things
i ke that."

She raised a brow "And you tell this to an old | over?"

Bl ack Hand nade a neutral gesture. "Wiy not? |I'd never had a woman
when you took ne to your robes. You taught ne the craving. And it's

never gone away. Wien | sleep, | fight a constant battle. Power
Dreanms conpete with other dreans--dreans of coupling with you, or with
ot her women. When | |eave here, I'Il suffer the same wont for

Bitterbrush." He rubbed a nervous hand on his el k-hide | eggi ngs.

"What if | did want to give up Power? What if | did want her and could
persuade you that there was an advantage in the match? Wuld she take
ne?"

Larkspur shifted her gaze to the fire, watching the sparks rise in
swirling patterns. A great deal of prestige could cone to Round Rock
t hrough such a marriage. It woul d augnent



her own status--and that of her clan--if the People were to know t hat
a Heal er gave up Power for a Round Rock wonman. Wat would that say
about the desirability of Round Rock wonen? Phl oxseed's daughter was
com ng of age.

"She woul d accept you. | would see to it. But the time's not right
yet. Can you wait? Gve her tine to forget the shock of VarmFire's
death and to heal the grief. Gve yourself sonme tine, too. See what
happens wi th your Power."

He nodded. "If she'll wait."

"She'll wait. | know how to handle Bitterbrush. Besides, the
Gathering will be a turning point in her life. Men will desire her
will fight over her. You'll be there. Wile all the hot bloods are
vying, sinmply be her friend. Be kind to her. I'Il do ny part to get
you two together. Couple with her if you like. | know what to tel

her between now and then so she'll accept you. See if the fantasy of
her body stays with you afterward. If it does, I'll keep the suitors
of f. Then see what happens next year. |If you still want her, we'll
deal . "

"She won't feel she's being pushed? That you're meddling with her
life?"

"Not Bitterbrush. She's a smart wonan. She's young enough, and Warm
Fire was ardent between the robes. She'll miss it. You saw enough of
Warm Fire to know what he was |ike. She'll be |ooking for that kind of
man--and if you haven't forgotten the tricks I taught you, you'l

pl ease her."

"You're a devious one."
"I am One of ny daughters, Young Fawn, grew so disgusted with ne that

she left to go live with her husband's people, the Warm Wnd." She
paused. "One of these days |'mgoing to nake her regret that."

"That's my point. | don't want you to drive Bitterbrush away--to
alienate her the way you did Young Fawn." He ran a tired hand over his
face. "But | think I'Il let you do it your way."

She shot him a sideways gl ance, noting the despair in his voice. "Want
to talk about it?"

He started to say no and hesitated, staring frankly at her. "You nust
mention this to no one." He | ooked back at the fire, his long face
haunt ed.



She thought he'd decided to keep his peace; then he slowy said, "The
reason |I'mso worried about the witchcraft accusations is that |'ve
been having this Dream It's a clear night .. . starry. Wnd is

bl owi ng t hrough the sage. You can snell dust. A trail runs between
two | arge sandstone boul ders. They're sort of rounded, worn away. You
can hear all the People Singing in the background. I'mlying there in
the trail between the boul ders, facedown in the dust .. . and the top
of nmy head is bashed in."

Chapter 4

Bad Belly took the biscuit-root cakes Bitterbrush handed him He
soaked the hard bread in yarrow tea until it softened and then chewed
it thoughtfully. Little Lupine lay in her robes sound asleep, a fist
cl enched next to her mouth, one leg spraw ed out. Firelight flickered
inside the I odge. Tendrils of blue snoke drifted up and out through

t he snmoke hole. Bedding lay piled in the rear, renoved from where
Bitterbrush had uncovered a storage pit dug into the dirt floor. From
the pit she'd taken several pieces of dried biscuit root. Then she'd
repl aced the sandstone-slab covering and resettled the bedding.

For a long nonent Bitterbrush stared absently into the fire. She'd
borne WVarm Fire five children over the years. O them only Tuber, her
firstborn, and Lupine, her last, remained. The others had died of the
wast i ng sickness: fever, spawned by the rapid passing of the bowels,
weakened the infants until their souls slipped away.

"I can't believe he's gone," she told Bad Belly quietly. "It seens

i npossi ble. | keep expecting to see himduck through the door flap
grinni ng about sone joke, or bursting to tell me about some wonderf ul
thing he's seen. He's not dead. My heart says he can't be."



"Can | hel p? You cried nost of the night." Bad Belly reached over,
pl aci ng a warm hand on her arm "The pain will pass. It always
does. "

He tried to tell hinself it would be that way, that the gaping hole
WarmFire's death had left in his heart would heal over, too. Wuld
there ever be another rainbowin his Ilife? Another sunrise of hope and
pur pose?

Bi tterbrush shook her head, running nervous fingers through the thick
bl ack wealth of her hair. "I don't know Half of nme died with him
Bad Belly. I'mnot whole anynore. | feel like .. . like a shadow
None of this is real."”

He popped the last of the biscuit-root cake into his nmouth and chewed
it before adding, "I know. He was ny only friend. | feel |ost wthout
him too. He understood ne."

Bitterbrush tried to snile, and failed, averting her eyes. "I know
it's hard for you. Gandnother's .. . well "

He resettled hinself, the bad armtucked protectively in his lap. "She
doesn't know what to do with ne. I'ma burden to her, and an
enbarrassnent . "

"Don't. It's not right for you to blanme yourself, Bad Belly. You've
never been the sanme since you cane back from Gol den Fl ax' s canp.
Grandmot her just didn't ... | mean, she did her best. She just
couldn't know that Col den Fl ax woul d cause so many probl ens."

He Iifted an eyebrow. "Wat? You don't believe that two cripples nake
a whol e?"

Bitterbrush colored, nervous fingers fidgeting with the fringed hem of
her skirt. "Colden Flax wasn't a cripple. You can't call her that."

"Dear sister, cripples come in all shapes and forns. Me, |I'man easy
cripple to spot, just |ook--"

"Pl ease, Bad Belly."

"--at nmy armand you can see it. Wth Col den Flax, her problem]lay

i nside--a soul cripple, if you will. You know, the People don't
forgive a woman for incest. They forgive it even | ess when she was had
by her father."

Bi tterbrush bl anched, glancing quickly to make sure Lupine sl ept
soundly. "I w sh you wouldn't say that. You know



she couldn't help it. He raped her. Wat does a little girl do? She
coul dn't understand."

Bad Belly reached to throw anot her pungent sagebrush on the fire,
watching the brilliant flame clinb through the dry | eaves and thin
branches. "No, it wasn't her fault. But in the eyes of our people,
she's still soiled goods. No matter that she didn't want it to happen
it did. She's tainted, and no one will forget it--least of all she
hersel f."

"Il never forgive her for throwing you out like that. It was
shanel ess. "

Bad Belly stared at the fire, renmenbering the m serable day after that
even nmore niserable night. He hadn't been in Wite Sandstone's canp
for three weeks. The day had been w ndy, and bl ack cl ouds had piled
overhead. Colden Flax had told himto | eave, that she didn't want him
The | ook of desperation in her tortured eyes still burned in his

soul .

He' d put together his pack and wal ked out of Sand WAash canp that
aft ernoon, while thunder growl ed and cracked and rain fell in sheets.

"How muddy the ground was," he sighed to hinself.

"What ?" Bitterbrush asked.
"Talking to nyself. Don't blame CGolden Flax. It wasn't her fault. She

was trapped as nmuch as | was. W were forced together as a
conveni ence. What better arrangement than to stick two unwanted peopl e

t oget her ? Who knows, maybe they'll |ike each other in the end and
you'll have two unwanted peopl e wanting each other. Wat a clever
trick."”

"Please, | hurt enough al ready."

He took a breath, frowning. "I know. You probably think I'mangry and
ungrateful. I'mnot. Well, maybe | was once, but that passed with

time. Now |l look at it all as a cruel joke that's no one's fault.

Maybe at Gathering I'll see if | can't sit down with her and just talk.

See how she's doing. Tell her that | don't carry any grudge. Despite
all the hot words shot back and forth by G andnmot her and Wite
Sandst one, perhaps Golden Flax and | can at |least be friends."

Bitterbrush cocked her head, eyes narrowi ng as she tried to understand.
"You forgive everyone, don't you? You probably even forgive the
rattl esnake that killed your arm"



He smiled. "I suppose | do. It's just that when you think about the
peopl e i nvol ved, and why they did what they did, you can usually see
that they're as lost and hurt as you are."

"You think G andnother was hurt? | don't think she's ever been bruised
by anything."

He cupped his chin in his good hand, vision lost in the flickering of
the fire. "Don't you ever wonder about that? She seens to be
invincible--as if her soul were nade of rock. But what's really inside
her? What nade her that way? Fear? Fear of sone weakness of the sou
that would bring disgrace if anyone ever found out?"

Bitterbrush gave hima disbelieving | ook. "Or naybe she's just strong
because that's her nature. Maybe that's the way she is--like a badger
is the way a badger is. It's badger's nature. He doesn't act like a
coyot e because he's a badger."

Bad Belly pursed his lips. "No, | think people are different. It's
our nature to be people--1like badgers nust be badgers. But what nakes
peopl e act the way they do? | think it's sonething in the soul that's
different. You watch the birds and coyotes and antel ope, and they

bi cker and turn on each other. But people are different, nore cunni ng
in the ways they hurt each other. It's like they want to wound each
other's soul, not just to keep food to thenselves."

Bi tterbrush sighed explosively, throwing her hands up. "No wonder
ol den Flax threw you out! Wat is this crazy tal k? People are the
way they are. They're born that way. Sonme are short and others are
tall, and sone are strong and others are weak."

"No, you don't--"

"Listen. | don't want to hear it. | don't have time to fill my head

wi th your foolishness. My husband is dead. | have to feed ny children
and gi ve sonme thought to what's going to happen when we get to the

Gat hering. Grandnother's going to want to marry nme to someone, and |'d
better start deciding who I'Il marry and who | won't."

"Doesn't it bother you that you have to marry again before you' ve even
had time to cone to grips with--"

"No!" She glared at him a barely discernible trenble for her |ower
jaw, before she lashed out, "I have ny duty to this



famly. This canp, and all that goes with it, will be ny

responsibility one day. I"'mnot like a man, Bad Belly. | can't just
play ny way through life. | have to take responsibility for this

| i neage. The root grounds, the grass, the plants we eat, the places we
hunt--all will be under ny care one of these days. | have to learn the
rituals, the ways of keeping the Spirits happy so they don't turn their
backs on us. That's your livelihood that |I'mtal king about, because
have to feed you, too. Part of keeping track of things is having a
husband who can hunt, who can help do things like repair |odges and fix
animal traps. | can't avoid these facts."

"I know." He pulled hinmself up, avoiding her eyes. "Il'msorry |
brought it up."

"Do ne a favor."
He gl anced at her, noting the fever in her eyes. "Wat?"

"Find nmy son for me. He's late for his supper. If he doesn't eat,
he'll waste away like his father did."

"Perhaps his appetite hasn't--"

"Curse you! | don't want to discuss it. You always answer everything
with a question! Just go find your nephew. /'// worry about what he's
doing and why." Bad Belly swiftly wapped an el k robe about his

shoul ders before he slipped into the night.

Qutside the | odge, his eyes took a nonent to adjust to the darkness. A
faint grayness lingered over the rocky ridges of the western horizon
An oW called plaintively into the night. Trouble raised his head,
yawned, and stood up before stretching his front end and then his back
He wagged his tail happily and padded over to prod at Bad Belly's |leg
with his nose. This had been a long winter, hard on all of them And
with Warm Fire's death, a spark had gone out of the canp. Bad Belly
strai ghtened, ignoring Trouble's demandi ng nose, and paused, letting
the feel of the canp seep into his consci ousness. He heard coyotes

yi pping a fragile chorus in the distance.

Warm Fire's presence lingered in the night air. Hs Spirit mght have
stood over the central fire pit, telling the story of a perfect buffalo
hunt, while the rest of the famly listened raptly. Bad Belly could
picture his friend' s gestures as he



described the way he'd sneaked up on the buffalo. He could see Warm
Fire's arm goi ng back, snapping his atlatl forward to drive an

i magi nary dart into the big beast. Echoes of voices floated over the
frozen canp. Over there, by the grinding stones where the wonen ground
parched rice-grass seeds into paste, Warm Fire had squatted in the
shade as he knapped out a new hunting point and listened to Bad Belly
tal k about the way wasps |ived together in the arroyo. banks. Behind
the canp, in the junipers, Warm Fire once had hung a fat buck antel ope,
| aughi ng as he skinned the animal out, rich blood staining his hands.
The tal k that day had been about Tuber and what sort of man he woul d
becone.

Bad Belly closed his eyes and sighed. Bit by bit, the presence of Warm

Fire's soul would fade--1ike noisture after a sumrer afternoon rain
shower .

"They' ve never understood .. . Power brought ne here . you're the

i mportant one. Power wants you. you're the one to save her, to bring
her back. " WarmFire's strange words buzzed |ike sumer flies around
bl ood. "Pronise .. . promise ..."

"But, WarmFire," Bad Belly whispered into the chill darkness, "I can't

| eave this place. This is nmy hone."

Wth finality, he shook his head to clear it and turned his steps
toward WVarm Fire's grave. He knew where to find Tuber

VWhite Ash bore the weight of her foster nother's body on one shoul der
as she clinbed the rocky slope. Footing in the snow was treacherous
and slippery. The icy wind and stinging flakes of snow bl owi ng down
fromabove didn't help matters any. It was a miserable, blustery day
in which to attend to a terrible task.

Grasshopper--the wife of Bobcat--and tall, thin Rock Mouse hel ped carry
the I oad. They had w apped Bright Mon's body in the canp's finest
tanned el k hide, snmoked to a deep sienna color. The arona of the snoke
lingered in



VWhite Ash's nostrils. Bright designs had been carefully dyed into the
| eather to make a fitting shroud. |,

Wiy did the dead al ways seemto wei gh so nuch nore than when the person
was alive? Did the corpse grow heavier once the buoyancy of the sou
fled, or did it only feel that way to the sonber person who bore the
wei ght: a rem nder of inevitable nortality?

Despite the cruel weather, Bright Mon had to be attended to | est her
soul feel slighted and take anger. If only Sage Ghost coul d have cone.
If only .. . What silly words, full of hope, and so neani ngl ess.

Fl yi ng shreds of clouds, dark-gray and white, continued to streak out
of the snow encrusted peaks high in the Red Rock Mountains to the
west -. They passed | ow overhead and as if pursued by foul denons,

raced for the far-off Gass Meadow Mountai ns on the ragged eastern

hori zon. Fl akes of snow twirled about like tiny waiths. The frigid
wind bit into Wiite Ash's cheeks and sought every flap of clothing with
fingers of ice. Sagebrush, its branches like claws seeking to hanper
her progress, scraped along the sides of her noccasins.

Her lungs | abored under the effort of the clinmb, but the dead had to be
taken to a high place so that the soul could rise to the wind and the
sun. Once the soul was aloft, Thunderbi'rd would find it and carry it
to the Canp of the Dead, high above. AOd friends who had gone before
woul d wel cone Bright Mon to their fires. She would spend all of tine

| aughing, joking, and telling the old stories.

White Ash believed it was so. How odd that her native Earth People

pl aced their dead in a wonb of soil to replenish what they'd taken in
life. To the Wiite Clay, the idea reeked of horror. The soul would
remai n | ocked in darkness, inprisoned by the dirt around it. Wat nore
wr et ched fate could be imagi ned than to have your soul trapped forever,
unabl e to nove, wei ghted down by black earth and rock?

She sniffled and wi ped at her nose. Which was right? How could the
Earth Peopl e--who lived in one place--leave their dead around on the
ridge tops? Wiat a terrible thing it would be to wal k by every so
often and watch the progressive rot



and di snenbernment of a | oved one. The Wiite C ay, on the other hand,
left their dead and noved on. If they returned to the place, it would
be after the ravens, coyotes, and buzzards had picked the bones

cl ean.

As Wiite Ash cleared the crest of the ridge, the wind caught her ful
in the face. Snow stung her exposed skin. She hunched over, stepping
forward with determ nation.

"Hope Bright Moon doesn't nmind cold," G asshopper grunted.

"The soul doesn't feel cold," Wite Ash responded automatically,
remenbering the drifting sensation of the Dream

"And you know t hat ?"

VWhite Ash smiled, the nenory sweet in her mnd. "Yes. | felt her go.
| felt the passing of her soul. It's wonderful."

" Uh- huh. "

VWhite Ash winced at the skepticism Wll, by now they shoul d have
begun to accept that she was different. "I Dreaned it."

No response cane. They | owered Bright Mwon's body and placed it so she
faced the western horizon and the setting sun. Wnd tugged at the
colorful el k-hide wapping and flung the dead woman's brai ds about in
macabre nerrinent. A fine dusting of snow -pushed by the relentless
gusts--began to drift around the body.

ad Flying Squirrel puffed as she topped the ridge behind then her
eyes slitted against the wind and frosty breath ripped away as she
exhal ed. The rest of the wonmen and children fromthe canp followed in
the old woman's steps. One by one they fornmed a circle around Bright
Moon' s body.

Flying Squirrel went to stand behind the corpse, raising her hands to
the sullen skies. Her voice cried out, wavering, "Bless this soul to
the skies and the sun and the stars. Bright Mon, go forth, and
renmenber your people, who |oved you. Thank you for the happi ness you
brought into our lives. Unlike your bones that will crunble and bl ow
away, you'll live forever in our nmenories. Go forth now Take our
good wi shes to our ancestors and to the | oved ones who' ve gone before
you. "



The wind battered the nourners as flits of snow rattled softly across
t he wi nd- pol i shed cobbl es of the ridge top

"We'll mss your snmle. Mss your friendly joking. You brought us
joy. Go with our Blessing, Bright Moon. Go with our prayers.”

White Ash blinked against the tears, unsure if they' d been spawned by
t he gaping hole in her soul or by the icy I ances of wi nd. She's dead.
"Il never hear her voice again. Never feel the warnth of her touch
White Ash staggered, as if her bal ance had fail ed. The gapi ng hole
expanded, seeking to envelop her, to suck her away into the gale. Only
the lingering traces of the Dreamrenained for her to cling to.

One by one, shivering, teeth chattering, the others added their

eul ogi es, praising the womman Bri ght Mbon had been in life, asking her
soul to remenber themto the Spirits as they would remenber her to the
beings of this world. Finally the |ast had spoken

"You wi sh to add anything?" Flying Squirrel asked kindly, placing a
m ttened hand on White Ash's shoul der

"She becane ny nother. She loved ne. 1'll niss her forever." A knot
had formed in the nuscles under her tongue.

"Cone then. We've done our best for her."

White Ash barely felt Flying Squirrel's hand | ead her away fromt hat
brightly colored formon the ground. She stunbled down the trail in a
daze, hardly aware of stepping over gnarled sagebrush or the angul ar
feel of the snow shrouded rocks under her feet.

She wal ked wearily through canp, vaguely noting the |odges, all of them
snow caked al ong the seans and in places where the roofs sagged. The
supporting poles stuck bleakly fromthe snoke holes, their ends

soot - bl ackened and stark against the gray sky.

Flying Squirrel kept a hold on Wite Ash's el bow, |eading her past Sage
Ghost's |l odge and on to the one the old wonan shared with Whistling
Hare. Wiite Ash ducked through the door flap and seated herself on the
robes Flying Squirrel indicated.

She rubbed her hands and brushed the snow fromthe folds of her coat.
Flying Squirrel kept a tidy |odge. Gaily painted



parfl eches Iined the perimeter and gave a person sonething to | ean
agai nst. Hi de-w apped bundl es had been tied to the soot-stained | odge
pol es overhead. Several rolls of bedding had been stowed to the

rear.

"I thought maybe you'd want to talk, that nmaybe you wouldn't want to be
al one. "

White Ash nodded, lost in the void within. "Up on the ridge, it al
became real. That she's gone fromthis world, | nean. What will Sage
Ghost do? He loved her so nmuch. It'Il kill him"

Flying Squirrel sighed, poking around in the central fire pit to stir
up the coals. She dropped sonme sagebrush and juni per |engths and bent
down to blow the enbers to flame, one hand keeping her silver-gray
brai ds cl ear.

"Well, he'll live or die of it. | don't know, |'ve seen people

t hought were nmade of rock crack and crunbl e when the person they | oved
finally died. Ghers, whom| thought would throw thensel ves off a
cliff rather than et go of a gone soul, have bl ossoned |like a
sagebrush buttercup in the snow. For the noment, |I'mnot worried about
Sage Ghost." Flying Squirrel pinned her with concerned eyes.

White Ash wi ped her nose, staring dully into the fire. She felt
adrift, |ost sonewhere in the crushing enptiness that pressed around

her. "I"'mall right. | was there. | felt her go. 1'll always
renenber that. Maybe .. . maybe it was the final gift she gave ne."
Flying Squirrel poured stew into a bison-horn bow. "I always thought

you and Bright Moon were closer than if you' d been born her daughter
She | oved you with all her heart."

VWhite Ash smiled wistfully. "Maybe Spirit Power bound us."

"You kept her alive all these years. You know that, don't you? You
were her reason for living. She was like that. Al that mattered to
her were children. When her own died, well, that's when Sage CGhost had
that Spirit Dream" Keen bl ack eyes probed hers. "Maybe it's been
Power between you all along.”

White Ash shot her a quick | ook.

"Tell me about the Dreans, girl. Tell me what happens.™



VWhite Ash lifted a shoulder. "I see strange things. Sonetines a man

wal ks out of a burning forest and turns into a wolf. O aninmals cone
and talk to ne about secrets, |like what people really mean when they do
something .. . say sonething. Sonmetines a big black wolf comes in ny
Dreans and warns ne."

"About what?" Flying Squirrel pulled at her chin, tugging the deep
wrinkles in her copper skin into different patterns. She watched Wite
Ash through narrowed eyes.

"Ch, for exanple, not to eat this or that, or maybe to tell ne that |
shoul d go up on a high place and sl eep. The Dreans usually come better
up there. And once Sage Ghost had a sore throat and | Dreaned that if
| used choke cherry tea, it would go away. | gave him sonme, and it
did. Then, last year, we were starving in the hills this side of the
Gray Deer River, renmenber? Renmenber when Sage CGhost went out and
killed those antel ope? | Dreaned where he should go."

"Have you had these Dreans all your |ife?"
"Yes, even as a little girl."
"And what did your nother think?"

"Ch, you know Bright Moon. She didn't care as long as | got everything
done and hel ped her with the--"

"No, | nean your real nother, your Earth People nother. Wat did she
t hi nk?"

White Ash licked her lips, nervously rubbing her hands before she

pi cked up the hot stew and sipped it. "I renmenber that she didn't |ike
it. It frightened her. Her nane was OM clover, and ny grandnother's
name was Geen Fire. | renenber that Geen Fire used to tal k about how
her father had been witched. She hated Power, worried that it would be
used against her. | think she waited for it to actually happen.
Whenever |1'd have a Dream-1li ke hearing the animals tal k-OM cl over
would try to frighten nme. She used to tell ne that First Man woul d
punish me if | didn't stop playing with Power."

"Who is this First Man?"
"The Earth People believe that after the Creator nmade the world, he

made First Man and Earth Mother to hel p human beings. First Man | ed
t he people up through a hole in the



ground to this world, and Earth Mot her taught themhow to |live good
lives."

"This First Man sounds a little |like our own Thunderbird."
"Yes, pretty close.”

"So maybe you came to us for a reason. Because Thunderbird knew you
could learn to Dreamif you lived with us."

"Maybe. | renenber | had a Dreamthe night before Sage Ghost stole ne.
The big black wolf, he cane, telling me to go away, that other people
woul d care for ne."

"This Otvlclover didn't take care of you?" "Ch, she did. You see,

t he canp woul d have been m ne one day. The People of the Earth do it
that way. Each clan has a certain territory where the wonen have

rights to hunt ganme and collect plants. Each clan has nmore | and than

it needs, so that if ... well, for example, if the rice grass is burned
in arange fire, the people know where to go for |inber-pine nuts. O
if the biscuit root doesn't come up one year, they know where to go to
dig for sego lily. If the buffalo don't cone, then everyone knows

where to go to make a jackrabbit drive

"The wonen know the country; they' ve | earned about it all their lives.
They make the decisions about who will go where and what they can take.
Only the men marry out and go to different clans. They go to their

wi ves' territory, where they m ght not know where to find things in a
bad year. But the old wonen know. They know what the Spirits |ike

and" how to nake themgifts so the plants grow, or the aninmals cone.
Each Spirit is different and has to be treated just right or it will be
of fended and scare the buffal o and deer away, or make the berries grow
smal | and shrivel ed. The ol d wonen remenber where the giant wild rye
wi Il produce in years of drought and where you can dig for water when
the streans dry up. Qur souls are part of the earth, tied to it. Born
fromit and returned to it when we die."

"Buried? Sounds horrible." Flying Squirrel w nced. "Be as good as
driving a stake through your foot."

VWhite Ash frowned, thinking. "I don't know It's just their way. They
don't war with each other the way the Sun Peopl e



clans do. You fight anpbng yourselves nore than you fight with
ot hers."

"Keeps us strong." Flying Squirrel chuckled, then frowned. "But

it's hard to prove it. The Broken Stones and Bl ack Poi nt have pushed
us way south .. . and | can prom se you, this old woman won't see the
Bug Ri ver again. The Broken Stones are being driven by the Snow Bird
clan, and so on. Soneplace way up there in the north, sonething's
driving the people south. Wiy? What's the purpose?" Flying

Squirrel's eyes went misty. "Makes you wonder, doesn't it, girl? Power
controls the world. Way has it led us to this place? How conme we're
bei ng worn away |i ke a sandbar in a flood?"

"And what has your way gotten you? The Earth People are still there,
strong and healthy. They don't war with their own people. Wich way
is better?"

Flying Squirrel pursed weathered |ips over toothless guns. "Bear cane
fromthe high nountains to tell us howto live. Bear made us the way
we are. Should we turn against his Power?"

"Well, as | just said, among the Earth People, territory is the
responsibility of the wonen. According to the | egend, men used to war
over who woul d hunt buffalo, deer, and elk in any given area. They
fought over who could collect-fromthe root grounds, or harvest from
the Iinber pine, or gather the grass seeds. One year fighting broke
out during the sumer Gathering, where all the famlies and clans cane
together to Trade and Sing and concl ude marriages. The next year, to
avoi d that happeni ng agai n, a huge council was called. For days the
men argued about who woul d determine the territorial boundaries for the
clans. Finally a big fight began and many nen were killed, each
wanting to be the | eader of the People.

"Meanwhi l e, a woman, Wiite Stone d eam ng, had a Dream and called the
worren t oget her. She told them of how she'd gone to sleep in a high

pl ace, mourning the death of her husband in the fighting. Wile she
slept, a man of fire had appeared and told her howto stop all the
troubl e. Under her |eadership, the wonmen drew boundaries. Then they

t ook



their children and went home. The men | ooked around, realizing their
wives had left. Only White Stone d eam ng remmi ned, and she told the
Heal ers about the Dream and how First Man had come to her with the way
to end the war. She told themthat those who fought could kill each
other until the last man died. Meanwhile, the others could go home to
their wi ves and have nore children and hunt as they always had. Most
of the nen did that, and the People lived happily thereafter.”

"But our way makes us strong!"
"And the way of the Earth People makes them strong."

"Bah!" Flying Squirrel waved her age-spotted hands. "They live off
roots and grass, and their nmen are bossed around by the wonen. \When we
face them they'lIl wilt like sunmer |eaves in a frost!"

"Li ke the Wl f People east of here? They kill the Sun clans in the
nost brutal ways they can ... as a lesson to us of their strength. O
like the Sheep Hunters who live up in the Red Muntai ns?"

Flying Squirrel glared at her. "You think your Earth People will stand
before the Iikes of Brave Man? Didn't he single handedly kill four of
the Wl f People's warriors during that |ast raid?"

"Didn't they kill fourteen out of this canp .. . and steal all the
nmeat ?" White Ash shook her head, pressing slimhands against her
temples. "What are we doing? It's a pointless argunent. It doesn't
matter. The fighting would be terrible for everyone. Lots of people
woul d di e and no one would win."

"The Sun People would win."
n O,]?Il

Flying Squirrel nodded. "Wat you have to remenber is that we' ve been
fighting among ourselves for a long tine. Maybe the Wite Clay are
worn away like an old wonan's teeth, but behind us come the rest. |
don't even know all the nanes of the clans up there, but all of them
are noving south. So what if your Earth People kill every last one of
the Wiite Cay? Then they'll have to kill every |last one of the

Br oken



Stones, or the Black Point, and then the Snow Birds, and the Holl ow
Flute, and the Wasps. And it goes on."

"And they're all noving south?" Wiite Ash frowned into the fire,
feeling angry.

"Yes, nmoving south. W've been doing that for generations. | don't
know where we all conme from Up north soneplace. But the clans keep
conm ng, headi ng south."

"And the Earth People are right in their way." The thought irritated
her. Why? What business was it of hers if her former people were
swept away in the Sun People's mgration?

Nevert hel ess, her stomach turned at the thought of the enpty |odges, of
the corpses that would litter the trails.

Bad Belly waited uneasily after he had seated hinmself across fromhis
grandmot her. Firelight flickered off Larkspur's wthered features and
illuminated the parallel lines of rafter poles behind her head. The
yel low |ight danced off the soft furs that cushi oned her, and shivered
t he shadows of the bundles that hung fromthe snoke-grined roof. The
air pressed against him hot, stuffy, and weighted with the odors of
the old woman's | odge. Bad Belly's soul felt cranped.

She al ways makes nme feel like | have to justify my existence. |I'm
here, that's all. | didn't ask to be born to her canp. It just
happened. So why do | always have to feel like it's my fault?

Bl ack Hand sat to one side, carefully tanping willow bark into his
steatite stone pipe before using a twig to light it.

Larkspur smiled at Bad Belly, ancient eyes half closed. "I want you to
do something for me. You will, won't you?"

Bad Belly wiggled, unconfortable in both the heat of her glinting stare
and that of the large fire. Despite the blaze, the | odge seened darker
t han usual

Just as she knew he woul d, he answered, "OF course, G andnother." She
could be wi se Spider who spins webs around our lives--and |'mno nore
than a bug in her net.

"I need you to go over to Three Forks. | want you to ask



Green Fire what she needs fromne for the comng Gathering. | want
you to check the trail and deci de where we should canmp on the way.
Remenmber my age when you pick the canpsites. | can't outrun antel ope
anynore."

"] understand."

She traced a bony finger along the edge of a woven-grass bow . "Wile
you're there, listen to the stories. See if anyone says anythi ng about
wi tching. There's talk in the canps. | don't want to walk into the

m ddl e of a fight; we have too many inportant things to do this year.
Bitterbrush has to be married soon. If people are going to be
preoccupied with other concerns, | want to know in advance."

"Wtching?" He couldn't help but glance at Bl ack Hand, who sat snoking
hi s pipe, expression blank. Blue tendrils of smoke rose fromthe end
of the gray stone pipe to drift toward the snoke hole. He | ooked too
rel axed. Tuber's accusations stirred in Bad Belly's menory.

It's true! And Warm Fire had died while Black Hand Sang a Heal i ng.
There woul d be nore whi spers, nore accusati ons.

"What if no one tal ks about it?"

Larkspur gestured absently. "They know you, Bad Beljy. You like to
listen to people. If people are worried about it, they'll bring it
up." Her voice hardened into a direct order. "W have no worries

about witching at Round Rock. You don't need to speculate while you're
there. Just listen. That's all."

Bad Bel ly nodded in assent and refrained from gl ancing at Bl ack Hand.
'-"When do you want nme to | eave?"

"Tormorrow. Looks |ike the weather is clearing. Just be yourself. Let

people talk to you. | always thought G een Fire |iked you. | know
t hat husband of OWM cl over's--Makes Wod, that's his nane--he |ikes you.
You' || hear enough about what's going on. | want to know anythi ng that

m ght make trouble.”

He nodded again, a tightness in his chest. He had to be a perfect spy.
Creator help himif he nmade a m st ake.

"Good. Then we have only one thing to clear up." The way her eyes
bl i nked--a nervous thing that always distracted him-added to his
unease.

Bad Belly waited. He knew that | ook, knew how her mni nd



worked. Finally he. could stand it no |onger--as she had known he
couldn't. "And what el se?"

Larkspur worked her thin lips, sucking themin and out over her guns.
"You talked to Warm Fire before he died. Bitterbrush said there was
somet hi ng about a promi se. She says you won't tell her what it was."

Bad Belly took a deep breath. "It was a thing between the two of
us."

Larkspur said nothing, her black eyes inplacable and demandi ng.

"Just a thing between friends .. . that's all." He knew he sounded
| ane. She waited, imobile, her hard eyes sharpening, insisting. The
set of her mouth betrayed grow ng di spl easure.

Curse her! She'd sit there and dominate himwi th those unforgiving
eyes. Bad Belly's skin prickled and he began to sweat--as if that
obsidian glare could burn him Tension built; he could practically
feel it snapping in the air.

| can't tell. | can't. | made the promise to WVarmFire. She "Il hold
it against me .. . against everyone. It will be a lever, just like a
digging stick used to pry a rock fromthe ground. She "Il use it
against Warm Fire's nenory .. . and against Bitterbrush .. . and Tuber

and Lupi ne.
The sil ence stretched.

Bad Belly wiped his forehead. H s gaze | ocked on the fire to avoid the
cutting anger he knew had come to the old woman's eyes.

"Bad Bel | y?" She spoke in careful tones, |ow threatening.

He swal | oned, throat constricted. "It was .. .. between us. That's
all."

She sighed, as if under a stifling burden. "Anything that happens in
this camp is nmy concern. You are ny concern. Warm Fire was dying, his
soul comng |loose fromhis body. | can't let any crazy thing he m ght
have said make troubl e between us."

Bad Belly's mouth went dry. "It was between the two of us."

She tapped tal oned fingers on her knee. "I wouldn't |ike



to be forced to discipline you. Doing so wouldn't be good for the
clan. Not now, not so soon after WarmFire's death."

H s cheeks quivered, the muscles junping and tense. A sick sensation
rose in his gut.

"I wonder, Bad Belly, do you ever think of the others? If I'mforced
to take harsh neasures, how do you think it will affect the children?
Don't you care for Lupine? Tuber?"

"Yes." Hi s voice broke.

"Then perhaps you should show a little responsibility to the people for
once. WarmFire is dead. It's no |onger between the two of you. You
are the only one now. It's you alone. Wiat was this prom se?" Warm
Fire woul d never have let himself be roasted by the old worman. He'd
never have sat here sweating his fear like a cornered hare. Wy can't

| be like hin®

"Grandnmother, it's a soul thing. A promise. That's all. | just can't
tell you. | promsed."
Her eyelids narrowed, the gaze snoky, promising retribution. "I wll

ask you only once nore."

He dropped his eyes, skin crawling at what would cone of this. "It was
between Wrm Fire and ne."

She exhal ed her irritation. "Get out. I'll find someone el se to send
to Three Forks. In the neantime, you think about yourself, Bad Belly.
You think about the people here who keep you fed and warm You think
about what you owe the clan. You think about responsibility."

He rose unsteadily to his feet, unable to neet her eyes. Wthout

| ooki ng back, he ducked through the flap and into the outside world,
into freedom and space. Hi s panicked heart beat frantically agai nst
his ribs.

He found Trouble Iying in his usual spot, tail waggi ng, anxious to have
his ears scratched. Bad Belly nmotioned to his dog, retreating to the
juni pers behind the canp. There in the shelter of the trees, he pulled
Troubl e close, burying his face in the thick, warmfur



Chapter 5

W nd Runner panted as he ran. Frost had built up around the |ining of
his fox-fur hood. On | egs that quaked and wobbl ed, he continued on his
way, weaving along the rocky spine of the northward-tending ridge. He
had first noticed pursuers at dusk two days earlier. And he'd | ost
themin the night--he hoped. Now anot her group, snaller than the
first, had appeared to dog his tracks. Had these hunters cut this
trail the way they had his first one? A skilled tracker could have
backtracked, found where he'd circled and slipped off.

Around himthe land waited nutely for the outcome of this grimrace.
Rocky prom nences thrust up through the crusted snow |i ke sonber
spectators. Sunlight lit the drifts in blinding rays. Here and there,
sagebrush poked up. The spi kes quivered absently in the wind, a nmenory
of last fall's bounty of seeds. In the distance, buff sandstone-capped
ri dges rose one after another in sinuous |ines--defiant obstacles

t hrough whi ch he nust nake his way. Beyond, the resolute guardi an
wal I s of the nountains reared agai nst the sky, slopes blanketed in

pat ches of bl ue-green and sun-gl azed snow. Overhead, the sky stretched
into an infinite blue done, marred here and there by fluffy clouds.

W nd Runner staggered on, crunching through the crusted drifts, the
soles of his feet bruising on the angular rock now | ocked in the grip
of icebound soil. His breath sawed at his throat, laboring with his
burni ng lungs. Every nuscle in his body conplai ned. Sweat poured down
his skin to soak the thick wappings of hide he wore.

He' d been | ucky and caught sight of them al nost inmediately: seven nen
trotting along his trail. Seven unknown nen bearing darts that glinted
in the sunlight. Perhaps they were nore of the Wl f People fromthe

G ass Meadow



Mount ai ns. Perhaps others. Everyone in the world, outside of the

dwi ndling Wiite Cay clan, had, to be considered an eneny. The | ast
thing he wanted to do was to |lead the warriors to his vul nerable canp.
The wonen of the White Clay could defend thensel ves and woul d probably
drive the warriors off, but some of the people would die, perhaps
nany.

No, far better to lead his pursuers astray and | ose them No one could
run with the power or stamina of Wnd Runner. He had slowy veered off
his line, passing canp by a good half-day's walk to the east. For a
whol e second day he'd run north, following the ridge tops where the
snow had bl own free, making good time. Now he stopped periodically and
| ooked back from high points to see them dogging his tracks; |ike human
wol ves, they trotted along in single file far behind him

W nd Runner was playing a dangerous gane, that of |osing his pursuers
but several factors worked in his favor: his enenies --whether Sun
Peopl e or WIf People--would know that if a Sun People canp | ay near
here, a lone man would be reinforced. H's pursuers would have to nove
cautiously lest they walk into an anbush. Dropping to a careful walk,
W nd Runner slipped anong the sagebrush, seeking to hide his tracks as
much as possible. Anything to slow them to buy time, hel ped him

He | eaped fromone clunp of sage to another as he clinbed the w ndward
side of a ridge. Reaching the crest, he | ooked around. He stood on

the southern end of a wi nd scoured expanse of cracked sandstone that
stretched to the north for as far as he could see. Shownelds lay in
every other direction-a vast plain bare of cover. Were the w ndbl own
rock tapered into snow at the edge of the |ow ridge, an unbroken
expanse of hard-crusted snow extended to the south. A solitary bit of
sagebrush poked up fromthe snow a dart's cast fromthe edge of the
sandst one.

H s heart pounded. Excellent.
He wal ked carefully down to the southern tip of the pebbly sandstone

and checked his back trail. How |l ong did he have before the pursuers
crested the skyline?



Where the snow feathered over the irregular surface of the ridge, he
tested the crust. It wouldn't support a man's wei ght.

Swal | owi ng hard, Wnd Runner |ay down and padded his atlatl and darts
in his coat. He began to roll, careful to make no depression with

el bows or knees, using the length of his entire body to spread his
wei ght over the crusted snow. Did he have tinme? What if he broke

t hrough the surface?

Then |' m dead.

The patch of sagebrush he sought |ooked infinitely far away; what if
the hunters crossed over the ridge and saw himout here in the snow
flat? Better to trust in Power and hope than to think about the

al ternati ves.

Di zzi ness possessed himas he continued his rolling progress. He
blinked, trying to keep his destination straight in his head. Careful
don't drop an el bow or you "Il nake a mark. Beneath him the snow
nmoaned, taking his weight. And if a buried sagebrush had created a
hol | ow beneath the crust?

Why didn't | just keep running ? Way didn't | look for a better place
? This is madness!

He forced the thought out of his nmind, ignoring the fear sweat
stream ng down his body. How far? How | ong remai ned? The world spun
crazily as the horizon lifted and fell, lifted and fell, as he
rolled.

So close! He wiggled around the solitary sagebrush, startling a white
jackrabbit fromits hiding place in the brush's protected |ee. The
ani mal darted out, graceful, sailing, and pulled up, standing on hind
feet to watch him

He packed the snow into a hollow, tucking hinmself into a ball behind
t he sagebrush, attenpting to shake off the dizziness. Keeping his
motions to a mninmum he pulled the atlatl and darts fromhis coat,
wi ncing at the damage done to the fl etching of those |ong, beautiful
darts.

He gl anced back across the snow glazed flats and froze: Seven bobbing
forms were crossing the far ridge.

Heart battering at his breastbone, Wnd Runner swallowed dryly. Bit by
bit the-warriors worked out his trail, following it fromwhere he'd
junped from sagebrush to sagebrush to reach the bare, rocky ridge.

W nd Runner blinked hard, hating the trenmbling of his



exhausted nuscles. Wth all of his concentration, he cleared his
m nd, forcing hinmself to think of nothing, aware of his pursuers only
by their novenent at the corner of his vision.

He could hear their calls to each other. No one anpbng the Sun People
spoke such a tongue .. . and he could see that they wore the heavily
fringed clothing of the Wl f People.

Quiet! Don't think. Not a word. He ground his teeth, seeking to cal m
hi s heaving lungs. Wuld his pursuers be able to see his frosty breath
fromthat distance? Perhaps.

Don't breathe. Don't think. don't nove. you're like the
snow- - t hought | ess, cold, silent.

One of the hunters wal ked down the bare sandstone to the foot of the
ri dge and | ooked out over the snow toward Wnd Runner's screening
sagebrush. The man raised a hand to shield his eyes against the white
gl are.

Thr ough the wi nd-burned branches of the sagebrush, Wnd Runner could
feel those piercing eyes. Fighting to hold his breath, eyes steady on
hi s snow streaked knees, Wnd Runner waited.

He felt, rather than saw, the man turn to stare back up the slope. The
jackrabbit picked that moment to streak away across the packed snow.

The Trader, Left Hand, whistled as he wal ked, contenplating the Dreans
t hat had been | eavi ng hi m nervous and preoccupi ed. He gl anced up at

t he endl ess nidday sky and squinted. It's as if the Power is hurrying
me al ong.

He was following a ridge top, as all sensible people did at this tine
of year. The snow had nelted under the warmrays of the sun, |eaving
the ridge tops clear. The very thought of travel across the valley
bottons soured in his mnd. Wth" the warm days, snow nelt |eft
puddl es of water that soaked the best snoke-cured noccasin | eat her
Soggy noccasins grew heavy and wrinkl ed even the callused feet of a
Trader. Worse than that, the clinging mud nade each step a | abor
Footing in that sticky stuff couldn't be called anything but
uncertain,



and a slip nmeant a tunmble in the nmud--and undoubtedly into any cactus
that m ght be around. The sl opes under the ridges renmained deep in wet
snow. Not only did such traveling drain a person of stam na, but it
saturated | eggings and froze clothing stiff after sunset.

Left Hand pulled up for a noment. His string of dogs inmmediately
st opped behind him enjoying the rest while they panted, packs jiggling
on their backs.

He gripped his Trader's staff in his callused |eft hand, the feathers
hangi ng from the hoop-shaped top dancing in the breeze.

He' d crossed the Col dwater that norning and now foll owed the stream
eastward. The Round Rock canp of the Earth People | ay ahead sonewhere.
He Iifted a hand agai nst the sun and studied the terrain. In his
menory, the canp should be around the next outcrop of weathered
granite, back in a cove where it caught the southern sun in wi nter and
avoi ded the brunt of the west w nd.

Left Hand carried a heavy buffal o-hide pack suspended froma tunpline;
he wore a bone-beaded jacket and |ong | eggi ngs fromwhi ch nost of the
fringes had been cut for various repairs to his pack and the dog

har nesses. Endl ess days of sun had burned his face the col or of
sweat - st ai ned choke cherry wood. A hawkish nose jutted from his broad
cheeks. Hi s skin showed the |lines of |aughter and the grimces forced
by bad weather. A thick pelt of bear hide hung around his shoul ders
for warmth on cold days. He kept his long hair pulled back in a single
braid and wore a w apped beaver-hide cap

Behind him the dogs waited in single file, happy eyes on himas their
pi nk tongues twitched with each hurried breath. People tal ked about
Left Han.d's pack dogs with admration. He'd Traded for the
best--strong, big aninals, capable of bearing heavy toads. They | ooked
nmotl ey, splotched with white, brown, and bl ack. The bul gi ng packs
strapped to their backs bore the profits of his Trading trip in the
Basin lands to the southwest. There the winters were considerably

m | der.

The Salt Trader People, who lived to the sout hwest, Traded all kinds of
things in denmand anong his Wl f People. For



one thing, they had salt--big blocks of it they |evered fromthe basin
floor by the huge, salty |ake. They had sal tbush patties, ephedra for
tea, effigies woven fromyucca | eaves, dried fish and water fow that
couldn't be had during sumrer nonths in the uplands. Best of all, the
Ant el ope Peopl e, farther south, had various breads made fromthe sweet,
fl eshy pinion pine nuts they collected in fall. They al so made a ch

m sa bread that had a light, fluffy texture. Those Traded very well to
his Wlf People in the high country to the north.

The nmoon had been full when he began his journey home. Since then

he'd watched two nore full mpons pass. The journey had been long, with
several stops to hunt neat for his dogs. Each stop triggered that
sense of unease, as if pausing placed himin jeopardy.

Maybe 1've just been gone from hone too |ong. The thought rolled
around in his head.

Not far ahead |ay one of the canps of the Earth People. The prospect
of a night at Round Rock meant that he'd have people to talk to--and
maybe they'd tell himsonething to explain the disquiet that had cone
to possess himas he proceeded north. The Earth Peopl e spoke a tongue
simlar to his, but they slurred their words, which nade their speech
sound a bit odd to the ear. At |east here he wouldn't have to enpl oy
the sign | anguage conmon to all Traders. He could listen to the
stories, laugh at the jokes, and spend a pl easant evening telling the
news of the Basin peoples. At Round Rock canp, they would feed himand
hi s dogs and perhaps Trade for sonething speci al

He coul d have visited several other canps, but none had been on the
straight line to his nmountain--and the Dreans had driven himon his
way. Not only that, but when a Trader showed up, he was expected to
Trade. If a man did too much of that, he'd wind up back home wth
not hi ng uni que for his own people. Alittle bit here and a little bit
there and pretty soon his packs would be filled with buffalo neat, elk,
ant el ope, biscuit root, goosefoot--all things naturally avail able.

Sone Traders did over-Trade, of course, sinply relishing the chance to
see different peoples and having no concern over what they brought
horme. Trader Power cane in all kinds of



forms. The very act of Trade itself carried a Power. And those who
were called to Trade passed anywhere they w shed, protected by the
Power synbolized by their staff and the service they provided.

He whistled at his dogs and set off again. He worked down a shoul der
of the ridge and skirted the slopes where the snow nmelted in rivulets
and ran off to the drainages |leading to the Col dwater. To avoid the
slick mud in the bottons, he followed the edge of the granite hills
that rose abruptly fromthe plain. The sun rode high in the clear sky
as he wal ked and whistled. H s staff caught the playful breeze, and
the feathers fluttered happily. To his left, the granite gl eamed and
sparkled, a faint tinge of red blushing the gray of the weathered

r ock.

He'd made no nore than half the distance toward the Round Rock canp
when he spotted the man pulling up sagebrush. The fell ow seened to be
struggling awkwardly; a sizable pile of uprooted sage al ready |ay
stacked for carrying.

"Ho-yeh!" Left Hand call ed.
The man spun around and stared. "Ho-yeh!" cane the reply.

Left Hand changed his course. Ah! So that was it. The nman's right
arm seened usel ess. He worked only with his left. No wonder he | ooked
of f bal ance. How did the cripple expect to pack that huge pile back to

canmp?

"Wl come, Trader. I'mBad Belly .. . of the Round Rock clan." Bad
Belly turned, ordering a black-and-white dog that trotted out of the
sagebrush to He down. The animal did so imediately. Left Hand was
surprised by the obvious affection in the man's voice. Mst people
cuffed their beasts, shouting and threatening. "I'm Left Hand. Trader
of the Wl f People." Left Hand shrugged out of his heavy buffal o-hide
pack and gave the crippled man a thorough inspection. Bad Belly stood
alittle below average height; his facial features were bland, un
striking He wore his hair in tw braids, and his clothing seened
somewhat di ngy. The strong odor of sage hung around himlike a

bl anket. Sensitive brown eyes, tinged by a deep sadness, net Left
Hand's gaze. Did the man's soul weep? Those



eyes touched him spoke to sonmething deep in Left Hand's heart.
"Fi rewood?" the Trader asked, still drawn by the troubled eyes.
Bad Bel |y nodded. "Yes."

Left Hand inspected the pile. "Alot of firewod. Did ny Power bring
me to the right place at the right tine? A feast perhaps? Sone
speci al occasion?" He hoped it was so, hoped that the tragedy in Bad
Belly's eyes didn't betray sickness or fam ne

Bad Belly shook his head. "No, there's no feast. | was just given the
duty.”

"I thought that kind of work was for wonen and children."” As soon as

he said them he regretted the words.

Bad Bel ly gl anced away, his | ook wounded. "I have to do ny part,
that's all."

Left Hand berated hinmself. He'd tripped and fallen over the first rule
of Trading: never offend. Quick to make anmends, he offered, "I could
hel p you. Looks to nme |ike you've got several trips here. W' re not
far from Larkspur's canmp, are we?"

"Around the rocks, there." Bad Belly waved with his good arm

"Not far." Left Hand signaled his dogs to |ie down-they'd started
forward, eager to sniff this strange new nan and his dog. "Wth two of
us, we can get it done in no tine."

Bad Belly pursed his lips and frowned. "It m ght not be a good
i dea."

"Why not ?"
Bad Bel |y shrugged sel f-consci ously.

Left Hand stepped over to sit on a boul der where he could enjoy the
sun. "Well, at least tell me the news. |'ve been down in the Salt
Trader country, and beyond there, anong the Antel ope People. Wat's
happened here? Any news of the Wl f Peopl e?"

Bad Belly snmiled--the effect like sunshine after a rain. Sonme speci al
spirit lit his features, naking the flat planes of his honely face
happy, serene. "Ch, lots of news. Cattai



has gone over to Three Forks to see about the Gathering. Well, maybe
that isn't inportant to you. But, let's see. Oh, yes, there are

runors that Sun People have noved into the Gray Deer Basin north of the
Si deways Muntains and that your Wl f People raided thema coupl e of
times. Other runors say that nore clans of the Sun People are noving
south. Sone talk of war, some talk of neeting with the Sun People to
see if they' |l go back north."

Left Hand stroked his chin. "Meeting with themwon't send them back
north." "Ch?" "I Traded up there a couple of years ago. Brought one

of their Traders back with ne, as a matter of fact, and showed himthe
trail to the Boat People's land far to the west." Left Hand shook his
head. "They won't go back just because someone asks themto. They
fight as nuch with thensel ves as they do with other peoples. | don't
know. They're strange."

Bad Bel |y nodded, a pinched | ook on his face.

"They aren't here yet. You |l ook worried," Left' Hand said.
"Just thinking about the wolf. It popped into my mndis all."
"What wol f?"

"A big black one that watches me. He shows up now and then." Bad
Belly's eyes went vacant.

"You want to tell ne about this wolf?"
Bad Bel ly gl anced around uneasily.

Left Hand took a I ong shot. "You know, anong ny people, WIf is a
Spirit animal. Especially the black wolf. He's the messenger of Wl f
Dreamer, whomyou call First Man. You renmenber when you stol e our
Sacred Bundl e? That is our Power, the soul of the People, which was
given to us by Wl f Dreamer. Tell ne, 1'Il believe you. If it was
Wl f, the Spirit Hel per, naybe it was a sign to you. W take Power
very seriously. Dreans, too."

"Dreans?" Bad Belly's face becane a study of conflicting enotions.
"And Dreamers?"

Left Hand nodded soberly. "Especially Dreaners. Wat's wong? You
been havi ng Dreans?"



Bad-Bel ly scuffed his feet. "Not Dreans. Not like that. Not the
Power ki nd."

Left Hand | eaned back and cocked his head. "I'mjust a Trader, mnd
you, but | know quite a bit about people. Knowi ng such things, | get a
feeling about you. Are you in sonme kind of trouble? Is there

somet hi ng about Round Rock | should know? Li ke naybe not to stop there
for the night?"

"No, no." Bad Belly shot a nervous | ook back toward the canp.
"Nothing's wong. It's just ne. I'm.. ." H's face flushed hot and
he took a deep breath, dropping down to sit on a rock opposite Left
Hand's. He indicated his bad arm "I'mjust not rmuch use to them
That's all."

"You are in trouble. Huh. You don't look like the type."
"How s that?

The earnest appeal warned sonething in Left Hand's soul. The man
seened so innocent, so kind. Everyone should Iike him

"Well .. ." Left Hand fingered his chin, scrutinizing Bad Belly.
"You're not very crafty. Cenerally, people who are crafty get in
trouble. They try to pull tricks. You know, take advantage. You're
too honest, your soul shines through your eyes. That's it. You care
too much. "

After an unconfortable silence, Bad Belly slapped his good hand to his

knee, shaking his head as if torid it of sudden sorrow "I guess |
don't live up to what Larkspur thinks | should be. Maybe like you
said, I"'mnot crafty. | just don't care about getting the advantage

and trying to make people do what they don't want to."
"Well, what do you want to do?"

Bad Belly gestured around him "Look at this world out here. There
are things to see. Things to wonder about. Like . like the sun.”

"The sun?" Left Hand squinted up at the blinding orb

"The sun.” Bad Belly smiled, absorbed by sonmething in his head. "Think
about it. You can feel the sun's heat. It nakes light, like fire."

"Uh- huh. So?"

"So, what does it burn? Wod? There's no snoke. Have you ever seen a
fire that didn't nmake snoke? Even the dri est



of wood makes snoke. And not only that, but you never snell snoke.
Even if it was invisible smoke, you'd still snell it, wouldn't you? You
can snell lots of invisible things."

Left Hand | owered his gaze to Bad Belly's thoughtful features. The man
| ooked radiant.

"I guess | never thought about it before."

"Most people don't. And there's another thing. The sun goes down in
the west, right? That neans it has to go around the world to cone up
in the east. So why doesn't the ground get hot at night? The sun
shoul d be under our feet. Maybe in a tunnel sonewhere--like a gopher
tunnel . "

"If it really goes underground."
"Then if it doesn't go underground, where does it go?"
"Maybe one sun di es and another gets born."

Bad Belly grinned, a new animation in his eyes. "Ah. Good thought,

but think about this. If the sun is born every norning, it never

grows. In fact, it starts out great big when it cones over the horizon
and gets littler until it crosses the western horizon, where it gets
bi g again. How many things do you know of that do that? Just the

nmoon. And speaki ng about the nobon, why doesn't it burn as hot as the
sun? And | don't think the nmoon dies every night, either.”

"And why is that, Bad Belly?"

"Because it always | ooks the sane. Even when it goes fromround to a
sliver and back to round again. The noon has exactly the same marKki ngs
every time. How many things do you know of that die and are born again
time after time and al ways | ook the same? Even red squirrels and mce
and birds have different markings, you know .. . little changes here
and there that let you tell one from another."

Left Hand chuckled to hinself. No wonder Bad Belly had trouble. Left
Hand had met Larkspur once, five sumrers past: a painfully practica
and cunni ng worman. She had left himfeeling uneasy. Beyond his own
experience with her, her reputation had spread far and wi de. People
feared and respected her. The Earth Peopl e made few deci sions wi thout
consulting her. And Bad Belly lived in her canp? No wonder she'd sent
himout here to pull up sagebrush

"And there's nore," Bad Belly continued. "Wy does the



sun change its path across the sky? Wiy are days |onger in sumrer and
shorter in winter? Wiy can't you see the way the path changes through
t he seasons? Wiy doesn't it take the south trail across the sky one
day and the north one the next?"

"I don't know, but it never does," Left Hand said absently.
"How do you know t hat ?"

Left Hand waved in the direction of the nountains. "W have stone
circles with rocks placed just so. You can watch the sun come up in
the norning, lining up on the rocks. By watching the rocks, you can
trace the change in the sun's path." Bad Belly's eyes gl owed. "What
I'd give to see that!"

"Build your own. Find a ridge top and nmake a circle. You'll have to
be up there at sunrise and sunset. Look across the circle and Iine up
the rocks, that's all."

The excitement died in Bad Belly's eyes. "I couldn't. Larkspur "
" woul dn't let you?"

Bad Belly shrugged. "She's a-good | eader for our clan. She has to
make decisions for all of us ... make sure that everyone is taken care
of ."

Left Hand propped his el bows on his knees. "You know,. that's the
trouble with you Earth People.™

"It is?"
Left Hand | aughed. "You nean you think about the sun and noon, about
the markings on mice, and you don't think about your own people and why

they do what they do?"

"Ch, | think about people all the tinme. | wonder why people act the

way they do. Sonetines things happen and we just act .. . you know,
like jerking your hand back fromthe fire. QGher tines we think first
about what we'll do, we plan. |Is one different fromthe other? Do you

ever wonder about that?"

"Ch, yes. A Trader thinks about that all the tine. If we could figure
out how people think, we'd always have the right stuff to Trade at the
right time. As it is, we just guess that Antel ope People will want
buffalo neat. O that pinion nuts



will be in demand by the tine we get back home. But that's not the
guestion | asked. Wat about the way your people live? | mean, you
don't fit."

Bad Belly knotted his fist. "OF course | fit."

"Then why does Larkspur have you out here pulling up sagebrush for
firewood? The Larkspur | know couldn't care less if the sun travel ed
under the earth.”

Bad Belly | ooked away as he rubbed his good hand nervously on the
grease-stained | eather of his pants. "I used to have a friend who
cared. He died."

"I"'msorry." Left Hand | owered his voice. "He was the one who
listened to you, wasn't he? The rest, they don't understand, do
t hey?"

Bad Belly started, as if hearing words out of the past. His throat

wor ked as he swal | owed; nervously shifting his eyes as though | ooking
for sone answer hidden in the patterns of sagebrush shadows, or in the
configuration of the rocks.

Left Hand barely heard the words Bad Belly whi spered under his breath.
"Trader conming. He said that. He knew. "

Left Hand stood and sl apped Bad Belly on the back. "Cone on, |I'Il help
you pack this sagebrush into canp.”

"Larkspur might not like that."

"She won't offend a Trader, especially not when he's being hel pful."
Left Hand followed in Bad Belly's steps, carrying an arm oad of prickly
sage and his Trader's staff. That haunted expression on Bad Belly's
face stuck in his mind Iike boiled pine sap. By buffalo's hairy
scrotum he just plain Iiked the man.

Left Hand gl anced up at the sky. And just what does the sun burn,
anyway ?

White Ash threw herself into the tedious chore of tw sting sagebrush
out of the ground. She worked in the flats north of canmp, where the
soi|l had better depth and grew taller sage. The day wei ghed on
her--the sky | eaden and dark wth



cl ouds. The | and endured, snow packed and gray. She | abored hard,
hati ng the weakness in her muscles as she drove herself to bury grief
wi t h exhausti on.

The scrubby brush made wonderful fuel for the hearth. It snoked very
little, Iit easily, and burned like a torch for several m nutes before
the hard wood fragmented down to coals. Wien enough rocks were thrown
into the fire to absorb the heat, they would return warmth all night.
When a thick bed of coals was made, the hearth would put out heat for
at least two days. And sagebrush grew everywhere. Along the drai nages
it grewas tall as the tallest man. Qut in the basins it might reach
as high as a man's knee. On the ridge tops and in places where the
soil was weak, the stuff grew only as high as a person's ankle--but it
al | burned.

The root separated with a crackle and pop. She straightened and threw
her prize into the pile that grew beside her.

By habit she scanned the ridges, and this time she caught a hint of
nmoverent --that of a man. She squinted to see better and noted the
weary way he wal ked. She eased back to her pack, pulling out her
atlatl--lighter than a nan's, suited to a woman's bal ance. She al so
pi cked up some of her slimdarts and checked the seating of the fore
shafts each tipped with a deadly translucent brown chert point. She
| ooked around, seeing no one else to warn, and started forward.

She trotted, enjoying the exercise, watching the wavering figure ahead.
It looked like .. . Wnd Runner! She was sure of it. She broke into a
run. Perhaps they'd made a kill? If only it hadn't taken so |ong;

five days had passed since Bright Mon's death. The intervening tine
in the | odge had been miserable. Bright Mon's presence |ingered,
seeping out fromthe stained | odge poles and the snmoked hide of the
cover. There, am d the nenories, she had waited | ongingly for Sage
Ghost to return. "Wnd Runner!”

He drew up, squinting across the nelting snow, then waving. As she
cane cl oser, she could see that he | ooked ghastly--haggard and worn.
Mud and water had spattered and stained his clothing. H s face was
gaunt and drawn; hollows had formed under his broad cheekbones. A
series of



scratches traced irregularly across the blue lines tattooed on his
hi gh forehead, and sage | eaves stuck here and there in his black
shi ni ng braids.

"What happened?" she denmanded, hugging him "Are the nen al
ri ght?"

"Fine ... | think. They made a kill .. . about a week ago. Listen, we
have to nove canp. There are Wl f People all over out there. | don't
know, maybe that bunch that rai ded us two noons ago went back and told
the others. |1've had to | ose two separate parties in getting here."

She shot a quick glance over his shoulder. The rolling ridges | ooked
soft in the distance, the surfaces nottled with drifted snow. "Cone
on. Flying Squirrel's been worried half sick. She won't say it al oud,
but I can tell."

"Yes, well, we've got buffalo down a couple of days' march south of
here. Maybe after that, we'd better keep going that way. Stop when we
get to those nountains you call Sideways."

" Si deways because they slope up gently on this side, then fall off in
cliffs on the other."

He grinned the stupid grin of the exhausted. "Then let's nove what's
left of the Whiite Cay across them How are things here? You haven't
seen any raiders? No scouts, no tracks?"

"Not hi ng but wi nd and bl owi ng snow." She took a deep breath. "Bright
Moon died. Her soul split from her body. She couldn't nove for a
coupl e of days and then went in the night. It was peaceful. She
didn't suffer.”

W nd Runner nissed a step and alnost fell, eyes narrowing w th pain.
"No .. . not that. It's going to kill Sage Gnhost. He had a feeling.
He sent a nmessage with nme, to tell Bright Mon he was fine and eating
lots of buffalo as he thought of her."

White Ash gl anced away, seeking to hide her grief. "For the noment, we
have the Wl f People to worry about. You're sure they' re | ooking for
us?" He jerked a short nod. "I could expect a single party out

hunting. But two? No, they're after us. | think they want to



drive us back north as a warning to others not to nove into their
territory."

"But if we go back, we're headed right into Black Point country."
"That's right. So what's left?"

She threw anot her | ook behind her. "The Sideways Muntains. And,
wel |, beyond that there are the People. W' re so few Mybe | know of
a place we can go without violating their territory."

"Wherever it is, we'd better hurry--and make very few tracks in the
process."

Flying Squirrel took charge the m nute Wnd Runner gave his report. The
White Cay |leaped to the task of taking down the canp. Children
cornered the dogs and fitted | eather pack harnesses despite whi nes and
yel ps. Scanty possessions were rolled and stuffed into parfl eches,
which were in turn | ashed to travois and hooked to the suddenly anxious
dogs. Lodge poles were hurriedly pulled fromw thin;, the carefully
cured | odge covers fluttered down around those who still worked

i nsi de.

White Ash shot a quick glance at Wnd Runner; he had coll apsed onto a
roll of hides and i medi ately dropped off to sleep. The terrible
journey reflected in his slack face. For a nmonent she struggled with
an urge to reach down and caress his cheek. No, to do so would only
enbarrass him Curses on his preoccupation with the silly nmarriage
rules of the White d ay.

Wth the proficiency Bright Mon had taught her, Wite Ash packed,
getting the dogs in order, grimacing at the way the ribs stuck out on
t he eager animals. Hunger gnawed everyone's belly. Four buffalo |ay
two days' hard journey to the south. And the trail mght be full of
hostile warriors. Mre than once she caught herself |ooking for Bright
Moon, waiting to hear her comrent. The hol | owness in her breast
expanded.

The sun already slanted to the west, and shadows stretched blue in the
early spring cold as the Wiite Cay started on the desperate journey
sout h.



Chapt er

Over the crackling of the fire in Bitterbrush's | odge, Bad Belly could
hear the faint sounds from Larkspur's | odge across the canp. Laughter
and excl amations carried--even through the earthen walls of the house

pit.

Larkspur's orders had been explicit. "You nmake sure the children are
all right. Keep the fires going in all the | odges. Make sure our dogs
don't fight with the Trader's."

Bad Belly had objected, "I want to hear the Trader's news."

She'd stared at him gaze snoky as she blinked her eyes. "Sonmeone has
to see to canp. W'll tell you what the Trader said."

She still punishes nme for not telling her ny promse to WVarm Fire.

He | ooked over to where Tuber and Lupine slept, Lupine curled in her
big brother's protective arnms. Tuber had turned sullen, hiding a
snol dering anger in his breast since his father's death. He didn't
have any nore than a couple of years of boyhood left. Wuld he carry
t hat expl osive anger with himinto manhood?

Trader com ng. Co.

Warm Fire had known. The Dream had been real, not the nutterings of a
man in fever. Bad Belly frowned as he ran the tips of his fingers

t hrough the holl ow concave of Bitter brush's nme tate the grinding slab
where she mlled seeds and roots into flour. He traced patterns in the
dust that clung to the heavy sandstone .. . and then stared at what
he'd wrought: the outline of a wolf.

And the bl ack wol f had been standing there. How come he hadn't seen
the animal's tracks? Every tinme sonething



i mportant happened, the black wolf appeared, staring at himfromthe
shadows. O did his imagination trick hinf

Leave .. . Go.. .. WarmFire's words' pricked at himlike greasewood
t horns.

Bad Belly reached behind hinself to pick up the dart shaft he'd

prepared with such skill for Warm Fire. The wood seemed to pulse in
his grip, as if to remnd himof the prom se made. He bal anced the
perfect shaft in his hand .. . and blinked away tears of frustration

Left Hand--a Trader from another people--had listened to himwith the
same t hought ful ness Warm Fi re had once shown him

You don't fit. The words rankl ed.

Bad Belly gently replaced the shaft, careful not to danage the feather
fl etching He sighed and stood, ducking out through the flap into the

ni ght. Mrning lurked just over the horizon; Larkspur had tal ked npst

of the night away. The sounds issuing fromthe old clan | eader's | odge
had dropped in volune, com ng sporadically now.

W take Dreaners very seriously.

And |' m supposed to save a Dreanmer? Bad Belly | ooked up at the stars.
The wi nd bl ew warm toni ght, herald of a comi ng spring--just as the
Trader's arrival anticipated the changing of the seasons. Traders
everywhere woul d be setting out now, turning their steps to various
destinations, packs |oaded with interesting things. How would it feel
to travel like that?

Bad Belly scratched Trouble's throat and went to check on the Trader's
dogs. They lay in a circle around the pile of packs, guarding them as
t hey were supposed to, keeping away rodents and other pests. The canp
dogs remained in their places around the | odges, having been thrashed
i nto understanding that the Trader's aninmals weren't to be nol ested.

They "Il destroy you here. Beat you down bit by bit.

Bad Belly wal ked over to the pile of sage he and Left Hand had packed
in and picked up some O the gnarly brush. He paused, staring at the
mound and renenbering the afternoon's work. He and Left Hand had
actual ly had fun, tal king about how the rocks | ooked in the south, and
about the giant



| ake of water so salty you couldn't drink fromit. Wat nade one | ake
cl ear, another nuddy, and yet another full of salt?

Forcing hinmself to the task, he replenished the fire in each of the
| odges, stirring up the coals around the fire stones and addi ng nore
sage.

That done, Bad Belly lifted the flap of Bitterbrush's | odge and gl anced
into make sure the children still slept soundly. Then he squatted in

t he shadow of the | odge, watching the noon rise above the edge of the
Round Rocks. Al nost round, it might have been a clay ball dropped on
hard soil, the way one side lay in shadow.

Shadow? Di d sonet hi ng--the sun?--shine on it? Maybe it didn't have

any fire of its own? The idea appealed to him He slipped into the
shelter and found a round rock anong his possessions. Against the
firelight, it m ght have been the nmoon. Dependi ng on which way he held
it, he could mmc the cycles of the noon.

The gi ddy excitenment gripped himfor only a noment. Who would want to
hear his idea? Left Hand might. But Left Hand sat in the center of
Larkspur's | odge--and Bad Belly knew better than to interrupt such a
council over sonething as silly as the noon being in shadow.

He ducked outside again, his rock in hand, and | ooked up at the noon.
He coul d barely nake out the darkened sliver. Yes, just |like a shadow
The yawning grief rose inside. In another day, in a time now past, he
woul d have imediately run to tell WarmFire. The loss pulled at his

heart.

He heard steps and | ooked up. Left Hand stood there. "I see you've
t aken good care of my dogs."

"They' re good dogs."

"You sound sad."

"I was just thinking."

"About Warm Fire? Larkspur told me about him She nade a great point
of expl ai ning how t he Heal er, Black Hand, had so much Power crackling
around himthat the stones alnost floated. And how Varm Fire's soul

left despite such heroic efforts. People don't usually talk in such
detail about how great a Healer is."



Bad Bel ly shrugged, grateful that the night hid his expression.
"Bl ack Hand is the best we have these days."

"Somet hi ng about Warm Fire's death bothers Larkspur. And it's not
Bl ack Hand."

n O,]?n

Left Hand settled hinmself across fromBad Belly. "Warm Fire nust have
been a wonderful man."

"Yes. | miss him Life's not the sane."

Left Hand sat in silence for a while before saying, "I'ma Trader. |
guess it's part of the Power, but sonetimes | get a feeling from
wat chi ng people. You and he, you were very close, weren't you?"

Bad Belly held his peace.

"That's one of the reasons Larkspur is upset with you. |I could tell by
the way she tal ked. "

"WarmFire told me to leave this place," Bad Belly whispered absently,
hardly aware of what he'd said. "Don't tell anyone. Please." That
feeling of friendliness he harbored had betrayed him That, and the
need to talk to someone again. Now his gut tightened.

Left Hand gestured around. "lsn't there sonme other canp where you
could go? Where they'd |ike to hear about these things you think of?
I'd i magi ne you'd be good to have around the fire on long w nter

ni ghts."

Bad Belly tapped a nervous fist on the ground. "No one would want to
of fend Larkspur."

"Have you ever thought that maybe it's your Power? That maybe you need
to find your own calling? Me, | found m ne when | was young.

clinmbed to a high place and fasted for four days. Trader Power cane to
me, and | knew it was right. I've been all over. |'ve seen places you
can only imagine. |'ve tasted the saltwater of the Western Waters and
ridden on the waves with the Boat People. |'ve eaten the big fish they
spear out of the Silver River and snoke over alder fires. |'ve seen

t he places where the Antel ope People live--down in the red sandstone
canyons, where water runs under stone arches. |'ve wal ked to thfe huge
river in the east, where the Masked Dancer People live in the forests
and care for the wild-rice stands. They float on the water in

hol | owed-out | ogs and cast



nets to catch fish and wear masks to nmake thensel ves | ook |ike
Spirits. I've wal ked the Short Grass Plains and shared the hide | odges

of the Buffalo People. |I've eaten creatures the Iikes of which you
can't inmagine at the canp fires of the Swanp People, where the Father
Water joins the southern sea. So many things ... so many." Left Hand

snmled at the nenories. "Maybe you haven't found your Power yet."

"Do | have any?" Bad Belly couldn't ignore WVarmFire's claim | saw
in the Dream you're the inportant one. Power wants you.

"Everyone has Power." In the darkness, Left Hand | eaned his head back
eyes on the stars. "W have a | egend. Once the Wil f Peopl e and your
people were at war. At the tine, your people lived |like the Buffalo
People do in the Short Grass Plains. Your warriors came up fromthe

pl ai ns, hungry, ready to drive us fromthe nountains since all the

wat er holes had dried up and the rains never fell. W were |osing, and
inthe mddle of a great fight, a Dreaner rose--a Dreaner who drove
your warriors off by setting fire to trees. At that tine he Danced
with fire, and he brought you here, to the Wnd Basin, and taught you
the ways of the earth and how to use seeds for food."

"Fire Dancer?"

"Yes, Fire Dancer. And between us, he nade peace. Over the years

we' ve raided each other at times. Traded at others. Generally, our
peopl es have gotten along. The elders among ny Wl f People, they keep
the | egends. They learn them word for word, to renmenber the neaning
of Fire Dancer. We are told that Fire Dancer gave your people the
vision, the way to seek his own Power. Since that tinme, you' ve | ost
that vision. You asked if you had any Power. Yes, ny friend, you do.
Everyone does." My friend. That's what he called ne. Bad Belly's

soul ached. "I don't know, " Left Hand continued. "I think it's the
way you live that's changed you. Anong your people, only the Healers
and the clan | eaders keep Power. It's as if it's been renoved from
everyone but the |eaders. Up there somewhere." He pointed at the sky.
"But it's not, you know



Power is what you feel around you. Part of the rocks, trees, plants,
and animals. It fills the soil as well as the sky. You need only to
seek, to allow yourself to feel."

"I know what you're talking about." Bad Belly smiled into the night.
"I get that feeling when | watch antel ope fawns being born. O maybe
when the sunset is streaked with red and orange."

"I think perhaps you do. | can see it in you. But these others?

t hi nk they' ve begun to renove thensel ves frompart of the world. Mybe
it's the way your shelters are built. Maybe it's the fact that you
stay in one place. | was listening to Larkspur talk about the Spirit
that lives in the spring back of the canp. Later | heard her nmention
the Spirit that stays in an old dead |1 og up on Green Muntain. | find
nmysel f wondering about that. You' ve taken the One and split it up into
pi eces. "

"How do you know that's not the way it is?"

"I don't. But it doesn't feel right to ne. | think you Earth People
are changing. | think it's because of the way you |live. Maybe

Larkspur is right. Maybe there are separate Spirits--but my soul knows
they're all part of the One."

Bad Belly ran fingers down his nunb, shriveled arm "Larkspur told ne
one time that the Spirits would think I was foolish for asking so nany
qguestions. She said that it didn't do any good to watch things
constantly, that Spirits had no use for a man who was al ways | ocked in
his head. That a person with responsibility should spend his tine
maki ng sure he didn't make the Spirits mad--that otherw se they m ght
t ake somet hi ng away, keep the biscuit root fromgrow ng, or nake the
pi ne-nut harvest fail, or bring a drought."

Left Hand scratched at his ear. "I think that's all part of the One.
The Spiral changes, and things change with the Spiral. Maybe the

bi scuit root doesn't come up one spring. That's the turning of the
Spiral. It always cones up the next spring, or the one after that,
doesn't it?"

Warm Fire tal ked about the Spiral
Bad Bel ly picked at his |eggings, saying lanely, "OF course it does.

That's because we leave gifts for the Spirits who make the biscuit root
grow. "



"You see, that's a major difference between us. The WIf People don't
have to give things. W just have to be. We just have to live with
the One. W call to the elk or to the nountain sheep and they share

t hensel ves. To repay them we Sing their souls to the Starweb. You
thi nk you have to give sonething first, that the Spirits are

sel fish--sort of like people.”

"I still don't know that you're right."

Left Hand studied him "Then let me ask you a question. If Spirit
Power really worked that way, if you had to appease Spirit Power, then
nmy peopl e should be starving, right? W don't |eave curious little
gifts to keep the Spirit Wrld happy. The biscuit root, the sego lily,
and the shooting star still grow Elk and deer and mountain sheep
still let us kill them W don't suffer from hunger."

Bad Belly's face puckered as he thought. "But our Heal ers have al ways
done it that way. They'd know, wouldn't they? They know t he ways of
Power . "

"Singing Stones cane to our nountains and seeks the One."

Singing Stones, the greatest of all the Healers. Bad Belly had seen
hi monly once since the old man had Sung over his arm and saved his
l[ife. He could still remenber the withdrawn |l ook in the Healer's

eyes.

"What about you?" Left Hand asked. "What are you going to do? Leave,
like your friend asked?"

"I wish | could."
"What you wi sh, you should do."

"These are ny people, ny clan and famly." He shook his head. "It's

hard. Wiere would I go? What would I do? I ... oh, | don't know "
"Afrai d?"

Bad Belly hesitated. Was that it? "I suppose so. This is all | know.
Peopl e take care of me here. | have a warm place to stay. Plenty of
food. If |I get hurt, or sicken, sonmeone will take care of ne. My
ancestors are buried here--they keep watch. If | left? Wll, the only
time | left before, it wasn't good. There are strange people in the

wor | d, dangerous animals |ike silver bears, and warlike Sun People, and
so many things that could happen to a man."



"You must find your own Power." Left Hand sighed. "But think of

this. If you wake up soneday, many winters fromnow, and say to
yourself, "Warm Fire always wanted ne to | eave. | always wanted to
find out things, watch things, follow the track of the sun across the
sky and see beyond the farthest range of nountains. Wy didn't | ever
go?" Well, that would be a terrible thing, wouldn't it? To know t hat
you lived all your life and never foll owed your Dreans?"

"But what if sonething happened? If | froze to death, or fell and hurt
nmysel f? |1 did that once. People here took care of ne."

Left Hand smil ed understandingly. "W each nust live our own life in
our own way, Bad Belly. People die all the tine, and it is dangerous
out there away fromyour clan." He paused. "But | wonder, can a nan
who asks what the sun burns bear to live in this valley for his whole
life?"

Bad Belly licked his lips, irritated by the sudden beating of his
heart. Warm Fire had told himthe Trader was com ng. Larkspur hadn't
even let himstay when his friend |ay dying. The night seened to press
down on him snothering, the air heavy and oppressive. If | don't go
now, | never wll.

"I made a prom se."
"I couldn't hear what you said. You rmunbled."

"Whi ch way are you goi ng?" Bad Belly closed his eyes, desperation
tightening like a noose around his throat.

"North."
"North. Find the Dreaner. Prom se."

Bad Belly rubbed his fingers together; WarmFire's fevered grip clung
in ghostly fashion to his flesh

"Wuld you ... | mean .. . could | go with you? North? At |least for a
whi | e?"

Left Hand studied himin the darkness. "After trying so hard to talk
yoursel f out of it? Why?"

"Because of the promise | nade to Warm Fire. The one Larkspur woul d
gi ve so much to know about."



Wnd Runner forced hinself to wal k, when all he wanted to do was

sl eep. Despite his weariness, a curious ecstasy filled him Two
separate parties of hostile warriors had chased him-and he'd | ost them
both! No matter that his very bones and nuscl es ached, he'd foxed both
groups--outwitted them all--and escaped while | eading the pursuit away
fromhis people. Honor lay in that .. . along with a pul sing euphoria
of triunph. He'd lived when others would have killed him

"So, what's the smile for? You | ook about ready to fall over."
He grinned at White Ash. "Just thinking about things."

"Thi ngs?"

"About how | kept alive while | was being hunted like a rabbit."

She nodded and gl anced back at the string of dogs that followed in
their tracks. The travois poles dragged hollowy on the ground. She
and Wnd Runner wal ked in front since he knew the |ocation of the kil
site. The sixty or so remaining people of the Wiite Cay followed in
single file, Flying Squirrel and the young boy, Drummer, bringing up
the rear. They couldn't hide this trail, but if they noved fast
enough, they mght avoid pursuit until they could find a place that
could be defended. Perhaps the buffalo would give themstrength to
continue their flight farther south. , "It seens alnost |ike the end
of the White Cay." Wnd Runner shook his head and sighed wearily.

White Ash squinted up at the sun that beat down now, warm bright. The
snow had begun to turn to mush and the soil had started to thaw into
mud. Travel in the spring always caused probl ens. Toni ght noccasins
woul d be wet, as would the rest of their clothing--and darkness woul d
bring renewed col d.

"Maybe it is. Flying Squirrel and | have tal ked about that. Wy don't
you go join the Black Point? You have relatives there. They'd take
you in ... as long as you renounced all ties to the Wite Cay."

Wnd Runner lifted a shoul der absently. "I suppose. My nother's
sister, Two Antel opes, married Stone Fist, a Black Point warrior. They
woul d speak for nme. | would have to



declare my clan dead. | suppose all of us could go. W'd be like .

well, not like real people, not part of the claaeven if we lived with
them No one would listen to us in council. W wouldn't have any say
about where we were goi ng or what we were doing. W'd be strangers
anmong them"

"There are ways. You've heard of Buffalo Tail. He's one of the nopst
respected el ders on the Broken Stones' council. He was Bl ack Point
originally. He earned his rights by duel."

"I just outran two war parties of Wl f People. | wouldn't want to have
to fight to make a place for nyself." O did he? He'd survived when

by rights he should have been killed. Power honored nmen of courage who
dared to try thensel ves.

Listlessly, she said, "It mght not be all that bad. You could at
| east find a woman to marry. Maybe a pretty young woman, one who woul d
bear you many children.” Wen she saw his expression, she nade a

gesture as if to toss her words away. "I'msorry. Forgive ne for
saying that. | didn't nean to hurt you. | think maybe | wanted to
hurt nyself. I'"mstill mssing Bright Mon, feeling grief over her

death." She paused. "Hating the thought of having to tell Sage
Ghost . "

"I't'"ll break his heart." He let the subject change, wanting to talk
nore about his love for her--afraid to at the sane tine. Wiy continue
to torture yourself? A smart man would try to ignore her, keep her at
a distance. He growl ed under his breath. I'mjust not smart, that's
all.

They wal ked in silence. He stole a glance at her, seeing the thoughts
reflected in her face as she consi dered how to approach Sage CGhost.

For a | ong nonment he admired her beauty, longing to reach out and touch
her. The sway of her hips captivated him Her sorrow tortured his

soul. I can't love her, no matter how much | want to. She's ny

uncl e' s daughter. Among the White Cday, | nust call her sister

However, if | were to | eave, to go anmong the Bl ack Point and win ny

pl ace there, | could marry her. My clan woul d be renounced--dead.

woul d have no relatives. The idea stunned himas he turned it over in
his mnd, looking at all sides. There would be risks, of course. He'd
have to fight for a place anong the Bl ack Point. Could



he do it? Could he wi n?

Far to the west, barely visible against the rising foothills of the
mount ai ns, a flight of geese was winging north .. . north .

It could work. The thought captured him nade stronger by the
exhaustion that cloaked his being. Just think of Brave Man's
expression when he heard that Wnd Runner offered narriage to Wite
Ash! Brave Man. He could be a problemin the neantine.

"You have another thing to think about, you know, " he said.
She gave him a wary gl ance.

"Brave Man is going to be working on Sage Ghost. Dropping hints,
seeking to gain favor. He's going to want to marry you."

"I"ll say no. Sage Ghost, even if his heart is broken, won't nake ne
marry a man | don't want."

W nd Runner frowned at the horizon. "You're going to have to marry
someday. The White Clay are running out of choices for you."

She | aughed, flashing a smle at him "There's only one man anong the
VWhite ay |I'd want to marry."

Lowering his voice, he told her, "W've had that discussion before.
You' re ny uncle's daughter. Anong the Wiite day--"

"--it's incest, | know But I'mnot your sister, no matter that your
people call first cousins that."

He squinted at the horizon. Should I tell her? Do | want to conmit
nmysel f yet? No. Wait. Like the good hunter, don't hurry.

He shrugged absently. "It is the way of ny people. |I can't turn ny
back on ny clan, or on the beliefs of my father and ny father's father
A man without his people is nothing, no nore than a beast." She didn't
r espond.

"I"'msorry. If things were different, if Sage CGhost hadn't raised you
as his ... had not called you his daughter in council, you would
already be ny wife."



"And why haven't you married? Dancing Rose would crawl into your
robes if you so nuch as blinked at her."

"Because," he answered mldly.

"Because why?"

"Just because." He took a breath, |owered his voice. "You know why."
*

She | ooked at himw th eyes that wounded his soul. "And if Brave Man
abducts ne agai n?"

"Then I'1l track himdown and take you back. And if he resists, 'l
drive a dart through him™

She stiffened. Anmong the Earth People, no greater horror --not even
the horror of incest--existed than that of nurder. Mre than once
she'd seen the Sun People turn violently on each other. War lived in
their souls. Had it crept into hers?

Her smile went bittersweet. "I don't know who | am anynore, W nd
Runner. If you killed Brave Man for raping ne, 1'd ... well, | don't
know. Maybe | finally understand what you mean about your people. It's
somet hing we grow up with. Me, | can understand your | oathing of

i ncest ... by understanding ny feeling about how horrible nmurder is

anong the Earth People."
"And who else is there for you to marry?" Only Brave Man.
"What happened to Bl ack Eagl e and Gray Thunder's bands?" she asked.

"I haven't heard any news of them have you? It's been close to three
years since we split from Bl ack Eagle's canp. He thought he could hold

the Iand hi gher up on the Fat Beaver River. | always thought he'd show
up again. Now, well, I'mnot so sure."

"I won't have Brave Man. |'d rather couple. with a white bear than
with him"

A thrill shot up his spine. Perhaps there was a way. |f Brave Mn

tried to abduct White Ash again, he'd have to kill his old friend. So
much had changed between hinself and Brave Man. And if he ran off to
the Bl ack Point and married Wite Ash, Brave Man woul d cone hunting
him-to pay back the insult to the Wite Cay and take White Ash away
fromhim



Bad Belly stooped and got into the strap that held his pack on. He
stood, taking the weight. Around him the predawn shadows softened the
fam liar outlines of Round Rock camp. The fresh norning air nipped at
him and the chill fromthe ground | eeched into his thick noccasins. He
| ooked around at the canp, and a sudden full ness gripped his breast.

Bitterbrush gave himone [ ast check. "You've got your extra fire
sticks?"

"I'n the pack."

She | ooked hi mup and down. "Well, be careful. If it |ooks like a
spring storm hole up. Don't take any chances."

"I won't."

"Bad Belly," she pleaded one last tine, tilting her head in the

aut horitative way G andnot her used, "you're being an idiot .. . just
like usual. Gve up this quest. You're going out to get yourself in
trouble. Wy are you doing this to me? Haven't | always taken care of
you? Do you think this Trader is going to take care of you? \Wat
about your responsibility to--"

"Bi tterbrush. Hush."

"You're not up to this, Bad Belly, and you know it. Wy don't you show
some sense for the first time in your life, and act like a man for
once? You're about to nake the worst--"

"Bitterbrush!"

"--mstake you'll ever nmke. And you' ve made a lot of them | just
won't have this--"

"Daughter?" Cattail said, placing a hand on her shoul der. "Let your
brot her do as he wi shes."

Bad Belly shot a | ook of gratitude at his father. Bitterbrush bit her
lip and nodded reluctantly, resentment in her eyes.

Left Hand secured the last of his dogs' packs and straightened, pride
in his. eyes as he | ooked over his animals. Then he ducked into his
tumpl i ne, stood, and checked the bal ance of his | oad.

Bad Belly turned to | eave, not surprised to notice that only



his father and sister had come to wish himoff. Linbercone,

Phl oxseed, and Pretty Wnan probably sat in Larkspur's | odge plotting
with the old woman. Perhaps they were di scussing what an insult it was
to the canp that Bad Belly would run off with a Trader

Bad Belly's stomach ached. It hadn't been as difficult as he'd

t hought. Larkspur hadn't thrown a ring-tailed fit. A Trader had

Power. People didn't offend Traders--as Larkspur well knew. To do so
woul d gi ve Round Rock a bad reputation, causing other Traders to bypass
the canp in the future

She wouldn't let ne stay with nmy dying friend--not even when WVarm Fire
asked me to. He never spoke again after | left. Now that he bal anced
on the threshold of freedom a new enotion sparked in his gut: anger

The | ook the old woman had gi ven hi mwould remain engraved in his
menory. She'd grunted a harsh |laugh and nuttered, "Then go! Run off
with the Trader! Turn your back on your famly and clan.” And she'd
noti oned himout with the same gesture she'd use to shoo a bothersone

fly.

Cattail had tried to smle, losing it somehow and only | ooki ng foolish.
He said, "You watch yourself when you get to the nountains. One wong
step up there and you'll have a leg just |like your arm™" "I1'll be
careful, Father."

Cattail thought for a noment. "Keep to the ridges. The nud's not so
bad there. It'll be inpossible dowm in the drainages. You'll see
You wal k in that sticky, gooey nud for a couple of days and you'l
learn just how tired you can be. Once you hit the sand hills, the
travel will be easier.”

"I expect Left Hand knows the way."

Cattail smled wistfully. "I knowit's been hard for you here. You're
a good man, ny son. Just a little different, that's all." He | owered
his voice, stepping close. "I don't blanme you a bit. In fact, you

make ne proud. Good-bye. Good |uck."
"Tell Grandnother .. . nothing. Nevernind."
"She's upset by this. W all are,"” Bitterbrush said severely as she

stepped close. Then, in a | ow voice, she added, "But maybe | don't
bl ame you, either."



Bad Belly snmiled farewell, wondering at the | ook she gave him

Li mber cone, Phl oxseed, and Pretty Wman hadn't even tol d hi m good- bye.
They'd just stared at him condemation in their eyes. Wy did they
have do that? It's guilt. They don't know what to do with ne. So, if

I go out and run afoul of a silver bear, or a Wl f People war party,
they "Il think it's their fault. The thought didn't confort him

Morni ng | ooked to be breaking. This day would be clear and sunny--and
no doubt the wind would whistle down fromthe Monster Muntains in a
roaring gale. Walking into the wind wore a person out.

Left Hand lifted an eyebrow and gestured toward the trail

Bad Belly took a deep breath, drawing his lungs full of Round Rock
canp's air. He | ooked around one last tinme to settle the scene in his
menory. He'd been born right over there in Linbercone's | odge. Here
he'd lived as a boy, running and | aughi ng, al nost dying from snakebite.
Sitting in the shade, he'd enjoyed hours of talk with WarmFire. Hi s
sweat and effort had gone into the building of Bitterbrush's earthen

| odge. Part of his soul would linger here. A strange tw st of

nmel ancholy mixed with the excitenent he felt for the journey ahead.

A man | oses sonething of hinself when he | eaves his hone. It's a small
death that marks a turning in his life.

"Ready," he told Left Hand. He paused, smiling at Trouble. "Comne
on."

Troubl e junmped and spun around as if he could sense the inportance of
this leaving. He lowered his chest and clawed at the cold ground, his
tail whippi ng back and forth.

Toget her they wal ked down the beaten trail that led toward the Cold
Wat er .

Bad Belly settled under the weight of the pack, walking slowy unti
his |l eg nmuscles warnmed up, feeling the stiffness in his joints. They'd
watch himuntil he'd passed fromsight. For that, he refused to | ook
back, refused to give themthe satisfaction of a final wave to assuage
their consci ences.

As he and Left Hand passed the toe of the ridge, Bad Belly recognized
Tuber's silhouette in the nmorning Iight. The boy



stood on the crest of the dune where Warm Fire was buried, staring
down at the ground.

"Left Hand? WAit a nonent." Bad Belly gave Trouble a hand comand to
stay and started in the boy's direction. This good-bye couldn't be

i gnored. Poor Tuber, he'd suffered as nmuch as Bad Belly had, maybe
nor e.

Tuber heard himcom ng and rai sed his head. Then, like a frightened
jackrabbit, the boy |eaped over the other side and ran full tilt into
the sage, clearing the | ow brush, racing as if the ghosts of the
restl ess dead pursued him

"Hey! Tuber! It's Bad Belly!"
Tuber only ran faster.

Bad Belly frowned after the di sappearing boy. Then he gl anced down .

and saw the hole where Warm Fire had been | aid. The coyotes had been
at it, digging up the frozen chunks of dirt. They hadn't managed to
pull all of WarmFire's body out, but they'd ravaged what they could
get to.

Bad Belly closed his eyes for a nonent, seeking to still the
suffocating grief. It was the way of the world. Coyotes had their own
nature. Cattail and Fl at sedge shoul d have dug the grave deeper

t hough.

Turni ng away, he started back to the trail, where Left Hand waited.
Chapter 7

Cries of joy rose fromthe Wite Clay as Wnd Runner led themonto the
ridge top where the buffal o had been killed. Blood stains still narked
the tranpl ed snow

"Looks like the Wlf People didn't find them" Wite Ash observed,
unable to share the joy that filled her conpanions. Here was food.

But she woul d have to face Sage Ghost.

Several of the hunters waved, coming toward them fromthe nmakeshift
shelters, woven out of sagebrush, that guarded



the neat. In the forefront, Wite Ash coul d nake out Sage Ghost's
muscul ar figure. Brave Man pushed past her father, breaking into a
run.

Cranps spasnmed in Wite Ash's |legs, and the hunger knot in her belly
constricted. Her throat tightened.

Brave Man raced up to her and stopped. Hs knowi ng grin w dened while
a gleamlit his dark eyes. The bl ack crosses tattooed on his face
seemed to stand out fromhis chilled flesh. "Meat. For all of us.
Share ny fire and ny neat with ne. W nust talk, you and |, about

t he--"

She pushed past him hating the smrk that had nol ded his face, hating
himwith a bitter futility. How did | ever |ove hinfP Sage Ghost cane
next, smling--a happy light in his eyes as he | ooked beyond her
expecting Bright Moon.

"Sage Chost?" she called softly.

He turned a penetrating gaze on her. That warmsmile of greeting
destroyed her, ruined all the words she'd so carefully conposed.

The bright blue sky, the warmbatting wi nd, the snell of sage and
melting snow-all dimed. The earth itself seenmed to darken as he net
her gaze, snile fading.

"What happened?" His words cut with the sting of an obsidian sliver.

"Come with me. W& have to talk." She dropped her head; tears battled
to break free. She |led the way down the wi ndward side of the ridge,
away fromthe mlling people. The sound of Sage Ghost's hurried steps
shredded her conposure

At the foot of the ridge an outcrop of sandstone raised its barren
bones fromthe enbrace of the soil. Snow had drifted against the base
of the rocks, curving in a crescent around the angul ar boul ders. She
turned, letting the breeze whip her long black hair around her face.
Sage Gnhost studied her through worry-bright eyes. The five circles
tattooed on his forehead stood out starkly fromhis suddenly pale
flesh.

"Bright Moon?" Hi s voice quavered.

VWhite Ash bit her lip, slowy nodding her head.

H s strong hands gripped her shoul ders. She was scarcely



aware of the pain as his powerful fingers ate into her nunb flesh.
/"Il never forget his expression. Never forget his pain.

"Her soul .. . split fromher body. | was there the whole time. She
didn't suffer. I--1 felt her go. Felt her soul go free in the night.
Warm Happy with the One."

She forced herself to look up, to fall into the pits of nisery
reflected in his eyes.

H's grip on her shoul ders trenbled and | oosened. "No." "There was
not hi ng we could do. Flying Squirrel " He broke away and turned
H ding his face, he took two stunbling steps and stopped. "Were .
where is she?"

"Back at the old canp. W placed her on the ridge to the west and
prayed. Her soul floated free in a wonderful warm m st. She sml ed,
Sage Ghost. She smiled."

"I"ll go back. Go back and stay with her. Watch over--" "No!" She
grabbed himand pulled himaround. The tears streaking down his face
frightened her. "She wouldn't want that. You'd just torture yourself.
Maybe die, too."

"What if | do?" Hi s voice cracked. "Wthout .. . there's nothing .
not hi ng. "
She nerved herself and strai ghtened her back. "I need you. W al

need you. She's gone. Let her go." She shook her head, seeking to

rid herself of the images her thoughts conjured: of Bright Mon's body
chewed by scavengers; of Sage CGhost on the freezing ridge top, lonely
conpany for a rotting corpse. "I don't know about the Spirit Wrld,

but what if you hurt her? Kept Thunderbird fromtaking her to the Canp
of the Dead? Caused her to come back fromthe stars? She died in
peace. Let her go, Father."

H s haunted stare gutted her. "I need her!" She broke then and

wr apped her arms tightly around him He hugged her to him crushing

her agai nst his chest as she buried her face in the soft |eather of his
coat. His worn clothing carried the famliar scents of his body, odors
of stale sweat and buffalo blood, of winter fires--of a life that would
never be the same again.

On the ridge top, Brave Man stepped out fromthe tangle of people
clustered at the kill site. The voices whispered in



his mnd, urging himafter Wite Ash. He slipped off to one side,
circling to place the bulk of the ridge between hinself and prying
eyes. Moving carefully, he reached a spot where he could | ook down.

He watched as White Ash and Sage Ghost hugged each other, buried in the
dark pain of their grief. One less obstacle in ny way to possessing
you, White Ash. You won't be able to deny nme much | onger. Sage Ghost
will falter. He won't be willing to argue while his soul is pining for
Bri ght Moon.

The voices in his head whi spered, Soon. Sonething is going to happen
soon. Be ready .. . ready to take your chance. Power cones.

"Power cones,"” he whispered, |ooking up at the endl ess blue of the sky.
"Hear me, Spirit Wrld." The voices in his head stilled for the

nmonent. "Werever | have to go, whatever | have to-do, | will have
VWhite Ash. On ny soul, | swear it! I will use her strength. Wth her
Power, you can't cast ne out of the golden mst."

The voi ces chuckl ed agreenent in his nind

"What good is it to go farther south?" Bobcat demanded from his spot
in the council circle. The chiseled lines of his weathered face,
reflected in the flickers of firelight, showed his unease. The tattoos
of footprints on his cheeks thinned with his expression. He sat
wrapped in a worn buffalo robe. "I can't see it. W haven't spotted a
si ngl e mbose since we | eft the Dangerous River. This |and | ooks drier
than what we left behind us. The buffalo are scattered, few and far
bet ween. The grass isn't as lush. Different kinds of plants grow

here. |1 don't know what good can conme of noving into | ands where there
aren't as nany ganme aninmals."

Over head, the star-shot sky had paled in the gl ow of the rising noon.
The White Clay had pitched canmp in a hollow that gouged the | ee of an
uplifted sandst one hogback. The holl ow offered protection fromthe
brunt of the wind and



enj oyed a sout hern exposure that caught the sun's rays. The sandy
soil drained well, unlike the sloppy clay in the flats.

VWhil e wol ves howed in the night, the firelight flickered off the

| odges and cast el ongated coni cal shadows on the trampled snow and
sagebrush. Somewhere in the background a dog barked and went still.

For once, the cool breeze blowi ng down fromthe mountains didn't carry
the bite of winter.

Whi stling Hare, the band's old | eader, spread his hands w de, the
fringes of his elk hide jacket waving. His eyes had lost their luster
worry betrayed by the shrunken skin of his face. "I'mnot sure we have
any choice. W're being hunted by Wl f People. | think they expect us
farther to the north. And behind them conme the Black Point and the
Broken Stones. Last sunmer those clans spent nost of their tine
warring agai nst each other. Next sunmer they mght turn their
attention to us."

"I'"ve never been as hungry as | have been this winter," Bobcat's wife,
Grasshopper, declared, her hot gaze shifting fromface to face. Gunts
of agreement echoed fromthe others. Wite Ash sat in Sage Ghost's
place in the council circle. Since setting up canp, her father hadn't
stirred fromthe | odge. He stayed on his robes, staring enptily at the
spot where Bright Mon shoul d have been. The central fire flared as
young Drumrer dutifully cast nore sage onto the flanes. The Wite O ay
| eadership sat around the dimlight, grimfaced.

"We can't stay here,” Ad Flying Squirrel insisted fromher place
besi de Whistling Hare. She ran absent fingers down the worn breast

pi ece she wore; her thunmbnail clicked over the lines of rabbit-bone
beads separated by disks cut fromsea shells Traded fromthe west.
"Wnd Runner barely escaped with his I[ife as it was. Those war
parties--they'll find our trail, if they're not already sniffing al ong
it. Bobcat, no matter how well we liked it in the north, we've wasted
enough of our energy trying to hold |land. W' ve sung too many of our
warrior's souls to the sky and Thunderbird. They do us no good in the
Canp of the Dead. | have one son left alive. One son, out of four."



She shook her ol d head, burdened by her thoughts. "Maybe it's Power
doing this to us. W're the Sun People. Maybe the Sun is forcing us
south for sonme reason. Ot her People live in the south. It's a |and
that will support us."

White Ash started as the old woman | ooked at her. All gazes turned her
way.

White Ash collected herself, |ooking fromface to face. "People live
very well in the south. They don't hunt as nuch as we do--but they
don't suffer fromfamne either. On the other side of the Sideways
Mount ai ns, the Earth People have lived for nany generations. The canps
were few and far between at first. As they grew, sone broke away and
made new canps. Unlike us, they collect seeds and plants and store
themfor the winter."

"But they live in | odges made of dirt!" Brave Man cried. "You'l
never catch me living in dirt!"

"Their elders don't freeze to death,” Wite Ash replied hotly. "They
don't have to die on |l ong marches either, because the people don't have
to go as far to seek food."

Badger crossed his arms over his chest. "I don't |like the idea of
eating seeds and plants."

A d Falcon, the Soul Flier, raised an armfromhis tightly bundl ed
robes and shook his finger. "But you Trade for those root cakes every
chance you get!"

Badger gestured helplessly. "Well, you have to Trade with Traders.
That's the Power. | don't want to of fend Power, that's all."

"And wasn't it you who told nme how sweet those root cakes were?" Ad

Fal con grinned. "I think you could give up a little buffalo nmeat for
t hose cakes--especially when it means eating themw thout fear that a
Broken Stone's dart will land in your back."

"That remains to be seen." Brave Man | ooked around the circle. "W
haven't exactly found a pl easant greeting as we nove farther south. |
killed four of the last warriors who would try the might of the Wite
C ay. What about these Earth People? You think they' |l just let us
canp and hunt in their |ands? My Power warns against this."



Peopl e shifted uncertainly. No one knew what to think about Brave
Man's Power. A d Fal con sighed.

"Listen to nme," Brave Man called out persuasively. "If we go farther
south, | don't know what ill happen. Instead, come with nme. Let ne
take you back to the Fat Beaver. | know a way that we can live up
there where the herds are plentiful. Followne and | will keep you
safe. ™

Shocked sil ence was broken only by the sounds of the night breeze
rustling sage beyond the canp and the crackle of the council fire. One
by one, people turned to Wiistling Hare and Flying Squirrel

Whi stling Hare drew hinself up to full height. "And where would you
| ead us, Brave Man? What would you do differently?"

Brave Man sniled so confidently that his teeth gleaned in the red |ight

of the fire. "I will take us back north. | wll denounce the Wite
Clay .. . Wait! Hear nme out. | will denounce the Wiite day. M,
alone. When I do, | will challenge the war | eader of the Broken
Stones. Wien | defeat their best warrior, I will make a place for the

White C ay anong the Broken Stones.™

White Ash gaped, as stunned as the rest of them trying to believe what
her ears had heard

"Thi nk about it!" Brave Man gestured passionately. "I can nake a
pl ace anong the Broken Stones for all of us. |I can save all of us! Do
you understand? |, Brave Man, can keep all of you alive! W won't

have to go south. W won't have to run anynore."

Bobcat grunted into the smothering silence. "My ancestors have been
White C ay since the beginning of the world. | cannot turn ny back on
them" The grizzled hunter glanced around. "Perhaps | could eat roots
and collect plants, but my children, and their children after them
will be White day."

Brave Man shook his head in disgust. "And if there are no nore
children? What then? What if we, here, in this circle, are the |ast
of the Wiite d ay?"

"Then we are the last of the Wite Cay," Bobcat said quietly. "That
is all | have to say. I'll go south before I have



anything to do with Broken Stones." He finished with the hand sign
for "no nore."

"I hear my friend Bobcat." Badger's face m ght have been a mask. "I
too, will die as the last Wite Cay."

"You're being foolish." Brave Man reached out as if to enbrace the
hunters. "The Power speaks in my mind. Follow nme! The voices tell ne

the way. As a clan, we can't keep on this way. We'll be bl own away
like grains of sand on a strong wind." Whistling Hare shook his head
slowy. "Myself, | can't go to the Broken Stones. | don't know about

Brave Man's Power. Wat | do know is that we are Wite Cay. Any who
want to go to the Broken Stones with Brave Man may do so. That is our
way. It m ght not be so bad. Anbng the Sun Peopl e, nmany have changed
clans. If any of you would do so, go with ny best w shes. For nyself,
| can't."

Peopl e nodded, | ooking back and forth to seek reassurance in one
anot her's eyes.

White Ash gl anced at Wnd Runner where he sat listening, a torn | ook on
his face. Torn? Why? Surely he couldn't be taking Brave Mn
seriously? Not after the rift that had deepened between them

"I have to speak for myself and Sage Ghost," Wite Ash said. "W will
go where Whistling Hare decides.”

The ol d | eader gave her a secret snile, pleased.

Flying Squirrel quickly added, "I think we should pack at first |ight
and head south for the Sideways Mountains. No good will cone of
staying on this side. Maybe the Creator, the Sun, or Thunderbird, wll
see to it that we don't nmeet any war parties until we're south of the
nountains. No one will think to | ook for us there."

"Except the Earth People," Brave Man rem nded them A rising tension

filled his voice. "Listen to me. |I'myour only hope."
A d Falcon cleared his throat. "I don't know what to think of your
Power, Brave Man. | think you have a different sort of Power, naybe

stronger than anyone el se's, and nmaybe not. You escaped fromthe Canp
of the Dead, and | understand the Power of that, my own soul having
flown to the Land of



the Dead on occasion. But nen nust hear the voices of Power and then
make their own decisions. My soul says that | should go south.

don't know why we've been pushed so. Power uses people in different
ways for its own purposes."” H's gentle gaze shifted to Wite Ash.
"Power has given us hints in the past that our way is south."

"You believe that, old man. It'|l|l be your death!" Brave Man gl ared at
the Soul Flier.

White Ash tensed. People around the fire sat straighter, grimlines
form ng around their nmouths. No one used that tone with a Sou
Flier--especially with one of A d Falcon's reputation. Those sitting
cl osest to Brave Man shifted, trying to distance thensel ves.

ol ivious, Brave Man continued to stare at A d Fal con through narrowed
eyes.

"I think we will pack up canp at first light tonorrow and go south as
fast as we can,"” Flying Squirrel nuttered in a voice just |oud enough
to be heard.

Whi stling Hare nodded, uneasy eyes on Brave Man. "I will go south with
the norning light. Those who wi sh may foll ow ne."

One by one they stood and returned to their | odges, anxious whispers
nmut ed by the night.

White Ash rose and started back toward her |odge. She gl anced around
at the shadowy sage with uneasy eyes. She could feel the trouble
hanging in the night, watching and waiting to | eap. Brave Man had | ost
his mind to challenge A d Falcon in such a way!

She gl anced back just before she ducked into Sage Ghost's |odge. Only
Brave Man and A d Fal con renai ned seated by the fire, their eyes | ocked
on one anot her.

"You take a coyote's paw, now. VWen you let it sit out for a while and
all the hide and tendons and nuscles rot away, you'll see that it's a
lot |ike a human hand."

"But the bones have to be different,"” Left Hand protested.



They were headed north, follow ng a narrow valley through the Round
Rock Mountains. To either side, gray hunps of weathered granite rose

i n cracked and sundered dones agai nst the blue sky. A drainage traced

t hrough the bottons, the sandy soil thick with greasewood, rabbit brush
and sage. Clunps of rice grass giant wild rye, and wheat grass stood

in yellowtan shocks along the way. The land smelled of spring. Here
and there, green, spindly | eaves poked up through |ast year's grass
clunmps. Two eagles whirled in circles overhead, dipping and turning as
they rode the thernmals.

"Well, they are different," Bad Belly agreed. "The bones are smaller
and thinner. But you take each bone of the human hand and you can find
one like it in a coyote's paw. You can see sinilarities."

Left Hand sighed and | ooked defeated. "All right, so maybe ani nals do
have the same insides as humans do. The Wse One Above nade peopl e
after he made animals. So what?"

Bad Belly scratched between his shoul der bl ades and gestured. "I think
it's curious is all. | nmean, why didn't the Wse One Above make sone
animals .. . well, without teeth or sonething? You know, just to be
different.”

Left Hand chuckled to hinself. "No wonder you drove Larkspur crazy."

Bad Belly frowned. "If I'mstarting to bother you, |let me know and
"Il be quiet."

Left Hand shook his head. "No. I'menjoying it. You' re a different
sort of person. You' ve got a fresh way of |ooking at the world. |'ve
nm ssed being with anyone as easygoi ng as you are."

Bad Bel ly sighed, a giddy sensation in his breast |ike flapping
butterfly wings. "I feel years younger. | didn't know it would be
like this."

"How do you mean?"

"I guess I'"'mhappy .. . and scared at the sane tine."

Left Hand wal ked easily, his Trader's staff held high. "Wy did you
ask to come? | thought you wouldn't. | thought you woul dn't have the

courage." Bad Belly stroked his withered hand. Can | tell hin®
Wul d



WarmFire think it was all right? "I promised ny friend I would

leave. He ... he told me--Ch, nothing. It was between us." Bad Belly

| ooked up at the crystal sky. "If it kills ne, Left Hand, | had to

| eave. | gave a promise to ny only friend. A promse ..."

"And you think you'll follow this journey to wherever it ends?" Left
Hand studied himfromthe corner of his eye. "You could die, you know
Meet an accident, fall, maybe startle a silver bear."

Bad Belly winced. "I have nightmares about that. But, Left Hand, even

if I hadn't promised Warm Fire, what do you think it would be like if |
went back now?"

"You know, it won't be easy. If you decide you want to be a Trader

the trail is always |onger than you think."
"No. |I--1 have soneone to look for first."
" Someone?"

Bed Belly grinned uneasily. "What if | told you it was Power?"

"You had a Drean®"

"Not me. WarmFire. He told ne just before he died."

"Well, where did he tell you to go?"

“"North."

"That's a lot of territory. You can cone with me to the Wl f People if
you want. O | can tell you howto get to other places. You know,
which trails to take. Were to find water and good canps. Just where
do you want to end up?"

"Uh, | guess | hadn't really thought that far ahead."

"Come with me. You'd like the Wl f People. You could nake a place for
yoursel f anong us. Or you could be a Trader."

"You said | had to find ny Power first."

"Yes, you do." Left Hand stopped and turned to face Bad Belly.

"Listen, to a Trader, the journey is part of the Power. It's not
somet hi ng undertaken lightly. Here." Left Hand reached down and undid
the laces that held a small | eather pouch at his belt, then handed the
pouch to Bad Belly.

"What is it?" Bad Belly used his teeth to pull the drawstring open
I nside he could see a collection of curious triangular black rocks,
each one polished and gl eam ng.



"Agift for the trail, ny friend." Left Hand's voice had softened.
"Agift?"

Left Hand nodded. "The basis for a Trade, actually. |I'ma Trader
remenber. "

Bad Belly felt a hollow anxiety in his gut. "But | don't have anythi ng
to Trade. Just the few things in ny pack. A couple of biscuit-root
cakes that--"

Left Hand chuckled. "Not all Trades are nade at the same tinme. Think

of it as bond ... a bond of Power. Trading is a thing of the soul, a
sharing. One day you will cone across a gift to repay that
one--sonething as inportant to you as those teeth were to ne. | trust

your soul, Bad Belly. You won't forget ne."

"Teeth?" Bad Belly pulled one of the curious flat stones fromthe
pouch.

"Teeth." Left Hand turned his steps to the trail again. "I wouldn't
have known mysel f, but | showed themto a Trader in the | ands of the
Ant el ope People. He had carried a pack of olivella shells fromthe
Western Water and told ne that these are teeth out of a terrible fish
that swinms there--but this Trader had never seen any of its teeth so
| arge, or of stone."

"Then where did you get then®"

Left Hand grinned. "That's part of the Power of Trade, Bad Belly--and
a nystery at the sanme time. | got themfromdd One Fist, over at
Whi t e Sandstone canmp. He said he found them washi ng out of the dirt
down in the RRm Country. He says there are |lots of bones there and
that they're all washing out of the soil. But that's not the curious
part."

"Ch?" Bad Belly hurried to catch up, eager to hear nore.

"Ch, yes, the curious part is that all the bones are stone. Now, |'ve
travel ed nore than any Trader | know, and |'ve never seen an ani mal
wi th bones made of rock."

Bad Belly inspected the tooth again, noting the serrated edges and how
flat they were. "These woul d make a wonderful necklace." Left Hand
nodded. "You and | think a ot the sane. But tell me, Bad Belly,

where are you going to start |ooking for this Power of yours?"



Bed Belly frowned. Were did a person start to | ook for Power? The
fish's stone tooth felt cool and heavy in his fingers.

/ $N

The Dream possessed Wiite Ash, lifting her like a feather on the wi nd.
She flipped and twirled, rising, then falling, her soul sailing on the
currents.

She settled into a fanmliar and conforting gray haze.

The mist around her swirled, turning golden with a honeyed glow. It
seened to thicken, form ng the features of a handsome young nman. Light
changed, growi ng brighter and darker by stages.

"Who are you?"
"Al'l that you are , .. and are not. That which | am
Dances the fire and Sings the stars. "

"Way am | here?"

"Your time is coming. A way nust be nade. You are part of the Spiral
the circle without beginning or end. Your People --all of your

Peopl e--wi Il need you. You are the way .. . and you are not.

"What do you nean, the way and not the way?"

The young man smiled, and Wiite Ash's soul ached for that beauty. H's
| ove seened to radiate |like heat fromglow ng coals, shooting her soul

full of ecstasy.

"The tine has come. The trail you take will be difficult. Are you
strong enough? Can you learn all you will need to?"

"I don't know. \What are you talking about?"

"A new path starts for

you now. Seek .. . and test yourself. Power has its reasons. You nmay
be the one we seek. The Bundle is waiting for you .. . if you can find
the way and trust yourself. "

The haze shinmered, blurring the i mage of the young man.

"Wait! Come back!"

"Seek. Learn yourself first. Know | ove and hate. Know happi ness and
sorrow. Know pain and pleasure. Learn

"Cone back!"



She reached for him but the gol den haze shifted and she fell,
grabbing into the silky nothingness as the |light di Mmed and the gol den
hues went gray.

Fal I i ng--her stomach rose and tingled--falling, dropping |ike a rock
into an abyss.

White Ash cried out and jerked awake. She gasped in the cold air and
sat up. Sweat ran hot down her face as she blinked in the darkness.
Sonmewhere in the distance a wolf how ed. The wi nd whi spered around the
| odge poles and batted the snoke-hole flap back and forth.

White Ash reached over and poked at the coals. Atiny flanme flickered
to life. She froze; Sage Ghost's robes lay enpty. Wrry gnawed at

her. He'd sat silently in the | odge while she'd attended the council.
When she' d repeated what had been said, he'd |istened, eyes

| ackl uster.

"Where are you, Sage Ghost? Don't tell ne you've |lost your mind
too."

White Ash pushed her hair back and found her worn coat. She took her
noccasi ns fromwhere they sat propped by the fire to dry and sli pped
t hem on; then she ducked out of the flap

The nmoon hung | ow over the ridge to the west. White Ash peered around
t he shadowed | andscape. Sage CGhost's possessions remained in the
| odge, so he hadn't gone far

She wal ked around t he canp, watched by the dogs, who raised their
heads, ears pricked. The | odges cast eerie shadows that nade her think
of Brave Man's Canp of the Dead.

Coupled with the i mages of the Dream the night pressed down as if to
snot her her. The canp seened too quiet. Even the usual snoring had
gone silent in the | odges. The wi nd whi npered, flapped the | odge
covers, and died. Overhead, the brighter stars glowed with cold
light.

A shiver--pronpted by nore than the chill--ran down her spine.

Her steps crunched on granul ar snow, the sound grated in the darkness.
Her skin prickled, as if unseen eyes followed her fromthe concealing
shadows. She whirled, feeling a malignant presence |urking behind her

stal king on predator feet.

Sage Gnhost might have vanished into the crystal air. A



sudden muted gust of wind tickled the |oose hair al ong her cheek. She
batted at it. The dog-travois poles stuck up like ghostly fingers.
White Ash nerved hersel f and stepped out into the sage so that she
could l ook up at the sandstone ridge. A faint silhouette noved agai nst
t he noonlight.

Sage Gnhost? Wal king the night, lost in his grief over Bright Mon? A
coyote? O sonething el se?

She worked her way carefully up the shadowed slope. A rustling in the
sage caused her heart to junmp. She peered into the darkness: nothing.
She forced herself to continue, step by fear-charged step

She crouched as she reached the crest of the ridge, afraid to show
herself on the skyline. The shadowy figure--definitely a man--paced
slowy in the noonlight, hands behind his back as he | ooked up at the
stars. She made her way through the short sagebrush on silent feet
until she could see the nman clearly.

"Wnd Runner?"
He turned, crouching slightly before he recognized her

"What are you doing up here at this tinme of night?" he asked
quietly.

"Looki ng for Sage Ghost. But | could ask you the sane."

He | owered his head, features hidden in shadow. "I don't know Just a
feeling. |I couldn't sleep.”

She rubbed her arms, |ooking around. To the west, the Red Rock
Mount ai ns lay in shadow. The uplifted sandstone ridges to the north
| ooked as though they'd sprouted froma ghost world; they thrust up
raggedly in blue-white |light and shadow. The wi nd had stilled.

"It's not a night for sleep. Power is |oose."

He scuffed the ground with a noccasined toe. "You feel |ike sonething
i s about to happen. Like all of our lives are going to change on a
night like this. You wonder if nmorning will ever cone." She gl anced
at the stars. "It will. Soon, in fact." She paused. "Wy are you up
her e?"

"I"'mtrying to decide what to do."

"What do you nmean, what to do?" A fist clenched in her gut.



"I think I'mIleaving tonorrow. "
"Leavi ng?"
"Going north. To the Black Point."

Stunned, she shook her head. "You can't! W need you. You' re one of
the best hunters.”

He stepped cl ose and grasped her by the shoulders. She could feel his
penetrating stare. "I'mdoing it for you."

She broke away. "For nme? No. That doesn't nake sense. It's .
it's ..."

"I't nakes perfect sense. | can go to the Black Point. Renounce ny
clan. Earn a place anong them And when | do, | can ask you to marry
me. My famly will be declared dead. I'lIl have no relations then."

For a nonent, she couldn't formwords. Finally she cried, "That's

crazy! Marry me now. | love you! You're playing a game with this
kinship thing as it is. I'"'mno nore your sister than .. . than these
rocks are. Let's run off ... go sonewhere where there are no Sun

Peopl e. Just you and ne."

"I can't,"” he told her. "These are my people. How would they feel if
they knew we ran away to live in incest?"

"How wi | | they feel when you run off and call them dead] Doesn't that
nmean anything to you?"

"But they'll understand why | did it--that it wasn't done to hurt them
but because | honor their traditions.” He lifted his hands, let them
fall. "Look, people have to live by rules. W' ve been given ours.

You and | both know this is the only way."

"Don't do this."

She could see his smle. "A man could do no |less for the woman he

| oves. For you, 1'd challenge all of the Black Point and cone for you
at the head of ten tens of warriors."

"You'll break your relatives' hearts.”

He asked softly, "Do you love ne? Tell me now. Tell nme from your
soul . "

She swal | owed hard, torn by her duty to the people. Learn yourself.
The voi ce echoed in her head.

"Yes."
"Wuld you be nmy wfe?"

"Yes."



He nodded, noonlight gleaming in his long black hair. "Wait for ne.
Promi se ne that you won't accept Brave Man. Promi se me that you'l
gi ve yourself to no other nman of the Wite Cay."

"There aren't many left to choose from"

He grinned then. "I know. Better yet, come with me now. You and
together, we'll go north. That way | won't have to come back. Wn't
have to take the chance of having to fight for you .. . and maybe kil
one of the Wiite Cay in the process." She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath. "I can't. You know that. Sage Ghost needs nme. The

peopl e here need ne."

He turned in profile, staring out over the lines of irregular ridges
shining in the soft white light. "I'Il be back for you. I'Il follow
the way south until | find you."

"If they don't kill you during the challenge." Her heart began to

ache. "You'll have to face their best warrior, a man who's kill ed
many- - "
"They won't kill me. Not with the nost beautiful woman in the world

wai ting for ne.
"Don't. Please. For ne, don't do this thing."

"When you said you would marry ne, ny deci sion was made. "

"Then | won't marry you."

He Iifted her chin. "Can you look me in the eyes and tell ne that?"

She shook her head. "But | can't send you off to your death,
either."”

He chuckl ed easily. "I'"mnot going to ny death. | can feel it. No,
"Il be back for you."

He caught her and pulled her to him Hs arns went around her in the
way she'd al ways dreaned about. For |ong nonents she clasped himto
her, the need for himpulsing with her blood. Finally he pushed her
away to hold her at armis length. "I won't be long. I'Il be com ng
for you no later than the first snowfall. Be very careful of Brave
Man. He's dangerous-but after last night, he won't stay." He paused.
"Funny how things work out. | am headed for the Black Point, he to

t he



Broken Stones. Wien we pl ayed together as boys, who woul d have
t hought we'd end up as such bitter eneni es?"

"I's there nothing I can say to stop you?"

He shook his head. "No. It's a way out for us. W both know that.
Now, go find Sage Chost. Take the People south tonmorrow. Tell them
what |'ve done, and why. They'll understand."

She nodded, a new nunbness inside. He stepped over to sone sagebrush
and picked up his darts and atlatl, then slung his small pack. He
paused. "No matter what happens, |1'Il always |ove you."

"And 1'll |ove you."
He turned to go.

"Pl ease! Wnd Runner, don't do this thing."
"Before the fall snows. | pronmise." And he waved as he began picking
his way through the sage, heading north.

She watched himgo until the shadows hid his form
White Ash bowed her head, m sery hangi ng about her |ike dead noss.

By the time she reached the foot of the slope, she'd managed to contro
the ache inside. Wuld everyone she | oved al ways have to | eave her?
Why coul dn't she have lied, told himshe'd never marry hin? Bl essed
Creator, |'ve condemmed himto death. Except .. . he'd seened so
certain, so assured of his victory, despite the know edge that he'd
have to face the best of the Black Point's powerful warriors.

She | ooked back at the ridge, graying nowin the first strains of dawn.
/"1l never see him again.

She started to nake another circle of the canp and noticed the shadow
in the sagebrush. She stepped closer, peering. A man |ay there,
facedown. A chill washed through her soul. "Sage Ghost?"

He didn't nove. She could sense the wongness, the feeling of abused
Power. She bent down and | aid her fingers against his flesh: cold as
the frozen ground. She grabbed his buffal o-hide coat and rolled him
over. In the dimtwlight of dawn she could nake out his features. Ad
Fal con!

She gasped at the dark stain on his forehead. The bl ood had frozen and
clotted where his skull had been split open



She staggered backward, a hand to her nmouth. Then she screamed into
the still dawn, "Wistling Hare! Come. Cone quickly! Od Falcon's
dead! Murdered!"

No sooner had she screanmed than the air erupted with shrieks and yells.
Dark forns charged in fromthe sage, weapons rai sed over their heads.
Too shocked to understand. White Ash fell into a crouch. Not for
several seconds did she realize that the shadowy forns darting between
the | odges were warriors. Eneny warriors! She knew the tongue they
shouted in--famliar, yet so different. The words sounded slurred; the
rai ders shrieked insults and cries of triunmph: WIf Peopl e!

Dogs yi pped and barked. Someone screaned in pain. Five, ten, then a
flood of the howing warriors burst through the canp.

No. No! This can't be. There are too many. The Wiite Cay were

hopel essly out nunbered. Rock Muse, who had survived the attack on the
Fat Beaver, stunbled out of her |odge, hair flying as she ran. A war

cl ub smacked soddenly into her skull. Wistling Hare emerged from his

| odge, fitting a dart to his atlatl ... as a stone-tipped |ance sl apped
into his abdonen. Bobcat rushed fromhis | odge, and bellowed his rage
as he charged' into the mel ee--and staggered as fl etched shafts

pi erced his body.

A massacre was taking place before Wiite Ash's eyes. |In desperation,
she | ooked around. Eneny warriors were everywhere. There's no chancel!
W can't fight themoff.. . can't escape!

A dart hissed by her ear--the-cast msled by the poor light. The
deadly missile freed her fromthe grip of terror. She turned, running
with all her heart.

Behi nd her, panicked screans rent the dusky dawn, a bedl am of death and
fear.



Chapter 8

Bad Belly tugged his robes closer around his throat; he lay on his back
and stared at the night sky. The powerful spring w nd rushed through

t he sage and whi npered around the ridge tops. Beside him Trouble

huddl ed in a furry ball; his warnth seeped through Bad Belly's robes.

Overhead, the stars glinmered and tw nkl ed--cold points of light on the
sabl e under coat of night.

Curious enotions played through Bad Belly's chest the way nmice scurried
through dry grass. He'd left. Fulfilled the pronise to Warm Fire. And
now what ? Where should he go? To the WIf People? Did he want to
follow the path of the Trader? Was that the way of his Power? The

pouch with the stone-fish teeth lay heavy and reassuring on his chest,
hung fromthe thong about his neck. That gift had becone his nost

preci ous possession, one he'd never part with--not even at the cost of
hi s soul .

He turned his head, studying the black shadows of the holl ow they
canped in. Left Hand lay buried in his robes, his dogs in a circle
around their packs. The fire had burned down to | ow enbers, no nore
than dots of speckled red in the night.

The wind called mournfully to Bad Belly, speaking in the tongues of
| ost souls.

Where do | go now? The world waited, hostile, unfamliar, unfriendly.
Danger |urked just beyond the next ridge top, or in the sullen shadows
of the sage.

The days since he left Round Rock had been filled with conversation. He
and Left Hand had | aughed and joked, tal ked of Spirit Power and its
ways, and about how ot her peoples lived and acted. Bad Belly's brain
pul sed with ideas; the romantic call of strange and exciting things
beckoned.



If only it weren't so frightening.

He resettled his head on his arm feeling the tug of the wind. It had
buffeted themall day as they wal ked. Their words had been sucked away
in the mghty gusts and bl own out into the stalwart sage.

He drifted, thoughts softening like spring snowin the sun. The way
his tired body felt, it mght have been afloat on a sultry current.
The Dream cane with the gentle touch of snbke on a hazy norning,
creeping around his slunber, easing itself into his soul....

/ $N

Bad Belly stood on a high, rocky point that jutted above a cracked and
wor n range of mountains. Below his perch, the nountain fell away in
jagged cracks and up-thrust folds of rock that dropped off into

bl ue-green depths. He stood in the real mof the eagles. The angul ar
granite bit into his feet, harsh and unrel enting. Above, the sky had
an inflamed | ook. Sunset streaked the clouds with yell ow and orange.

A hot wind threw itself against him sucking the noisture fromhis
body.

On the sl opes below, thick stands of tinber prickled with the |ance
tips of tall trees, while gaudy light shot weird shadows into the

hi dden depths of the forest. The irregul ar outcrops of bedrock gl owed
in the eerie rays cast by the bl eeding sky.

Bad Belly's nostrils flared at the smell of snmoke. The w nd di ed and
the air wavered. Silence. Then a crackling sounded from behind him
om nous, threatening.

Bad Belly's heart rose in his throat as a squeam sh feeling tickled his
stomach. Frosty tendrils of fear wound through his soul

Snmoke curl ed around hi m and thi ckened.

Bad Belly shaded his eyes and peered as inmages formed in the snoke. He
could make out nen capturing antelope in a pen, |aughing as they placed
brai ded nooses around the frightened ani nal s’ necks. The vision

changed and gangs of



men | abored in the hot sun, using shining inplenments to hack away at a
hillside. One by one they chiseled squares of rock fromthe nmountain's
gut, hoisted themon their sweat-shiny backs, and marched away in an
endl ess line. In the background, the | and had been changed, fl attened.
In the square plots of land, a single species of plant grew tall and
strai ght under the sun. Between the plots strode nen with gl eam ng
spears, and knives--as long as a man's arm-that shinmrered silver in
the sunlight. These they used on the |aboring people, forcing themto
do their bidding.

"What is this?"
"What m ght be, Man of the People, " a voice answered.

Gipped by fear, Bad Belly turned .. . and the forest behind him
expl oded into flame. The bl aze engul fed whol e trees. Branches waved
and shook as |icking tongues of yell ow devoured them Fire roared,

| eaped and danced around Bad Belly, and he tried to shy away. The
confl agrati on responded by sending spears of charring fire toward
hi m

Panic flooded his veins. Frantically he | ooked around, and found no
way of f the pinnacle of rock. Trapped! |I'mtrapped up here!

Fl anes darted up to pierce the clouds and play anong themlike Spirits
gone nad.
"Man of the People ?"

He turned at the voice, bending down trying to shield hinself. "Help
ne!"
"Bad Belly .. . Man of the People. "

"Who are you? Wiere are you? W're going to die."
"Death is an illusion. " Something noved in the ash-stirred depths of
the inferno. Bad Belly wi nced and crouched on the rock, tears of
horror creeping fromhis eyes.

A man of fire wal ked through the flames. The shimering figure stopped
no more than an arm s | ength away, and the heat nell owed.

"Bad Belly.

Man of the People. "

"Go away! Leave me alone! 1've done nothing to the Spirits! Leave
ne!"

"You |l eft Round Rock. You fulfilled your prom se.



"Warm Fire?" Had his friend become this .. . this nightmare
apparition?

| amFirst Man .. . WIf Dreanmer. | Dance the Spiral. | amall that
is.. . and is not. | Dreamthe One."

"Why are you here? What did | do?"

' I amnot here for what you have done .. . but for what you nay do.
"I won't! | won't do it. | prom se. Leave ne in peace! Go away,
Spirit! 1I'"mnot bad!"

The ni ghtmare | aughed and the sound chi ned through the rock underfoot.
"You are anything but bad, Man of the People. You are a pure soul
seeki ng nothing nore than yourself. WII you give nmore? Are you
strong enough to save her? Do you have enough courage to dare
everything for the Drean? Can you save the One? Are you strong enough
torisk all for the WIf Drean?"

"Risk all? | don't understand. Wy have you conme to ne? Wiat did
do?"

"You took the first step. You fulfilled a promse to a dying man. Are
you willing to fulfill a prom se to Power? That is what you seek
isn't it?"

"I ... well

"Go. Prepare yourself. You have within you that which Power will
need. "

"Way ne?"

"Yours is the blood of First Man. Yours is the | egacy of Dreaners.
"But |'ve never Dreaned!"

"You have never sought. The way to Power is unpredictable --and never
free of danger. Prepare yourself. Seek the way. "

Bad Belly tried to scuttle away as the fiery being spread his arns.
About him the flames nelted into a gol den haze.

"What are you?"

"I amFirst Man .. . the Wl f Dreanmer .. . Fire Dancer. " The figure
grew and changed, becoming a wolf. "The Sun People conme. The Spira

i s changing. Before a tree must grow, it nmust wind its roots into the
ground. The tree of the Sun will growin time. The roots nust be
coaxed into the Dream



now. If not, the Spiral will be turned .. . and the world will
change. "

An incredible despair settled over Bad Belly, an imensity of loss so
terrible that he collapsed onto the rock. Crying out in stunned
horror, he clanmped his jaws agai nst the sucking enptiness of the soul
and gripped the rough stone with fingers that cranmped and bl ed.

The haze swirled and dar kened, becoming a nmountainside lit by gl ow ng
lights like tiny suns. Men | abored with the gl eam ng i npl ements,
pi cking at the nmountain while overseers watched. The nen pulled rocks
fromthe bones of the nountain and piled them under the |ights.

The vision drew Bad Belly into the very nountain. There, |ike noles,
men and wonen scurried on hands and knees through warrens they chi pped
out of the nmountain's belly. Dirty, bent, and mserable, they |abored
to break chunks of stone |oose. Some coughed, eyes gleaning, flesh
sallow. Ohers bore their travail in silence.

"What madness is this?" Bad Belly cried--and the vision shimered into
gol den haze agai n.

The end of the Spiral. The end of the harnony of the Dream

Bad Belly cried out as the glowing wolf began to change its form As
he watched, the front legs of the fiery beast spread and grew into
wings with long feathers of flame. d eaning, golden eyes |ocked with
Bad Belly's. The huge bird hissed and clutched the rock with jet-black
tal ons. Then the beast |eaped for the sky, screaming as shrilly as an
angry eagl e.

Bad Bel |y huddl ed agai nst the rock, battered by the burning wash of the
wi ngs. High in the crinson heavens the Spirit bird soared--and

vani shed. A crack of thunder split the sky and shook the ground before
fading into a distant roar.

Bad Belly shrieked and bolted upright in his robes. As sweat tickled
on his hot skin, he stared around at the dark camp. H s good hand
knotted the thick | eather of his buckskin shirt over his heart. Left
Hand, half crouched in his robes, had a dart nocked in his atlatl.

"What the--" Left Hand whi spered. "Wat happened?"



"Dream " Bad Belly swall owed past the knot in his fevered throat.
"Spirit Dream"

Left Hand peered nervously around at the night, feet twisted in the
wr eckage of his bedding. "Spirit Dreanf Didn't you hear it?"

Bad Belly cl anped his eyes shut to squeeze the vision fromhis soul
Had it been Thunderbird? The Spirit Hel per of the Sun Peopl e? Wy
woul d such a being come to hinf? He shivered. "Hear it?"

"The thunder. Like a bolt of lightning blasted the canp.”

Bad Belly opened his eyes and | ooked fearfully up into the crysta
ni ght sky. Not a cloud anywhere- The nenory of huge, fiery w ngs
t hr obbed agai nst his soul

Fear spurred White Ash, fit to burst her heart, as she raced up the
narrow val l ey. Gentle slopes packed with sagebrush rose to either
side, and a narrow arroyo meandered through the flat bottoms. Her

| ungs burned as breath tore at her throat. She blinked tears out of
her eyes. The sobs tried to choke her as she vaulted | ow sagebrush and
crunched the crusted snow underf oot .

The sun rose higher in the sky, cresting the rounded ridge to her left.
The day woul d be warm and sunny. As the ground warmed, it would be
harder to hide her trail

How many had survived? What had happened to her worl d? Sage Ghost?
Had he been far enough away--or had he been the first to die, killed to
buy silence for the attacking Wl f People?

Wnd Runner made it. He was far to the north by the time the attack
cane.

A colder fear lay like ice inside her: AOd Falcon had been killed | ong
before the attack. The blow that murdered himhad come early in the

ni ght, or the blood wouldn't have frozen that way. Nor would his flesh
have lost its heat.

A ghostly menory formed: Brave Man and O d Falcon sitting across from
each other after the council neeting, the



| ook of challenge between them But to kill? And in so brutal a
manner ?

Brave Man's possessed eyes |eered at her as she relived the nonent when
he'd tried to rape her. That powerful gleamknew no right or
wrong--she'd seen that in his soul that day.

What nmattered that now? She'd witnessed the destruction of the Wite

G ay. Those final screans would haunt her forever. Al that could be

| oved and cherished had been obliterated--like tracks in the sand after
a strong w nd.

She panted as she forced one foot ahead of the other, making distance.
Pani c began to fade into a searing of the soul. She turned out of the
val ey and drove her exhausted body up the sl ope. Her feet punched

t hrough the ice-crusted snow

Lungs | aboring, |legs trenbling, she wove through the thick sage and
stunbl ed onto the ridge top. Before her, ridges ran in every direction
as they extended fromthe foothills of the Red Rock Myuntains. A broad
drai nage | ay between her and the Sideways Muntains.

The peaks of the Sideways Mountains glistened as the sun struck their
virgin snow fields An inpossible barrier. Too steep. In those
i ce-1ocked vall eys she would find nothing to eat.

Not only that, there wouldn't be nuch to eat anywhere this early in the
year. A few sagebrush buttercups had begun to bloomw th the retreat

of the snow. They could be eaten after having been boiled three or

four times to wash away the bitterness. Shooting star and biscuit root
woul d be growing in the next noon. But now?

She dropped to her knees, breathing deeply, trying to recharge her
drai ned body. The wi nd teased her tangled hair into a black web around
her head.

She | ooked back to the west, toward the unforgiving slopes of the Red
Rock Muntains. Faint puffs of ugly cloud hung around the high peaks.
She shook her head. Snow foll owed warm days, as if the warm weat her
were but a cruel joke--a tease of better tines.

She braced herself, got up and started to wi nd her way down the far
side of the ridge. Drainages |like a maze of cracks cut the rough
rocky | andscape. Here the sagebrush



grew no hi gher than her ankle and | ooked weat hered-indi cation of a
poor soil. Farther away, pale clunps of greasewood choked the white
soil of the flood plains Wntertan grasses waved in the w nd, unbels
| ong since shorn of seeds. A land of dry rock and tortured ridges, it
didn't offer nuch.

She bit her lip, unsure of what to do, of where to go. Behind her, to
the north, the Black Point and Broken Stones pushed ever southward. And
what sort of life could she find there?

W nd Runner, you fool, they "Il kill you! Wat other outcone could she
accept? That one | one youth--barely twenty sumrers ol d--coul d vanqui sh
t he bravest and nost cunning of the Black Point's tested warriors?

To the west, the Sheep Hunters hunted the Red Rock Mbuntains, stern
warriors who had | earned the trails and ways of the mountains since
birth. To the east, across the basin, lay the Wl f Peopl e--and she'd
al ready seen their nercy.

Sout h, beyond the Sideways Mountains, lay her native Earth People. My
only hope.

She paused at the top of the next ridge, hating the fatigue that ate at
her muscles. The best way, the only way, would be to skirt the rugged
foothills of the Sideways Muntains, follow the drainages to the east,
and search out a pass that wasn't choked with snow.

Provided | can find enough to eat. Provided | don't freeze. Provided
a lot of things.

Her fire sticks, her atlatl and darts, her pack of sleeping robes, were
gone--trophies of the Wlf People's last crushing blowto the Wite
Clay. First thing, she needed to find a stand of rice grass The

stens, charred, made the finest fire starter. Fortunately, the G ay
Deer Basin was rich in tool stone. Flaking cutting tools would be

si mpl e enough. Once she found the right woods with which to nake fire
sticks, she could build fires. The comi ng days would be difficult, but
the | and woul d provi de.

She glared at the east, a burning anger in her heart. Your tinme is
limted, WIf People. The Sun People are com ng fromthe north. Kick
them even a little, and they'll strike back



again and again. It's their Power--their way of war. She shook her
head. It's their very strength.

She wal ked on, each step a desol ation of the soul

Bad Belly placed his foot carefully and stopped, head cocked. They

wer e somewhere close. The droppings that |ay on the gray duff under

t he sagebrush coul dn't have been ol der than | ast night. He stood on

the eastern side of a long slope. Here the sagebrush grew thick and as
tall as a man's knee. A rolling vista of ridges stretched to the east
and the hazy horizon. The sun slanted, casting shadows over the |and.
The rugged wall of the Sideways Muntains | oomed to the north. Narrow
val l eys cut through the weathered slopes as if a Spirit cat had ravaged
the very stone with its cl aws.

He fingered the round rock in his hand. Once he'd used it as an inage
of the nobon when he'd traced its shadows before the |odge fire; now he
hoped it would kill.

Wth patient skill he studied the blue-green wealth of sage. He
sniffed the fresh air and let the aromas of sage and danp earth soothe
the faint awareness of honesickness. There, froma perfectly
canouf | aged body, a single brown eye stared at him Bad Belly shifted,
getting his balance. Years of practice paid off as he threw the stone.
The rock caught the sage grouse broadside; the wounded bird fluttered
and cl ucked.

Bad Belly pinned the big bird with a foot and grabbed its throat, then
whirled it around to snap the neck. He retrieved the rock and stepped
around the sage. Disturbed by the scuffle, two nore grouse bobbed
their heads as they wal ked this way and that through the thick brush,
aware that something had gone wong. Like all grouse, they were too
stupid to fly at the sight of a human.

Bad Belly waited patiently. One of the gray-speckled birds stepped
behi nd a sagebrush. The flung stone thunped sickeningly into the
visible bird. The fow |ay broken and stunned as it uttered clicking
sounds.

Bad Belly took a step, then another, as the wounded bird



fluttered away on one wing and a broken leg. The third strutted
calmy in the sage, oblivious to the plight of its fellow

Bad Belly retrieved his stone, catching up the fluttering victim and
breaking its neck. Cautiously he stalked the third. Wthin ninutes
his deadly stone had clainmed the | ast grouse.

He waved, and Left Hand wal ked down the ridge, the dogs follow ng.

"It's food," Bad Belly greeted. "Tonight we eat well."

Left Hand cocked his head. "Three birds? One for us ... and two for
all these dogs? That's eating well?"

"You never know what we'll find for the rest of the day." Bad Belly
gestured toward the foothills. "Badwater Canp lies up there along the
creek somewhere. W might nake it by midday tonorrow. They'll feed us
and the dogs, too. Three birds will keep us going."

Left Hand nodded as he studied the nountains and the way their path

would lead. "If not, we'll take a day and see if we can't lure an
antel ope into an anbush. | just haven't seen the right place to do it
yet."

Bad Belly gave his friend a suspicious inspection. "This is Badwater
territory. Bone Ring won't care about a couple of grouse, but we'd
better get her perm ssion before we go hunting anything like a--"

"And I'ma Trader." Left Hand raised his staff and jabbed a thunb at
his chest. "You Earth People and your territory don't mean anything to
a Trader."

"Bone Ring decides things for Badwater. | net her once. She's a tough
wonan. "

Left Hand chuckled. "Tell me honestly, would Larkspur have thrown a
fit if she found a Trader eating an antelope he'd killed on her |and?
No, not even Larkspur, tough and nmean as she is, would squawk about a
Trader filling his belly or feeding his dogs. Besides, they know ne at
Badwat er. Bone Ring gets along with the WIf People. A few years back
she sent us a couple of packs of rice grass seed when things were a
little bleak."

Bad Belly | ooked over his shoulder at the far-western nountains. A
gray haze had covered the peaks. "Looks like a stormcom ng. W m ght
want to hole up at Badwater. It



woul d be nice to have a warmlodge to sleep in if that turns out to be
as bad as it |ooks."

-"Bone Ring will put us up. She'll probably have half of what's in ny

packs if we stop there--but we'll have a warm | odge and ful

bellies."”

Bad Belly grunted. "Trading's sonething I'd never do well. If people
wanted to Trade, 1'd end up giving them everything."

Left Hand took up the march, headed for the long ridge that separated
the Badwater fromthe rest of the basin. "D fferent Traders do things
differently. It depends on your Power." He shot a glance at Bad

Belly. "But then, a man who Dreans thunder out of night sky .. . well,
you tell ne."

Bad Belly's stomach knotted. "I don't know what to think. |'ve never
had a Dream|ike that."

Left Hand took a deep breath and said gently, "Maybe you weren't worthy
before. "

"Vr t hy?"

"Power has its ways. And you haven't told ne everything about Warm
Fire's death and what he made you promi se. Not that |'ve asked, m nd
you. Power isn't sonething to be tal ked about lightly. A fellow like
me knows enough about it to be cautious. Maybe WArm Fire's death was
supposed to be a sign to you. Like that wolf you tal k about."

Bad Belly lowered his eyes. "I don't know about signs and things. |'m
just nme."

A reverent note crept into Left Hand's voice. "You never know about
Power. It exists everywhere--all around us. But | renenber when | was
a boy, listening to a Dreaner. He said that Power is in this world and
it isnt.”

"How can it be in this world and not be at the sane tine?"

"Look around you, Bad Belly. Power is everywhere, but can you see it?
Touch it? No. It's here and it isn't. That's why you have to seek

it. Anbng ny people, a person must prepare hinself and clinb to a high
pl ace. You see, only when you' ve cl eansed your body and soul does
Power make itself known. That's why it conmes in Dreams. You have to
neet Power in a different world fromthis one. In Dreans . when the
soul is free."



Bad Belly screwed up his nouth. "But why did it come to ne | ast
ni ght ? How cone it never canme before? |I've had |ots of dreans.
Everybody does."

" Power Dreans?"

"No, this is the first."

"That's the point."

Bad Belly shot him a skeptical glance.

"Look"--Left Hand gestured, shaking the Trader's staff-"mybe you
weren't worthy of being noticed until you left Larkspur's. Mybe your
| eaving was a test. You know, whatever you pronised WarmFire had to
be carried out. Power doesn't just give itself away. You have to be
wort hy. "

Bad Belly hung his head, renenbering his inability to face Larkspur
when Warm Fire lay dying. He'd hated hinself at that nmonment, hated
hi nsel f ever since for not staying with WarmFire--no matter the
consequences. Leaving had brought himfreedomfromthat guilt. He

| ooked around, feeling the free wind on his shoul der

"G andnot her al ways knew how to bend ne around. She's a master at
that"." He sighed. "I grew up terrified of her. A person was better
off to cross a silver bear than to make Larkspur mad. She'd get back
at you, and when she did, everyone suffered for what you'd done."

"But you left."

Bad Belly nodded. "Yes. | left. She ordered me away when WVarm Fire
was dying. | ... | couldn't .. . Well, it's over now."

"And Power is interested in you. You passed the first test."
"The way you say that, I'mnot sure | want to pass any nore."

A snoky | ook veiled Left Hand's eyes. "The first is always the
easiest. Did this curious Spirit in your Dream say anything el se? Ask
anyt hi ng of you?"

"It said | should prepare nyself .. . and seek." He scow ed and ki cked
at the ground. "And | saw things. Visions of people doing things I
couldn't understand. Sonething terrible's comng. A change in the
Spiral, if you know what that nmeans. It has something to do with the
Sun Peopl e's



Power - -and what they'll do to Dreaning. Maybe change the entire
world."

"You know, Bad Belly, you frighten ne."
"Frighten you?"

Left Hand made a face that puckered the lines around his nouth. "The
ways of Power |eave any sane man nervous. Warm Fire said he'd Dreaned

that | was coming. Power told himthat. |I'd been having Dreans of ny
own. Nothing | could understand, just fragnents of visions .. . and a
feeling that | had to hurry. Power threw us together first thing.
Maybe it picked ne because | have a | ot of respect for Power. | know

enough about how the Spirit Wrld works to know that |I'mnot the right
one for you to talk to."

Bad Belly's stomach soured even nore. "Well then, if you' re not, who
is? In the Dream Wl f Dreanmer told me--"

"Wl f Dreaner?" Left Hand | ooked over his shoulder to stare at the
gray mat of clouds that now obscured the far nountains.

"Well, that's what he said. Something about the Wolf Dream .. . and
Fire Dancer .. . and he turned into a wolf . and into a flam ng bird
and--"

"W're not stopping at Badwater."

"W're not?"

Left Hand frowned at the Sideways Muntains that rose before them "No.
I think the sooner | take you to Singing Stones, the better off I'm
going to be."

"Singing Stones? But | thought--"

"He's the nost Powerful Drearer | know "

"I don't like that | ook you're giving ne."

Left Hand rubbed his forehead. "I don't know what's goi ng on, Bad
Bel ly, but the sooner |I'maway fromyou, the better I'mgoing to
feel ."

Bad Belly pointed. "But a stormis comng!"

"More than one, nmy friend. More than one. | just hope you're up to
it."

"Up to it? You're talking in riddles." Bad Belly's nervous gl ance
shifted back and forth fromthe comng stormto Left Hand.



"Come on. It's a good thing you killed those grouse. The dogs are
going to need them"

"The dogs? But | ... Wat are we going to eat?"

"The packs are full, Bad Belly. That'll keep us alive. If it neans
the loss of an entire season's Trade, that's fine. If that's all it
costs me, I'll be nore than happy."

"But | thought--"

"Hush." Left Hand nade the gesture for silence. "Power guides al
Trade. That's why it's sacred. What's in the packs bel ongs to Power.
If that's what we're supposed to live off, that's what we'll do. The
act of Tradi ng depends on Power. Who am | to insult what gives nme ny
happi ness?" Left Hand stal ked away, al nbst running.

"Hey, slow down!"
"W have a lot of ground to cover today."

Bad Belly groaned to hinself, hurrying, while Trouble trotted al ong
behi nd, happily oblivious. Bad Belly ground his teeth. The world had
turned on hi m again.

Wy do | feel like it's all out of control? Wat did | do this tine?

He | ooked back. The cl ouds had conpl etely hidden the far nountains.
The storm woul d come--and it | ooked om nous.

White Ash had entered the broad valley that ran northeast toward the
Gray Deer River. Now she followed the southern side of the vall ey,
crossing drainages that ran between |ong ridges |eading down fromthe
Si deways Mbunt ai ns. Cottonwoods |ined the creek banks, and she could
see the tassels high in the branches anong the thickening buds. Hi gher
on the hills to the south, linber pine and juniper dotted the sl opes,
m xing with scattered sage and occasional bitter brush A chill w nd
raced down fromthe west.

As she wal ked, she searched the ground and found a quartzite cobbl e of
just the right size. It fit snugly in the pal mof her hand. A short
tine |ater she |ocated a second cobble to use as a hanmer stone.



She checked the heft and bal ance of the hanmer stone; then, with sharp
bl ows, drove flakes fromone side of the quartzite cobble. Wen she'd
made a scal | oped edge, she turned it over to continue the process. She
i nspected the tool with a critical eye. By chipping off both sides,
she'd created a jagged cutting edge.

She ran a finger over the sharp blade and started for the stand of

i nber pine on the slope above her. She ignored the | ow, scudding

cl ouds that raced down fromthe west as she began to hack at the bark
on the first tree she came to. The inner bark of the Iinber pine could
be chewed. It might be bitter fare--and nore effort to chew the fibers
than the body gl eaned--but she needed survival food, sonething for her
stomach to work on ... especially since the first flakes of snow had
begun twi rling down.

White Ash hacked a | ong section of bark fromthe |ight yell ow wood.
Under ot her circunstances, she would have stripped the bark by shaving
of f the hard, scaly outer surface, then boiled the inner. This tine
there would be no boiling. So far, she hadn't found the right kind of
wood for making fire sticks. And she needed a boiling paunch--which
meant killing an animal or finding a winterkill that hadn't been
ravaged by scavengers.

A cold gust of wind tore at her with icy fingers that shot through her
worn dress. This would be a cold, wet snowthe dangerous spring
ki nd.

She worked with desperation to shave the life-giving inner bark | oose.
| mredi atel y she began to chew the strings she peeled free. The
bittersweet taste of the bark made her mouth water. The fuzzy feeling
of the sap clinging to her teeth cheered her soul. Sap neant l|ife.

She clutched her stone in two hands and attacked the tree again. She
could carry several slabs of bark, and her next pressing need would be
to find shelter fromthe com ng storm

Havi ng carved all she could carry fromthe tree, she hurried onward.
The growing cold ate into her noccasins; the outernost |ayer had been
worn through to holes. The inners would go next. Once she found
shelter, she mght be able to



weave strips of juniper bark that would extend the life of the
deteriorating |eather.

Snow began to fall in thick flakes. The rounded ridges had a scoured

| ook that boded poorly for shelter. The scrubby sagebrush wasn't quite
tall enough to weave into a wi ckiup. N ght began to drift over the

| and as the snow canme down in whirling spirals, obscuring her view of
the country.

She pul |l ed up her hood and wal ked on. Somewhere, hidden in the storm
she'd have to find a dry place, out of the wind and bl owi ng snow. There
she could chew the thin strips of bark--and naybe stay alive.

She nearly missed it as she struggled forward. In the |engthening
gl oom of evening, the stone overhang nerged with the swirling snow. She
stopped and stared, shielding her face against the blow ng crystals.

Wth a cry of relief she stunbled into the rocky shelter. It was
not hi ng nore than an undercut sandstone slab, but it would do. She
batted the clinging snow from her garnents before she crouched back
agai nst the rock and huddled into a ball. For just a nmonent she woul d
rest, soothe her ragged nerves, |et her exhausted body recover some of
its reserves.

She cl osed her eyes, shaking her head. Had any of the Wite O ay
lived? Were her people nothing nore than a nenory?

W nd Runner you may be the lucky one. Tell the Black Point that the
White C ay have vani shed fromthe earth. You 'we no one to of fend now.
Only the ghosts of the angry dead.

She dropped her face into her hands; the well of her tears had run dry.
| have only myself now. | amalone. No one .. . nothing else. Nothing
but cold and mi sery.

She sat there while the night darkened and the snow continued to fall.
At first she didn't recognize the sound: a light crunch--snow
conpressi ng under a human foot.

She burst to her feet and charged straight into the man's arms. He
hel d her easily and overpowered her struggles. Laughing, he threw her
roughly to the ground and pinned her. "Let nme go!" she cried, beating
at himwth her fists.



The odors of snoke, winter sweat, and leather filled her nostrils. His
breath came warm agai nst her cheek. "It's been a | ong chase,"” he told
her, "but Three Bulls has caught you."

She shuddered, recogni zing the tongue of the Wl f People.

"Let me go," she whispered in the tongue of the Earth People. "I am
Three Forks. My people are at peace with yours."

"Three Forks does not live with the Sun People. No, |'ve hunted you
all day long. You're mne. |If Three Forks wants you, they can Trade
for you later."

"What .. . what are you going to do with nme?"

He | aughed then, nuzzling his face into her neck. "Wat does any nan

want with a woman? You will carry firewood to ny | odge and cook ny
meal s. You will work for me, tanning and sewi ng. And, of course, you
will warmny robes at night and bring ne pleasure.™

"You'll bring the anger of Three Forks down on you. Green Fire
will--"

"Do nothing!" He chuckled to hinself. "Tonight this stormw |l be
cold and wet. Together you and | will be warm Three Bulls has gone a
long tinme without being warm Perhaps he is too full of seed? Perhaps
his seed would be warm too?"

"Nol "

Her flesh crawmed as his cold hand reached down and |ifted the hem of
her dress.

Bad Belly woke fromtroubled Dreans he didn't understand. Entire
forests had been cut down and burned to nmake way for the gol den-haired
crop. He'd heard the soul of the land cry out as rains washed the soi
away in muddy torrents, while the feet of nen packed hard trails over
the country. The how of a grieving wolf lingered in his nenory,
wailing --like the death of a Dream-chilling his spirit.

Had it been real? O just part of the Dreanf?



He blinked in the night, aware that Trouble's body heat no | onger kept
hi mwarm He poked his head out fromunder the covering of the robe
and | ooked around. Snow-a hand's depth of it--had fallen on their
smal | canmp, and heavy, wet flakes continued to whirl out of the night
sky. The rounded depression left by Trouble could be seen, as could
the dog tracks | eading off up the steep-walled canyon they'd picked to
canp in.

Bad Belly groaned softly, closing his eyes. Probably a coyote bitch in
heat sonmewhere. The last tinme Trouble had followed the lure, he'd come
linping hone with great gashes in his hide frombattling for the

bi tch--and | osi ng, no doubt.

Bad Belly stood up and shook the bl anket of snow off his robe before
wrapping it around him Something thunped on his foot and he reached
down to fish the pouch of stone teeth out of the fluffy snow He'd

been fingering themjust before he went to sleep, planning the neckl ace
he' d make of them

Wake Left Hand? No, he'd al ready caused enough problenms for Left Hand.
Let himsleep. After all, all Bad Belly had to do was foll ow Trouble's
tracks a little way up the canyon and whistle. In a heartbeat they'd
be back asl eep under the snow, with no one the w ser

Bad Belly grow ed to hinself, imagining what he'd do to Trouble. But
no matter what he threatened, he could never hurt his friend. Dogs
were just dogs. That was their nature.

He bent |ow and squinted in the faint [ight; Trouble's tracks were
filling even as he watched. The afterimages of the Dream added to his
apprehension as he hurried along the dog's trail.

When he thought he'd gone far enough not to wake Left Hand or his
keen- eared pack dogs, Bad Belly whistled and called, "Trouble? Hey,
Troubl e! Come on. This is foolishness. Trouble? You go nessing
around with them coyotes and I'll have to carry you all the way to
Si ngi ng Stones'. Troubl e?"

The tracks didn't | ook any fresher. Wrse, the trail grew steeper. Bad
Belly scratched at his chin where a snowfl ake had nmelted and run in a
trickle. "Trouble, maybe I will beat you half to death. Look at nme.
I"mgoing to be wet and cold and niserable for the rest of the night.
You' re a dog. Dogs



are used to being miserable. You' ve got that wonderful fur coat."

The wind swirled and gusted. The trees grew thicker here. A gane

trail wound up around the rocks and through the thick serviceberry that
choked the canyon bottom Sonber |inber pine and fir mxed with the
juniper--dark blotches that hid in the veil of swirling snow

Bad Belly drew up, puffing. How far had he come? "Troubl e?" Trouble
had never before gone this fan-not even when he |ived at Round Rock and
knew t he country.

Bad Belly chewed at his lips while he thought. If | had half a wt,
I'd just turn around and go back. Pus and nmaggots, Trouble, if you can
find your way clear up here, you can find your way back to canp.

Except that Trouble's ny best friend. He's never let nme down. Bad
Bel |y pl odded on. How [ ong until norning? Wiat would Left Hand say if
he | ost traveling tinme?

Bad Bel |y pushed harder up the steep canyon. The deep snow -knee high
in places where it had drifted--inpeded his progress. He ducked under
a fir tree, searching for Trouble's tracks. The hair on his neck
lifted. Among them he could nake out a wol f's tracks.

Ch, Trouble. A coyote, well, you can keep fromgetting killed. But a
wol f? He dashed al ong, shouting at the top of his lungs, "Trouble?"

The wind battered Bad Belly as he stunmbled out of the canyon and into
t he open. Through the haze of falling snow, he couldn't make out any
| andmarks. Trouble's tracks made only faint dinples in the whiteness.
Forcing hinmself on, Bad Belly ran thrashing forward on Trouble's,
trail.

A pile of rocks--rounded and worn by wi nd and storml oomed ahead. The
tracks wove in and out through the outcrop and into the flats beyond.
Wnd bl asted at Bad Belly as he staggered on, knowi ng that Trouble
couldn't be far ahead.

"Hunger and thirst on you, dog. | can't help it if you go faster than
| do, but I swear, I'mgoing to beat you to within a handbreadth of
your life! You hear me? Trouble?"

He pl odded around drai nages and past gnarled trees tw sted



and dwarfed by the wind. How high had he clinmbed, anyway? Hi s feet
ached and throbbed fromthe cold.

"Left Hand is going to throw a fit. You hear ne, dog? Al he's ever
done is be nice to us, and we're going to nake himregret he took us
al ong!"

The st orm whi pped down around hi mas he pushed on. A grow ng chil
nunbed his hands. The pouch with the stone teeth dangl ed from one
clenched fist. Miuttering to hinself, Bad Belly slipped the thong over
his head so he wouldn't lose it.

| shoul d have awakened Left Hand. He's going to be worried sick. He
sank up to his waist in a deep drift and floundered to the other side.
"Troubl e?" A gleeful bark came from somewhere ahead.

"CGet back here! Troubl e?"

Bad Belly charged ahead, relief filling him At |east he'd reached the
dog before the wol f had. Trouble came boundi ng out of the curtain of
snow, tail wagging.

Bad Belly dropped to his knees, hugging the snow encrusted dog to his
chest. "Trouble? What's the matter with you? | ought to break every
bone in your body."

The dog jerked and squirmed in Bad Belly's grip as he whi ned and
reached up to lick Bad Belly's face. The furry black tail sw shed back
and forth in the fluffy snow like a whip.

"Following a wol f? And dragging me all over in the night? Come on
Let's go back. W have to get to canp before Left Hand wakes up and
finds us gone."

Bad Belly started back the way he'd cone, Trouble follow ng. He broke
through the drift and clinbed up the slope, tracks grow ng ever
fainter. At the summit he scouted around--and found nothi ng but

wi ndbl own snow:.

"Whi ch way?" He | ooked back at his dog. "Home, Trouble. Find the
way. "

Trouble stared at him ears up, his head cocked.

"Horme!" Bad Belly ordered, pointing to the snow. "Track!" Trouble
barked and | owered his nose to the snow, taking off at a trot.



"That's a good boy." Bad Belly fell into step behind him

Hours later, when the sun grayed the eastern horizon, Bad Belly came to
the conclusion that wherever he was, he'd never been there before. He
shoul d have cone to the rock outcrop he'd wound through in the night,
then found the trees and the steep canyon. Wrse, the way they were
going now didn't slope steeply at all--and it sloped the wong way.

Bad Bel ly stared around; any |andmarks remained hidden in the ground
blizzard. He shook his head slowy, sadly. "Trouble, what did you
ead me into? Now we're lost."

A violent blast of air alnost blew himoff his feet. Fine snow sifted
t hrough the gaps in his tightly clutched robe. Trouble fl opped down in
the white powder to chew the caked snow from between the pads on his
feet. He snorted before | ooking up with curious brown eyes.

"One thing's certain. The tracks are gone .. . and we have to find
shelter."

Bad Belly took the only option left to him He started downhill
Chapter 9

Three Bulls stood and stepped out into the snow He turned, staring
down at Wiite Ash with a leering grin on his angular face. She gl ared
hatred back as she sought to overpower his smug satisfaction with her
own di sgust and anger. He laughed, lifting the bottomof his war shirt
to relieve hinself.

She trenbl ed, |ooking away, unable to stand the sight of his nale

fl esh--that sane organ that had violated her. Pain coupled with fear
and | oat hi ng. Even the refuge of her body, the final sanctuary, had
been desecrat ed.

At the sound of his water pattering into the snow, she



cowered. Fragments of thoughts drifted | oosely about her head.
Escape! Run!

She gat hered her |egs under her, furtive eyes boring into his back. He
exhaled a frosty weath that whirled around his head. She took a
careful step and placed one foot on The worn rock. She nmade anot her
step, the last before the snow would crunch and gi ve her away.

"Big storm" Three Bulls nuttered to hinself. "Look at the sky. Bl ack
dark. This stormwll continue for a long tine. Good thing | caught
you, huh?"

The snow woul d make escape that nmuch harder. He could track her
wi thout effort; but she had to try! Desperation charged her rubbery
nmuscl es as she | eaped into the darkness.

She ran, calling upon all the exhausted reserves in her body. Arns
punpi ng, she threw herself down the slope, praying that the footing
woul dn't betray her. If she could gain a small |ead, perhaps she could
trick him make a fal se She smashed face first into the fluffy snow,
driven down by his crushing weight. Hard hands tangled in her hair,

j erking her back

H s voice cooed into her ears, "You're a captive of Three Bulls. 1've
had too nmuch trouble with wonmen as it is. I'll teach you not to run
away. "

The fist caught her on the side of the head, blasting lights |ike
lightning flashes behind her eyes. He sat on her, pushing her down
into the snow Wth one hand twisted in her hair, he used the other to
beat her.

"No!" she screaned, withing beneath him

Then her vision blurred. Pain splintered into spangles of |ight that
mat ched t he sick sounds of his fist against her stunned flesh.

Brave Man wal ked down fromthe ridge and into the ruins of the canp.
Most of the | odge covers had been piled onto a bonfire kindled by the
| odge pol es. Packs had been



ri pped open, and the contents--what the raiders couldn't
use--scattered here and there.

Coyot es skul ked through the sagebrush, tawny shapes waiting for his
departure to resune their ravaging of the dead. Ravens called and rose
on flapping wings to wheel in the sky or to perch on the ridge tops,
awai ti ng his passing.

Brave Man wal ked anong the corpses, noting famliar faces, eyeless now,
since the keen ravens went for those first. The coyotes al ways went

for the gut. Wiistling Hare lay sprawl ed on his face. Badger had

taken a dart in the back before someone had driven another through his
heart. Bobcat had been riddled with darts before someone sl ashed his
throat. Little Drumrer had taken a dart through the kidneys and, from
the blood trail, had craw ed for a way before a second dart had been
driven between his shoul der blades. Flying Squirrel lay facedown, her
skul I cracked open, the brains exposed. One by one, he identified

t hem

"But we find no Wiite Ash."”
The voices in his head whi spered, She lives!

He stooped over the body of AOd Falcon, staring down into the remnains
of the old man's face. H's own bl ow had | anded between A d Fal con's
eyes.

"I amsorry, Soul Flier. You would have chall enged nmy Power. It was
better this way. Better that you died at nmy hand than that of the WlIf
Peopl e. You got to know in the end. You felt true Power of a kind
you'd only guessed at."

Brave Man hadn't planned on killing A d Fal con, but the Soul Flier had
wal ked himto the edge of camp and threatened himw th exile fromthe
clan. The pain had welled in Brave Man's head, causing himto blink

The rush of anger had traced fire through his veins as he turned to the
Soul Flier and whi spered, "Good-bye, Add Falcon."

Before the old man coul d react, Brave Man had swung his club. The
sharp edge caught the Soul Flier full on the forehead. Splitting bone
had snapped in the night.

Now, in the light of day, what remained of A d Falcon | ooked pitifully
br oken and shabby.

"I only cane back to steal Wiite Ash away. Had | known



the Wl f People were so close, |1'd have taken her that night, old nan.
Now | have to find her."

He turned his back on the corpse and wal ked into the mddle of the canp
where the snol dering hides and the broken dart shafts lay scattered
about. The Wl f Peopl e had even taken the dogs, at |east those they
hadn't killed in the attack.

"But White Ash is not here. She is missing with Soft Snow, Dancing
Rose, G ass Wnan, and Red Cow. "

Captives of the WIf People, the voices whispered.

"Only the young wonen and sone of the children were taken." He gl ared
down the trail, fingering his darts. Two days' head start? The Wl f
Peopl e woul d be traveling slowy since they didn't need to worry about
retaliation.

The voi ces murnmured a warni ng.

"I know! " he shouted angrily. "But | need to search for just alittle
while I onger. Wnd Runner's body is nowhere to be seen. And | don't
see Sage Chost, either."

He worked out the pattern of tracks that reveal ed where warriors and
captives had marched off to the east. Too nany feet had trod here for
himto follow an' individual trail.

"I's Wiite Ash with Wnd Runner?"

No. The voices | aughed om nously. Wl f People! They have her.

He gl anced up as the first flakes of snow twi rled down. He turned and
sni ffed, gathering the scent of the coming storm The voices chattered
to thensel ves.

"Wet storm Big."

The voi ces urged him whispering, Broken Stones. Broken Stones.

He nodded. "If the Wl f People have her, she'll be up in the

mountains. It will take a war party of Broken Stones' warriors to get
her back." He grinned to hinself. "Yes, if.l have to destroy every
man, woman, and child anmong the Wl f People, I'll have her. Toget her,
VWhite Ash and | will Dreamthe Power. W will weave the new way."

For the second time in his life, Brave Man wal ked away froma Canmp of
the Dead. And, in doing so, the Power grew within him



VWhite Ash lay with her eyes closed, locked in wetched nmisery. They'd
been trapped here for three days.

Her captor lay curled around her, breathing deeply as he slept. His
body heat and the robe that covered them protected her fromthe
creeping cold as snow filtered down from above, dusting the interior of
t he over hang.

White Ash sucked at her lip--ragged now fromwhere she'd chewed it each
time the warrior had taken her. Her soul shriveled and curled, charred
i ke a wood shaving on gl owi ng enbers.

She ground her teeth in silence, hating the nenories-constantly

rem nded by the ache in her vagina. He'd hurt her when he'd forced

hi msel f inside. Wen she'd resisted, he'd cuffed her on the side of

t he head, gripping her around the throat to choke the fight out of her
Her breasts ached where his callused fingers had squeezed until he'd
brui sed them

A tear broke |loose fromher tightly clanped eyelids. Hatred and anger
fought to rise over the disgust and uncl eanliness she felt inside.

Wnd gusted and sawed at the air beyond the shelter. She could fee

the cold in the rock bel ow The horror of Three Bulls' possession grew
worse with the know edge that had he not found her, she would have
frozen in this storm She |lived because this man of the WIf People
had viol ated her. She lived because he had cone out of the night to
rape her, to cover her with his warnth and his buffalo robe. The food
in his pack had nourished her. His fire had warmed t hem

He nuttered sonething in his sleep, shifting his weight on top of
her .

White Ash tensed, her involuntary reaction bringing himawake.

"Bad storm" he said evenly. "Good thing | tracked you. You would
have died."

She said nothing, desperately praying that he'd go back to



sl eep. She calculated the distance to his darts. Too far. He al ways
kept them beyond her reach

He yawned, repeating the story he'd told her so many tinmes now. "I

t hought | saw you run when we destroyed the canp. The light was bad,
but | saw your hair flying | oose as you ran. After we killed the | ast
of the Sun People, | stayed behind, |ooking around. | found the place
where you clinbed up through the snow. | followed. No man tracks
better than Three Bulls."

He rai sed a hand to grope her sore breast. She |ocked her jaws, body
trenbling. He tightened his grip, forcing her to gasp

"Bad storm Cold."
She strangled a cry in her throat.

"W need to stay warm you and I. I'mfeeling cold again." She fought
the urge to screamas he raised hinmself to pull up the hem of her worn
| eat her dress.

"It will be a long night,"
need to stay warma lot."

he whi spered in her ear. "You and I, we'll

He | aughed in a | ow, savage voice as his weight settled. She could
feel the chill on her thighs when the buffalo robe lifted. She turned
her head away, eyes tightly shut. She tried to will her body to rel ax
in the hope that his entry wouldn't hurt so much this tine.

She endured. Hi s novenment within sickened her; vonmit tickled at the
back of her throat. He groaned, nuscles tensing, and her guts knotted
agai nst his rel ease.

He went |inp, sighing.

He shifted as he reached to pull the robe over his back where it had
slipped off--and in doing so, exposed her hand to the chilly ground.
Her fingers brushed sonething round and cold that lay on the gritty
sandstone. The fires of hope raced through her veins.

Bad Belly puffed his way to a wi nd-dusted point of rocks and | ooked out
over the land that spread bel ow. He stood on



a promontory that jutted up fromthe north slope of the Sideways
Mount ai ns. Gradual inclines rose to the irregul ar peaks--all of them
deep in a mantle of unbroken white. As he watched, sunlight broke

t hrough the parting tufts of cloud and spotted the snowbound | and in
pat ches of gl eam ng white bright enough to hurt the eye. Here and
there the rich blue of the sky could be seen in the ragged gaps.

Bad Belly stared back at the |long sl ope and shook his head. He'd
passed four days of misery working his way down the sunmits. For two
days now, his stomach had grow ed its hunger. Travel through the deep
snow had sapped his strength, and cold had worked into his very
bones.

"And it's all your fault," he nmuttered to Trouble. The dog stood

besi de him happily, sniffing the wind while he | ooked over the country,
ears pricked. Then he whi ned and yawned, wagging his tail.

Bad Belly turned his gaze to the terrain ahead of him Immediately to
the west, the G ay Deer River ran through a canyon in the Sideways
Mount ai ns. Hal f-blinded by the bl owi ng snow, he'd alnost fallen off
one of those steep cliffs when he'd wandered too close to the edge.

To the north stretched the rocky bones of the basin. Qut there the
Wl f Peopl e hunted when they came down fromthe G ass Meadow Mount ai ns,
rising like sentinels to the east.

A series of dark-red ridges rose where the river twisted its way

t hrough the bottom | ands The spines of rock gl eamed where the steep
faces of the sandstone renai ned defiantly exposed. Beyond a turn of
the river, a pillar of steamlifted froma spot in the buff-capped
bluffs a hal f-day's wal k away.

"The hot-water springs," Bad Belly whispered. He fingered his chin as
he stared. A Power pl ace.

He'd heard plenty of stories about the huge springs, where water too
hot to touch boiled out of the earth. Curious formations held the
water in pools before it ran into the Gray Deer River. Larkspur |iked
to tell the story about how she had gone to the hot springs once as a
girl and bathed in the waters. Wile there, she'd received a vision
that told her to return home, that her ol dest sister had died through



the actions of a nalevolent Spirit. She'd gone back to Round Rock and
Sung a Power Song that drove the bad Spirit away and recl ai med the canp
for the clan.

Bad Belly chewed his lower |lip, staring at the billow ng steam As
often as he'd heard the story, he'd conme to believe that Larkspur had
gone sonepl ace outside this world. Now he stared at that very place. A
sense of wonder possessed him

A patch of cloud parted and sunlight spilled around him He squinted,;
snow bl i ndness could strike a man at this tine of year. Wen the sun
hit the colum of steam the vapor glowed brightly. He would go down
there and see the hot springs before he stunbled into the next calamty
awai ting him

"Well, let's go. Left Hand is probably nost of the way to his people
by now " He grimaced at Trouble's happy face. "You just had to foll ow
that wolf, didn't you? Look at the mess you got us in."

Troubl e | ooked, up, tail wagging.

Bed Belly twisted his face into a sour expression and | ooked up at the
cl oudy sky. "Warm Fire, you don't know what you got ne into when you
made ne promise. Now | really have problens--as if | didn't have
enough as it was. I'll go down there and get killed by some Sun Peopl e
warrior, or sonething."

He started down the slope toward the silver ribbon of the Gray Deer
Ri ver.

In a world of white, White Ash stunbled forward aim essly. Her feet

ki cked up the fluffy wet flakes as the deep snow dragged at the | eather
of her soggy nmoccasins. The nmantle of white hid rocks and brush. Mre
than once she tripped and fell. Each fall drained nore of her flagging
energy and caked her with wet snow that nelted to soak her cl othing.
She felt faint, detached fromthe world

She forced herself on, step after step, a sinple pattern of



nmoverrent her numb m nd coul d understand. She gave no thought to her
direction, driven only to place as nmuch di stance as she coul d between
hersel f and that horrible rock overhang.

The red splotches of Three Bulls' blood crusted on her sleeve and under
her fingernails. She'd reveled in the rushing warnmth of his spurting

bl ood as it soaked her hands. The sound of the sharpened quartzite
cobble smacking tinme after tinme into his bones would echo in her dreans
until she died.

"Was that really me?" she asked herself dully, remenbering the
fear-charged power of her muscles as she attacked him Not until she'd
exhausted herself had she finally dropped the quartzite cobble. Her
soul had been seized with terror then; the inmage of his wecked
features burned into her nenory. She'd never forget his battered body
lying on the crunbling sandstone. Her foot caught in buried sage and
she fell again, the cold wetness of the snow eating into her face and
hands. She floundered, battling to stand. Then she retrieved each of
Three Bulls' darts fromthe snow where she'd dropped t hem

At | east she'd had sense enough to grab up his pack before she fled.
Now she had fire sticks of hard wood, and his atlatl and darts. Wth
weapons, and the ability to kindle a fire, she could survive.

Sonet hi ng whi spered in the silence behind her. Wite Ash whi npered as
she cast a frightened | ook over her shoul der. The snow forned strange,
haunti ng shapes, alnost |ike faces, that seenmed to swoop forward on icy
wi ngs. She gasped and charged forward. She tripped and fell again.

She coul d sense a lurking presence watching, waiting, follow ng in her
tracks.

Run! Fl ee! Get away! She scranbled awkwardly to her feet, her
stomach aching from hunger. The rnuscles of her legs trenbled from
fati gue as she shivered and panted, teetering from exhaustion. The
wor |l d shimrered and went hazy in her vision. Hazy. Then gray..

VWhite Ash cane to lying in the snow. She couldn't feel her hands or
feet. She blinked against the swirling grayness that spun about her
foggy thoughts.



She staggered up, lost her balance, and fell heavily. A dark shadow
| oonmed over her.

"No! Leave nme alone!" she raged in terror and lunged to her feet
again, forcing herself to run, the edges of her vision blurring as she
| ooked back--and saw not hi ng. The earth spun and went gray again .

The cold bite of snow on her face brought her back to consci ousness
once more. How |l ong had she lain there this time? Pushed too far
Even ny body has failed ne. Violent shivers shook her and splintered
her vi sion.

She blinked, staring up at the sky. Sunlight broke through the clouds
in bars. Did the light trick her? An image formed in the patchy
clouds. A man of fire stared down at her, concern on his face.

She got a foot under her, w ncing as she stood. Her vagina burned I|ike
a wound. Her breasts chafed angrily on the | eather of her dress. Her
battered face had gone wooden fromthe cold, the bruises too chilled to
sting. Wth the atlatl shaft, she propped herself up. One step after
anot her, she wobbl ed forward. Her tunbling thoughts refused to form

Whi ch way?

Downhi Il . Downhill is easier. Dazed, bal ance uncertain, she fought to
pl ace her feet; they had becone so nunb she couldn't feel the ground
under them

She travel ed nmindl essly onward, barely aware that the | and had
flattened out into a broad valley. Driven only by shocked instinct,
she staggered forward.

I amalone. Nothing is left. Not ny people. Not Wnd Runner
Not hi ng .

White Ash passed, oblivious, anong the gray bol es of cottonwood trees,
struggling through the snow and thick grass. She crashed through a
stand of willows and stared dully at a river. Which river? OuMishly,
she peered around. A sheer wall ed canyon cut the Sideways Muntains to
the south. The Gray Deer River?

A haunting ghost of sound--like clad feet whispering

She blinked at the silty current and stunbled down to the edge of the
water, heart aching at the barrier before her. Wat



t hrough deep snow -cane from behind her. Gasping in panic, she | ooked
back across the floodplain and saw nothing, only her own tracks in the
Vi rgin snow.

Hearing things. That's it. I'mgoing crazy .. . like the whole world.
She peered down at the swiftly noving river

Water, | can .. . can clean. Everything but ny soul. Horrifying
i mges of Three Bulls' leer tormented her

White Ash ripped her clothing off. At the odor of rape, her throat
constricted with the urge to vomt. She scooped sand fromthe river
wi th hands that had | ost all feeling; even the sting of the cold had
gone. She began scrubbing her flesh, splashing her thighs and belly.
Vi ol ent shivers wacked her.

Movement caught at the corner of her eye. Who? \Wat ?

She spun around. Nausea swept her. "Who are you?" she screaned at
the dark apparition that wavered in the whirls of snow

Cross! Must escape! Have to .. . get away. She grabbed her robe and
pack and lurched forward, slogging out into the sucking cold of the
river, barely aware of the drifting ice that bunped agai nst her skin.
Shivering uncontrollably, she tripped on the slippery rocks. As she
went under, the bone deep cold penetrated the |ast of her warnmth. Water
gurgl ed and bubbl ed around her head, swirling her hair around her face
in a strangling net.

She struggl ed feebly against the current. Her soul drifted as if it
had come free.

I"'mdying .. . dying .. . The thought settled around her like falling
goose down. /'// be free, floating and warm i ke Bright Mon. Maybe
in the Canp of the Dead, | can smle again.

Bad Bel ly stood up, smacking his coat and digging out the cold, wet
stuff that had been scooped up when he'd fallen down the slope. In the
val l ey below, the Gray Deer River gleaned with an opal escent fire.



" "Find the Dreamer,” WrmFire said," Bad Belly muttered. He threw
snow at Trouble, as he wagged his tail after boundi ng down the sl ope.
On four agile feet. He caught the snowball and chonped it, eagerly
wai ting for nore.

"You had to follow sonme wolf in the mddle of the night, didn't you?
"Il bet if you could talk, you'd tell nme it was a black wol f, too.
Sonme Spirit aninmal bent on getting me in trouble.”

Bad Bel ly wal ked on, shivering. He reached the river bottom and waded
t hrough the snow of the broad floodplain. The cottonwods stood stark
and gray, their branches stippled with black buds that lifted toward
t he patchy clouds of the sky, engaged in a quest for a summer that
never seened to corme.

He stopped at the thick fringe of willows al ong the banks and stared
norosely at the roiling river. He shivered again-his chill nade
fiercer at sight of the clunps of snow and ice floating on the
turbul ent dark waters

He turned to follow the river north to the hot springs and glinpsed a
figure stunmbling al ong the opposite shore. By instinct he grabbed
Troubl e just before the dog started to wormthrough the willows--to
drink fromthe river, no doubt.

Hol di ng the dog, Bad Belly crouched down.

He couldn't tell much about the bundled figure except that it carried
darts and an atlatl. That was enough to create a squirmy feeling in
Bad Belly's enpty gut.

He gl anced around. Could his tracks be seen fromthe opposite shore?
Whoever this was, chances were good he wouldn't care for a | one
stranger |like Bad Belly. The figure stepped down the bank, reeling
slightly as if exhausted, or wounded. The man started, and took a |ong
| ook back the way he had conme--the sort of thing a person would do if
he suspected pursuit.

"Ch, Trouble, what did we do? Blunder into sone kind of war?" Bad
Bel | y groaned, studying the fugitive's back trail. He could see
not hi ng but the barren slopes rising to the west. The man on the far
bank began to undress.

"OF all the insanity, who in his right mnd would--"
short as the he turned into a ... she?

Hi s voi ce stopped



The wonman ignored the freezing cold, washing herself in a way that
made Bad Belly blush despite his chill.

She scrubbed and scrubbed at herself, as if to cleanse every part of
her shivering body. Then she junped again, as if frightened, and
pl unged headl ong into the river.

"No! Don't do it." Bad Belly shook his head and nuttered to Troubl e,
"She doesn't | ook strong enough. And what about when she reaches this
side? She'll be half ..."

The woman rose, slipped, and fell.

Bad Belly junped to his feet, trotting al ong the bank. The pack and
robe she carried whirled away with the current. He bounced from f oot
to foot. He could see her strength failing as she floundered and coul d
i magi ne the aching cold that would be cranping her nuscles.

Wul d he have to watch the woman drown before his eyes? Bad Belly

ri pped off his coat and peeled out of his shirt, |eggings, and pants.
He charged into the river, terrified that she'd be dead by the tine he
reached her.

Col d shocked his already chilled flesh as he splashed toward her. H's
feet went out fromunder himon the slick, round rocks. He flailed
with his good arm got his head up, and battled the frigid current.

Grains of sand carried by the runoff prickled on his rapidly numbing
skin. He reached her, bobbing on his toes, breath catching in his
lungs as the intense cold stunned every nerve in his body.

Bad Bel ly grabbed a handful of her hair. She struggl ed weakly. "Hang
on to me!" he wheezed through ice-strangled vocal chords.

The wonman managed to slide her arns around his neck in a choke hold as
he battled to stay afloat with his good armand to push off the greasy
rocks on the bottomwith his cranped toes. They went under tinme and
agai n; the woman's grasp on his neck cut off his air.

Bad Belly's linbs were losing their power to the terrible chill. He
could feel his nuscles stiffening, strength playing out.

"We're going to die," he whinpered as the current carried them around a
bend. He gave his last effort to pull theminto



slower water as his feet touched sand. He dug his toes in, |eaning
agai nst the current until he could kneel in the backwater, teeth
chattering so hard his vision blurred.

He tried to stand, prayed his | egs would obey. The worman's
strangl ehol d pull ed hi m over backward, making hi mgasp desperately.

Bad Belly floundered in the gritty water, claw ng at his neck. He

twi sted around and thrashed, realizing the woman had gone |inp--but her
arm had tangled in the thong around his neck. He bucked hard--and the

t hong part ed.

She lay slack in his grip as he grabbed for the pouch and its precious
teeth, snagging it before the current whisked it away.

"Good for you | had these, or you'd have drifted away." He dragged her
to the sandbank. She npaned, coughi ng up water

Drained, cold to the bone, Bad Belly sloshed out of the shall ows and
pul I ed her onto the stony shore beside him

"C-Can't s-stay h-here," he stuttered through clacking teeth. He
fumbl ed around as he sought to lift her. Exertion mght bring warnth
He got his good armunder her and lifted. Trouble came chargi ng down
t he bank, tail whipping this way and that while he barked his
del i ght.

Bad Belly got the woman up. She seened to find sone reserve of
strength somewhere and stumbl ed along with him Snow burned his feet
as they careened al ong. Cramps shot agony up his |egs.

Sonehow they made it to his clothes. He wapped her in his coat,
pul i ng noccasi ns and | eggi ngs over the icy pain of his feet. His
shivering made the chore tw ce as hard.

Bad Belly's thinking turned muzzy as he tried to figure out what to do.
Warnt h, they needed warnth or they'd both die. She had | ain down and
seened to have | ost consciousness. He stared at the surrounding white.
The plume of the hot springs rose in a nounded white pillar to the

nort h.

Hot springs? Hot water? It didn't |look far now Al he had to do was
follow the river.

How coul d he get her there? H's mnd went blank

Use the robe for a sled. The words echoed in his ears.



He rolled her linp body onto the robe and set out. H's feet pained
and goaded him He blinked against the fatigue. Warnth. Bl essed,
wonder ful warnth, not so far ahead.

He grunted and wheezed as he willed hinself onward, forcing rebellious
nmuscles to function--forgetting why he was working so hard. Reason
seened like a slippery fish. Wiy was he doing this? Wio was this

worman he towed? Where was he, anyway? He stared at the unfamliar
country and | ost his purpose.

"Pull the woman to the hot springs.

Pull, Bad Belly, Pull. " The words sounded around him spinning out of
the glacial air.

Pull her to the hot springs. The world weaved and bobbed. Hi s fingers
cranped where they |l ocked in the hide. The | andscape bl anked out for
whol e nonents as he slid her along. He made his way step by step
keeping the river on his left as he fought his way over the rough
terrain.

He was still fighting, concentration knotted around his goal, when the
robe stopped sliding.

He stared stupidly at the rock that had appeared underfoot. He
shivered and panted for breath, perplexed by the problem Cursed bad
Spirits, why wouldn't the robe slide? It had slid so well this far

Troubl e barked and bounded ahead to the acconpani nent' of spl ashing.
Bad Belly swiveled his oddly | oose head and gaped at Trouble where he
snorted at the biting sulfur odor in the steamthat rose froma warm
t ur quoi se pool

War n? No snow?

Bad Belly gazed at the rock he stood on. Rock, not snow He'd dragged
the woman and the robe onto bare ground. He'd made it to the hot
springs! He pulled with all his mght, tugging the resisting robe over
the mineralized stone to the edge of the pool

In a daze, he splashed into the water, shocking his flesh for a second
time that day. Wonderful heat rose along his skin, to tingle like a

t housand stinging needl es piercing his flesh. He sucked lungs full of

the steaming sulfur air and splashed in delight .. . until his glance

happened to fall on the unconsci ous wonan.



Per pl exed, he stared, wondering where she'd cone from He sloshed out
and pul |l ed the woman of f the robe. He tugged the coat off of her and
got his good arm under her shoulder, lifting, splashing into the water
with her. He settled her into the pool and gasped at the heat that
soaked into his own shivering body.

He kept her nose up, enjoying the sensation of her hair streamn ng
around him He tried to think and gave up. Killing cold did that,
shut off the mind. For the nmoment, he would sinply sit and let the
heat in the aqua water drive the cold fromhis |inbs.

Hours later the sun had sunk | ow agai nst the high bluffs to the west.
Bad Bel ly's thoughts remai ned disjointed, his head nuddled with fuzz
i ke cattail down.

She stirred in his arns, nmunbling to herself.
"Are you all right?" Bad Belly asked.

She | ashed out in panic, striking at the water

"Here, easy, you're safe," he said. "Safe."

She turned in his arns, |ooking up at himw th vacant eyes. Then she
did the nmost incredible thing. She began to cry as she dropped back
i nto unconsciousness. "It's all right," he assured her soothingly as
he held her closer. "You' re safe now "

Chapter 10

VWhite Ash drifted in warmth, her thoughts broken and confused. A
pungent odor--that of sulfur and noxi ous ninerals

--cl ogged her nostrils.

The nightmare played itself out again. She screamed as Three Bulls
choked her into submission, his hot breath on her cheek. She relived
the pain as he penetrated her. Ghostly inmages of the Wl f People's
raid on the Wiite Cay lingered in the background as she sobbed in
despair.



"Nothing is left," she whinpered to herself. "All the beauty is gone
fromthe world. Only suffering remains. Suffering, and hunger, and
cold."

"To live, you nust be reborn, a deep voi ce whispered in her mnd

Her soul quaked in fear. Fragments of her dreans whirled away, no nore
than curls of snmoke on a wi ndy day. Golden light filtered in bars

t hrough a gray haze. The warm honey sensation of the One w apped
around her. A face formed in the golden glow. The handsone young man
smled at her, and a path opened to her heart.

"The Bundl e waits for you, Mther of the People. Prepare yourself.

Find yourself. That which was, like all of life, is no nore. To know,
you rmust |learn. To feel, you nust experience. To Dream you mnust

hope. All else is fantasy and imagination . illusion. The way mnust
cone fromthe know edge of the past, the pain of the present, and the
hope of the future. What seens real, is not. Al about you is

illusion. As a dart is crafted fromrough wood, stone, feather and gut,
so is a |leader of the People fashioned. The Power of the Dreamer cones
fromstrength. Like a dart shaft hardened in the fire, you can becone
nore than you were .. . and less. "

"You talk in contradictions."

The sun gl eaned from his eyes while the gol den gl ow deepened. The One
pul sed around her. "Contrasts, good and evil, light and dark, are the
source of life .. . and illusion. Only the One has no contrasts. Only
the One is real. All that is and is not. Prepare yourself and seek
the Bundl e. Through it, you will experience the One. You nust prepare
the way. The seeds of the future will be planted by your words, your
actions. Mther of the People. Only you can renew the Dream "

"Who are you?"

He | aughed, fiery rays shooting forth like darts to illumnate a gol den
forest swathed in flanmes that danced from bough to bough. The image of
the burning forest nmelted into a curiously warmvision of a
blizzard-scoured | and of snow and ice. A young man lifted a wolf heart
to the frigid air, greedily sucking the warm bl ood fromthe stean ng
nuscl e.



Wl f Dreanml an old worman's voice echoed eerily fromthe swirling
SNOW.

The vision spun, stormfading into golden mst. A young man knelt in a
cl earing surrounded by jutting bastions of rock. Before himlay the
carcass of a black wolf. The man extended his hands and lifted the
heart fromthe body while a shimering illunination grew around him

Wiite Ash could feel Power renewed, as if a nultitude of souls cried
out in jubilation. The heart the young man held up to the night sky
grew bright like a star and rose in a gl eam ng haze.

She felt herself lifted, borne aloft by the Power of the gl owi ng man of
light. Like an eagle, she | ooked down on the world bel ow. Despite the
dar kness, she could see herself floating in a hot spring as she rose

t hrough the billows of steam She flew like a bird, grasped in his
warm reassuring arnmns.

"Mt her of the People, all that was, is no nore. You are renewed by
the waters, born again as is the seed cast upon the Earth Mdther and
given life by water from above. "

She turned her head, catching the beat of flani ng w ngs.
"Thunderbird," she whispered, "I amtruly dead."

"Reborn, " Thunderbird whi spered back as they sailed out over the
snow- shrouded basin. The Gray Deer River glinted silver in the |ight
of the stars.

An ol d woman's reedy voice crowed in the air:

Cone the Brothers! Born of Sun

One is slain. Here by the long trail, his corpse is laid.

Bl ood is spread, fromthe head. Black one goes . aye, he's dead.

He who loves is |lost and gone. Render of the fair heart's song.

Wman weep, for not you know. South, ever south we go .. . find an end
to the bl owi ng snow

On mighty wings Thunderbird dove fromthe dizzying heights. Wiite Ash
choked a cry of fear as she felt herself



falling, whirling and weightless. The earth below blurred into a gray
haze.

Her cry echoed in the sudden enptiness of her soul. The peacefu
floating returned, warnth massagi ng her flesh

Am | dead? Is that what this feeling of warm peace is? She blinked

her eyes and cane awake to the feel of water |apping around her body.
She filled her lungs, sucking in all the cool air she could hold. Her
heart beat strongly in her chest, blood 'rushing in her veins.
"I"'malive," she whispered to herself.

Stars poked through shadowy patches of night-shaded clouds. A light
breeze bl ew foggy steam past her face. The air around her felt warm
despite the snow that |ay deep on the surrounding buttes.

She groaned and noved, feeling the body under hers shift. Afterinmages
of the wondrous Dream burst |ike ruptured bl adders. Three Bulls |eered
out from her haunted nmenories and grinned through the hideous w eckage
of his face. Panic seized her.

"Are you feeling better now?" a kind voice asked.

She readied herself to strike out. "Don't hurt nme. Please. Just
just don't hurt ne."

"Easy. You're safe--at least for the nonent. You al nost drowned.™
"Drowned?" She sought sense anong the junbl ed thoughts.

"In the river. You tried to cross and | ost your footing."

Merori es cane rushing back: killing Three Bulls, the terrible flight
fromthe rock shelter, the lurking dread doggi ng her footsteps,
futility and fear.

She nerved herself to ask, "Who .. . who are you?"

"I amBad Belly, a man of the Round Rock clan."

"Round Rock? The Earth People? Then ... |'ve crossed the Sideways

Mount ai ns?" Had she? She shoul d have renenbered that. How nuch of
nysel f have | |ost?

"No. You're still north of the nountains. You see, it was al
Trouble's fault. He followed a wolf up the nmountain in the mddle of
the storm | ... well, | got lost when | went to find him The snow

was blowing terribly, you see. The only



way | knew to go was down. Left Hand rnust think I'ma real idiot."

Troubl e? He? Another man she mi ght have to fight off? Wiite Ash
steel ed hersel f. "Troubl e?"

"My dog. There he is, over by the rocks there." Bad Belly pointed.

She nade out the shape of a bl ack-and-white dog who watched themwith
cocked ears. Her fear slackened. He didn't | ook Iike nuch of a
dog--but the Iight was poor. She shook her head, confused. "I don't
under stand. "

"l don't either." He hesitated. "I think it's because of Power. Are
you t he Dreaner?"

" Dr eaner ?"
She coul d feel himnod.

"The Dreaner." He paused--as if reluctant. "A friend of nine, Warm
Fire, said that | was supposed to | eave Larkspur's canp and go north to

save the Dreanmer. | guess | don't really believe it--despite the Power
Dream | had. You see, generally, in the | egends anyway, Power sends a
hero to rescue people like Dreaners. I'mnot, well .. . very

heroic."

She cl osed her eyes. "I'mno Dreaner.”

A long silence stretched while shie waited for himto nove, prepared to
stri ke back when he reached for her. She should flee, leap fromthe

wat er and dash away into the darkness. But dash where? Runni ng quick
hands over her body, she realized that she | ay naked. Wet and naked,
how | ong woul d she I ast out in the snow? "You' re not the Dreaner?" He
sounded mi serabl e.

"No. "
H's frustrated sigh carried no elenment of threat. "Then | made a ness
of things again. | was hoping you were the Dreaner and | might be able
to go home. That is, if Trouble and I can find the way."

Her mi nd began to function again. Killing this man m ght not be so
difficult. Then she could nake her way .. . where? "What are you

going to do with me?"

He started. "Do with you?"

"Are you going to rape nme, too?"

"Rape you?" He sounded genui nely confused. Then



"Ch. Is that what happened? I--1 saw the bruises when | pulled you

out of ny coat. | nean I " She could feel himshake his head
"Who'd do that sort of thing? | mean, what sort of man ... |Is that who
you were running fron? Maybe we should get away and .. . No, we'd

better not. Al ny clothes are wet."

"I killed him" she growl ed. Blood and guts, what had she said? He'd
be on guard now. I'mnot thinking clearly. Be careful, Wite Ash. You
need all your wits. You have to use your head or you "Il never Kil
hi m and get away.

She bunched her fists, ready to attack, but he only sat up to stare at
her. In the darkness his i mage was nothing nore than a shadow. What
had he done to her while she | ay hel pl ess? The thought of it sickened
her .

"He beat you, too, didn't he? That's where the bruises cane from-and
the marks on your breasts and face."

When he gestured, he did so with only one hand. Were was the other?
Hol di ng some weapon? She got her feet under her, ready to spring
shoul d he attack

"Can | do anything to hel p?" He sounded sincere.

"I "we had enough help already."

He spl ashed at the water with an absent hand. "You seemto be afraid
of ne."

She watched warily. "Shouldn't | be?"

He | aughed softly to hinmself. "If you are, you're the first person who
ever was."

She frowned uneasily. Wiere were his weapons? "Do you have any
f ood?"

"No. | didn't think I'd be gone that long."
"And you haven't been hunting?" she asked cannily.

He shrugged. "l've got a bad arm | can throw a dart pretty well, but

it takes too long for me to nock another dart in the atlatl. By the
time | have another one ready to throw, the animals are gone. Cenerally
| dig for roots, or pick berries. Larkspur used to send me out to pul
up sagebrush. Ot herwi se, |I'mgood at knocking off rabbits and sage
grouse with a rock."

A cripple? Is that what he is? She blinked in the night, sone of her
fears eroded by his honest words. Wnd Runner?



Where are you when | need you? Where are your strength and cunning
?

She cl osed her eyes. Wnd Runner? No, not now. Not after what Three
Bul | s had done. How coul d she ever |et another man touch her?

"You just shuddered; are you all right? Don't cry again."
"ory?”

"You did that a lot. You'd sort of sleep and cry at the sane tinme ..
like something terrible haunts your dreans. | was afraid that you
m ght have--"

"You said our clothes are wet?"

"I guess | wasn't thinking too well by the tinme | got you here. | just
sort of walked into the hot water. CGetting real cold does that; it
affects the way you think. Al your things were washed away when you
tried to cross the river. Between us we have ny robe, a coat, a shirt,
| eggi ngs, and noccasins."

One set of clothes? She'd have to kill himafter all. H s clothing
meant survival. But then, if he really proved to be as inept as he
seened, maybe she could steal them and fade away into the night. He
coul d take his own chances.

She bit her lip to stifle a sudden guilt. Steal his clothes? Condem
himto death by exposure?

He's a man. Just like Three Bulls. Wake up to reality, Wite Ash. You
"we watched your people killed. You 'we been raped, and chased, and
starved. You can't afford a conscience anynore. It's your life or

his. Survive, woman. No matter what it takes.

"The rocks are warm" he continued. "I put the wet things on themto
dry. But you know how leather is. It will take until norning
probably."

"Where are we? The big hot springs?"

"Yes. This is supposed to be a Power place. Maybe it is. | was just
upstream of it when you al nost drowned."

She shook her head, nore of her menories com ng back. Terror had
driven her into the water, forced her to try sonething she knew she
couldn't do. She rubbed her fingers together, feeling the dried-plum
texture of water-|ogged flesh.

Wait for norning. Wait for light to see' by then act. She



let herself sink lower into the warm protection of the water, rubbing
her face in an effort to stay awake in case he attacked her

He searched for a Dreaner? She shook her head, but couldn't dispel the
haunting Dreans she'd had--or the words that had preceded her
awakeni ng.

She gl ared across the steam Just nake it until tonorrow, White Ash.
Then you can kill himand be gone.

Bad Belly sat on the rocks above the spring and watched the norning
brighten the eastern horizon. He hadn't been able to sleep after the
worman had awakened in the night. He'd waited until she'd propped
herself in the shallows and drifted off to sleep with her head pill owed
on a rock." Then he'd carefully stepped out of the water, shivering in
the night breeze. After he'd found his danp coat and robe, he'd sat

and rubbed Trouble's ears as he considered his dil emma.

He stood stiffly and wal ked down to the river. The snow bit at his
bare feet, but it would be better to dry his nbccasins conmpletely. The
wat er | ooked dark and oily in the half-1ight of dawn. He proceeded to
a place where willows grew. Wth a river cobble he sharpened the edge
of an angul ar rock and cut some of the tough stenms before returning to
the hot springs to warmhis toes on the rocks. As he stripped the bark
fromthe willows, he nulled over his worries. She wasn't the

Dr eaner ?

Bad Belly worked the bark into a crude net, using his teeth to pull the
knots tight.

In the growing light, he stared over at her, touched by the beauty in
her face. The soft light hid the bruises on her cheeks and caressed
the curves of her body. No wonder a nan had desired her

Bad Belly sighed to hinself and notioned to Trouble before he retraced
the path down to the bank of the river. After all that tine in the
water, he could alnost pity a fish

H s feet burned fromthe cold as he wadded al ong the bank, but he found
the right place: a | edge where the current had undercut a thin | ayer of
sandstone. Settling hinself, he eased down on his belly and extended
his left hand.



Moving with great care, he lowered his net ever so gently into the
wat er and hoped the bark would hold. A man could do this so nmuch nore
effectively with two hands.

"Life's just not like that," he growed to hinmself. "I don't have two
good hands. And | saved the wong woman." Still, the thought brought
contentnent. He, Bad Belly, the man nost peopl e considered a burden
had jumped into an icy river and saved someone's lifel

Irritation evaporated and he sniled happily. No matter what happened,
he'd relive that day until he died, which-given his present
ci rcumst ances--m ght not be very far away.

The net he lowered so gently touched the bottom and the current swelled
t he weaving of bark into a basket.

He reached with his shriveled armand began to gently poke it under the
bank. He mi ght not be able to hold anything with his useless arm but

it could function for a stick when needed. Dark arrows shot into the
basket as Bad Belly chortled and pulled up the fragile net with the
flopping rewards. Three fish, each as long as his forearm

He roll ed back, careful to rest his net on the ground before the
frantic fish broke it apart. One by one, he flipped themup on the
bank, where Troubl e pounced on them

He stared down at his good hand, rubbing the thunb over his fingers.
Why had his skin swollen and becone all winkly in the water, while the
fish skins stayed so firn? Was it the sline on their thin hides that
protected then? O was it something about the skin itself? Think

about it later.

Anot her hundred steps down the bank he found a sinilar | edge and snared
another few fish. By the time the sun had crested the high ridges to
the east, he'd managed to catch ten, not counting the ones Troubl e had
gobbl ed down. His net had fallen apart and he couldn't feel his feet
anynor e--but food waited.

Bad Belly plucked up his catch and dropped it into a fold in his robe.
Trouble trotted al ong behind as he clinbed up on the rocks. No wonman
lay in the pool

Bad Belly stared around--and found her frantically trying to pull on
one of his wet noccasins. "Wt leather is |ike



that," he called. "Let themdry a little nore first. That's why I
went bar ef oot."

She shot hima terrified | ook and froze, caught in the notion

He wal ked cl oser, happy to have the warm rock agai nst his col d-nunbed
feet. "lIs sonething wong? |Is someone com ng?"

She shook her head, a terrible desperation in her eyes.

"I"ve got fish," he cried. "Today we'll eat!"

She seened to deflate then, and realization washed over him He

st opped, cocking his head. "Please. Don't fear ne. You were going to
run away, weren't you? And take ny cl ot hes?"

She glared at himw th anger and resentnent.

Bad Belly | ooked down at the bodies of his fish. "lIt's all right. You
can have the clothes. Run away. | won't stop you."

He wal ked over next to the pool and dunped the fish
She wal ked toward him one foot clad, the other nmpbccasin hanging from
her hand. "You'd just let ne have your clothes? In the name of

Thunder bi rd, why?"

He gestured futilely with his good hand. After all, he'd saved her

life, hadn't he? Maybe that's why her betrayal hurt so. "I can't know
everything that's happened to you. Maybe your need is greater than

m ne. You' re a worman al one. When | |l ook into