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For ewor d

For the prehistoric occupants of the Anerican nmid Atlantic coast, the
Chesapeake Bay was a paradise. The rich estuary's environnment and
tenmperate climate provided everything the peopl e needed for survival.
Yearly mgrations of waterfow and anadromous fish provided a wealth of
seasonal food resources. The forest provided nut harvests, and a

habi tat for turkey, deer, bear, raccoons, and other animals. Fromthe
mar shes, the people collected cord grass wild rice, nuskrats, arrow
arumroot for tuckahoe bread, and other foods. On shallow nud flats

t hey caught crabs, dug clams, and harvested oysters. Deposits of silty
| oam soil grew corn, beans, squash, tobacco, and sunfl owers, anong
other agricultural staples.. In such a land of plenty, only the
mracle of applied English obstinacy and ethnocentrism could have | ed
to starvation in the Janestown col ony in 1608.

Today, the Chesapeake is still noted for the wealth of its resources,

its natural beauty, the yearly migration of waterfow, oysters, crabs,
agriculture, and, oddly enough, when one travels a short distance up

t he Potomac, politics.

Not much has changed since the days of the Late Wodl and period. Then,
as today, the chiefs demanded, and were paid, tribute.

Peopl e of the Mst is set during the period archaeol ogists call Late
Wodland I1; the date is around 1300 a.d. This was a period of cultura
change for the Al gonquian



xvi Foreword peoples of the coastal plain east of the fall line. At

| east three separate archaeol ogi cal conpl exes are present during this
transition to larger villages and incipient chieftainships. For the

pur poses of the novel we have identified three ethnic associations: the
Upriver villages (Mntgonery conplex); the Conoy (Potomac Creek

conpl ex); the Independent villages and the Mamanat ow ck's vill ages
(Rappahannock conplex). Interested readers are referred to Stephen B
Potter's Conmoners, Tribute, and Chiefs: The Devel opnent of Al gonqui an
Culture in the Potomac Valley for an irf-depth account of the

ar chaeol ogi cal evi dence.

Culturally, these people shared many subsi stence patterns, relying on
fishing, collecting and gathering, hunting, and agriculture.
Archaeol ogi sts separate themby their pottery styles, burial practices,
and house shapes. All three groups traded inland for tool stone,

copper, and luxury items. These goods travel ed east-west al ong the

Pot omac wat ershed, as well as north-south up the Chesapeake to the
Susquehanna River, and down the piednont to the Carolinas. To defeat
the vicious clouds of npbsquitoes, they greased their bodies; and, while
| at er Europeans woul d conpl ai n about their snoky houses, the bl ue haze
allowed themto sleep in peace.

H storically and ethnographically, we know that these Al gonqui ans,
unlike their northern kin, were matrilineal-tracing descent and

i nheritance through the nother. Wnen owned the houses, fields, and
children, and, as is conon anong such peopl es, wonen enjoyed
considerable latitude in their sexual relationships. The division of

| abor and responsibility was well defined between genders. Most

not ably, men hunted, fished, attended to construction, and nmade war,
whi | e wonen enpl oyed thensel ves in agriculture, food preparation, child
rearing, and clan adm nistration.

From t he archaeol ogi cal record, we know that villages



Foreword xvi

were expanding at this tinme, and palisades were being erected. People
do not build fortifications for fun; it is hard, time-consun ng work.
At the same tine, many |ong houses were still |ocated outside the
pal i sades, indicating that while warfare was endemc, it wasn't
overwhel m ng. W have attenpted to reflect these oscillating inter
vill age rel ati onshi ps.

Wthin two hundred years, Europeans would arrive in the Chesapeake Bay
and change the lives of the Native peoples forever. The Rappahannock
conpl ex woul d evol ve into the Powhatan chieftainship of John Smith and
Pocahontas fame: the Conoy would interact with Lord Calvert's Catholic
settlenent in Maryland. Wthin the next one hundred years, ninety
percent of the native popul ati on would be dead and the cultures

deci mated. Today we have only the biased witings of the first

Eur opean col oni sts, and the very fragile archaeol ogical record, to
allow us to glinpse what life was |ike on the Chesapeake before the
first European ship sailed into that nost renmarkabl e of estuaries.

W can only imagi ne what The Panther would say if he could see it
t oday.



I ntroducti on

Adam Jones sat unconfortably in the lawer's office, wondering why a
Washington, D.C." law firm-especially one as renowned as Koult,
Wesson & Browncoul dn't afford to keep this nmonth's editions of Tineg,
Newsweek, and U.S. News and Wrld Report on the sl eek nahogany

wai ting-roomtables. Around him exotic potted plants, oak paneling,
and expensive carpet let himknow that he wasn't just in any |aw

of fice,-but a powerful one.

Fromthe fortressli ke desk guarding the glass doors cane the continua
cadence of mnuted beeping, and the soft whisper of the receptionist's
musi cal voice: "Koult, Wsson and Brown. How may | hel p you?" A
pause. "Just one monent and |'Il connect you."

Now, what kind of job would that be? Adam wondered. Just sitting

there all day |ong, answering the phone over and over and over. But
then, she sat in an elegant, climate-controlled office, dealt with
peopl e who smiled pleasantly whether they meant it or not, and need not
worry about finding the place stripped bare sone norni ng when she cane
to work.

In contrast, Adaml s cranped office was a six-by-eight cubicle that

i ncluded two four-drawer file cabinets and shelves that sagged under

t he wei ght of books, reports, and irregul ar stacks of paper, that |ined
each of his four walls. H s desk--when he could find it under the
forms, requisitions, and other clutter of adm nistration--was a



battered oak veteran of nunerous surplus sales. Light cane froma
singl e overhead fluorescent. Wen the old black Bakelite rotary phone
on his desk rang, it jangled with the enthusiasmof a Tinmes Square New
Year's Eve

And, as he'd found out |ast Monday, his office could be stripped right
down to the toed nails in the floorboards. The week before, he'd been
off to the annual neetings of the Society for Anerican Archaeology in
Atl anta, |eaving the nuseum running on reduced hours with vol unt eer
staff. Not nuch happened in April, not |ike sumrer when the tourists
cane t hrough.

But the shock of walking up to his little nmuseum opening the door, and
seeing the enpty display cases, the litter on the floor ... "M.
Jones?"

Adam gl anced up to see a well-dressed nman crossing the carpet. Tall
athletic-1ooking, he wore an i mmuacul ate dark gray suit with white cuffs
showi ng. The royal blue tie seened to flash on his white button-down
shirt. Behind him the glass door to Koult, Wsson & Brown's inner
sanctumwas gliding silently closed.

"Yes." Jones stood, offering his hand.

"I"'mJesse McCoy." The | awyer's shake was firm Hi s eyes, expression
| ooks--everything about himwas just plain snmooth. A no-nonsense
professional. "I've reserved a conference roomfor us. If you'll just
follow me." As they passed through the door to the firms inner
sanctum MCoy asked, "Sonething to drink? Coffee, perhaps?"

"Cof fee woul d be fine. Thank you."

"Cream and sugar ?"
"Bl ack, please." Adamwas glancing in at opulent offices brimrng with
conputers, walls of inpressive | ooking books, mahogany tables and
stuffed chairs worthy of the Wiite House. Those were the outside

of fices, the ones with windows. On the inside row, younger



peopl e tapped at word processors, stood over whining and hissing
phot ocopy machi nes, and huddl ed over files of paper

The conference roomwas snall, wood-panel ed, containing a round

wood- veneer table stocked with a yellow | egal pad, three pens, and a
hal f-full coffee cup enbl azoned with "To the Wrld's G eatest Dad!"
Three confortabl e-100king chairs were spaced equidi stant from each
other, their chrone franes gleamng in contrast to the gray uphol stery.
As Adam seated hinsel f, MCoy paused at the door and spoke to a young
man wearing a white shirt and tie: "One coffee, Tom Black, please."
The door clicked shut.

"Coffee will be here in a nonent." MCoy seated hinself to Adam s

ri ght behind the yell ow pad, and sipped fromthe "G eatest Dad" cup. "I
have to admt, | don't think we've ever had an archaeol ogi st come in
for a consultation before." McCoy lifted an eyebrow. "I always wanted
to be an archaeol ogi st. Took a class as an undergraduate.”

"A lot of people do." Adam shifted, realizing the chair | ooked a great
deal more confortable than it felt. At that noment, young Tom entered,
setting a porcelain cup on the table to Adam s right. He gave them a
pl astic and professional smile, then left with studied efficiency.

McCoy scanned his yellow pad. "According to our phone conversation, a
Native Anerican tribe called the Piankatanks ... am | saying that

ri ght?"

"Yeah, Piankatanks. Piankatank was a town that Powhatan

destroyed in 1608. The nen and boys were killed and the wonen and
girls taken off for slaves."

McCoy lifted an eyebrow. "I'mnot following this. This town was
destroyed in 1608 by Powhatan? |'ve heard of him"

"Fat her of Pocahantas."

"Right, John Smith and all. | liked the D sney novie."



Adam wi nced. "That's part of the whole problem People get their
history fromDisney .. . and it's all so rosy, charnming, and sanitary
that history has beconme nothing nore than a Technicolor dream That's
what |leads to things like my museum "

McCoy shifted uneasily. "Wy don't you start at the beginning.”

Adam si pped his coffee. Good stuff, sone sort of French roast. "Three
or four months ago | started getting letters. Desktop-publishing sorts
of things. Nice little Plains Indian |l ogo with buffal o and geonetric
designs. The text stated something to the effect that under the | aw

t he Piankatank Nation required the return of their cultural heritage.
Wul d we pl ease send them a conplete inventory of our collections.™

"You still have the letters?"

"Yes, | have to keep all correspondence." Adam frowned into his
coffee. "I thought it was a joke. The Piankatank? |I'm an
archaeol ogi st specializing in the area and | still had to | ook them

up'. Then | really thought it was a joke. Archaeol ogists- do this
sort of thing to each other all the time, especially with the NAGPRA
scare these days."

"NAGPRA? That's ..." MCoy was scribbling notes on his yell ow pad.

"Native Anerican Graves Protection and Repatriation Act. That's what
this is all about. Congress, inits infinite wisdom tried to fix a
problem--and created a disaster. In essence, the | aw states that

human remains and cul tural goods obtained in archaeol ogi cal excavati ons
must be returned to the Native Anerican people.™

"And that's a probl en?"

"Whi ch peopl e? Who? Look, | just lost a nmuseumfull of Native
American artifacts to a group who claimthey are descended from a
vill age destroyed by Powhatan's warriors in 1608. They went to Judge
Al Kruse, waved



NAGPRA in his face, and got a court order releasing their 'cultura
heritage." " Adamtook a deep breath to relax. "They took all the
Al gonqui an col I ections, and the Iroquoian and Monacan naterial as
well."

"Monacan?"
"They're a Siouan group that lived east of the fall line."

"I thought the Sioux were in the Dakotas."

"They are. These peopl e spoke a related | anguage." Adamtoyed wth
his coffee cup. "So you see, the Pian katank, whoever they are, have
taken everything. That's the problemw th NAGPRA. Anyone with a
Native Anerican identity can grab anything they want. Congress
mandat ed that we give the cultural remains back to the Native peopl e,
and left it at that. It's a good idea witten into a lousy law "

"So, you don't think the Piankatank are really Indian?" Adam spread
his arms. "Can you define Indian? W no | onger categorize people by
bl ood. | know people, registered on tribal rolls, as white as you or
me. |'ve seen themlive their Native American beliefs. If they go on
vi sion quests, use the sweat |odge once a week, dance the traditiona
dances, are they I|ndian?"

"I"d say so." MCoy rolled his pen thoughtfully. "The government
recogni zes the tribes, don't they?"

"It's not that easy. The U.S. governnent doesn't officially recognize
t he Piquot, Panunky, or Piscataway. Anong many others. But they're
I ndi an, aren't they?"

"Did you have bones in your collections? Actual human renmai ns?"
"Some. Mostly bits of human bone from an ossuary in Maryland. But
those remains woul dn't have been the ancestors to the Piankatank
Rermenber, | mentioned the Iroquoian material ? W had two skulls,
supposedl y Susquehannocks killed in northern Pennsylvania during a



raid by the Conoy Confederacy in the sixteen-thirties. The Conoy sold
themto the Powhatans, who then sold themto a white plantati on owner
in the early seventeen hundreds W've had themfor years." Adam
glared at his coffee cup, his jaw set.

"That really seens to bother you."

"Yeah. Think about it. the Piankatank really are Piankatank | ndi ans,
they're Al gonquin, right? Now, assuming they still practice their
aboriginal religion-which | doubt--they're going to sing those two

I roquoi an souls to Ckeus."

"Ckeus?" MCoy gave hima baffled | ook

"He's the Al gonquin god of chaos. But the point is, these two
Susquehannocks are being sent to an afterlife full of their enemes.
They should go to the Iroquoian Village of the Dead. Even if you don't
believe in Native Anerican religion, it's inmoral and unjust. A
violation of the spirit of the NAGPRA | aw. As nuch an affront to those
Susquehannocks as conducting a German Lut heran cerenony over a Jew sh
hol ocaust victims grave--and we're sanctioning this! It's a nora
abomi nation!"

"I see." MCoy's pen scribbled quick notes on the | egal pad.

"Do you? This idea of Native peoples respecting the dead only goes so
far. Sure, the Al gonquins revered their dead, kept the bodies of their
chiefs in the tenples for years so they could commune with the ghosts,
but they trashed the corpses of their enemes, cut off scal ps and took
trophy heads. Wen they punished their crimnals for things Iike
murder, or incest, they broke the culprit's legs and threw him
screaming -into a bonfire. In the case of the Susquehannocks and
Powhat ans, these people hated each other. If you could ask those two
Susquehannocks, the last thing they would have wanted woul d have been
to be 'repatriated to Al gonquins.”

"Then you conpl etely oppose NAGPRA?"



"No, not at all. If we have human burials in our collections that can
be docunented as belonging to an ethnic affiliation, a menber of the
tribe, then they should be returned to their proper descendants. That
is moral and just, and archaeol ogy can be part of the solution, but

wi t hout that proven affiliation, 1'd say it is nmore unjust to hand over
Native Anerican skeletal material to be reburied by the descendants of
that person's hated enemes than it is to leave it on a nmuseum

shel f."

"Perhaps."” MCoy | eaned back and sighed. "I didn't realize it was
such a ness."
"There's nore." Adamtossed off the last of his coffee. "As an

ar chaeol ogi st, according to the law, | have to contact the nearest
Native Anerican group prior to excavating a burial from an
archaeol ogical site. But, if I'"'mworking at a historic plantation
excavating slave quarters, | don't need to contact any
AfricanAnericans. If I"'mwrking at a nmilitary post in the Wst, |
don't have to get approval fromthe nearest snmall town."

"I'n other words, you're saying the lawis racist."

"Isn't it? NAGPRA gives Native Americans |egal precedence over other
raci al types. Any Native Anerican group can claimartifacts froma
museum but the State of Virginia, or Maryl and--recognized by the
Ameri can government as political entities--can't lay claimto
collections in the Anerican Miseum of Natural Hi story. Wat woul d
happen if the State of Chio asked to have U ysses S. Gant's bones
returned to Chio?"

"They'd be whistling in the wind." MCoy tapped his pen on the
tabl etop. He seened to be staring at nothing, expression blank

"Further, this |law violates the separation of church and state. It

gi ves precedence and |l egal recognition to a Native religion. A
Catholic can't reclaima burial froma nuseumon religious grounds. Can
a Jew?"

"No." MCoy studied his notes pensively. "Let's get



back to your specific problem Did your nuseum hold legal title to
these artifacts? | mean, did you own then®?"

"Most of the artifacts were the property of the museum Yes, we

| egally owned them nostly through donations over the years. W al so
cura ted archaeol ogi cal collections excavated by contract
archaeol ogi sts working in the region. Many of the artifacts taken by
the Pian katank were the property of the | andowners from whose | and
t hey had been excavated. They allowed us to care for themwth the
provi sion that they be displayed to the public. So, in that sense,
it's theft."”

"And who actually owns your museunf? You?"

"No, it's owed by the city of Potomac Cove. We have a board of
trustees that works with the city council.”

"Do they wish to file suit?"

Adam wi nced. "l get the distinct inpression that they' d rather just
let it go."

"Then you're thinking about a class-action suit?"

"l suppose.”

McCoy nodded as if fitting pieces together in his head. "Ri ght
offhand, I'd say that litigating this would be |ike opening a can of
worns. What's at question is, at its roots, a constitutional issue. A
whol e list of them"

"Then, | could w n?"

McCoy shrugged. "We're tal king about the [ aw here. M. Jones,

Wi nni ng cases depends on the legal tactics used, the presentation of
the facts, argunmentation by the attorneys, and the persuasion of the

judge. You know, don't you, that your opposition will be the entire
Departnment of Justice? They keep their big guns just down the street,
and they'll wheel themout just for you."

"Uh-huh." Adamrolled the enpty coffee cup between his hands. "Did
m ss sonmething in civics class? Hasn't the government becone an
acconplice in theft here?"



McCoy | eaned forward, one eyebrow lifted. "Let's be blunt about this.
You, as an individual, can't get the nuseunmis artifacts returned.
That's up to your town council and board of trustees. You'll have to
convince themto tackle the problem of the Piankatank. You, however,
have the ability to file suit against the governnent in an attenpt to
overturn NAGPRA. "

"I see.”

"I'f you decide to do so, ny fee is three hundred dollars an

hour, plus expenses that include nmy research team phone calls,
paperwork, even travel expenses if they become necessary. Let's say
that we win in District Court. The governnent doesn't like to

| ose--and they have you, along with about another two hundred mllion
t axpayers, to draw upon for financial resources. The case wl|
automatically go to appeal... and | can guarantee you, a case like this

will be fought all the way to the Supreme Court."
"And that nmeans?"

"Five or six years, Adam" MCoy pushed back in his chair, eyes
neutral. "And |'d say about one hundred and fifty thousand in | ega
fees, mnimum to make it through the legal thrust-and-parry to land it
in the Hgh Court's lap. Do you have that kind of noney?"

Adam sl owl y 'shook his head. "I nmake twenty-two thousand a year, M.
McCoy. | drive a fifteen-year-old Blazer with one hundred and thirty
t housand on the odoneter. | rent a trailer house.”

McCoy watched him face expressionless.
"What about the ACLU? They do things like this, don't they?"

McCoy gave a dry laugh. "My suspicion is, M. Jones, that they'd be
on the other side. And prepare yourself for this. R ght or wong,
this case will be partially tried in the nedia. The nightly news wil|
be happy to show evil scientists intent on exploiting victinized

I ndi ans. Are you



ready to be cast as a thief stealing their cultural heritage?"

"I"mnot stealing anyone's heritage! This is about fairness, not just
to the Native peoples, but to the dead as welI!"

"Perhaps, but this is the dawn of the twenty-first century. Nbra
dimensions a d ramifications nean little-unless a big chunk of noney is
i nvol ved. Prepare yourself. You'll be cast as a white male seeking to
retain control over another people's cultural heritage."

"A white mal e? My maternal grandmother was a regi stered Cherokee.
Cherokees are matrilineal, making ne technically Cherokee."

"You have blond hair, M. Jones. | doubt your appearance woul d make
much of a case, no matter who your grandnother was."

"Didn't you agree with ne about all the problenms with
NAGPRA?"

"Definitely. But as an attorney, | can tell you that know ng right,
and proving it in a public forumor court of law, are two very
different things." Adam sank back in the chair, a sick sensation in
his gut. MCoy watched hi minpassively. Finally Adam shook his head.
"You know, |'ve spent all of my life trying to | earn about the people
who were here before Col unmbus. Everything we know about themis
because of archaeol ogi sts, ethnographic sources, and Native ora
traditions. We don't teach their history in our schools. Students
don't read about Cahokia when they study pyranm ds. We know nore about
anci ent Mexi co, Egypt, and lraqg than we know about our own country."

"l suppose.”
"Now, with a stroke of a politician's pen, that's all swept away."

"I't happens."” MCoy shrugged. "The Indians would tell you that it has
happened for a long tine."



"Al'l those artifacts that | dug out of the ground were nade by people,
M. MCoy. They were being carefully preserved so that future
generations could see them learn fromthem as | have. It has nothing
to do with controlling another person's cultural heritage, it's about
dissem nating it. It's part of a human heritage that we all share.

Now t hose artifacts have been |oaded into a truck somewhere and haul ed
off. To what? Reburial? Resale on the collector's market? And what

of the fragile netting, the bone, and bits of copper? They'll be

thrown away as junk by the people who took them who'll never know they
were nore precious than gold to the prehistoric A gonquin."

"In that case--assumi ng your Piankatank are actually Indian--the only
peopl e they're hurting are thenselves."

"No, M. MCoy, it's hurting all of us. Everyone loses in the end."

Adam stood, an enpty feeling in the pit of his stomach. "W still have
a great deal to |learn about ourselves, about who and what we are as
humans. | think we can respect the dead for what they can teach us

today, as well as respect them for who they were when they were
alive."

"That's an enlightened perspective."

Adam si ghed. "I don't feel enlightened, M. MCoy. Wat is happening
is wong--and | can't do anything about it by nyself."

"Then you don't wish to pursue this matter |egally?"

Adam spread his arms wide. "On twenty thousand a year? | could offer
you my soul in exchange for your |egal services. That ought to be
wort h sonet hing. The anci ent Al gonqui n people would think so." At the
bl ank |1 ook in MCoy's eyes, Adamsniled ironically, "Wll, thanks for
your time ... and the coffee.”

"I"'msorry | couldn't help. Good day, M. Jones."



McCoy rose, stepping over to open the door. In silence, they wal ked
down the plush corridors toward the tall glass doors.

At the same nmonent, at a specialty store in affluent Georgetown, a
young wonan hel d the door open for her tall conpanion. Navajo flute
musi ¢ gave atnosphere to the crowded shelves filled with dream catchers
and art depicting feathered Indians and buffal o. Turquoise jewelry,
beaded | eat her bags, and pai nted Northwest Coast masks caught the
bright light, each displayed to the best advantage. A row of buffalo
skul I's, bl eached and white, had been painted with scenes of nounted
warriors shooting arrows into galloping herds. Al ong one wall, behind
gl ass, rows of brightly painted katchinas danced. Beneath them
expensi ve Sout hwestern pots were categorized by puebl o and maker

The young woman wore her honey-brown hair |ong, a single turkey feather
tied neatly in the silky locks at her shoul der. Her Eddi e Bauer denim
shirt accented the pale blue of her eyes. A beaded belt snugged tight
Levi's to her hips, and M nnetonka noccasins covered her dainty feet.

The tall nman, blond hair cl ose-cropped, wore a T-shirt enblazoned with
"Ban the Washi ngt on Redskins." Bel ow faded jeans, Luchese boots rapped
hollowly on the tiled floor. He carried the big box with ease as they
approached t he counter

The middl e-aged clerk wore a dark suit, a magnificent squash-bl ossom
neckl ace draping her bl ouse. A beaded brooch confined her
silver-streaked black hair. She used a thin white finger to press
horn-ri mmed gl asses onto a straight narrow nose.



"May | help you?" She greeted themwith a practiced snile

x The tall man placed the box on the glass counter and returned her
smle, but it was the young wonman who spoke: "We're fromthe Piankatank
Conf ederacy." She offered a card. "Qur nedicine man has just gone

t hrough our collection, and these artifacts no | onger have inportance
to our people. They've been killed by the Wiites, their Power broken

W were wondering if your store would be interested in acquiring

them™

The clerk watched with interest as the blond man began renovi ng pi eces
one at a time and laying themcarefully on the counter. Itenms of

carved shell, bone, and stone were placed in neat rows.

"Al gonqui n and I roquois manufacture,” the clerk stated, recognizing the
wor kmanshi p. "1 see museum accessi on nunbers on some of them Are
t hey authentic?"

"They are." The young woman wi t hdrew a fol ded paper from her pocket.
"And this is an affidavit drawn up by our tribal attorney, docunenting
that the Piankatank tribe legally owns these itens. None of these
artifacts falls under the jurisdiction of the Antiquities |aws. You
may check with Judge Kruse's office if there are any questions."

The cl erk scanned the paper, and returned her appraisal to the
artifacts laid out on the counter. "W do a very good business in
American Indian crafts here. Qur custoners include Japanese, Kuwaiti,
German, as well as some of the better Anerican buyers. Perhaps we can
be of assistance."

"Yes, we know." The woman gave her a satisfied smle. "You' re the
best in the business. That's why we cane here."

The clerk picked up a shell gorget depicting a spider. "Burial piece.
M ssissippian if 1'mnot m staken."

The young wonan shrugged. "This is only a sanple.



If the price is right, we have a great deal nore to offer. Even two
remarkably wel |l preserved skulls.”

The clerk nodded and smled. "If the affidavit is in order, | think we
can do business with the Piankatank Confederacy."

The young woman | ooked up at the blond man and smiled her satisfaction
"Good. We've done our homework. We are selling authentic artifacts:
nmuseum qual ity pieces, not reproductions. | think your buyers wll
appreciate that."

The clerk lifted an eyebrow, appraising the young wonan, then studied
the artifacts with a practiced eye. "My people will have to inspect
the items, of course, but provided they agree with your clains, we can
start at ten thousand for this first lot. Provided, that is, that we
can have an exclusive on the rest of your collection.”



/N
There |s a Shadow

I tell you truly, the source of life's greatest delights and glories is
Death. It is our soul

Bri ght and shi ni ng.

Yes, | know, you have been taught all of your life that the soul is
some nysterious, hidden being, like a cloaked child secreted in a
corner of your mnd, but that is alie.

Death is soul

Anyone who is truly alive knows this. He can feel Death staring from
his eyes every nonment, watching, reninding him naking himcherish each

br eat h.

Sunrises are beautiful because Death knows sunsets. Spring is glorious
because Death knows w nter.

Why, then, do so few of us see the nmurderer within?
The terrors of the world are not outside. They are his.
The dark abyss that is always about to swallow us belongs to him

He is curious, a wanderer, walking in the enptiness, his steps silent.
Hs cries mute. His grief unending.

W all glinpse himat one tine or another, his shadow tiptoeing around
i nside us, and are afraid.

W know t hat shadows cannot exist w thout |ight.
Shadows live on |ight.
I tell you again, nmy friend. Death is our bright and shining soul

And the soul casts a shadow.



He is always there. Dark. And terrifyingly alive. He stares through
our eyes. He nmoves when we nove. He touches those we love. . W nust
be vigilant.



O

Red Knot stopped where the palisade overlapped to forma protective
entrance to Flat Pearl Village. Here, defenders could remain sheltered
and shoot attacking warriors restricted in the narrow space between the
posts. She stared nervously out into the norning, hesitant at stepping
fromthe palisade's security. Wat she was doing wasn't wong. She

told herself that over and over.

The sky had grayed with the new dawn and m st ghosted over the cal m
water in the inlet. To her right, the canoes down at the sandy | andi ng
were barely visible, their outlines blurred by the clinging haze. Above
t he canoe | anding, the gardens lay fallow now, the corn and beans
harvested fromwi thered brown plants. Here and there, grass-thatched
houses stood among the fields. Gentle streaners of blue snoke rose
fromthe smoke holes in their roofs. Beyond the gardens, at the foot

of the tree covered ridge, the stubbly cornfields gave way to the thick
forest.

Red Knot gl anced back at Flat Pearl Village. The | ong houses the House
of the Dead, and the storage buildings stood silently in the gl oom
their rounded shapes rem ndi ng her of hunchbacked nonsters.

Grandnot her Hunting Hawk's brown-and-white dog watched her with pricked
ears. Like her mistress, the animal was worn by the years, her joints
swol I en and pai nful. She hobbl ed a few paces and studi ed Red Knot with
mld curiosity.



Qdd, Red Knot thought. Hunting Hawk usually kept the old bitch close
to her bed on cool nornings like this. Wy was the dog out wandering?
Wth so many people in the village, perhaps the animal was just on
edge.

Red Knot studied the path she would have to take. Time was running
out. She cocked her ear, listening. Not a sound cane fromthe houses
behi nd her, or fromthe predawn forest surrounding the village and its
fields. Soon, however, the winter birds would begin to sing, and the
village to stir. The honored guests would be fed before starting off.
The guests--all had cone to Flat Pearl Village in her honor. Red Knot
cl anped her jaw in determ nati on. Echoes of her grandnother's endl ess
| ectures spun through her head. Honor. Duty. Respect. They blurred

i nto neani ngl ess words.

| owe sonething to nyself. |I can't be what they want nme to be, go
where they want ne to go. Menories of Copper Thunder's face haunted
her. Even in rel axed nonments, he | ooked nore |like a cunning witch than
a man. |If the thought of him even touching her brought a tw st of

revul sion to her stonach, how could she allow himto nount her? She

m ght be Shell Conb's daughter, but the very thought of taking her
rightful place and stepping into that tangl ed web sickened her

Her village, clan, and fanmily--she was letting themall down. Red Knot
cl osed her eyes, imagining the gray world around her, damp, cold, and
msty. Like everything else in my life.

She knotted her fist in the cloak that covered her shoul ders, and
slipped out of the palisade. Her noccasin-clad feet wal ked silently
and swiftly, cutting across the frosted gardens. As she hurried, she
could just see her breath in the half-1ight.

The winter-bare trees along the riverbank ay no nore than two bow
shots ahead. Once she reached them she



woul d have taken the first step toward freedom and a brighter
future.

I am a woman now. The thought stuck in her mnd. And, yes, she felt
different--but oddly the same. Four days past, she'd stepped out of
t he Wonen's House, the nmenstrual |odge, for the first time. She had
been ritually washed and decked out in resplendent finery. Her face
still stung fromthe new tattoos on her chin and cheeks.

In response to the runners who had been sent out at the onset of her
cranps, guests had arrived fromthe surrounding villages. Speeches had
been given, and gifts exchanged. Her clan had prepared a marvel ous
feast in her honor, the wooden dishes piled high with venison, duck
oysters, roasted corn, steam ng tuckahoe, and snoked fish

To everyone's amazenent, Copper Thunder, acconpani ed by four canoes of
warriors, had arrived on the |last day of the celebration

Red Knot had danced before himand the rest of the honored guests.
Despite the presence of Copper Thunder, she had danced for young High
Fox, her steps driven by desperation as his eyes gl eanmed for her

As she thought of him her heart quickened. Now, or never, she had to
take this one chance at happi ness. What woul d happen, how it would al
wor k out, she had no idea; but others had done as she was doi ng. They
had becone | egendary anong her passionate people. Their stories were
sung in the Weroansqua's G eat House. Perhaps, one day, songs would be
sung about Red Knot and Hi gh Fox, and the love that had driven themto
abandon their clans.

She hurried through the trees, darting between the boles. To her

right, water |apped at the sandy shore. To her left, she could see the
di m haze of one of Hunting Hawk's cornfields. Once past that, she
woul d head left,



skirting the cleared land, and clinb the steep ridge on the ol d deer
trail.

"I"ll be waiting at Oyster Shell Landing. " Hi gh Fox's words echoed.
H s sol emm eyes haunted her, his handsonme face radiating | ove. "Meet
me at first light. "

No, this wasn't wong. Not in the eyes of the gods. They only reacted
in rage over lying, murder, or that nost horrible of crines, incest.

She ran, feet pattering on the danp leaf mat. Over the years all the
fallen branches had been scavenged for cooking fires, so she need only
worry about roots that mght trip her

She al nmost missed the trail, but, heart beating, she sprinted up the
steep wi nding path, her breath beginning to | abor. The white-tailed
deer had originally forged this route down to the cornfields, but they
ran it no |longer. Her people had all but hunted them out on the narrow
neck of land surrounding the village. Now, only occasional deer raided
the fields, and they did so at risk of an arrow. WAs it not better to
have the deer in the people's belly than their corn in the deer's?

She panted up the ridge, and thanked the Spirits that they had granted
this warm spell and held off the snow that woul d have betrayed her
tracks. Her toes drove into the soft, nulched soil

When she reached the great beech tree, its snooth bark marred by the
years, she stopped to catch her breath. Six men would have to stretch
fingertip to fingertip to reach around the tree's circunference. She
st epped past the beech, out onto the rounded ridgetop, into the shade
of the other forest giants. A robin chirped in the high canopy of bare
branches, and a squirrel skittered across the fallen | eaves.

Mor ni ng was com ng. She had to hurry.

Red Knot took a deep breath, and started forward. She



had only to cross the ridgetop, then descend the steep path on the
other side to the' Just as | thought," a famliar voice called from
behind her. "It's all in the blood."

Red Knot spun, gasping, the worst of her fears suddenly realized, as a
bl anket - wr apped figure stepped fromthe deep norni ng shadows behind a
wal nut tree. "Wat are you doing here? You' re supposed to be in
your..."

The bl anketed assail ant nmoved with uncanny speed. Red Knot glinpsed
the war club, heard it whistle as it sliced the air.... The loud crack
of breaki ng bone echoed across the quiet msty hills.

Two
Shell Comb, first daughter of Hunting Hawk, hesitated as she | ooked out
fromthe shadowed doorway of the House of the Dead. She took a nonent

to steady herself.

Today she began life again. She had been cl eansed, purged of the
m st akes of the past and the price they' d exacted fromher soul. She

could start over, live as a Weroansqua's daughter should. She had
proven to herself that she was worthy of the awesone responsibility of
authority. Still, as she watched the clearing beyond the doorway, she

nervously snoot hed her hands on her deer hide skirt.

Several people noved in the plaza, attending to various tasks.
Rosebud' s daughter, Wiite Oter, carried a water jug toward the gate.
A d Blue Mon urinated on the back



of his house, too blind to find his way outside the palisade. Shel
Conb started when she saw the Great Tayac, Copper Thunder, slip in
t hrough the opening in the palisade, glance furtively around, and
stride arrogantly toward Hunting Hawk's Great House.

Shell Comb coughed and rubbed her sore w ndpi pe.

Where has he been? And to what purpose? The Great Tayac had no allies

here, and woul dn't have until properly married into the G eenstone

G an. How | ong had he been gone fromthe village? A cold shiver raced

down her back. Well, if his absence neant trouble, she would know soon
enough.

She needed all her wits with one cycle of her life finished, and
anot her beginning. This tinme, she would be smarter, wiser. The fina
stitch had been sewn into a bag too | ong open. Wy, then, did her
heart | eap and her nuscles trenble?

She nade sure no one | ooked in her direction, then stepped out to neet
this new day. Wth steely control, she forced herself to wal k across
the plaza toward the Great House. The Guardi ans, upright posts carved
into the likenesses of human and ani nmal faces, watched her pass the
snoking fire pit in the plaza's center. The ground here was

har d- packed fromthe dancers the night before.

A d nman Mockingbird tottered toward her, blinking in the half-light. He
heard her cough, and tilted his head to squint at her. "Best tend to
that, girl," he warned. "Shouldn't be out in this cold."

"Thank you, Elder." And Shell Conb hurried past.

Hunti ng Hawk's Great House nestl ed beneath the spreadi ng branches of
three nul berry trees: a sign of her status. The house had been
constructed of two rows of black |ocust interspersed with cut red cedar
saplings, their butts set into the ground. The |inber tops had been
bent over and | ashed together to create an inverted U Cross braces of
red mapl e gave the framework strength, bound



together with pliable yellow pine roots, and the whol e house had been
covered with sheets of bark. The interior was six paces w de and
nearly forty in length. Wwen matting divided the Great House into
three separate roons.

Shell Comb ducked through the | ow doorway and made her way across the
mat - covered fl oor. Bedsteads, made of poles |laced with a w cker of
saplings and bark, lined the walls. Mats had been laid over the

wi cker, and then | ayers of deer hide added to form snug beds. As she
passed, people rolled up their bedding and placed the matting and hi des
to the side to create sitting room

No one so much as gl anced at her. But surely they should have vi ewed
her differently, or at |east sensed the change in her life. Today, as
never before, she had proven herself worthy to be her nother's
daughter. Any question of her ability to take over this building, and
control of clan business, was now behind her. In the presence of the
bl essed ancestors, she had atoned for her |ack of judgnment. Bl ack
Spi ke m ght never have been. Life had conme full circle. Bal ance had
been restored.

The Geat House, like all those in the |Iineage hol ding, belonged to old
Hunti ng Hawk. Upon her death, since she had no brother to inherit, the
| i neage hol di ngs-houses, |and, fishing and hunting grounds, shell beds,
sl aves, and property--would pass to Shell Conb.

She | ooked around at the wealth that woul d be hers. Large baskets were
hung fromthe walls, brinming with corn, dried squash, acorns, hickory
nuts, chinquapi ns, chestnuts, and beans. The tightly tied bundl es of
henp stacked to one side waited for wonmen to process the silky fibers
into cordage or soft fabrics. Flat Pearl Village controlled rich
resources, and its people rarely went hungry.

Copper Thunder sat beside the central fire, watching Shell Conb with
oddly lum nous eyes. She glanced at the big, round-bottoned ceranic
pot that rested over the



glowing coals. It held a steam ng stew of corn, oysters, squash, and
diced fish. As second in line to Hunting Hawk, her first concern was
to insure the well-being of her famly's guests.

Thi s norning, Shell Conb would have gl adly sidestepped that duty. She
want ed nothing nore than to be alone, to have the time to think and
reflect. But as she | ooked around, she did not see her nother. Hunting
Hawk was gone, and with such an inportant guest seated before her firel
Shell Comb marched forward. Facing these people, especially this
powerful ' man, would be an ordeal, but it couldn't be hel ped.

She tried to keep her hand fromtrenbling as she stirred the fire.
Fati gue wei ghted her bones. Wuld it betray her? How |l ong had it been
since she'd had a full night's sleep? Fromthe onset of Red Knot's
first cranps, Shell Conb had attended to the girl, sending nessengers,
supervi sing neals, coordinating the arrival of the guests,
orchestrating the dances, and struggling to behave as a Wroansqua'
sdaught er shoul d. Her own conpetence surprised her, hinting at
reserves she had never known.

Responsibility--as befitted the future Weroansqua of Flat Pearl
Village--bore a terrible price. Wiy hadn't she understood before? She
gl anced down at her right hand, worked the rnuscles, and made a tight
fist. What incredible power she woul d wi el d.

Shell Comb remained a beautiful wonman despite the thirty-tw Com ngs of
t he Leaves she had survived, and the six children she had passed from
her wonmb. Some said her l|arge dark eyes could snare a man's soul and
bend it to her will. The story had al ways amused her. She recognized
her vanity, noderated it when necessary, and surrendered to it when
circunmst ances permtted. And she had surrendered much too often. But
when GChona and Okeus had battled for the world after the Creation
they'd insured that, hadn't they?



Trace your ancestry back, and there you "Il find Ckeus, staring at you
with that malicious smle on his face. Face it, Shell Conb, your seed
sprang fromhis loins. No matter how many generations renmoved, you are
still his daughter.

She | oosened her feather mantle from around her shoulders and let it
slide down around the curve of her hips as the fire's heat reached her
The chill was finally |eaving her bones--as the sadness and confusion
eventual Iy might.

O her six children the third had died at birth; five, tw girls and

t hree boys, had lived to be naned. Her ol dest son, Wite Bone, had
drowned in his sixteenth summer when he was caught on open water by a
terrible storm H's canoe had been found beached on the Western Shore,
but his body had never been recovered. Her third son, G ebe, had been
killed in his fifth year by lightning: his seared body had | ain under a
splintered black oak. The scar could still be seen, spiraling down the
tree's bark.

Fever had taken her el dest daughter barely a year after her birth. She
had never been lucky with children. But then, as Hunting Hawk coul d
confirm-provided she ever dared to--that trait ran all through the
lineage. Do | dare to try and have anot her?

At tinmes, she wondered if perhaps some evil had slithered inside her
i npregnating her with a dark spirit that blighted the fruit of her

| oins. Where el se had the insatiable craving conme fron? Wy had she
thrown caution to the winds so many tines? Wiy had the wong seed
taken hold so often?

She shivered at the thought, aware of that same desire stirring as she
studi ed Copper Thunder.

The G eat Tayac crouched across the fire fromher, arms cl asped around
his drawn-up knees. No one would call hima handsome man. Hi s nose
was too large for his



face; the jaw nade a person think of a snapping turtle's. Forked eye
tattoos surrounded his eyes, and a black band followed his jaw ine
across his nouth. O der tattoos had faded and bl ended with his
dye-stained skin. He wore his hair in a roach, both sides of his scalp
shaved. But when he | ooked at Shell Conb, that penetrating stare sent
a shiver through her. Secrets hid behind those stygi an eyes, al ong
with fleeting glinpses of his quick intelligence. He'd kill at the
slightest pretext, and when he struck, it would be like a tinber
rattler: lightning fast, ruthless, and equally col d-bl ooded.

W prom sed Red Knot to this serpent? What have we gotten oursel ves
into? Her harried soul frayed further

Copper Thunder wore a brown bearskin over his |left shoul der, |eaving
his right breast bare. A large conch gorget, suspended from a choker
hung at the hollow of his throat. The polished white shell was etched
with the effigy of a great spider. Below it hung a neckl ace of

copper -tube beads, a wealth of them They gleanmed in the firelight.
The colorful flaps of his breech clout hung down front and back. A
decorated deer hide sash crisscrossed his belly; the shells sewn to it
sparkled in the firelight. He'd laid a fol ded bl anket beside him From
t he danpness on his | eggings and noccasins, he'd been far out beyond

t he pal i sade.

He turned his gaze to the flames that |eapt around the burning wood.
Behind him ten warriors sat cross-legged on mats. They'd al ready
rolled their sleeping robes and stored them near the | ong house door in
preparation for leaving. They talked in | ow tones, and | aughed as they
di scussed yesterday's feast and | ast night's Newy Made Wnan Dance.

Copper Thunder pointed to the stew. "Is it ready?" he asked in his
heavy accent.

She struggled to sound calm "A while yet, Great Tayac. We added a
jar of snoke-dried fish. Allowit to



soften. | wouldn't have you carrying tales of poor food away from
here.”

Hs smle didn't reach his hard eyes. "You nmay rest assured, Shel
Conb, | will l|eave here conpletely satisfied."

It had been a nistake to prom se Red Knot to this spider. Unlike the
other great chiefs, Copper Thunder had built his own chieftainshinp,
carved it out of Water Snake's to the south, and Stone Frog's Conoy
Confederacy to the north. Both Water Snake and Stone Frog hated and
feared Copper Thunder, but as nuch as they feared him their
generations-old ennity kept themfromallying and crushing the upstart
bet ween them

As Shell Conb considered him their eyes |ocked across the fire,
nmeasuring, probing. Those dark orbs seemed to ask, Are you worthy?

She ground her teeth. She had endured the worst, and seen it through
If she could do that, she could do anything. Her heart seened to
swel I, becom ng as stone-cold and calculating as his. If his sou
heard, he gave no sign

After a noment, he asked, "Are you sorry to | ose your daughter?"

She nol ded her face into an enotionl ess mask, betraying nothing. "W
all have responsibilities, Great Tayac. To our famlies, to our line,
and clan. | have done mine. Red Knot.. . well, she has her

responsibility to becone your wife."

"I didn't ask if your daughter would do her duty. | asked if you were
sad to | ose her."

"Yes," Shell Conb croaked, throat tight. She took a breath, and forced
herself to say, "Wen a daughter is born, every nother knows that their
time together is limted. Just as a father's tine is with his son."

"Last night. Who was that young man?"

She struggled to maintain her composure. "Wo? | don't understand.”



"That young man, the one you showed such distaste for. H gh Fox. Yes,
that was his nane."

Shell Comb busied herself with the stewpot. "Red Knot is leaving with
you today, Great Tayac ... a worman on the way to becom ng your w fe
She ... she didn't just pop out of the earth as a grown wonman. Unti

ei ght days ago, she was a girl. You were a boy once. Didn't you | ook
at many girls that you knew you'd never nmarry?"

He nodded, watching the snoke rise toward the soot stained bark roof.
It hung in a thick haze before drifting out the rectangul ar snoke hol e.
"You didn't approve of Hi gh Fox."

"I didn't? What woul d make you think so?"

"Your face. The fear that | saw there. \Wenever you | ooked at him
you appeared desperate.”

"Perhaps you read nme wong. The boy was her childhood friend, nothing
nmore." Wth feigned indifference, she grasped the stack of wooden

pl ates that |ay under the sleeping bench. They clattered as she pulled
themtoward her. As she'd hoped, his gaze had lingered on the sleek
curve of her waist, and the way her full breasts hung under the fabric
of her dress. Perhaps a man was just a man--even if he was a G eat
Tayac. The serpent stirred wthin her

"The girl aside," Copper Thunder said, "what do you think of this
arrangenent between your clan and m ne?"

Shell Comb considered her words carefully. Traps lay on all sides and
she dared not nake the smallest of missteps. "W wel conme this match

of course. Greenstone O an gains as nmuch as you do, Great Tayac. Your
country lies upriver, controlling the trade route to the interior. You
are closer to the resources we need for tools. The hunting is better
in your forested hills. Your corn crops are nore reliable than ours.
In return, you gain access to our shell beds, our fishing grounds, and
all the wealth of



our rich lands." She forced an artful smile. "I doubt that ny
daughter, with her sense of responsibility, would allow her husband to
starve to death.'

"Per haps not, but the Mamanatow ck, the H gh Chief, Water Snake, will
be uneasy about Copper Thunder's foothold so close to his country. You
may be visited by his warriors.”

"CGreenstone Clan cares little about Water Snake's concerns. He, and

t he Weroances, the Low Chiefs who serve him have attenpted to neddl e
in our affairs before much to their regret." She paused. "G eat

Tayac, we considered all of these things before we agreed to the
marriage. We're not the sinple waders in shallow waters that you seem
to think us." Shell Conb used a helnmet crab shell to ladle his plate
full of steaming stew, then called over her shoulder to several of the
sl ave worren, who canme to scoop the thick stew into the wooden bow s.
One by one, Copper Thunder's warriors accepted their food. Only when
all the men were served did the slaves take their own fill and retreat
to their side of the I ong house to eat.

Copper Thunder sipped at his stew and said, "I don't think you--of al
peopl e--wade in shallow waters, Shell Conb. No, you go very deep .."
down where the water is dark and murky."

Shell Comb smiled, as if hearing a conplinment, and said, "It is only
when we're down there in the darkness that we know just how fleeting
lifeis."

Hunti ng Hawk ran her tongue over her toothless guns as she hobbl ed
pai nful ly around the bark-covered wall of the House of the Dead,
headi ng for the entry. The danpness in the chill air masked the odor
of decay, but its



pungency still hung sweetly in her nostrils.

The norning renmai ned gray, cold, and threatening. Patches of fog
rolling in fromthe bay crept up the river, and feathered through the
trees beyond Flat Pearl Village.

Hunti ng Hawk | eaned agai nst the weathered bark wall, and breathed
deeply, trying to renenber when she'd ever felt this tired--not even
after the birth of her children. But childbirth, Iike so nuch of life,
was a conprom se. The Creator, Chona, had nmade wonen to create life in
a joyous process. The capricious Okeus had neddl ed, as he did in al

t hi ngs, assuring the pain and agony that process took. But a wonan
usual ly forgot the pain within days of delivery.

"You always |iked a good joke, didn't you, Ckeus?" she asked, raising
her eyes to the blustery sky. Dark clouds scudded across the bl ue.

Wll, no matter. Having passed fifty-three Com ngs of the Leaves, and
pl aced three husbands in the House of the Dead, her time for sex--fun
or purposeful --was | ong gone. Her breasts now lay flat on her chest
and sagged down even with her navel. Her skin, after years of painting
wi th puccoon root, had darkened into a red-black color and wi nkl ed
into the texture of cedar bark. Once sharp, her eyes had | ost the
ability to see anything at a distance. Sone said her nose | ooked nore
i ke a shrivel ed nushroomthan a shrivel ed nmushroom did.

She shook her head and rubbed a hand over her sore hip. Wl king, even
for a short distance, shot pains up from her ankles, knees, and hips to
blur with the burning ache in the small of her back. She used a

wal ki ng stick, one nade of sassafras that she could lift and sniff--at

| east her nose still worked, well enough--for the pleasant arona.

She reached up and tugged at the gray-shot braid that hung down to her
shoul der. Once upon a time her hair had been | ong and gl ossy |Iike Red
Knot ' s.



Red Knot. She winced sorrowfully, a dull pain in her heart. She'd

al ways liked the girl, so young, bright-eyed, and m schi evous. Being
Wer oansqua nmeant doi ng a great many unpl easant and di stasteful things.
Her first responsibility was to G eenstone O an. She had ganbl ed
everything on the alliance with Copper Thunder--includi ng Red Knot.
Besi des, she'd seen plenty of pretty children during her long years.
Seen a lot of themgrow into dull eyed adults, worn down by the cares
and trials of life.

Life nmeant pain: it hid behind every snmle, every sigh at the beauty of
new day, or the chortle of a baby's laughter. Okeus had seen to that
just after the Creation, too.

She ducked into the House of the Dead. The perpetual fire had burned
down to a bed of glowing coals. The only additional |ight canme from
the gray shafts entering through the doorway and snoke hol e over head.
It took a nmoment for her eyes to adjust to the anterooni s darkness.
This was the central building in her town, ten paces across, and
forty-five long. Hgh walls rose four tinmes the height of a man to the
rounded roof. Mat walls divided the building into three | arge roons.

Hunti ng Hawk hobbl ed across the anteroom nunbling the ritual greeting
to the fire as she went, and stopped | ong enough to bathe her body in
its cleansing heat. Along the south wall G een Serpent-- Kw okos, or

H gh Priest--lay curled in his nest of deer hides A large gourd rattle
and several deer hide bags lay close at hand. H s face was tipped up
to the light, eyes closed, and his slack nouth was open. That hooked
nose jutted arrogantly frompatterns of winkles. H s eyebrows m ght
have been rabbit tails stuck to his brow, so white and fluffy were

t hey.

Along the north wall, two other bundl es of beddi ng were occupi ed by
Li ght ning Cat and Streaked Bear. Lightning Cat was the | ong and | anky
apprentice, always keen to please, and ready to undertake any task.

St reaked



Bear, in turn, had a short stocky frame nore suited to hard physical
work than to the pursuit of the sacred.

Hunti ng Hawk consi dered ki cki ng them awake, but relented. The
celebration had | asted nost of the night, and the priests had led the
si ngi ng and dancing. Even a priest deserved rest now and then.

Her hips sent tw nges up her back as she entered the long hallway wth
its carved images of the Guardians, wind spirits, and the spirit
animal s. Skilled hands using stone and shell tools had | aboriously
carved each bust fromthick pieces of wood. Finally the inmages were
painted with bright colors, and eyes of polished shell, or copper, had
been added to allow the spirits to see.

Behi nd the CGuardi ans rested stacks of tribute, offered to Hunting Hawk
as was a Weroansqua's due: baskets of corn, nuts, squash, and seeds;
snoked meat, fish, shellfish, and fow; net bags filled with puccoon
root, tobacco, shell beads, copper, and small sacks of antinony; piles
of tanned deer hides colorful feathers, exquisitely woven fabrics, and
pots of dyes. Not all of the itens were tribute. Greenstone O an al so
kept their war trophies in the House of the Dead. Scal ps, dried human
hands, severed fingers, necklaces of human teeth, and trophy
skul I s-each carefully polished and painted--lined the walls. Beneath
them bows and bundl es of arrows were neatly stacked next to a pile of
wooden shields: materials for her warriors during times of conflict.

Hunti ng Hawk touched each of the Guardians with a finger as she passed.
Normal Iy the touch reassured her, but this time, her unease grew, as if
t he Guardi ans had seen into the dark |abyrinth of her soul

She stopped at the entrance to the. sanctum Another fire--also
burned to coal s--glowed in the central fire pit. A head-high scaffold
stood out fromthe back wall, and upon it, in careful rows, lay the
bodi es of her ancestors.



Each corpse was wapped in natting to protect the desiccated bones and
ski n.

In the shadows beneath sat the statue of Okeus, his shrine surrounded
on three sides by corn husk matting. His long black hair had been
pulled into a tight knot on his head. The expression on his carved

face al ways perpl exed Hunting Hawk. Did that curved nouth nock her, or

| eer at her? Ckeus' chest was painted white, and heavy neckl aces of
copper and shell beads hung from his neck. Around his wai st he wore a
finely tanned deer hide girdle decorated by paintings and shell beads.
The god's outstretched arns were painted in [ightning bolts. The right
hand propped up a beautiful war club; two stone celts had been set into
the intricately carved wood. A shock of corn hung fromthe left hand.

H s thighs were stained black with white spots running down their

| ength. Now he watched her fromthe gl oom white-shell eyes gl eaning
Hunti ng Hawk slipped her age-gnarled fingers into the pouch at her side
and wi thdrew a handful of corn flour and mashed wal nuts. This she
sprinkled onto the red eyes of the coals. The neal blackened and burst
to flane. As quickly as the fire flared, the offering was consuned.
Hunti ng Hawk coul d sense Ckeus' satisfaction

"I have unl eashed the storm Terrible things are coming, aren't they?"
she asked the squatting god. "Wose fault was this, Ckeus? WAs the
m st ake m ne?"

A shiver played down her back as she stared into those shining eyes.
For the briefest instant, she thought she heard | aughter, and then
si | ence.

"Don't scorn me, w cked god. |'ve served you well enough over the
years."

She raised her eyes to the scaffold, and the mat w apped bundl es t hat
lay there. "Greetings, old friends," she whispered, and stared
t houghtfully at the dried corpses.



"Well," she told thembluntly, "I've done it. Tinme will tell if it
was for the clan's best, or not." She propped hersel f agai nst one of
t he posts, the wood honey-colored with age and soot. "I've done
something terrible. But necessary. | had no choice. | want you to
know that. No choice at all."

She coul d sense the ghosts stirring, and cocked her head. Soneone had
once told her that in the final nmonents of life, a person could finally
hear the ghosts tal king. But nothing came to her ears.

"It's this feeling I've got. 1'll be up there with you soon. W'l

just have to wait and see who the next Weroansqua will be. Soneone who
truly knows her duty to clan and |ineage. | hope she's worthy of al

of you."

Flat WIlow eased his nuscul ar body between the tree trunks, each foot
pl aced with care. As a boy, he had studied the praying mantis, each
nmoverrent the mantis made as it stal ked and captured its prey; now he,
too, hunted like the mantis, every novenent spare and precise.

He wore only a breech clout his skin greased against the cold. A bone
skewer pinned his long hair into a bun on the left side of his head.
Hs legs were clad in | eggings, noccasins on his feet. An ash-wood bow
filled his left hand, and an arrow | ay nocked agai nst the bowstring in
his right, ready to be drawn and rel eased.

O all the days he'd lived, this one would be the hardest. He needed
to kill, to make himforget, to still the dull ache in his breast. As
| ong as Red Knot had been a girl, he could stand to be close to her
But now she was a woman--and prom sed to a nan Flat W I ow despi sed.

So, as the others had danced, feasted, and cel ebrated



Red Knot's womanhood, and the arrival of Copper Thunder, Flat WII ow
had suffered. Then Stone Cob had accosted him assigning himthe nost
onerous of duties. Wll, events had taken care of thenselves. Even
predators coul d nake deal s anong t hensel ves; and one day Stone Cob
woul d pay--as they all would. He had | earned patience and stealth from
the mantis.

Hs |life had changed | ast night after Red Knot's dance. And this
nor ni ng he-had taken matters into his own hands. Wat had pronpted

hi n? Betrayal ? Revenge? O the unexpected opportunity? Perhaps the
reason didn't matter. What did was that he had comm tted hinsel f, and
acted. Afterward, stunned by what he'd done, Flat WIlow had quietly
drifted away, preferring the stillness of the forest and tinme to think
about future and past.

The sullen gray norning made for perfect hunting. The | eaf mat was
danp and silent underfoot. Any colder and it would have rustled with
frost. Drier and it would have crackled with the shifting of his

wei ght. The stringers of nmist carried by the faint breeze would
confuse the deer's keen eyes at the sane tinme they carried Fl at
WIllow s scent away.

Two years had passed since the sumrer day when he'd emerged fromthe
Huskanaw cer enony where the boy he had once been had been ritually
"killed." He had been tested to determ ne his strength and endurance,
and to determ ne how much pain he could endure without crying out. H's
skin had been tattooed, and finally the priest had struck himdead with
a Power wand, driving the boy's soul fromhis body. After that he lay
in a painful daze as his body was painted black |ike a corpse, and
funeral songs were sung over himand his fellows. He'd fasted for
days, and drunk sacred datura and yaupon tea. Then the priest had

whi pped himpainfully to his feet, splashed himwi th water, and bl own
t obacco snoke over his body to purify him The black paint of death
had been washed



of f before he was repainted red with puccoon root and slathered with
bear grease.

A man had been born where a child had once stood.

Fromthat time forward, Flat WIIlow had dedi cated hinself to the hunt
He had sworn before Okeus' altar that he would be the finest hunter in
the G eenstone Clan. Day after day he stal ked through the woods,
practicing his craft. He |l earned the ways of the deer, the bear, and

t he bobcat. His soul becane one with the forest. To the core of his
being, he'd believed that his grow ng fane woul d bring himnotice, and
all ow himto approach Shell Conb after Red Knot was made a wonan.

Wth the silence of snoke, he crossed an open patch and slipped into
the trees, no nore than a shadow in the gloom as he followed the small
heart -shaped tracks of a deer

H s eyes missed no clue. H's ears caught the faintest sounds. \Wen he
found the pile of droppings, he touched themto feel the heat. He was
cl ose now, al nbst upon them

He sniffed the danp air to judge the breeze. Before him the trai
split. On a hunch, he ghosted to the right, sensing that the deer
woul d head for the oak grove and a few | ast acorns before beddi ng down
for the day in the dense hawt horn and grapevi ne cover

He foll owed the slope of the ridge, testing each step through his
noccasi ns. Between the bare branches, he could see the fog-patched
inlet shining silver down below him then ... the barest flick of a
tail caught his attention. No nore than a bow shot ahead, a iroe stood
at the edge of the oak grove, her head up, ears alert.

Flat Wllow froze, the first thrill of the hunt tingling each nerve.
Only when the doe dropped her head to pluck up an acorn did Flat WII ow
t ake one nore slow step.

A second doe stepped into his sight, a fawn by her side. Flat WII ow
wai ted until her head | owered; then he



sl i pped behind the hole of a towering red naple.

The worl d faded as Flat WIlow s attention focused on the deer. Step
by careful step, he closed the distance. He crossed the trail that |ed
down to Oyster Shell Landing and eased into the | ee of an ancient
beech. Patiently, he edged his head around, seeing a young two-point
buck no nore than fifteen paces ahead. The buck pawed at the | eaves,
seeking to uncover buried beechnuts.

Flat Wllow slid his left foot around the tree, and prepared for the
shot. H's heart strengthened as he shifted his weight and settled his
right foot. Raising the bow, he pulled the arrow back to his ear
sighting down the slimshaft. One |last breath filled his lungs; he
centered the stone point on the deer's back to conpensate for the
arrow s drop.

This was the nonent he lived for. You are m ne

The buck's head jerked up, startled, ears pricked. The animal stared
up toward the ridgetop, body tense.

As Flat WIlow rel eased his deadly shaft, the deer snorted and | eapt
away. The arrow arced through enpty space and di sappeared into the
| eaf mat beyond.

Flat WI Il ow exhal ed expl osively. The deer raced away, white tails
fl aggi ng.

In their wake he heard the thunping of npbccasins, the whipping of
branches, and the puffing of breath.

Flat WIlow made a face and strai ghtened. What silly fool would be
runni ng through the forest on a norning like this? Fromhabit, he

pl ucked another arrow fromthe bark quiver hung over his shoul der
Through the trees he glinpsed sonmeone charging down the trail. The man
| eapt, slipped, and junped in his headl ong rush

For an instant, Flat WII|ow considered hiding, then got a good | ook at
t he young man: Hi gh Fox, from Three Myrtle Village. Flat Wllow rolled
his eyes in disgust. O all the people to neet today, none could have
been as



bad as Hi gh Fox. Red Knot's eyes had al ways been for him a nere
stripling; and in contrast to a fine hunter like Flat WIIlow, why,
there was just no conparison

Flat WIlow cocked his head, surprised when H gh Fox saw himand tried
to stop short. He had a panicked | ook on his face, eyes w de. The
youth's right foot slipped out fromunder him and he | anded flat on
his bottom skidding in the |eaves.

"High Fox! It's just ne. Flat WIllow "

H gh Fox gaped as he slid to a stop, glanced around as if for an escape
route, and rose on trenbling | egs. He wi ped his hands on the flap of

his breech cl out

"What's the matter?" Flat WIIlow demanded. "Is it trouble?" He took
a step up, and stopped when the ashen Hi gh Fox shook his head.

"No. N-No trouble."

"But you were running like a madman," Flat WI I ow decl ared
suspi ciously. "You ruined my hunt! Scared the deer."

H gh Fox gave hima weak smile. "Sorry. I... | was just in a hurry,
that's all. Late. I'mlate."

"Late for what? It's barely norning."
"I know. I-1 stayed too |late at the dance last night. That's all.
have to get back. Home, you see. | had... well, chores. Sonething

for ny father."

Flat WIlow frowed, reading the terror in H gh Fox's face. "o,
then. ™

H gh Fox tensed, his nuscles knotted. Taking a deep breath, he seened
to regain sone of his control. The smile still |ooked forced. "Sorry.
| guess | rnust have | ooked pretty silly."

"I'"ve seen rabbits run faster, but not many."

H gh Fox's |ips quivered as he descended the steep trail toward Fl at
WIlow "Deer, huh?"

"Sone does, a fawn, and one nice little buck that was



hal f a heartbeat from dead when you cane crashing down the trail."

"I"'msorry. Really, I am | know how rare they are around the

village." The fragile smle died and Hi gh Fox's eyes w dened. \Wat
caused that glazed | ook, as if something had scared himhalf out of his
ski n? Had Copper Thunder figured out that the boy had been nosing
around Red Knot? Or was he still upset about what had happened at

Three Myrtle Village yesterday norning? Flat WI Il ow had heard bits of
the story bantered about before the dance |ast night. Apparently, a
young girl named Sun Conch had begged himto marry her, and been
rebuffed, harshly, by Black Spike.

"Are you all right?"

H gh Fox was no nore than a step away. Every nuscle trenbled, and his
breat hi ng was | abored. "I apol ogi ze for scaring the deer. Mybe, if
you scout around, you can pick themup again. 1'd try that way." He
poi nted back the way Flat WIIlow had cone.

"I just cane fromthat way."

"Well, you know how deer circle." He licked his lips. "Sorry, |--1
have to go. I'Il make it up to you, f pronise.”

As Hi gh Fox edged wi de around Flat WIlow, he saw the dark red stain on
H gh Fox's right hand. "Are you hurt?" Flat WII ow asked.

"Just a cut." But tears glimered in his eyes. He fought to blink
them away. "A foolish fall. My hand | anded on an old stunp."

"I't happens. Be nore careful.”

"Yes, | will. Good hunting!" High Fox called, and hurried off. Good
hunti ng? Flat WI I ow wondered as he wat ched Hi gh Fox runni ng down the
trail. He shook his head, and turned back to where he'd taken his
shot. He started out to find his lost arrow, but the oddness of it al
st opped



him What had H gh Fox been doi ng here? And nost of all, just what
had he seen to set himoff |like that?

Rel uctantly, Flat WIlow gave up on the arrow for the tinme being, and
cut back to the trail. He followed it down far enough to see Oyster
Shel | Landing through the gray tracery of branches.

H gh Fox was pushing a slimcanoe out into the water. Then he junped
lithely into the boat, seated hinself, and began paddling down the
inlet. If he'd cut his hand as badly as the blood would indicate, it
didn't seemto hinder him

Flat WIlow dropped to a crouch. Wiy woul d H gh Fox have a canoe
beached on this side of the neck? Way hadn't he | anded at Fl at Pearl
Village?

"Well, H gh Fox, it's going to be good riddance. You stupid fool!"
H gh Fox, the Wroance's spoiled son, had had everything --even Red
Knot. But, as of that very norning, Flat WIIow had taken charge,
begun the sl ow process of paying themall back

You "Il see, Hi gh Fox. You "Il never underestimate Flat WI I ow again.
He sl apped his thigh and rose to resune the search for his |ost
arr ow.

Thr ee

Hunti ng Hawk ground her enpty guns agai nst each other. By midday, it
had becone apparent that Red Knot was mi ssing. A quick search of the
buil dings within the palisade cane up enpty, as did the search of the
houses



in the fields just beyond. Hunting Hawk scowl ed at the people

gathered within the palisade. Wiy did organizing for a search create
so much mlling and confusion? Even fish--mindl ess as they were--could
cone together w thout much effort.

The visitors fromthe surrounding villages stood in little clunps,
talking to each other in |ow voices. That wary | ook on their faces
irritated her. Curse it all, it was an enbarrassnent.

Copper Thunder stood to one side, his warriors in ranks behind him She
studied his face, trying to read the sardoni c expression. Was t hat
snmugness, wy hunor, or subtle irony?

To her right, Nine Killer's lieutenants, Stone Cob and Flying Wir,
were calling out orders as Nine Killer detailed parties of warriors to
search different areas. Nine Killer didn't |ook Iike a War Chief. Most
of the wonen were taller than he, but |ooks could deceive. Heavy

| idded eyes and fat cheeks nade hi m appear sleepy and | azy.
Broad-|ipped and wi de, the nan's nmouth gave hima bl and expression.
Those bandy | egs mi ght not be fast, but they could carry himlong after
the swiftest of runners had played out. H's too-long arns coul d paddl e
a canoe nonstop the length of the Salt Water Bay. And as Nine Killer
liked to point out, there was a great deal nore to war than inposing
size. He'd won his nanme after having snuck into Mattaponi Village and
si ngl e-handedly killed the Wroance and eight of his warriors, then, to
the bafflement of his eneny, mysteriously vanished into the night. One
didn't underestinmate a man |ike that.

"Very well, let's go!"™ Nine Killer called out, and thrust his bow
toward the palisade gate. "You know what to | ook for. She's probably
just wandered off to be alone, but don't take chances. |gnore nothing
suspi ci ous. "

Hs warriors trotted out sharply, heads held high, backs straight. As
they went they clacked war cl ubs agai nst



their bows, the clatter in time to each prancing step

Hunti ng Hawk shot a sly glance at Copper Thunder and his warriors,
fully aware that the show was for their benefit. The visitors remined
expressionl ess, sone | ooking studiously bored, but she could see the
gleamin those dark eyes. The scrappy reputation of G eenstone dan's
warriors had been fairly won. Even the Mananat ow ck, Witer Snake,
despite all the resources of his subchiefs, avoided clashes with

G eenstone d an.

Bl ack Spi ke, Weroance of Three Myrtle Village, stood on the other side
of the dance ground, his arms crossed as he watched the warriors
depart. Hi s strained expression, the tension in his posture, caught
Hunti ng Hawk's attention

Bl ack Spi ke had al ways been a handsome man, tall, rmuscul ar, and quick
of wit and action. Three Myrtle Village lay half a day's journey east
in the next large inlet. Over the years, the two villages--nostly
popul ated by Greenstone Clan--had allied thensel ves for practical and
political purposes. Her own daughter, Shell Conmb, had lived there
during the time she'd been married to Monster Bone.

Bl ack Spi ke kept knotting his jaw nuscles, and his hands cl enched,
rel axed, and cl enched agai n. Way should he care so nuch about a

m ssing girl? No doubt she'd be found sulking out in the trees, and
within a week the entire thing woul d be forgotten.

Hunti ng Hawk arched a grizzl ed eyebrow as Bl ack Spi ke gave Shell Conb a
direct inspection fromacross the dance ground. For a |ong nonent,

their eyes held, challenging, answering, and desperate. Wat was that

| ook they traded? Sone private communi cati on? But just as quickly,

Shell Comb turned forcefully away.

The nuscl es bulged in Black Spike's taut cheeks.

Hunting Hawk's attention shifted as Copper Thunder strode purposefully
toward her.



"Honor abl e Wer oansqua, '
warriors to assist you?"

he said, "are you sure that | cannot offer ny

"It isn't necessary, Geat Tayac." She gestured toward the forested
ridge. "My people know the country. Al the little nooks and
cranni es.”

H s dark eyes seened to burn. "She wouldn't have .. . run off, now
woul d she?"

Hunti ng Hawk stiffened. "Never!"
"But it is not unheard--"

"She knows that 1'd have Nine Killer scour the ends of the earth unti
he found her and dragged her back. Red Knot woul d never disgrace her
clan in such a manner."

"I see." Copper Thunder's expression betrayed not hing.

"Most likely

she just went for a walk, to sort out her spirit. Consider: In the

| ast ei ght days, she's gone froma girl to a worman, and tonorrow she

| eaves with you to beconme a wife. Fromthe nonent of her first cranps,
she's been pestered by everyone. |I'd guess she just needed a nonent to
herself, to think and reflect."

Copper Thunder fingered the war club hanging fromhis breech clout It
had been intricately carved, a pointed stone set above a sharp copper

spike. "lI've noticed the wormen in your famly think and reflect a
great deal. |I wonder if |I'mdoing nyself any favors by marrying into
your line."

"I don't know. Are you?" Hunting Hawk gave hima bl and | ook to cover
her sudden unease. Bl oody bats, he didn't suspect the depths of her
conplicity, did he?

He chuckled. "My men and | would really like to be of help. A sign of
our new rel ationship."

Hunti ng Hawk nodded reluctantly. "Very well. Geat Tayac, dispatch
your nmen. On the slimchance that she's in some kind of trouble, it
m ght not hurt to have some extra eyes out there."



Copper Thunder lifted his hand and snapped his fingers, and his
warriors wheeled in unison, trotting out Iike a school of fish. Beyond
t he pali sade, Copper Thunder's second call ed orders and men di spersed
with cool efficiency.

"They're well trained," Hunting Hawk not ed.

"OfF course. A man doesn't acconplish what | have w t hout
di sci pline."

"And rut hl essness," she added.

"That, too, but then, living between the serpent and the stone, as you
do, you can understand the value of that."

"Indeed I can." As you will soon learn, ny friend.

Copper Thunder stood uneasily, his eyes narrowed.

Hunti ng Hawk caught Yellow Net's eye as her ni ece wal ked past. She
could see the woman's anxi ety as she shot a worried gl ance at Copper
Thunder. Hunting Hawk snmiled to reassure her. As Yellow Net took a
deep breath and wal ked of f, Hunting Hawk asked, " Something on your
m nd, G eat Tayac?"

"Just wondering. That's all.. Wy ne, Wroansqua? Water Snake woul d
have been a nore | ogical choice for an ally. Hi s country lies

i mediately to your south. Despite what your daughter told ne this
nmor ni ng, you coul d have obtai ned inland goods through himas well as
ne."

Hunti ng Hawk snil ed crookedly. Be careful, woman. He snells the trap
"What if | told you I just had a feeling in my gut?"

"I wouldn't believe it. Tell me honestly, have you ever done anyt hing
based on a gut feeling?"

"OfF course ... and so have you. You're a sly one, Great Tayac. Al ways
feeling. out your opponent, seeking to learn nmore of his strengths and
weaknesses. "

He shrugged it off. "Anbng ny people, one does not become Tayac, |et
al one Great Tayac, w thout studying his associates. A smart | eader
never sl eeps."

"No, she doesn't."”



He shot her a sidelong glance. "You know, don't you, that sone
parties would profit by abducting your granddaughter. ™"

"I"ve been trying not to think of that. But, yes, it's a possibility.
And the consequences woul d be dire indeed."

He took a deep breath. "It would be a slap in the face to you and your
clan, and to me and ny people. W would have no choice but to destroy
the of fender."

"Whol e villages woul d be burned, their people murdered. No one would
be safe." "Let us hope that your first thought was the right one."

Hunti ng Hawk cl asped her hands together, as if |ocking them around that
hope. "I'm sure the explanation will be sinple.™

No, despite her worries, he didn't suspect a thing.

Qui ck Fawn reached down for a piece of firewod, the first she'd seen
since leaving the village. At twelve, she was willowy, and pretty. Her
not her, Yell ow Net, had conbed out her long black hair until it

gl eaned. Her heart-shaped face and sparkling eyes were the envy of her
friends. Her slimbody had just begun to round, promi sing a woman's
beauty to cone.

At | east a hand of time had passed since her nother had sent her out
for wood. The chore of keeping the fires going was an endl ess one.
Years of collecting around the village had forced her to travel farther
up the neck of land. But, to be truthful, she had been dallying,
wanting time away. Her confrontation with Red Knot after the dance the
ni ght before still bothered her. So nmuch was happeni ng, she needed
tinme to think about it.

A squirrel dashed from branch to branch above her,



and perched, staring down with beady bl ack eyes.

"Better be glad you're up there, free, ny friend," she told the
bushy-tailed rodent. "You don't want to be a human girl."

As if in agreenent, the squirrel flicked its tail and bounded into the
hi gher branches.

Qui ck Fawn clinmbed farther up the slope to where the old oak had

fallen. The hol e was huge, and until last year it had been the biggest
tree in the forest above Flat Pearl Village. Then, in a storm]l ast
summer, lightning had riven it. To everyone's anmazenent, the heart of

the great trunk had been hollow and rotten. The tree had cracked down
the mddle, and half had fallen, splintering the branches of its

nei ghbors as it crashed down onto the forest floor. The other half
still stood, weathered and dead, waiting for the inevitable stormthat
woul d topple it as well.

The tree's corpse provided a wealth of wood for the young collectors
fromFl at Pearl Village.

Qui ck Fawn | ooked at the litter covering the ground, and then up at the
bare sky. Wen the mighty oak fell, it had opened a huge patch of
forest to the light.

She laid her wood to one side and clinbed agilely up the fallen section
of trunk. Placing her back in the crook of one of the broken branches,
she | eaned her head back and stared up at the clouds.

"I don't think I want to be a woman," she told the silent sky.

Red Knot was her best friend. Together they had played, worked, and
dreaned. They had | aughed, flashed smiles at the boys, teased them
unnerciful ly.

Qui ck Fawn thought back to that sunmer night, not five noons past.
Canny | eader that old Hunting Hawk was, she'd sent runners to the
surroundi ng vill ages, announcing a celebration to mark the fina
weedi ng of the fields. O course, the visitors had arrived early to
find the



peopl e of Flat Pearl still out weeding the corn, beans, and squash.
Natural ly, they had pitched in, and what woul d have taken Fl at Pearl
five days took | ess than one.

Hunti ng Hawk di sposed of large quantities of last winter's stores that
were on the verge of nolding, enptying storage baskets and pots. \Wat
better way than to fill the bellies of her friends and allies fromthe
surroundi ng area?

From the corner of her eye, Qick Fawn had watched Red Knot and Hi gh
Fox, side by side, weeding the rows. Corn, beans, and squash
alternated in the field. Here and there, an old stunp, the wood
charred, thrust up like crows' beaks. Bent over, Hi gh Fox and Red Knot
had t al ked, |aughed, and shared special smles.

At first, Quick Fawn had been included in their games, but later, after
the feast, while Flat WIlow had been strutting and | eaping in his
hunti ng dance, they had slipped away fromthe circle of dancers around
the cerenonial fire in front of the House of the Dead.

So | followed. Quick Fawn rubbed her face and sighed as she stared up
at the scudding clouds. In the dark trees beyond the canoe | andi ng,
she'd lost them Only later did she finally di scover them bathed in
nmoonl i ght on the sandy bank of the inlet.

H gh Fox had passed his Bl ackening and rebirth i nto manhood but two
nmoons past. And Red Knot, at fourteen, hadn't had her first menses;
nevert hel ess, their bodies were | ocked together. Quick Fawn watched
t he nmoonlight shining silver on their greased skin. It cast twn
crescents on Hi gh Fox's buttocks and back, and shone silver on the
backs of his legs as his hips moved rhythm cally agai nst hers.

Their audacity had stunned Qui ck Fawn. What if soneone found out? A
man didn't couple with a girl. Red Knot woul d be beaten, and every
sort of abuse heaped upon her in punishment. And H gh Fox at the



very | east would be dishonored, at the worst killed outright by Nine
Killer and the Flat Pearl warriors.

Li ke a shadow, Quick Fawn had faded into the cover of the trees, and
pl aced a hand to her poundi ng heart. She had gl anced around,
frightened, to reassure herself that no one el se was cl ose.

The next day, High Fox left with his father, Black Spike. Red Knot

wal ked as if in a private mst. She had a happy, noony | ook. "Do you
know what you're doi ng?" Qick Fawn asked that afternoon. They were
usi ng heavy pestles, nade from strai ght branches, to pound corn kernels
into flour. Each beat of the pestles was acconpani ed by the holl ow

t hunp of wood. Together, they beat out a rhythm

"Know what |'m doi ng?"

"You and Hi gh Fox!" Quick Fawn whi spered. "I know about the two of
you! But I'myour friend. What if someone el se finds out? You could

be ruining your life!" Red Knot |aughed, her supple body flexing as
she t hunmped t he heavy pestle down on the dancing corn in the nortar
holl ow. "No, ny friend. Just the opposite. |I'm saving nyself.

Bl essed bats, Quick Fawn. W're going to be married, live the rest of
our lives together. He's going to be a great chief sonmeday, maybe even
Mamanat owi ck. And I'1l be his wife."

Qui ck Fawn frowned down into the powdered corn and hanmered it with
extra vehenence. "l suppose that Hunting Hawk and Shell Conb have
agreed to this?"

"Ch, they will. I"'msure of it. Mdther has always had her way wth
Bl ack Spi ke, and Three Myrtle Village. Wiy woul d they object?"

"I think your. sight has been blinded by Hi gh Fox's radiance, ny
friend. The Weroansqua and your nother never do things for convenience,
or because sonmeone w shes. You are the granddaughter of a chief, the



daughter of a woman who wi Il becone chief. Renenber that. You're not
i ke other people."

Those words had been prophetic. Less than a nonth before Red Knot
becamre a woman, it was announced that she had been prom sed to Copper
Thunder .

How wel | Quick Fawn recalled her friend s eyes that day. Shock
di sbelief, and desperation all m xed together to turn that pretty face
into a mask of crushed hopes.

No, | don't want to becone a woman. Let ne stay as | am Free, happy,
and wi thout worries beyond nmy daily chores.

Everything had come to a head early that very norning. In the darkness
bef ore dawn, Quick Fawn had sneaked out to see her friend. Red Knot
had spilled her plans: "I'mrunning away with H gh Fox! W' re | eaving
at first light from Oyster Shell Landing!"

Qui ck Fawn rubbed her face, an enpty feeling in her gut, as she
recal | ed her desperate pleas that Red Knot couldn't run off, couldn't
betray her responsibility and duty to the clan

And they'd argued, alnost to the point of violence.

| could have stopped her. Quick Fawn cl osed her eyes, seeing the
triunph in Red Knot's face.

Wiat a fool her cousin was. The War Chief would hunt her down and
bring her and Hi gh Fox back in disgrace. Qick Fawn sighed, and pul |l ed
her knees up until she could rest her chin on them The forest had
grown oddly quiet.

Qui ck Fawn frowned at the prickle of prempnition. On the point of
hoppi ng down to resune her wood col |l ecting, she caught a faint novenent
in the corner of her eye.

She froze when two tens of warriors filed past on the slope bel ow her
bows strung, arrows nocked. The faintest whisper of noccasins sounded
on the danp | eaves. Dark eyes gleaned warily as they scanned the



forest around them Each face was painted in red and bl ack, the
col ors of war and deat h.

She knew them by their hairstyle--the right side of the head shaved
bald, a | ong, braided roach falling down the back fromthe center scalp
| ock and a war fetish pinned into the tightly wapped bun on the right.
These nen bel onged to the Mananat owi ck, Water Snake.

But what were they doing here, sneaking through Flat Pearl |ands?

Quick Fawn tried to swall ow down a fear-choked throat. Her heart
hamrered hard, fit to burst her chest. Every nerve screaned at her to
run, but panic had frozen her to the old oak

One of the warriors seened to |look right at her. The world swayed as
Qui ck Fawn's guts went runny.

And at that instant, a rabbit burst from beneath her, frightened by the
cl oseness of the nen, and streaked away, its fluffy white tail bobbing
with each leap. Distracted, the warrior watched the rabbit go, his

pace unbroken

She remai ned there, gasping for breath after they' d passed, then slid
off the fallen oak. Her wobbling | egs would have failed her but for
| ocki ng her knees.

"I have to warn the village!"

Qui ck Fawn had earned her nane because she was the fastest girl in Flat
Pearl. Now she lived up to her reputation, hair stream ng out behind
her as she streaked away, arns punping, bare feet pattering.

Nine Killer juggled his thoughts as a nagician did green wal nuts. That
ability had saved nore than one war party from di saster. He could take
up a problem give it a nonent's thought, and toss it up again as he
entertai ned yet



anot her thought, eventually recapturing the first in an uninterrupted
flow

| deas raced through his head as he trotted up the ridge trail ahead of
four warriors. Life in Flat Pearl Village reni nded himof dancing on a
spi derweb. One had to nove one's feet quickly, lest they become stuck
Bal ance was a precarious thing at best. Even flailing around could

| eave one entw ned for whatever spider lurked in the shadows.

Fortunately for Flat Pearl, and G eenstone O an, Hunting Hawk had

al ways been a ninbl e dancer. Her keen mind had kept the territory

bet ween Oyster Inlet and Duck Creek autononous. That the | ndependent
vill ages often acconplished their goals through manipulation, mlitary
prowess, and intimdation was of no concern to anyone: the fina
arbiter was survival

But now the | ndependent villages lay |like an un cracked nut between
three stones. To the south, the Ma nanatow ck, Water Snake, brooded
and schemed, forever seeking to extend his influence over the

| ndependent villages, while in the north, across the Fish River, the
Tayac, Stone Frog, had strengthened what had been a weak coalition of
Conoy villages into a strong confederacy.

In the west, Copper Thunder was the new el enent. Less than ten Com ngs
of the Leaves ago, he had arrived in the upriver villages to the west.
H s nmother, a wonman of the Pipestone Can, had married a Trader, and
followed himoff to the wealthy chieftainships inland. Copper Thunder
had been born there, raised on the great rivers; and he told stories of
fabul ous cities, and stupendous tenple buil dings atop man- nade
nmount ai ns that gl eaned under the sun

Such stories stretched Nine Killer's credulity, but so many of the
Traders insisted that such marvel ous chieftainships existed that a
kernel of truth nust lie within.



Copper Thunder had returned to his nother's people as a young man--and
such a man: his face was tattooed in a peculiar fashion, as if his eyes
| ooked out of two swallowails. He carried a fearsome war club inset
with a nasty copper blade. The spider gorget he wore was said to

bel ong to sonme secret society of warriors who served the Serpent

Chiefs. Ohers said he knew strange ways, that he spoke to alien gods,
and enchanted evil spirits to his will.

Al of these things mght be true, for he had wel ded the squabbling
upriver clans into a cohesive alliance for the first time in the menory
of men. Wth themat his back, he'd managed to defeat first Stone

Frog" and then Water Snake.

Both battles had been won with inferior nunbers of warriors, and had
inflicted great |osses on the |larger forces. And now the Great Tayac,
as Copper Thunder styled hinself, sat astride the npst inportant trade
route to the interior. Along that line flowed all the copper, chert,
and rhyolite for tools, fine fabrics, dyes, and steatite for pipes and
bow s. That | onesone young man had coll ected an amazi ng anmount of
prestige, authority, and power. His strength seened to be grow ng by
the year. Many now said there was no way to stop him

But is that true? Nine Killer listened to the shouts of his nen
echoi ng through the forest, and considered what sort of man it took to
acconpli sh such a thing.

Copper Thunder was nore than just a |ong-lost kinsman of the Pipestone
C an. He had sone other quality, something that set him above ot her
men. \VWhatever it was, it differed fromthe proclaimed deity of men

i ke Water Snake, who believed hinmself to be part god. In all the
times Nine Killer had dealt with the Mamanat owi ck, he'd al ways known
instinctively that he dealt with another man--al beit a powerful one.



Copper Thunder was a different nmatter. Nine Killer need but look into
those eyes and his soul shivered. People said that the G eat Tayac
carried a powerful anulet, a tablet engraved with the i mage of a
creature part bird, part man, and part snake--and whi spered that it
made hi minvinci bl e.

Nine Killer tightened his grip on his bow, reassured by the resilient
wood. He'd nade the weapon hinmself, carved it fromthe fire-hardened
branch of a hickory tree. O all the warriors he'd net, only five had
been able to draw it to full arc. Wth it, Nine Killer could drive an
arrow cl ear through an eneny warrior's oak shield and into his body--no
matter what intrigues good or bad spirits mght contrive.

He had been thinking about this new alliance between Hunting Hawk and
Copper Thunder. As War Chief, who wouldn't? After all, he would have
to bear the brunt of Water Snake and Stone Frog' s rage.

Thi ngs were changi ng. The ol d, ordered ways had crunbled, |argely
because of the arrival of Copper Thunder. Were it not for him and the
expansi on of the upriver clans, things m ght have stayed pretty nuch
the sane around the great Salt Water Bay. But, |ike Ckeus after the
Creation, Copper Thunder had brought chaos to the country. Those three
stones were closing in on the Independent villages, grinding away wth
ever nore determ nation

Nine Killer frowned. Thinking of Okeus al ways nade hi m nervous. After
all, tenples and shrines were erected to the dark god. He was

wor shi ped and pl acat ed, whereas Chona, god of Creation and order, was
nostly forgotten. Ckeus always made Nine Killer feel as if he were
standing on a high point while lightning flashed and banged in the sky.
A man never knew when he was going to be bl asted.



keus and t he Weroansqua had a great deal in conmon. Perhaps old
Hunti ng Hawk had saved them again by this alliance to Copper Thunder's
Pi pestone O an. The test would be to see if Hunting Hawk was truly
capabl e of handling Copper Thunder--and Okeus only knew what woul d
happen if... A young girl came dashing down the trail, her |ong black
hair stream ng out behind. For the briefest of nmoments, Nine Killer

t hought she was Red Knot, then recognized his niece, Qick Fawn.

"Warriors!" the girl cried. "Warriors, Uncle! Al nbst two tens of
them " She pulled to a stop before him bent double and gasping for
breath. "By the ... old oak. They passed ... bows ready... faces
pai nted. Coming this way!"

"Whose warriors?" Nine Killer put a gentle hand on his niece's head.
"Did you recogni ze t hen®"

"The ... the Mamanatow ck's!"

Nine Killer turned to his warriors. "Water Snake's warriors are on the
west side of the ridge. If this is araid, they'll stick to the bottom
of the slope, just up fromthe trails along the beach. Stone Cob

break left, warn the others. Flying Wir, assenble your nen. Let's

lay a trap for these cunning infiltrators, and see what cones of it."

At his signal, the two warriors charged off through the trees toward
the other parties of searchers. The two remmining warriors quickly
strung their bows, plucked arrows, and | ooked to himfor orders.

"Stay with me, niece. W'll clinb down the slope. | think I know
where they' |l pass." He dropped to a knee and | ooked the gaspi ng Quick
Fawn in ne eye. "Was Red Knot with you?"

"No." Quick Fawn panted. "Is sonething wong?"

"She's missing. And now you tell me the Mananatow ck's warriors are
out there.”

"But she should be long ..." She tossed tangl ed bl ack



| ocks back as she strai ghtened, sudden worry shining in her eyes.
"I... yes, | see, Uncle."
"One thing at a tine, girl." Nine Killer gave her a reassuring snile
"We' || deal with the warriors, and then we'll find her." He patted her
on the back. "Go now. Warn the village. Two tens of warriors is

hardly a threat, but they could cause m schief."

W nged Bl ackbird hurried forward, bal ancing speed agai nst silence. His
line of warriors followed behind him

He didn't particularly like this situation, sneaking down the narrow
neck of land controlled by Flat Pearl Village's renowned warriors, but
being War Chief to Corn Hunter, Wroance of Wite Stake Vill age,
carried risk along with status. Wnged Bl ackbird had trained all of
his life for this, and now, in his second year as War Chi ef, he knew
just how tenuous his position was.

H s only hope was stealth. They had to get in fast, acconplish their
task, and get out before that cunning Nine Killer figured out just how
weak they were.

Only three days past, he'd been sitting before the fire in his famly
I ong house in Wiite Stake Village. H s wife, Sees-Through-Shell, had
been relating the gossip as Wnged Bl ackbird knotted a new fishing net
from cordage. Then Corn Hunter's runner had arrived.

W nged Bl ackbird had taken a nmonent to don his best shell necklace and
tie on his stuffed blackbird. He wore the bird on the shaved ri ght
side of his head, just above the ear. Then he picked up his war club
and went to see the Wroance.

Corn Hunter had been surrounded by his priests, sone of the clan
| eaders, and a stringy, tattooed fellow a Trader by the nane of
Bar nacl e. Wnged Bl ackbird knew



of him a shiftless sort, and not well liked. Fromthe stories told,
he nust have had no |l ess than four or five different nothers--for no
ot her expl anation could account for his various clainms of clan
affiliation. In all the years that Barnacle had been plying the waters
of Salt Water Bay, no clan had ever clainmed him and, it was said,

t hose who had investigated his |ineage had never found anyone who knew
of himor his famly.

Corn Hunter wore a grim expression, brooding, his square jaw propped on
a neaty pal mas he stared thoughtfully at Barnacle. The Wroance had
begun to gray, his body gone soft and round in the gut. A d tattoos
had faded into his age-darkened skin until they were barely

recogni zabl e. Water Snake had placed Corn Hunter, his younger brother
in charge of Wiite Stake Village nearly twenty years past. The
appoi nt nent had been enforced by the Mamanatowi ck's warriors in the
begi nni ng, but over the years Corn Hunter had proved a solid nman, if
somewhat uni magi native. His duty to his ol der brother had consisted
nostly of stabilizing the northern borders, and checking on Flat Pearl
Village and the allies of Greenstone Cl an

Few failed to realize that Water Snake wi shed to control the
territories held by the I ndependent villages. Over the years, he had
sent several expeditions to bring Flat Pearl, Three Myrtle, and Oyster
vill ages under his sway by intimdation or conquest. Each had been net
and repul sed by Greenstone warriors and their allies. Wnged Bl ackbird
owed his appointment as War Chief to just such a raid, when his
predecessor, Net Sinker, had been killed in conbat with Nine Killer

"Barnacl e has brought news," Corn Hunter had told him "Hunting Hawk,
of Greenstone O an, has prom sed her granddaughter to Copper Thunder
As we speak, the girl is becoming a wonan. You will take warriors and
go north. See if what the Trader tells us is true."



Shocked by the news, Wnged Bl ackbird had asked, "How soon, ny
chi ef ?"

"Now. Toni ght. Make sure that Hunting Hawk knows that this marriage
wi Il displease the Water Snake."

"Tonight? But |I'Il need several days to collect my warriors. Sone are
hunting, others are fishing. It--"

"Toni ght, War Chief!"

"And what am | to do? Just tell her she can't marry off her
gr anddaught er ?"

"I leave that to you. You are War Chief. You may pursue the matter as
you think best, but this marriage nust not take place."

W nged Bl ackbird had managed to pull together two tens of warriors.
What he could do with such a tiny force remained to be seen. The first
part of his plan was to arrive unexpectedly at Flat Pearl

Vill age--posing as a hunting party that just happened to be in the
area. A peaceful visit, that's all

Hunti ng Hawk was smart. The old worman hadn't held her position and

mai nt ai ned her independence all these years by being a fool. She'd see
the subtle threat. His greatest challenge would be the artful delivery
of the nessage so as not to threaten overtly, but to inply dire
consequences should the marri age proceed. "W are getting close," he
told his warriors. "Be alert."”

Not a stick of fallen wood lay on the forest floor, and sonme of the
stunps had been chopped down with stone axes. Beneath the nut trees,
the soil lay beaten down by the collectors of hickory, pinaquin, and
wal nut s.

So far, so good. Wth luck, he and his warriors could just walk up to
the palisade and call out a greeting. Alittle nore luck, and Hunting
Hawk woul d receive himpolitely, and provide a feast. He'd be hurrying
south by nightfall, his nmessage delivered.

Just as he decided he might have a glimering of a



chance, a man stepped out from behind a thick tree trunk to block his
way.

W nged Bl ackbird held up his hand, bringing his warriors to a halt. H's
heart ski pped as he recogni zed that short figure, the bandy |egs, and
muscul ar arms. The fanbus ash-wood bow was strung, and Nine Killer had
an arrow nocked.

"Greetings, War Chief," Nine Killer called out.

"What are you doi ng

skul king around in Flat Pearl country?" He cocked his head
skeptically. "Not a raid, | hope?"

W nged Bl ackbird gestured the "hold" conmand to his nervous warriors.
Nine Killer couldn't be al one out here, could he? Anticipation raced
in Blackbird' s veins. If he could take Nine Killer's head honme to
White Stake, they would sing honors in his name for noons. He'd
prepared for this, ready to kill any lone villagers before they could
raise the alarm-but Nine Killer, that would be some trophy!

"Araid, great Nine Killer? No, we are a snall hunting party. Since

we were just south of your |ands, we thought perhaps we would come and
visit. A gesture of our goodwill to let you know that we were in the
area, and not the cause of alarm"”

Nine Killer gave hima brazen snmile. "I'"'mglad to hear that, noble
W nged Bl ackbird ... but I'm puzzled. Wiy didn't you cone down the
main trail?"

"I't was out of our way," Wnged Blackbird |ied, and gave the subtle
signal for his nen to fan out.

If Nine Killer understood the shifting of warriors, he gave no sign
Rat her, he seened very sure of hinself. A sickening prenonition grew
in Blackbird' s gut.

"Qut of your way? On this narrow neck of land?" Nine Killer drew his
arrow back. "That's far enough, Wnged Bl ackbird. If your warriors
t ake another step, 'l



drive this arrow through your heart and into that tree behind you."
"A man al one shouldn't make threats, War Chief."
"Make a nmove, War Chief, and you'll be the first to die."

Soneone hi ssed from behi nd Wnged Bl ackbi rd, and he caught novenent out
of the corner of his eye. Flat Pearl's warriors stepped out from
behind the trees, each with a strung bow, surrounding his snall

party.

Hs mouth went dry. If this went wong, his party would be caught in a
crossfire, wiped out to the |last man.

"Nine Killer, I come in peace, w shing nothing nore than to speak with
Hunting Hawk." He |lowered the butt of his bowto the ground, sniling

i n what he hoped wasn't visible bravado. "Had | cone for war, do you
think I'd have brought but two tens of warriors with ne?"

"If you cane in peace, would you come with your faces painted for war,
strung bows, and arrows ready to be released?” Nine Killer slowy
shook his head. "What am| to do with you?"

"Al'l ow ne safe passage to speak to the Weroansqua. | will deliver ny
nmessage, and be gone."

More and nmore warriors slipped fromthe forest, joining Nine Killer's
forces. A bad situation was getting worse. Wnged Bl ackbird bit his

lip and shrugged at Nine Killer's continued silence. "It is up to you,
War Chief. If you wish a battle, you will probably win. In your
position, | would be considering just that. But, | urge you, think

this through. If you start this, are you ready for the consequences?
These are perilous tinmes. The Mamanatowi ck might react with rage at

the nmurder of one of his nessengers. |Is an easy victory today worth

the kind of war you will have to fight tonorrow?"

"Yes ... and no," Nine Killer replied as he allowed his bowstring to
sl acken just the slightest. He seened to



be mulling the notion in his head. "I think you had better give ne
your nessage. Before the gods, | will deliver it to the Wroansqua
word for word."

"And why do you not wish me to tell Hunting Hawk in person?"

Nine Killer gave hima deadly grin. "Because Copper Thunder is in Flat
Pearl Village. | suspect | can control my warriors, and their
passions. I'mnot sure | can control him or his--nor that | would
want to try."

The nervous chill intensified. "Then this marriage is a finished
t hi ng?"

"I'f I were ganmbling, | wouldn't bet against it, War Chief. That's your
nmessage, isn't it? To tell Hunting Hawk not to allow this alliance

wi th Copper Thunder? You must have just heard that Red Knot had begun
her bl eeding. That's why you only have two tens of warriors. Corn
Hunt er pani cked, sent you before you could prepare a |larger party."

Curse him What does he do, read mnds? "My Weroance does not panic!
W did not want to threaten Flat Pearl, only to give, as you would say,
friendly advice."

Nine Killer drew his bow back fully again. The advice is given--now
go. Take your warriors, and don't let the sun set while your feet are
still on Flat Pearl ground. | give you your life, War Chief. Don't
make ne regret it."

Nine Killer jerked a nod and the warriors behind Wnged Bl ackbird
nelted away. "There is your way out, \War Chief. Leave now. "

W nged Bl ackbird backed up, aware of a bead of sweat that trickled down
his tenple and over his painted cheek. They m ght have conme qui ckly,

but now they left at a run. "C ose, wasn't it?" Blood Berry asked,
runni ng easily at Wnged Bl ackbird' s side.

"Very."



"What will you tell the Weroance when we return?”
"Just what
happened--and that we delivered his message.”

"And then?"

"That will be up to the Weroance, and the Manmanat owi ck. But | ook about
you carefully, Blood Berry. | don't think this is the | ast we've seen
of flat Pear) territory."” "Then, Nine Killer mght indeed live to

regret letting us go?"

"To use his words, if you were a ganbler, you' d best not bet agai nst
it."

The last thing Nine Killer needed was to have Copper Thunder trotting
down the trail at the head of his warriors, but here he cane, arrogant
as a rutting bull elk. The Great Tayac | ooked fearsone, the
cloud-filtered light giving his gruesonme tattoos a threatening

appear ance. Maybe that was why the far-off Serpent Chiefs liked to
wear that forked-eye design. It made them appear |ess than human. The
copper spike in the Geat Tayac's war ' club | ooked bloody in the
dappl ed shadows cast by the trees.

"What news, War Chief ?" Copper Thunder asked, slowing to a walk. His
warriors glanced around curiously at the nmen who stood vigilantly on
each side of them

Nine Killer scuffed the leaf mat with his toe. "Ch; a great deal of
news. "

"You have found the girl?"

"She is a wonan, Great Tayac. Red Knot. And, no, we haven't found
her."

Copper Thunder lifted his heavy war club. "Then why are you standi ng
here? It would seemthat if a search is



bei ng conducted, your men should be spread out. Searching."

"I"'mwaiting to make sure that ny scouts don't report that W nged
Bl ackbi rd has doubl ed back."

"W nged Bl ackbi rd?" Copper Thunder's lips pressed into a hard line. "I
don't like riddles, War Chief."

"No? Great Tayac, |'ve just intercepted a war party from Wite Stake
Village. These warriors were under the command of W nged Bl ackbird. He
wor ks for the Weroance, Corn Hunter, of White Stake Village. Corn
Hunter is Water Snake's brother. It seenms that Wnged Bl ackbird was
sent with a nessage for Hunting Hawk. The Ma manat owi ck doesn't want
you marrying Red Knot. I'mto deliver that nessage to Hunting Hawk."

The faintest of sniles bent Copper Thunder's lips. "That fast, eh?"

"You and Hunting Hawk have shaken the hornets' nest, and the insects
are buzzing."

"This was a large party?"

"Two tens. Yellow Net's daughter was out gathering wood and saw t hem
skul king al ong the bottomof the ridge." He pointed downhill with his
bow. "I caught himjust yonder."

"And you |l et him go?" Copper Thunder's face darkened as if a mighty
rage were brew ng.

Nine Killer planted his bow firmy before him "I did."
"I'n the nane of the gods, why?"

"I amnot your War Chief." Nine Killer peered into those dark
dangerous eyes. He mi ght have | ooked into a black abyss, the sort that
sucked the soul right out of a man's body. "I serve Greenstone Cl an
and Flat Pearl Village. Not you."

A deep guffaw boomed up fromthe Geat Tayac's belly. Wth that he
smacked Nine Killer on the shoul der. The bl ow woul d have rocked a
| esser man on his heels.



"You're a worthy one, War Chief. | hope Hunting Hawk knows your
val ue. "

"She does." Nine Killer noticed that Copper Thunder's warriors had
rel axed. Some even snmil ed.

Copper Thunder gave hima knowi ng grin. "W understand each other, you
and I. Yes, | think we do. Now, tell me, warrior to warrior, why |et
t he eneny go?"

"I know him Wnged Bl ackbird is better denoralized than dead. He'l
report back to Corn Hunter that the nmessage was delivered, and they'l
both be shaken. Corn Hunter did this thing on his own--rushed it--and
sent his warriors unprepared against us. He will hesitate before

i nform ng the Mamanat owi ck of his action. \Wereas an anmbushed
nmessenger can stir a rage for revenge that can fire men's souls into
action regardl ess of consequences."

Copper Thunder stared down the ridge toward where the encounter had
occurred. "Such a shane to just let themgo."

"Perhaps, but the inportant thing is what they take with them None of
those twenty will want to cone back. If someone orders themto, they
will return with half enpty hearts."

A malicious gl eamentered Copper Thunder's dark eyes. "Yes, well,
let's get on about finding ny wife, shall we?"

The G eat Tayac strode away, directing his warriors to fan out in a
search pattern.

Nine Killer took a deep breath. How curious that Copper Thunder tal ked
about killing with a great deal nore passion than he tal ked about Red
Knot .

| need to find Red Knot, put her in Copper Thunder's canoe, and have
this over with!

He Iifted his bow and gestured his warriors forward. "Cone al ong.
Let's find Red Knot."



Foui

Flat WIlow stood slowy, his gut twi sting as he smacked the danp

| eaves from his hands. Around himthe midday forest was oddly quiet.
In the distance, he could hear men's voices, but for once the
inplications didn't settle into his mnd. The only thing nore hideous
than nmurder was incest.

He | eaned agai nst the smooth trunk of the great beech tree. Death
wasn't newto him-he'd dealt enough of it to aninmals, and even to nen,
during the last war with the Water Snake's warriors.

"Way did you clinmb up here agai n?" he asked hinmself absently.

Because she was the center of ny dreanms. He closed his eyes and took a
deep breath, know ng he shoul dn't have conme back to the ridgetop

Better to have continued stal king the deer. He opened his eyes, fixing
the scene in his soul: She lay sprawl ed on her face, one armthrown
out, her right leg bent at the knee. The left |leg was straight. Her

| ong bl ack hair was piled over her head in a tangle. Leaves had been
hurriedly tossed over the corpse with sone pulled away around her head,
as-if by a hasty hand.

The left side of her skull had been crushed, and the wound had bl ed
profusely. Smudges on her skin showed where H gh Fox's fingers had
rested on her cheek.

"Why, Red Knot?" he asked. "Wy did this have to



happen to us? | had it fixed, you see. It was the only way | could
have you."

The thoughts wouldn't quite cone together. He forced hinself to see
her murder as an unattached hunter woul d: perpl exi ng. An eneny warrior
woul d have taken her captive for a slave. A vengeance killer would
have | eft her out in the open to be found by her relatives: insult to
repay injury. Nothing had been cut from her body for a trophy: no
scal p taken, no fingers or ears cut off.

Bendi ng down, he carefully lifted her deerskin apron from her rounded
buttocks. Like nmost women, she'd plucked her pubic hair, and her vul va
was exposed by the lifted right leg. He touched the dribble of

nmoi sture with a fingertip and sniffed it.

Urine, and not the slightest tang of senen; proof a man hadn't been
inside her. As to the urine, her bladder had relaxed in death. He'd
seen enough of that fromthe deer he'd killed. He dropped her apron
and squinted at her right hand. It clutched sonething he hadn't
noticed before. He lifted her stiff armfromthe | eaves and pried a
bunched neckl ace fromthe stiffening fingers. A stone shark's tooth,
carefully drilled, hung froma |eather cord. To either side were four
drilled pearls, and to either side of those, a series of polished shel
beads.

Qdd, he couldn't renmenber the necklace. Wiere did it cone fron? Did
Red Knot ever wear a necklace like this one? Did anyone in the Flat
Pearl Vill age?

H gh Fox! Flat Wllow smled in satisfaction

Wth care, he replaced the necklace, then collected | eaves and spread
them over the bloody girl's corpse, letting themsift down naturally.
Then he did the same where Red Knot had been dragged, |eaving just
enough sign that an experienced tracker could work out the trail

He gl anced down the slope at the tracks the girl had made cli nmbi ng.
Fromthe depth and the inprint even the



blind could see that she'd cone up this way fromthe inlet bel ow,
skirted the giant beech, and started across the ridge.

Wal king to one side, he followed her probable path across the fl at
ridgetop. Here and there, the | eaves were depressed, as they would
have been by noccasined feet.

There, mdway across the ridge, the | eaves were di sturbed. He studied
t he bl oody | eaves thoughtfully, and wal ked to one side to collect nore
| eaves. These he carefully strewed over the coagul ated bl ood, hiding
it fromview

Crcling again, he considered the nashed | eaves at the base of the

wal nut just off the trail. Carefully plucking them aside, he found the
faint smudge in the I eaf mat that m ght have been a noccasin print.
This, he left uncovered for easy discovery. The bark had several small
scars on it where it had been picked at with a thunbnail. Flat WII ow
pi cked at it some nore

A pace fromthe tree he found a chewed twi g of sassafras branch. He
lifted it to his nostrils, sniffing the faint tang. Search as he

m ght, he could see nothing el se out of place. The wal nut, witness to
it all, could offer no nore clues.

Flat WIlow crossed the ridgetop, and stared down the trail that led to
Oyster Shell Landing. High Fox's toe prints marked the earth. He'd
clinmbed up the trail, and nade wi | der scrapes as he'd charged back down
i n headl ong flight.

Flat WIlow chuckled to hinmself, grinning, and shook his head. By
keus, H gh Fox, you haven't the sense of a rock

Fi ngering his bow, he turned again, staring at the bl anket of |eaves
that covered the ridge. No one had a keener eye than he. The story
read plainly enough. Red Knot had cone clinbing up fromthe west, and
H gh Fox from



the east. They had net--and he'd killed her before turning to flee.
"See anything?" a voice called fromdown the ridge.
"No," came a nore distant cry. Then, "Red Knot!"

Do | want to be the one to find her body? O should | just wal k away?
Where is ny best interest?

Flat Wllow smiled grinmy and cupped his hands around his nmouth. "Up
here! Cone quickly! 1've found Red Knot--and she's been nurderedl "

Hunti ng Hawk waited at the opening of the palisade, watching the
warriors bring Red Knot down the forested trail. Her arms and | egs had
been | ashed uncerenoniously to a neat pole. Her head was hangi ng, her
hai r dragging the ground, the I ong black | ocks matted with bl ood and
dust. Her nouth slack, eyes half-open, she stared dryly at the enpty
sky. Wi spering people clustered in a knot behi nd Hunti ng Hawk,

unwi lling to press too close.

Only Shell Comb stood beside her, a gray pallor in her attractive face.
She had gone rigid, as if a snake had coiled its snooth | ength around
her flesh. Her hands were clenched into tight fists, the nuscles of
her jaw bunched. Sonething indescribabl e burned behind her eyes: a
desperate shining that radiated pain and horror outward fromthe soul
She teetered" every nuscle rigid, as if her bal ance was suspect, and
she hovered on the verge of collapse. Wll, at |east Shell Conb | ooked
as a Weroansqua should during such a tine of trial. Hunting Hawk
lifted her chin," forcing her gaze to the processi on w nding through
the stubble and stunps of the fields. The grisly burden swng with
each step.

Nine Killer led the way, a thunderous darkness in his



expression. Ch yes, Hunting Hawk knew that | ook well and it boded no
good for Flat Pearl Village.

What does he know? What does he suspect?

Behind Nine Killer, the warriors marched, fingering strung bows. To a
man they gl anced uneasily back at the forest. In the rear wal ked
Copper Thunder, with his warriors in a tight cluster. They spoke in

| ow tones. Nothing in their manners reassured her

This is going to be conplicated, |ike an onion, layers upon |ayers. She
pondered Qui ck Fawn's frightened report of Wite Stake warriors

skul king in th woods. Who knew what m schief they might have conmitted
had the warriors not been out beating the bush? Each new el enent
uncovered on this grimmorning flared |like a spark near thatch

She shifted, refusing to wince at the pain in her hips and | ower back
St andi ng al ways hurt these days.

It wouldn't be |l ong now before she was laid up in the House of the
Dead. They'd slice her withered belly open, extract her intestines and
organs. Wth great care Green Serpent would skin her carcass and tan
her winkled skin. Her bare corpse would lie there, drying and
deconposing, until Green Serpent directed Lightning Cat and Streaked
Bear to pluck the last of the slack brown neat from her bones. After
that, they would stretch her tanned skin over her dried skeleton, stuff
her with grass, and sew the hide together

Am d great cerenony, she would be laid up with the rest of her
ancestors, venerated and worshi ped, her spirit providing | eadership and
protection for the village, guidance and inspiration for Shell Conmb and
ot her successors.

And when my ghost neets the others, what will they say? How will they
deal with ne? Her lips twitched unconfortably. What could a pack of
ghosts do to hurt another of their kind? If they decided to punish
her, what renmedy could they inflict?



You 're a silly old woman. The things you 'we done had to be done.
Fl at Pearl remained i ndependent, a | eader anbng the Fish River

vill ages. Greenstone O an was respected the length and breadth of Salt
Water Bay. No matter what crimes she'd conmtted, those results spoke
for thensel ves.

She gl anced at Shell Conb, noting the woman's steely determination: she
stood by force of will, her face |ike a mask, as her daughter's body
was borne toward her.

Per haps Shell Conb had finally cone to understand the responsibility of
becom ng Weroansqua. For once, she acted like a | eader, stoic, a node
for her people. Only by knowi ng Shell Conb as she did did Hunting Hawk
sense the underlying brittleness. But then, that which was brittle
didn't mar or dent. It snapped. Wth tine, however, provided it

didn't break catastrophically, it mght tenper into a tough

resilience.

There is hope, after all. Hunting Hawk al nmost sighed with
relief--would have, but for the solemity of the occasion

Nine Killer crossed the beaten dirt to stand before her, face
expressionless, as if carved fromwod. "What happened out there?"

Nine Killer drew a deep breath, filling his broad chest. He held it
for a noment to still his inner turnmoil. "A busy norning, Wroansqua.
W began our search for Red Knot. As we worked up the neck, young
Qui ck Fawn came running to tell us that enemy warriors were
approaching. | quietly recalled my men, and laid a trap-into which

W nged Bl ackbird obligingly wal ked. Finding hinmself somewhat at a

di sadvant age, he told nme he was on a peaceful m ssion, bearing a
nmessage to you from his Wroance."

"And that was?"
"The Weroance of White Stake Village wi shed to
delicately express his displeasure at the idea of our marrying



Red Knot to the Geat Tayac. In short, Wroansqua, Corn Hunter mnust
have heard that Red Knot had beconme a wonan. He pani cked, and sent
W nged Bl ackbird to try and talk you out of it."

Hunti ng Hawk gl anced sidel ong at Shell Conb to gauge her reaction. Her
daughter's eyes glinted. Good-she was thinking, using her head for
somet hi ng besi des gri ef.

"I see." She gestured to where two warriors still supported the pole
with Red Knot's body. "And this?"

"The White Stake killed her, didn't they?" Shell Comb called out
stridently. "They murdered ny daughter to keep her from marrying the
Great Tayac!" She stepped forward, a fist raised. "For this, they
shal | pay dearly!"

Hunting Hawk bit off a grow. Well, it was too much to expect her

i npet uous daughter to change conpletely. She asked, "Before we get too
carried away, and charge off to war, would you finish your report, \Wr
Chi ef ?"

Nine Killer glanced uneasily at Shell Conb, and said, "After turning

W nged Bl ackbird away, | sent several scouts to follow him insuring he
didn't double back. After that, | resumed ny search for Red Knot. It
was then that young Flat Wllow called out. It was he who found the
body." "Flat WIIlow?" Hunting Hawk searched out the youth hanging

back ampong the ot hers.

Flat WIlow hesitantly stepped forward, and gl anced around
unconfortably. He shifted fromfoot to foot, then bowed his head,
| ooki ng cowed.

"You found her, Flat WI I ow?"

"Yes, Weroansqua. | was hunting. |'d have never gone up on the
ridgetop, but for H gh Fox. He made nme miss nmy shot... lost my arrow
and the deer ran ... and ..."

"Hi gh Fox!" Black Spike cried, stepping out fromthe



cromd. "Are you tal king about my son!"

Flat Wllow flashed the Three Myrtl e Wroance a sidelong | ook. "As you
say ... your son."

Bl ack Spi ke started forward, and was barely restrained by a kinsman's
hand.

"Easy, Black Spike," Hunting Hawk said. "We'Ill get" to the bottom of
this. No accusations have been made." She stepped forward, placing a
hand on Flat WIlIlow s shoul der. "Sl ow down, boy. Take your tine.

Rel ax now, and tell it slowy."

Hunti ng Hawk wat ched the young man lick his lips and | ock his |egs;
worried eyes net her stare. Wth deliberate concentration, he told of
hi s nmorning hunt, of the spooked deer, and H gh Fox chargi ng down the
trail. He related H gh Fox's odd words. Then he told how he had
finally given up finding his |lost arrow, and backtracked H gh Fox to
t he ri dget op.

"But | don't think Hi gh Fox killed her!" Flat WIIlow shot a neasuring
| ook at Bl ack Spike. "He wouldn't! He | oved her!"

A gasp came fromthe crowd. Shell Comb had fire dancing in her eyes.

Bl ack Spi ke broke free of the restraining hand and took a step forward,
shoul ders bunched, veins standing out on his arns. "\Wat are you

sayi ng, hunter?"

Copper Thunder stood with his rmuscular arms crossed, a neutra
expression on his face, but those crafty black eyes betrayed the
t houghts racing within his skull

"It was the White Stake raiders!"” Shell Conb stepped to place herself
between Flat WIIlow and Bl ack Spike. "The lying verm n stopped the
marriage, all right. They killed her--and then sought to appear here
and msdirect us! W can't let this pass! The sooner we strike, the
better. Before they prepare!™

Copper Thunder's eyebrow rose in the faintest surprise.



Hunti ng Hawk hitched around on her wal king stick. "And your thoughts
on this, Great Tayac?"

Copper Thunder gave Shell Conb a flat stare and said, "For the nonent,
["lI'l reserve ny judgment. W've seen at |least two sides to this
trouble. | wonder how nmany nmore will turn up now that the anthill has
been ki cked."

Bl ack Spi ke stepped forward, a fist clenched. "And what of ny son?"

"We don't know yet." Hunting Hawk studied his strained face. He
| ooked terrified, and angry.

Turni ng back to Red Knot's swayi ng body, Hunting Hawk asked, "How did
she die?"

"A blow to the head, Weroansqua." Nine Killer bent down to pull the

bl ood-cl otted hair back fromthe side of the girl's head. "She was
struck here, the bl ow powerful enough to crush the skull. If you feel
t he bone broke inward, into her brain. She rmust have died instantly."
"Was anyt hing found near her?"

Nine Killer held up a necklace from which dangled a shark's tooth,
pearls, and shell beads. "This, Wroansqua. Flat WII|ow says he found
it in her right hand."

Bl ack Spi ke made a strangl ed sound, and turned rapidly away, calling
out, "I've had enough of this! My people and | are | eaving!" Eyes
glittering, he pointed at Hunting Hawk. "If you wi sh nore of nme, or ny
peopl e, Weroansqua, you conme with your warriors to get it!"

Hunti ng Hawk wat ched hi m stal k away, gesturing angrily at the rest of
his people, and a sick sensation deadened her heart. Three Myrtl e had
been her staunches! ally over the years. Granted, H gh Fox was Bl ack
Spi ke's son, but how could a sinple shark's tooth drive such a wedge
bet ween t hen?

She took a. step, ready to hobble after him but Shell Conb's hand
caught her by the shoulder. "Let himgo, Mther. This is a shock
that's all. Let himsettle down, and we'll send hima message clearing
his son."



Hunti ng Hawk shot an inquisitive | ook at her daughter. "WIIl we? If
you ask ne, young High Fox is the nost likely culprit here.”

Shell Comb lifted her chin. "Is he? When the forest is crawling with
Wiite Stake warriors? Come, Mdther, let's be realistic. W has the
nost to gain here? Water Snake, that's who. Look at what he's done!
Wth one nurder he's stopped a marriage and alliance between us and
the' Pipestone Clan. He's strained a friendship that goes back

gener ati ons between us and Three Myrtle-our clan brothers! If this
isn't a naster stroke, what is?"

"And you think we should go to war with Wiite Stake over it?" "Yes!"
Shell Comb stepped up to Copper Thunder, searching his eyes. "And what
of you, Great Tayac? This is a slap to your face, as well as ours.
Corn Hunter has killed your wife! Done it with inmpunity! Are you
willing to just stand there and take it, or will you join us in
bringing this beast to his knees?"

Copper Thunder seened nonplussed. "For the nmonent, | wll bide ny

time, wait and see. If it appears that this petty Weroance did indeed
kill ny Red Knot, then |I shall act. But in ny own good time, and in a
way he, and his Mamanatowi ck, will regret in this life and the next."

Hunti ng Hawk fingered her chin. The Three Myrtle villagers who were
| eavi ng shoved their canoes out into the water and piled in. In
shocked silence they set their paddl es and stroked away, the Vs of
t heir wakes spreadi ng behind them

Sonething is not right here. She felt as if she were |ooking at a
br oken pot, and hal f the pieces were m ssing.

"Nine Killer," she called, "do you think the Wite Stake warriors did
this to us?" "No, Wroansqua!" But just as soon as he said it, he
cast a wary glance at Shell Conb, |ooking for all the



world as if he'd like nothing nore than to retract that statenent.
Larmely, he added, "At least, it doesn't seemlikely. Wnged

Bl ackbird's war party could have caught her, killed her, and left no
trace. Skilled as they are. But it doesn't feel right."

Hunti ng Hawk noti oned the two uneasy warriors hol ding Red Knot's body.
"Take nmy granddaughter to the House of the Dead. Tell... tell Geen
Serpent to snoke her, but to do nothing nmore until | tell himto."

"Yes, Weroansqua," Flying Weir said reverently, and he and Squirre
trotted off with their swaying burden.

"Mt her!" Shell Conb wheeled, fire in her eyes. "Are we going to--"

"Enough! " She made a chopping with her hand. "W will do nothing

until | have considered all sides to this thing! Unlike you, girl, |
must think before I act! A policy | expect you to begin to emnul ate.
That, or Ckeus help us, you'll be a slave washing Water Snake's pots

within a week of ny death!"

Turning fromher horrified people, she waddl ed painfully for her G eat
House. She had to sit, to think, to try and see the correct path
t hrough this madness. Qtherwise, it would destroy them all

Fi ve

H gh above the winter forest, two black dots wheel ed through the

| avender rays of dusk. Sun Conch tucked her bright feather cape around
her drawn-up knees, and tipped her chin to watch them They mnust be
eagl es down



fromthe north. They spiraled, their lazy flights the only novenent
in the gleanm ng bow of the sky.

As Ni ght Wonan gathered the world in her arns, the cold deepened. Sun
Conch shivered. The woodpile sat to her right, on the north side of
the fire, and just beyond it stood the doorway to her nother's house.
As she reached for nore wood, her eyes strayed to the entry. The
grass-thatched | ong house flickered orange in the junping light of the
flames. Wi spers seeped around the curtain--her nother's voice | ow and
forlorn, her aunt's angry.

"Pant her take her!" Aunt Threadl eaf's old voice hissed. "She's shaned
us! Her punishnent nust be severe

Sun Conch placed the branch in the fire and watched the sparks crackle
and dance as they clinbed into the evening sky. The Panther, a
powerful witch, lived by hinself on an island in the bay. Curses
spoken in his name were said to fly like arrows to his ears, and cause
himto cast spells upon the person cursed. That's why people only
uttered themin the nost dire situations.

Sun Conch stared sightlessly at the flanes, and wondered what to do.

H gh Fox had promi sed to run off with Red Knot. What did it matter now
that Sun Conch had thrown herself at him that she had pl eaded for him
to marry her?

"We shoul d outcast her for a tinme. Let her think on--"

"No, no," her nother said. "I don't think we need to be so harsh.”
"Then a good beating is definitely in order. She can't go on I|ike
this. I will not tolerate this defiance of clan, famly, and
tradition!"

A cold pain, like an icicle, pierced Sun Conch's heart. She gazed out

across the plaza. The shaggy houses of Three Myrtle Vill age stood
silent, blue curls of snoke



rising fromthe snoke holes in their roofs. A palisade, an oval wall
of upright posts twi ce the height of a man, surrounded the village.
Wthin it, nothing moved. Nothing breathed. Even the eagl es had

vani shed fromthe night sky, |eaving her nore al one than she had ever
been in her four and ten Coni ngs of the Leaves.

Whil e nost of the village had gone to attend the New y Made Wnan
cerenony at Flat Pearl Village, Sun Conch and her famly had been
ordered to remain here. Black Spi ke had been di sgusted by Sun Conch's
behavior. He'd decl ared before the entire village that his son, High
Fox, had done nothing to encourage "such an enbarrassing incident." All
the while, H gh Fox had stood at his father's side with his head bowed,
and hi s whol e angui shed heart in his dark eyes. She had hurt for him
And for herself. How could she have done that? Just blurted out her
feelings in the mddle of a plaza filled with people? "You know why."
She nout hed the words so no one would hear. He'd told her the night
before that. he would not allow his precious Red Knot to marry the old
man her G eenstone C an had promi sed her to. He'd said he was going to
run away with her, run all the way to the Father Water if necessary,
and never return.

Desperati on had wenched Sun Conch. She'd had to tell him no nmatter
the cost.

Her aunt's hoarse whispers grew nore insistent, and tears blurred Sun
Conch's eyes. She pulled a stick fromthe woodpil e and prodded the
fire. Blue flanes flickered through the orange, like the fluttering of
bl uebird wings. Stalwartly, she kept her tears at bay. She woul d not
cry. Not ever again. The only time tears did any good was when
soneone was there to confort them

"Did you know of this?" Aunt Threadl eaf asked.



"That she had taken to the Weroance's son? Such arrogance! How coul d
she think that she, a plain-faced potter's daughter, could marry into
that famly?"

Sun Conch shoved her stick into the fire and watched it burn.

Her feelings for H gh Fox had' started to change two Comi ngs of the
Leaves ago, after his Blackening. H gh Fox had been reborn a man, and
his steps had turned lighter, his snile nore teasing. He had | ooked at
Sun Conch strangely, his eyes suddenly |um nous, and she had heard his
unspoken words as if he'd shouted them He could not speak for her
until she had becone a woman--but his eyes had prom sed that he

woul d.

Then, at |ast summer's solstice celebration, his attention had shifted
to the beautiful Red Knot, granddaughter of the Weroansqua, Hunting
Hawk, of Flat Pearl Village. Red Knot's status had matched his own.
Though not yet a wonman, Red Knot had taunted H gh Fox |ike one, running
her hands over High Fox's nuscular arns, smling up at himas if he
knew, nore than First Wnan herself. Sun Conch had hated her for it,

but she'd done nothing. Perhaps if she had .. . nmaybe he ... nmaybe ..
She cl enched handful s of her feather cape. "You are a foftl," she

said, barely audible. "He | oved her. Not you. He never |oved you."

The wind shifted, bathing her face with the fragrance of cedar snoke;
it spun before her soft brown eyes and, in the eddies, she saw Hi gh
Fox's face, as it had been two days ago, the shining |ight gone,

repl aced by a soul deep ache. She had seen that | ook before, the day
his bel oved dog had linped- into the village after being attacked by a
bear, and Hi gh Fox had had to brain himw th his war club.

Her mot her's voice pl eaded, "Do you not recall your first |ove,
Thr eadl eaf ? The terrible pain and I onging? | do. I--"



"You did not hunmiliate your clan! You waited until you stepped out of
the nenstrual hut for the first time before naking your |ove for

W ndsong known. And then, you told me, and | told the clan. W went
to speak for you! You knew your place, your duties. Sun Conch knows
not hi ng. "

Aunt Threadl eaf pushed back the door curtain and glared out at her. She
had a fat, deeply winkled face with white-filnmed eyes that had al ways
struck fear into Sun Conch's heart. Red inmages of birds painted her
deer hide cape.

"Come closer, girl," Threadl eaf demanded.

Sun Conch obediently rose, and went to kneel |ess than two hands away.
"I amhere, Aunt." Her nornmally deep voice cane out shrill.

"Did you couple wth hinf"

Sun Conch's lips parted in shock. For a nmonent she could only stare at
Threadl eaf in nute disbelief, then she sputtered, "Wh-what? | am not
yet a wonman! Do you think | would--"

Frominside the house, her nother said, "Threadl eaf, for the sake of
the Spirits! She is a child and H gh Fox knows it. Do you think he
w shes to di e? He woul d never risk--"

Aunt Threadl eaf swung around to scow through the entry. "Do not tel
me what a young man will risk when his loins are aching. |, of al
peopl e, know. | birthed eight sons." \Wen Threadl eaf turned back, she
lifted a brow and slowy, deliberately, exam ned Sun Conch, her filny
eyes moving from Sun Conch's fringed noccasins to her pale face. Wen
she spoke, her voice cut like finely flaked chert. "Well, you aren't
much to tenpt a man, | will give you that. Now. Tell ne again, niece,
what happened between you and High Fox? Did he toy with your
affections? Or did you chase himlike a weasel in heat?"



"I-1 told you!" she answered frantically. "W are friends. W have
al ways been. | started to love him-"

The force of the bl ow sl anmed Sun Conch to the ground. She | anded
hard, clawi ng and spitting dirt. Blood filled her mouth. Wen she
tried to sit up, her vision swamin a sickening blur. "Threadl eaf!"
her nmother cried. "Get out of my way! Wat have you done?"

Sun Conch forced herself to stand, and stunbl ed across the plaza toward
t he passage that led out of the palisade. Her |egs shook. She had not
eaten since the "incident," and felt hollow, her soul floating |ike
dandel i on seeds al oft on an icy breeze.

One of the village dogs saw her, and starting barking. She ran

"Sun Conch!" Aunt Threadl eaf shouted. "Get back here. | order you to
return!’

She gl anced over her shoul der at her aunt and not her standi ng beside
the fire. They both wore knee-length deer hide capes over their frayed
mantl es. Her nother's expression was tortured, and that, nore than
anything else, tore Sun Conch's heart. She rushed ahead, her nbccasins
flying over the frozen soil of the plaza. The darkness had

strengt hened, the birds gone silent. The forest beyond the palisade
stood qui et as death.

"Sun Conch?" her nother called. "Please! Cone back!"

Sun Conch hurried out through the narrow passage between the
over | appi ng courses of posts and into the open

The towering winter-bare trees seenmed to | ean over her, linbs swaying
back and forth, rustling and nurnuring with the night wi nd. She took
the danp, leaf-clotted trail to the inlet. The faint how s of wolves
sounded in the distance, calling to each other across the rolling
hills.

She forced herself to slow down. Roots and rocks thrust up in the
trail. If she fell and hurt herself, she



woul d have to call for help, and she would rather plunge a deer bone
dagger into her own heart.

Al her life, she had wanted nothing nore than to be a warrior and to
marry Hi gh Fox. She had dreamed of taking the war trail with him of
their protecting each other during the day, and twi ning their bodies at
ni ght. Now none of that would be. H gh Fox was gone, and her aunt

woul d i nsure that her clan never allowed her to take up weapons.

You should go down to the inlet, steal a canoe, and leave. If it weren
't for Mother... A nournful sound worked its way up Sun Conch's throat.
She cl apped a hand to her nouth to stifle it. She had been born a weak
child. Until two Comings of the Leaves ago, her mother had spent half
of every day tending to Sun Conch's illnesses and noods, maki ng excuses
for her ineptness at ganes, or her inability to work hard, protecting
her fromthe tornents of the other children-and now this.

And you thought you could be a warrior? You can't even | eave your
not her! the voice inside her nocked.

The noon's pal e gl eam penetrated the branches, and silver triangles
danced across the trail at Sun Conch's feet. She broke into a headl ong
run.

This was her fault. Al of it. If she had become a woman, perhaps

H gh Fox woul dn't have been forced to | ook el sewhere for conpani onshi p,
or if she'd been nore beautiful and exotic, |like Red Knot, maybe he
woul d have | oved her instead. But, no, the forever plodding and
practical Sun Conch did not know howto flirt or flaunt. For that
matter, she didn't know how to do anything wi thout thinking about it
extensively first. At least not until two days ago.

And that one act night have ruined her life.

She sprinted onto the beach, stopped, and bent over to



catch her breath. The cold air snelled of frozen nud and fish. The
wat er shone like rippled slate in the noonlight, patterned by the
breeze. To her left, seven canoes rested, drawn up on shore, their
painted hulls reflecting silver

And now you 'we run away from Aunt Threadl eaf. You know what's waiting
for you when you go hone, don't you? The worst beating you' ve ever had
in your whole life. Everyone in Three Myrtle Village would hear it,
and by the end of the nmoon, everyone in the Independent villages from
Duck Creek to Oyster Inlet would have tal ked about it.

And you wanted to be a warrior? Sun Conch straightened. The irregular
inlet stretched about ten tens of body |engths across. Trees whi skered
t he dark banks. Her gaze followed the nmoonlit waves rolling in to lap
softly at the shore, and she wondered about H gh Fox. Had he and Red
Knot escaped? Were they even now on their way to the Father Water and
the | egendary cities of the Serpent Chiefs? For many Coni ngs of the
Leaves Sun Conch had listened to the Traders' stories of the Fathpr
Water country. They described gl ori ous man- made nount ai ns, and houses
the size of her entire village. She had smiled at themat first, but
she'd heard so many Traders tell the same stories that she'd started to
hal f - bel i eve them And they'd brought things back. Copper ornaments,
and magni ficent shell gorgets etched with the frightening and wondrous
i mage of a Bird Man, his wi ngs spread, his man's eyes staring out at
her as if to nelt her soul. She renenbered Hi gh Fox turning one
particularly intricate gorget over and over in his hands, his nouth
open in awe.

"Bl essed gods, | mss him If only I had ..."
Movement caught her eye. She whirled in time to see soneone rise up

fromthe belly of a canoe. Like a silhouette cut from w ndbl own
shadows, it wavered; then



she saw a hand grab unsteadily for the hull.
"Sun Conch?" a wavering voice called. "Is that you?"

Stunned, she stood like a wooden statue. It could not be ... She took
a step toward him and her pul se pounded in her ears. "H gh Fox?"

"Ch, thank Ckeus." He scranmbled fromthe canoe and started toward her

"Sun Conch, the dark god hinmself nmust have sent you here. |'ve been
hi di ng since |late afternoon, waiting for N ght Wwman to snother the
light. | was coming to you. You were the only one | could think of.

The only one | could trust."

He threw his arns around her and drew her against himin a grip that
drove the air fromher lungs. He had seen eight and ten Conings of the
Leaves, and stood two heads taller than Sun Conch. Her face rested in
the mddle of his greased chest. She could snell the nmusty tang of his
sweat, and sonething el se, sonmething fetid, |ike the stench of old

bl ood.

She pushed back to look up at him H's perfect oval face, with its
poi nted nose, bore streaks of dirt. Confused, she stammered, "W-what
are you doing here? | thought--"

"I know, but..." His voice went tight. "She's dead."

Sun Conch stared opennout hed. "Wo? Who is?"

He dropped to his knees, grabbed Sun Conch around the waist, and buried
his face in her feathered cape. The desperate choki ng sound he nmade
terrified her. "Blessed Okeus," he said, "my pretty girl. My Red

Knot. She's dead! Miurdered." For a |ong nonment Sun Conch coul dn't

speak. El ation m xed obscenely with sadness--sadness that the young,
beautiful Red Knot had been killed, and elation that H gh Fox had cone
runni ng hone to her. The enotions fused so conpletely they seened one.
Then Hi gh Fox | ooked up and she saw tears glimering on his cheeks.

She



swiftly knelt in front of him "Wat happened?”

"It--it started at the dance. Copper Thunder, he--he watched Red Knot
like a wolf on a blood trail. I couldn't stand it, Sun Conch. |

waited until | could get Red Knot alone, then I--1..." He fell into

br oken sobs, and clutched at Sun Conch's cape as though it were a rope
thrown to a drowni ng man.

"I'"'mhere, H gh Fox," she soothed. "I'mright here. Now, tell ne.
Al of it. What did you do?"

"I convinced her to run away with ne!" he cried, his eyes sw nm ng.
Wrds poured out, rapid, often broken. "But someone nust have

overheard. W .. . I--1 don't know who. | saw no one, but he nust
have decided to stop her, and he--oh, gods." H gh Fox | eaned forward
and braced his forehead against hers. "It's ny fault. | killed her

Sun Conch! | didit."

Sun Conch went white and her eyes widened in horror. "You ... you
killed her? You--"

"No!" He stared down at her and a driving fear invaded his voice.
"Don't you accuse ne! | didn't do it! I--1tell you, | didn't. She
was dead when | found her. Just sprawl ed there. Blood... her blood
was everywhere." He | ooked down at his right hand, and shivered.

H s fingers dug into Sun Conch's shoulders |ike eagle' s talons, and Sun
Conch had to grit her teeth to keep fromcrying out. She said, "O
course you didn't kill her. You could never do such a thing to ... to
someone you |l oved, Hi gh Fox. | know that. Now, let me go. You're
hurting me."

As if realizing his strength for the first time, he rel eased her and
took a step back, his dark eyes huge. "Ch, Sun Conch, forgive nme. |
didn't nean to harmyou. Never you. You are the only one | trust."
He shook his clenched fists. "Help ne, Sun Conch. You nust help ne.
Pl ease. | beg you!"

She forced a calminto her voice that she did not feel



"I will do anything you ask ne to. You know I will. But you mnust

explain to me exactly what happened. | don't understand any of
this."
He threw up his hands. "I don't either, I ..." He blinked and

abruptly frowned at her mouth. "You-you're bl eeding. Your nouth.
Wat - - "

"I't's nothing," she answered. "Forget about it."
"What happened? It | ooks like--"

"I fell, H gh Fox. | was running through the forest to get here. It
was dark. It was a stupid thing."

Hs brows lowered as if he knew she was |ying. "D d soneone strike
you?" Anger tinged his voice. "Wiwo? Wiwy? Is this part of your
puni shrent for daring to say you |loved nme, for--"

"Let it go!" she ordered. "Please, H gh Fox. W have nore inportant
things to discuss. Do you think Greenstone Clan killed her for trying
to run away with you? For ruining their alliance with the great Copper
Thunder ?"

"I do not know. Truly. They m ght have, but | told no one except Red
Knot what | had planned. I---"

"You told ne."
"OfF course," he whispered, and a small smile turned his lips. "You are
nmy best friend."

Al the msery she'd been holding inside for two days suddenly fl ooded
to the surface. "And you are mne, High Fox. | nissed you so much,
t hought | would die."

He took her hands in a crushing grip. "lIt's all right. Everything is
going to be fine. You just need to help nme think this through. I'm

| ost, Sun Conch. They--" Hi s voice dropped to a whisper. "Sun Conch
they will think | didit."

"How coul d they, Hi gh Fox? Everyone knows you | oved her."

He shook his head. "No, Sun Conch. They don't know that | |oved her
the way | really did. People ... they



t hought we were friends. They don't know that |... we Someone saw ne.
Runni ng away from her dead body. It was Flat WIIlow "

A well of cold grewin Sun Conch's belly. Flat WIIlow had the soul of
a stalking cat. If he'd seen Hi gh Fox running away, he would surely
tell it. She pushed back fromhim "Then you nmust go to your clan

el ders. Explain. Tell themyou didn't do it. You are the \Wroance's
son. They will believe you."

He smoothed his fingers over her hand. "My poor innocent girl. Wat
our people think does not matter. Flat Pearl will hunt ne down.
They--"

"But you didn't kill her!™

"No, but everyone saw ny face that night. |I |ooked |ike a rabid dog.

Bl essed gods, | could not watch her leave with that filthy old man. The
t hought of themtogether was like a swarmof biting flies in nmy belly.

| had to do sonething! But no one will understand nmy actions. Don't

you see? They will think I convinced her to run away with me so that |
could kill her. That if | could not have her, | would allow no other
man to."

"Even if the people at Flat Pearl believe you guilty, your Sun Shel
Can will not. They will protect you."

He | aughed, but the mirth quickly turned to choking whinpers. "Ad
Hunti ng Hawk has al ways hated ne. She will demand that | be turned
over."

"Your clan ... and your father ... wll refuse."

"Yes," he said. "I know. Black Spike will refuse and so will the Sun
Shell C an elders--it will shatter the alliance. Don't you see, Sun
Conch? This nmurder neans war. And |--1 don't know what to do. |

can't think straight."

Moonl i ght streamed down, silvering his exposed skin, and Sun Conch saw
what | ooked |i ke speckles of blood on his fingers. Wthout realizing
it, she recoiled, her heart thundering.



H gh Fox seemed to know what she was thinking. He pulled his hands
away. "What is it?"

"Nothing, | just... I--1 don't feel very well. | haven't eaten in
days."

Hs fists flexed open and closed. "I should not have come honme. There
is nothing for me here. 1've no right to ask you for anything.
Especially not after what happened two days ago. | shoul d have stood

up to nmy father that day in the plaza. I--"

"No, you shouldn't have!" Cheeks bl azing, she said, "I do |ove you,

H gh Fox, but | was wong to say it before the people. It shamed your
father to have a potter's daughter from Star Crab C an nake such a
decl arati on about his son. You are the son of a great Wroance,
whereas I--1 amnothing. If you' d defended ne, it would have only made
t hi ngs worse."

H gh Fox lifted his hand, and gently touched her cheek. "You may be

t he daughter of a potter, but you are the only true friend |'ve ever
had. And | do | ove you, Sun Conch. Until | nmet Red Knot, I|--1 always
t hought we ..." He took his hand away and clenched it into a hard
fist. "That's what | should have told ny father. That you were not to
blame. | was."

Hope |l eapt in her veins. She laid a hand, feverish and urgent, on his
arm "W could run away, High Fox. You and |I. This instant! | would
go with you to the Serpent Chiefs. Please. Take me away with you!"

Tears glistened in his eyes. "My poor sweet girl. Do you think |I can
forget how young you are? Your clansnen would kill me, Sun Conch, and
have every right to."

"Not if we leave! 1--1 can be your wife, Hi gh Fox. Truly, | can. If
you will only let me, |I promise |--"

"Pl ease!" He squeezed his eyes closed as if in pain, and stepped
backward, away fromher. In the noonlight he resenbled a tortured
warrior. "I can't nake anot her
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nm stake on top of the one I've just made. Sonmehow, |'ve got to prove
that | didn't do this thing."

A gust of cold wind swept across the water and fluttered | ong strands
of her black hair before Sun Conch's eyes. She did not have the
strength to brush them away. As |long as she remained a child, he would
not touch her. The cold truth left her feeling sick and enpty.

To hide the trenmor in her hands, she tucked them beneath her arns. "You
are right, of--of course. You can't have our village agai nst you at

the sane tine that Flat Pearl is accusing you of nurder. One eneny is
enough." She managed to draw a breath into her lungs, and held it for
atine. As she slowy let it out, she asked, "But how can we prove

that you didn't murder her?"

"We can't. Why woul d anyone listen to us? My father is the nost

powerful man in his country. He will not care what we say. Even if |
were guilty, | don't think he would turn nme over to Rat Pearl. It

woul d make hi m appear weak in front of Hunting Hawk, and that old wonan
woul d certainly use it against him Think, Sun Conch. | ambarely a

man, and one soon to be accused of nurder, and you are but a child. Wo
would listen to us?"

Sun Conch paused uncertainly. She turned the probl em before her
considering different sides, possibilities she'd never thought of
before. Faces flitted through her thoughts. She rejected all but one.
The only man alive who truly terrified her. "Wio would listen to us?"
she repeated absently. "No one, perhaps. But | think |I know someone
they will listen to."

"Who?"

She waved his questions away. "W need to sit down and tal k. | nust
know every detail of last night. Do you understand ne? Everyt hing!
The expressions on people's faces, things that were said. Even if you
do not think sonething inportant, | want to hear about it. H gh Fox,
if we are to save your life, | nmust be able to describe



your trip to and fromFlat Pearl Village as if | had been there with
you. | know you are weary. So aml. Are you able to do this?"

He | ooked at her in silence for a long tine, then sat down on the
moonlit sand, and through a tired exhal ation said, "Tell me where to
start."”

"Fromthe nonent you left the palisade with your father. What happened
after that?"

H gh Fox scooped up a handful of danp sand, and began nolding it into
di fferent shapes. "Father went a little mad. 1've never seen him as
red-faced and enotional as he was that day. He slamed his war club
into every tree we passed, cursed ne and ny nother, prom sed to 'take
care of me' when his responsibilities to the Wroansqua were over. |
swear, Sun Conch, | feared to show hi mny back.

"When we arrived at Flat Pearl, our people split up and Fat her ordered
me to walk at his heels in silence. | was not even allowed to speak to
people | knew. Then, at the dance that night... blessed gods ..." He
dropped the ball of sand and gripped handfuls of his unkenpt hair.
"Red Knot was so beautiful. She kept |ooking at me, you know, | ooking
at me in that special alluring way, and | wondered if Copper Thunder
saw, and what he night be thinking. No man m sunderstands that | ook
especially when it's directed at another man. | thought | would

expl ode, Sun Conch. Danger pressed in on me fromall sides. M

father, Hunting Hawk, Copper Thunder. Even Flat WIlow stared at ne
with a sort of anused hatred in his eyes. | felt Iike a man in his
first battle, desperate, afraid.”

He flung the ball of sand out into the water, and grimaced at the
silver rings that bobbed outward fromthe splash. "Then Red Knot
started dancing in front of ne. Dancing for ne alone ..."



Sun Conch sat cross-1|egged, her feathered cape tucked beneath her, and
wat ched the arrival of norning. The stars had faded to pale awl pricks
of light, and the heavens gleanmed |ike wet slate. She exhaled a frosty
breath. The night had been cold and danp. A rimof ice crusted the
shore.

H gh Fox lay to her left, wapped in his blanket. H s handsonme face
shone with the dawn. He had finished his story | ess than two hands of
time ago, and fallen into an exhausted sl eep.

As Sun Conch studied him she twi sted the softly tanned hide of her red
deer hide dress into tiny peaks, then snoothed them away. He had not
told her the whole truth, and she knew hi mwell enough to be certain of
it. She did not know why, but she trusted him If he had kept sone
things to hinself, then he nmust have reasons, good ones. Still, the
gaps in his story left her uneasy. She kept trying to fill themin

wi th her own inagination, which did no good at all.

Quietly, she rose to her feet, and headed down the shore toward the
line of canoes. She al ways thought better when she was wal king. Of

in the distance, a huge flock of geese honked as they flew in irregular
chevrons across the pink sky. Water |apped softly at the sand four
hands away, and gulls rode the waves in the distance. Their feathers
flashed silver whenever a wave rolled beneath them

She shivered as she wal ked, for nmore reason than the norning air and
H gh Fox's secrets. No one had cone | ooking for her during the night,
and in the corners of her soul she could hear her aunt's gruff voice
sayi ng, "Leave her be. A night alone in the dark and freezing



cold will do our little Sun Conch sonme good. Perhaps it will rem nd
her of the inmportance of her relatives." She'd heard Aunt Threadl eaf
say such things about other wayward girls, and Sun Conch coul d i magi ne
her nother's torn expression

She kicked at a piece of driftwood.

Usual |y the shore bustled with people, fishing, hunting birds,
col l ecting wood. Today there was no one. She felt oddly as if tine
had frozen. As if only she and Hi gh Fox still lived, and breat hed.
Tracks lined the shore. She identified a deer, several birds, and a
raccoon, but saw none of them Her nobccasins pressed into the icy nud
of a world gone still and silent.

When she reached the canoes, she could nmake out folded fishing nets,
and paddl es. Here and there |lay shell fishhooks, and harpoons. Her
uncl e Sawt ooth's slimdugout nestled in the mddle of the group of
canoes. Wiite zigzags of lightning decorated its hull. It would be
the easiest for her to control. She had ridden in it many tines
before, and knew its quirks. It tended to pull to the right

A cry split the norning, and Sun Conch spun around.

H gh Fox lay on the beach breathing in short gasps, his hands cl aw ng
at the sand. Mournful sounds cane fromhis |ips, desperate sounds,
like those of an animal caught in a trap

She fol ded her arms and hugged hersel f.

He cried out again, and bolted upright, panting.
"I"mhere," Sun Conch called softly, and headed toward him "You're
safe. |'ve been keeping watch all night, as | said | would."

H gh Fox seemed to deflate. H's shoul ders hunched forward and he
rubbed shaki ng hands over his face.

"Bl essed Spirits, I--1 dreanmed that

nmy father was hunting me. That he had joined forces with old Hunting
Hawk to find nme." He pulled his hands away and gazed at them



as though he'd never seen them before. "They cut off ny hands, Sun
Conch. Both of them Hunting Hawk cut themoff, then ny father threw
theminto the ocean. Wh-what an awful dream My bl ood fl ooded our
village. My entire clan drowned in it."

Sun Conch stood awkwardly, uncertain howto respond. "You didn't kil
her, H gh Fox. No one is going to hurt you." He exhal ed hard, said,
"I pray you're right," and stared out at the shining water

"I promise you that he will come, H gh Fox. | will make him Together
we will prove your innocence."

Sun Conch turned toward her uncle's dugout canoe, and Hi gh Fox got to
his feet. He stood for a nmonent, and seened to be bracing hinself,
then wal ked toward her

"Sun Conch, please, go carefully. This is a dangerous task. It may
cost both our lives."

"No gain comes without an equal amount of |oss.”
off the sand and into the water

She pushed the canoe

"Wait. One noment, please."” He trotted to his own canoe, and drew out
his bow, war club, and quiver, then hurried back and handed themto
her .

"No, High Fox. You will need your weapons, I--"

"I will make new ones." He thrust themat her. "You always wanted to
be a warrior."

Sun Conch reluctantly took them surprised by the weight of the war
club. "We nmust hurry, High Fox. It will be light soon. My relatives

will be coming down for water and wood. And the sooner we begin this
journey, the sooner it will end." '
"I know. | just..." He shifted his weight fromone foot to the other

hesitating; then, as if he'd nade a decision, he stepped forward and
pull ed her into his arms, holding her tightly. "Sun Conch, listen to
me. Just for a time, don't say anything. | think sonetimes that you



know ne better than | know myself, and so I--1'"msure you are worried
that | did not tell you everything last night." She twisted in his
arnms, wanting to respond, but he tightened his hold, said, "Hush,

pl ease. | want you to know that |I will tell you. Not now, but soon
When | can. WIIl you trust me?"

"I trust you. | do not understand, but | trust you. If I amyour best
friend, as you say, then why can't | know?"

"I can't tell anyone, Sun Conch." He stroked her hair. "I can't even
talk to my own soul about it. Not yet. Perhaps in a few days | wll
be brave enough. Then, | wll tell you."

Sun Conch sighed and nodded. "I have to go. | have much to do today.

A long way to go."

He gradual ly sl ackened his hold on her, and she stepped out of his arms
and turned toward her uncle's canoe. She waded out into knee-deep icy
water, and pulled the canoe off the sand. It rocked and bobbed in the

i ncom ng swel |l s.

She stepped into the boat and rested the weapons on the gunwal es.

H gh Fox pushed the dugout into deeper water, and gave it a hard shove.
"Be cautious, Sun Conch. You know he's dangerous!" he called after

her. "There is no telling how he will greet you. Keep your bow

ready!"”

"Look for nme in two days," she said, and di pped her paddle to send the
slimcanoe forward. "I'Il meet you at the place we agreed upon.”

"Sun Conch?" Hi gh Fox shouted. "You carry ny soul in your hands.
Hurry back to me!"

The words to nme lingered in her heart as she guided the dugout al ong
the shoreline, past the fields and patches of woods, and into the main
channel of Fish River. Dawn's |ight shinmered fromthe green water and
pai nted the tree-covered shores with patches of pale blue.

"I will save him" she told the gulls that fluttered



around the canoe. "He did not kill Red Knot. | know he didn't."

A big white gull dived at her, squawking and flapping its w ngs. \Wen
Sun Conch | ooked up, she found the bird peering at her through one
skeptical eye.

She took two nmore strokes with her paddle, and inhaled a deep breath of
the salty nmorning air. As she paddl ed out beyond the w de nouth of the
Fish River, The Panther's island, snmall and wooded, made a hazy mound
on the distant horizon across the choppy waters of Salt Water Bay.

Fear tickled her belly.

She gl anced up at the hovering bird: a laughing gull, called that
because of the strange humanli ke cackles it made as it hunted the
shore. People said The Pant her coul d change hinmself into any ani mal he
wi shed. Dog, worm or bird. They also said he could scare a person's
soul right out of her body, but the person didn't always die. Oten
the terrified soul wandered the |and, whinpering and thrashing tree
branches, until it turned into an evil forest spirit with hollow and
lifel ess eyes; the person's soulless body continued to nove anong the
[iving, but could no | onger speak or take care of itself.

She had seen one soull ess body in her four and ten Conings of the
Leaves. An old man named Brightness. He'd lost his soul the previous
sumer. Every day after the event, his fanmily had set himon a grass
mat outside their house and, while he'd peered opennout hed at not hing,
drool had dribbled down his chin. The horror still coiled in Sun
Conch's belly.

Above her, the gull let out a loud | augh, and fl apped away. She
paddl ed as if being chased by eneny warriors. The canoe shot across
the bay, skinming the water |ike a swallow.

She' d seen four Conmings of the Leaves when she'd first heard of The
Panther, O d Wl f Leggings, one of



the Sun Shell d an elders, had been racing through the village with a
bag of salt in her gnarled hand. As she'd scattered it around the
pal i sade, she'd whispered darkly that "The Panther" had returned. "He's
maki ng corn husk dolls of each of us," she'd said, "and witching them"™
That same night a big black dog had | oped around the palisade, how ing
Wl f Leggi ngs' nane. They'd found her the next norning, dead, her
fingernails clawing at the earth, as if she'd been trying to dig a way
out of her house.

A cold gust of wind lifted the hair on Sun Conch's neck. She shuddered
and stopped paddling. The canoe |isted sideways. Aunt Threadl eaf had
cursed Sun Conch using The Pant her's name. Had he heard?

"Pant her?" she called to the fluttering gulls. "I amcom ng to speak
with you, but I amjust a girl. | mean you no harm"

The gulls cackl ed and dove, their wings glistening whitely against the
gol den background of dawn.

She steered her canoe toward the point in the distance. Despite her
resol uti on, her gaze kept straying to the skies. O ouds hung | ow over
the eastern shore. Never had she paddled so far, and the nuscles in
her arms, chest, and shoul ders began to ache. She hadn't understood
the i mense size of the Salt Water Bay, or the terror that lurked in
those long swells that raised and | owered her canoe.

Gasping and wincing at the pain in her strained body, she paddl ed on.
She flinched at her skin blistering on the wooden paddl e handl e, but
the sores would heal later. As she neared the |ow island,

wi nd-scul pted trees crowded the shore. Shadows | eapt everywhere,
ghostly and indistinct, |like forest spirits vying for the best position
fromwhich to view her arrival.

"I am com ng, Panther!" she said. "I'mafraid. |I'"'mvery afraid. But
no one is going to stop ne. Not even you."



The water of the bay shone like silver in the mdday sun. Ducks
speckl ed the surface and, here and there, junping fish left

ever-w dening rings that interlocked and vani shed i nto nothi ngness. In
t he di stance, the western shore resenbl ed hunped gray fuzz capped by
bi | I owi ng cl ouds.

At the edge of the water, the marsh grass gave way to pebbly mud flats
He cane here at |ow tide in nud-soaked noccasins. In one hand he
carried a digging stick, in the other a |eather sack

Over his long life, he'd had many nanes, but now he only knew hinsel f
by the name given himby his victims: The Panther.

Periodically, he'd stop, use his stick as a lever, and pry a clamfrom
the nmud. At other tines, he'd whack a skittering crab in the shall ows,
and drop it into his bucket with the clans.

To his left, dormant cord grass rose in thick unbroken ranks, a vast
carpet that spread to the east before finally giving way to the distant
groves of trees. To his right lay the great Salt Water Bay, its spirit
nmysteriously quiet today.

H s only conpany was the birds. Herons and egrets watched froma safe
di stance; plovers, turn stones and sandpi pers trotted out of his path,
to rush in behind after he passed. Overhead, a handful of gulls
soared. The old man cracked a clanmis shell with the hard butt of his
stick, and tossed the treat up for the squalling gulls. As they



snatched the norsel in mdair, he grinned, never tired of their aerial
gr ace.

He found the place he was | ooking for and sl oshed out into the water,
as if walking straight out into the bay. The chill ate into his
calves, and then his arthritic knees as the water deepened. Around
him small fish darted and churned the surface. His reflection wavered
as he wal ked, and periodically he glanced at his distorted i mage. He
wore his gray hair loose, letting it tunble around his shoulders in a
stringy mass. A ragged breech clout hung fromhis [ ean hips, and a
faded red fabric cape lay over his left shoulder, its tattered threads
hangi ng. Panther's skin had turned grainy with age, and had | oosened
fromthe ropy nuscles on his arnms, |legs, and belly, but his eyes

remai ned keen, staring out fromunder a weathered brow. H s nose, once
hawki sh, had grown [ ong and curved over a flat nouth.

He had reached the oyster bed. Under his feet, the soft nuck was
broken by the hard, sharp outline of the oysters. He wal ked and the
bottomrose until he was midcalf in depth. Here he peered down,
prodding with his stick. Satisfied, he bent and | evered up a cluster
of oysters. He inspected them grunted, and dropped theminto his
sack. The next cluster cane with an oyster drill attached. He used a
gnarled thunb to scrape the noss fromthe drill's shell, decided the
colors were good, and dropped it, too, into his bag. Wthin mnutes,
he'd filled his bag, slung it over his shoul der, and trudged back

t hrough the shallows. On the shore, he retraced his way northward to
the small spit of dry land with its tufted trees. A narrow
path--little nore than a track through cord grass, spatterdock, and
pi ckerel weed--marked the trail through the marsh. He stopped at a
stand of wild rice, and inspected the enpty awns he'd harvested
earlier.

The narrow trail led to a slight rise, dry enough that



the marsh gave way to grass, brush, and finally a copse of trees. He
wal ked into the shadows of pine, sassafras, and then into an oak grove.
There, at the highest point on the island, stood his rude house. He'd
built it in a small clearing, partly overhung by the spreadi ng branches
of the mighty oaks. Home consisted of a done-shaped franework thatched
wi th shocks of cord grass To either side, one to the east, the other

to the west, stood even snaller huts--shrines to the twin gods, the
entrances closed off with ratty deer hide hangi ngs.

The remains of a small fire lay snoldering in a pit before the doorway.
He sighed as he |l owered his sack next to a huge polished | og half-sunk
into the earth beside the fire.
"I"'mnot as spry as | used to be,"” he told the enpty air. He wi nced as
he rotated his arm and massaged his bony shoul der. Ducking into his
house, he surveyed his scant bel ongi ngs. A wooden bedstead was covered
by deer hides the majority of them shedding what little hair remained.
A second fire pit glared up at himfromthe mddle of the floor like a
cold bl ack eye. Net bags were tied fromthe roof, bulging with dried
herbs, ears of corn, nuts, cord grass seed, and wild rice. A bow stood
next to the bedstead, and across fromit, a stack of arrows |eaned
against the wall. Panther's eyes lit on the big, round-bottoned pot.
The rim had cracked and chi pped off, but its corrugated surface could
be seen through the snudged soot. He picked up the pot, peered inside,
and rubbed the crusty interior with a callused thunb.

Ducki ng outside into the slanting afternoon Iight, he settled his pot
by the snoking ashes, |ocated the | eather bag he used for water, and
headed east through the trees to a small freshwater seep |l ess than two
bow shots away. Here he lowered his bag and dipped it full before
returning to his house.



One by one, he washed his clans, oysters, and crabs, placing each in
t he round-bottomed pot. The last of the water just covered his
cat ch.

GowWing to hinself, Panther bent on crackling knees to blow the coals
inthe fire pit to life. Wien he absently inhaled the swirling ash, he
went into a fit of coughing.

Choki ng, he rocked back on his haunches, cleared his throat, and barked
a harsh laugh. "And they call me a sorcerer!”

When the fire bl azed, he placed three rocks in it for a tripod, and
trundl ed his pot onto the heat. Satisfied, he watched the flames |ick
around the sides. The corrugated surface served to conduct nore of the
fire's heat to the stew

Wstfully, he rose, reentered his house, and inspected his net bags,
sel ecting corn fromone, acorns from another, some beechnuts, and rose
hi ps. He added these to the stew and settled hinself on the log to

wat ch di nner cook. If only he had squash to cook. He |loved freshly
baked squash nore than anything on earth. At the thought of it, his
nout h wat er ed.

"The only thing worse than a fool is an old fool,"” he nmuttered to
hinsel f. "No, even worse than that, a crazy old fool, and Panther
you're that." He scratched under his grizzled hair. "But, if |I'm
crazy, then what does a man nake of the rest of the world?

"Even crazier! If it wasn't what would | be doing here?

"Avoiding it all

"Bl ood and dung! |I'm here for the peace.”

He paused, renenbering the pain, the voices inside his head, and the
day he'd packed up and left the human world. "You' ve always been a

f ool .

"No, old man. Just crazy." He chewed at his lip with stubby brown
teeth. "Of course, you really know you're



crazy when you catch yourself answering your own questions."

In the years since he'd conme here, he'd watched the seasons cone and go
ten tines.

A man shoul d have answers in that ampbunt of tinme. He nade a face at
the fire and rubbed his dry brown hands together. But did he?

At that nonment, the two crows |anded in the winter bare bl ack oak
above, and stared down at himw th inquisitive black eyes.

"What is it?"
One of the crows | ooked to the west, ruffled its feathers, and cawed.
"You don't say?"

Curious, the old man rose and followed a beaten trail to the western
end of his little island. The waves had cut a beach here, and the bank
dropped of f steeply. At the edge of the trees, he peered out agai nst
the setting sun's glare.

A young worman was paddling a canoe across the rolling water, each
stroke so perfectly tinmed that she seemed in no hurry.

Pant her eased deeper into the | ate-afternoon shadows and watched the
slimvessel approach. The voyager seened hesitant now Finally, she
| aid the paddl e across the gunwal es and | et the canoe drift.

Panther's ol d eyes hadn't di mred enough that he m ssed the indecision
on that pensive face.

VWhat ? Anot her young fool coming for a love charn? O does she wi sh ne
to bewitch some rival ? Youngsters could be such idiots. As he had
once been.

Along time ago ... Panther waited patiently. The slimwoman |icked

her lips, and nmustered courage. She took a deep breath, comitted
hersel f, and plunged the paddle into the water to send the canoe toward
t he | andi ng.



Seven

From his hiding place, Panther took stock. The young woman had | ong
bl ack hair and the nmoony face of an owl, round, with | arge dark eyes,
and a short beak of a nose. She wore a red and bl ue feathered cape.
One of Water Snake's, or a woman fromthe unallied villages?

The canoe grated on the bank, and the young woman stepped into the

wat er and dragged her dugout ashore. As she picked up her bow fromthe
bottom she strung it, and hung it over her shoul der. Then she slung a
qui ver over the opposite shoulder, and lifted a war club that | ooked
too big and heavy for her slight frane and thin arms. Cutching it
tightly, she started forward.

Well, if she's come to kill me, best of luck. Cthers have tried
before. And like them this poor young fool would be cast adrift, her
corpse lying in her boat. Panther had heard that some of his victins
had been found. The others, he assuned, had been swept out to sea.

Pant her hid behind a tree. The young worman squared her shoul ders and
crept stealthily up the path.

Pant her frowned. Where had he left his bow? In the house nost |ikely.
Vll, no matter, he knew his little island |ike the back of his hand.
Warily, he followed her, using the trees for cover as he paralleled her
trail.

Despite the years, not all of Panther's stealth had deserted him The
nervous young woman hadn't the slightest notion that the hunter was now
the hunted. d ee warned The Panther's gut.



As sure as snow in winter, the woman made her way to- the little
clearing and stopped to peer at his hut, the steam ng pot of stew, and
the | eather sacks left enpty by the fire.

Shivering, she glanced around for any sign of life. The fading
dayl i ght made her even nore anxi ous as she searched the shadows.

They' re not as brave as they once were. Wat's happened to wonen t hese
days? Pant her crouched behind a tangl e of huckl eberry bushes and

wat ched patiently.

She cal ned herself, knotted up her courage, and called, "El der? Are
you here?"

Pant her stayed put, taught by the long years of solitude that al
t hi ngs eventually cone to their conclusion. Only the young and the
foolish hurried things al ong.

The wonman wal ked stiff-I1egged now to keep her knees from buckling. She
approached the doned house awkwardly, and called out again: "El der, |
am Sun Conch, of the Star Crab dan! A girl of Three Myrtle Vill age!
have conme to speak to you!™"

A girl. Not a woman. Very curi ous.

One of the crows squawked in the tree, and the girl junped half out of
her skin. She wheel ed around, staring at the silent forest. "Please,
El der!"

Pant her rermai ned notionless until she started pacing, bending to study
the ground for tracks.

Li ke a ghost, Panther slipped to the back of his house and carefully
lifted a section of grass matting away. He ducked inside. At the head
of his bed, he found his bow, and groped about for his arrows. To his
di sgust, they stood canted against the wall. Picking through them he
realized they'd warped. It took a nonment to find the strai ghtest, but
a mouse had chewed nost of the fl etching off the shaft.

H s bones cracked as he strung the bow, prayed the gut string woul dn't
snap, and took three tries to drawit.



Miscl es straining, he stepped to the doorway and emnerged behind the
frantic Sun Conch. "

"Drop your war club, girl!"

Sun Conch froze, every nuscle knotted. For an instant, she seened to
waver between collapsing and bolting like a terrified fawn.

"I said, drop the club."

The war club slipped fromher nerveless fingers to thunmp hollowy on
t he ground.

"Turn around."

Her | egs al nbst gave way as she turned, eyes w de. Her |ips noved, but
no words cane.

"What? | can't hear you!"
"You ... you weren't there! | just.. just..."

"Yes, yes, you |ooked, but you didn't see. Now, did you cone here to
kill me?"

Sun Conch shook her head so hard it m ght have snapped her neck

Pant her gauged the gl azed fear in her eyes, the way she shook, and
gratefully rel eased the tension on his fragile bow Every nuscle
sighed with relief. Then what do you want ?"

Sun Conch gul ped like a fish on the bank. "To find you, Elder."

"For what? Come on, girl, how many tines do | have to ask?"

"I... we need your help!"

As ni ght descended and the air grew cold, Panther hunched over the
fire. Sun Conch crouched opposite him her rabbit Iike eyes taking in

every nmovenent. The first stars were burning through the haze.

Ni ght was peaceful here, except during the tinmes when



the great storns rolled in off the ocean. Panther's house sat just
hi gh enough that the stormsurge didn't wash it away, but the little
streamthat drained the freshwater marsh woul d be bracki sh for days
afterward.

Firelight flickered on his house, the two shrines, and the overhangi ng
branches of the oak. Panther fished around in his turtle-shell bow

for another clam used a wooden sliver to pry the shell open, and
sucked out the meat. Since his molars had fallen out years ago, clans
were just right. They could be gummed enough to be swal | owed.

"Now, then"--Panther w ped his |lips--"just what sort of help did you
have in nmind?" He raised an eyebrow. "Sone foolish spell or
somet hi ng?"

Sun Conch winced. "No, Elder. It's nmy friend, H gh Fox. He's from
Sun Shell Can. H's father is Black Spi ke, Wroance of Three Mrtle
Village. H gh Fox is in trouble. Terrible trouble.” "And what m ght
this be? He can't get a wonman?"

Her round face went very pale, "N-No, Elder. They think he killed her

| mean, well, she wasn't really his wonan, but she woul d have
been. "
Pant her' s expression soured. "Youngster, you're flustered. | decided
not to kill you, and until you give nme reason to change ny nind,

won't. Al right? Now, why don't you start at the beginning."

Sun Conch nodded and pul |l ed her feathered cl oak cl osed around her
throat. "Her name was Red Knot. O the G eenstone C an. She was the
daught er of Shell Conb, and the granddaughter of Hunting Hawk, of Fl at
Pearl Village."

"Yes, yes, | know of Hunting Hawk. Go on." Bl essed Chona, how many
years had it been since he'd seen her? How the sun had gl eaned i n her
sl eek black hair. He could remenber the warmh of her snile, the way
her doe-skin dress had hugged those saucy hips. They'd been



enem es then. Actually, he supposed, by definition, they stil
ver e.

"El der, Hi gh Fox |loved Red Knot. They wanted to marry. But Hunting
Hawk prom sed Red Knot to Copper Thunder, the G eat Tayac."

Pant her straightened, his interest perked. "He's the upstart from
somewhere over the nmountains, isn't he? Pipe stone Can, |'ve heard."
Could it be? But no, that was years ago, and far from here.

"Yes, he

is, Elder. H s power and influence have been growing. He's allied the
upriver villages, defeated Water Snake and Stone Frog's warriors. Some
say he's not conpletely human.™”

"@ull dung, girl. They say that about ne."

"Uh, yes, I--1"ve heard that." Sun Conch | ooked as if her stonmach

hurt.

"You were sayi ng?"

"I was saying that Red Knot was made a worman a few days past, and
Copper Thunder cane to Flat Pearl Village to claimher. But she didn't
want him Red Knot and H gh Fox were desperate, Elder, and H gh Fox
made this plan. He woul d nmeet her at Oyster Shell Landing, and they
woul d run of f together."

Pant her caught the tightness in her voice, and saw the pain that
glistened in her eyes. "That disturbed you?"

She |ifted a shoul der and shook her head. "It doesn't matter now.
[oon

"You |l ove this H gh Fox, too."

She sat conpletely still.

"Answer ne!"

"... Yes, Elder."

"Al'l right. G on."

Heavi ng a breath, she said, "Anyway, High Fox left the final dance
early and paddl ed around the neck of land to Oyster Shell Landing. Red

Knot was supposed to sneak away before dawn and neet himthere. She
never



made it. H gh Fox got nervous and clinbed the ridge. He found her
Dead. Her head was crushed and she'd been left there. Now they ... |
nmean, everyone at Flat Pearl Village believes he did it."

"l see."

"But he didn't] I know him He's ny friend! He | oved her! Wy woul d
he kill her?"

"Maybe she told himshe wouldn't go with him Men have killed for
| esser reasons than the passions of a thwarted heart."

Sun Conch's expression went hard. "No, Elder. It isn't in himto do
such a thing. | swear to you, | have known himny entire life. You
nmust believe nme."

Pant her fished out another of his clams, and sucked the body fromthe
shell. He gulped it down and cast a curious glance at her. "I never
said | didn't believe you, | just offered another explanation. People
do lots of odd things for lots of odd reasons. They've too much of
keus in their souls, and not enough of Chona. We're silly beasts,
girl, governed by even sillier ideas." Sun Conch | owered her eyes, and
awkwardly cl asped her hands. "He is not a beast, Elder. He is a good
man. "

"So, what do you want me to do, eh? Go and speak for your friend? Tel
everyone he didn't do it?"

At that, Sun Conch | ooked up, hope bright in her eyes. "You nust,
El der. | know everyone would listen. You are The Panther. Peopl e
respect you."

"Pant her | aughed. "They do, do they?"

"Yes, Elder. O all the men on earth, you are the nost..
respected. "

"Corpse rot! | amthe nost feared."
She blinked. "They are both the sane, aren't they?"
"Some | ot you know. Fear and respect may be aligned |like tw sticks of

wood, but never confuse them" Panther devoured an oyster fromhis
stew. "And how do |



know this H gh Fox didn't kill her? Just take your word for it?"

"Yes--1-1 nmean, no. I... | don't know. | give you ny pledge that he
didn't. Isn't that enough? Shell Conb is trying to blame W nged
Bl ackbird, and |'ve heard--"

"Who? W nged Bl ackbird?" "War Chief for Corn Hunter, Wroance of
White Stake Village. Hi s warriors were there the norning Red Knot was
killed. He--"

"How do you know?"

"After H gh Fox discovered Red Knot's body, he paddled around to a
wooded section of bank, hid his canoe, and sneaked up to the village.
He hid until afternoon, Elder, listening to the things people said."

Pant her quirked a brow. Sun Conch did not seemto realize howthis act
underm ned her friend' s story. He said, "Wat happened to Net Sinker?
| thought he was War Chief for Wiite Stake Village." "He was killed
two years ago by Nine Killer." Sun Conch frowned. "How | ong have you
been out here?"

"Since this little island was water. You'll have to tell me the things
| need to know. Why were Corn Hunter's warriors at Flat Pearl?" "The
Mamanat owi ck wanted the marri age stopped. He's no fool. Copper

Thunder allying with the Independent villages is a threat to him

Wat er Snake's wanted us for years. And now, wi th Copper Thunder's

i nfl uence growi ng..." She paused, her mouth open, as if she feared to
say nore. "Elder, if they don't blame this on H gh Fox, the whole
country is going to explode like a sealed boiling pot. Copper Thunder
the Water Snake, and the Independent villages will tear each other
apart."

"So, let them"

"Let then?" she blurted. Disbelief |lined her young face. "El der, do
you know what you're saying? Tens of



tens of people will die! Ad people. Little children who' ve done
not hi ng wrong!"

Pant her's narrow eyed gl are burned through her outrage, and she
shriveled |ike a punctured bl adder

"Grl, for the npost part, people are as mindless as a school of mullet.
They bl under through life with no direction, charging this way and
that, nuddying up the water while the crafty heron of death plucks them
up one by one. | left people, and their petty squabbles, behind ne a
long time ago."

Sun Conch's eyes filled with tears. "But, Elder--"

"Don't look at ne that way, girl," Panther ordered. "Just why are you
so anxious to save this H gh Fox? Because you | ove hinf? Because you

thi nk now that Red Knot is out of the way that he will marry you and
ask you to run away with hinP" Her jaw trenbled. "I asked him El der
No, |I--1 begged him to run away with ne. He wouldn't. He's too
honor abl e. "

The tormented expression on her face touched a part of Panther's soul
that he thought |ong dead and buried. "Answer ny question: Why are you
so anxi ous to save Hi gh Fox?"

Sun Conch reached out inploringly. "Because he didn't do it!"
"You have faith that he didn't doit."

Sun Conch's extended hands cl enched to fists. "No, Elder! Sone things
a person knows, down deep in the soul. This is one." She stared
angrily across the fire at Panther. "He didn't kill Red Knot, Elder.
know he didn't." Her brow pinched, and she said, "What is happening is
wrong--and | can't do anything about it by nyself."

Pant her gazed thoughtfully at the girl. She had finally forgotten her
fear, and Panther considered that for a nmonment. She had come here not
for glory, or personal gain,



or any advantage, but for the life of her friend.

"Tell me, Sun Conch, what happens to you if Hi gh Fox is blamed for
this?"

She gave Panther a confused look. "I'Il be very sad, Elder. It's not
right. Hi gh Fox |oved Red Knot nore than anything. If they catch him
and kill him..." Sun Conch placed her hands on the sides of her head,
pressing as if to stop the thoughts. "If they do that, I'Il see it
through his eyes, live it with him Wndering how, and why, a man
could love a woman with all of his heart--and then be condemmed for her
mur der. How woul d you feel, Elder, if it happened to you?"

A pain, like a bone stiletto, pierced Panther's heart. Sickness welled
in his stomach. The ache, buried for so nmany years, slithered out from
the dark place where it hid behind his bones. Yes, you know, don't
you?

"El der?" Sun Conch had | eaned toward him worry on her owish face.

Pant her raised a hand, hoping it didn't trenble. "It's all right,
girl. Just a twinge, that's all."

For the first tine in many Comi ngs of the Leaves, his soul had been
touched. "Are you human, girl, or a wicked spirit sent to tornent
P

"What ?" she asked in confusion. "Human? El der, | don't
under st and. "

"Not hi ng, not hing."
"Elder, is it so wong to do sonething just because it's right?"

Panther lifted his bow and. drank the liquid down to the thin coating
of sand in the bottom This he rubbed away with his fingers. "Ri ght?
As | understand the situation, if your H gh Fox is exonerated, Copper
Thunder, Water Snake, and everyone else are going to war. Is it better
to sacrifice one man to save others? O to save one and sacrifice
countl ess innocent people? You' re the one



who worried about going to war. You tell nme. What is right?"

Sun Conch stared at him Finally, she murrmured, "I don't know, El der
Do you?"

How many years had be been westling with just this question? That

fam liar darkness stirred his soul, slithering around inside him How
did a man know what was just when even the gods thensel ves did not? He
couldn't help but glance suspiciously at the two shrines flanking his

house.

Sun Conch foll owed his gaze. "What are those, Elder?" "Cone, |'lI

show you. Then, perhaps, you can answer your own question." He rose
stiffly, rounded the fire, and wal ked to the eastern shrine. Sun Conch
followed warily and took a deep breath as Panther lifted the weathered
and cracked deer hide flap

The fire cast wavering orange light into the interior. There, seated
on a squat wooden franme, sat a pale statue the size of a man. Woden
offering bows lay before him enmpty. The figure was nade of wood,

nol ded clay, and sewn hide. It was painted in white clay, but a thick
bl ack band circled the chest, its interior dotted with white spots.
Sunbursts painted its cheeks in faded red. Wavering |ines extended
down the arnms where they rested on the knees. The | egs were bl ue,
crisscrossed by irregular lines.

A patch of hair, cut froma bear's hide, covered the top of the skull,
and glinted with small sections of shell. Polished oyster-shell eyes
decorated the face, and gave the god a w de-eyed nacre stare. The nose
was thin, straight, and painted a faded yellow. A broad nouth, the
corners turned down in sadness, had been carved into the wood.

"Seen hi m before?" Pant her asked.



"No." But she knelt, her eyes wide in reverence, and bgwed her head
| est she offend the deity.

"Not many people have, girl. It's one of the things wong with the
world. Al out of bal ance. You | ook upon Chona."

Sun Conch jerked her head up, wonder in her eyes. "Geetings, Geat
Lord." "Go back to the fire, girl. A skimof stew remains. Cup up a
handful and bring it over here for the bows. GChona is hungry." Sun
Conch hastened to conply. She ran back to the fire, scooped a cupfu

of dregs fromthe bottom of the pot, and returned. Hesitantly, she let
it dribble into the bow .

"Thank you for the world you made for us, Great One," Panther intoned
the old prayer. "Bless this food to your use and shed your benevol ence
upon us."

To Panther's surprise, Sun Conch reached beneath her cape and drew out
a small twi st of tobacco, which she laid before Chona. "Thank you,
Great Lord. Bless ne and ny friend H gh Fox. He is blamed for

somet hing he didn't do."

Panther let the flap drop and studi ed Sun Conch. "Best scoop up what's
left for the other one.”

The fearful glance Sun Conch gave the other hut showed that she
under st ood who the occupant must be. She went back to the pot, scraped
up what was left, and nmet Panther at the western shrine. Panther

lifted the flap to expose Ckeus to the gaudy light of the fire. Painted
in black, he was the opposite of Chona. He had a white band on his
chest, dotted with black. H's shell eyes glimered in the firelight,

but unlike Chona, he was smiling as if in great glee.

Sun Conch bowed | ow, her forehead al nost touching the dirt. Cautiously,
she poured the remains into the



enpty bow before Ckeus. Then | ooked up at Panther. "Aren't you
goi ng to ask his bl essing?"

Panther let the flap drop and wal ked over to his fire. He settled
hinsel f on his |log and picked up the boiled oyster drill. Wth a
splinter, he coaxed the body out of the interior; then he plucked off
the horny plate and popped the animal into his nouth. As he chewed, he
used the corner of his breech clout to rub the nmoss fromthe shell's
exterior.

Sun Conch returned slowy, glancing back and forth between Panther and
Okeus' shrine.

"Sit down, girl. You're not ready for the answer yet." Panther

squinted at the polished shell, and bel ched.
Sun Conch just stood, frowning.

Pant her didn't even | ook at her. "Wy should | becone entangled with
this mess your friend Hi gh Fox has gotten hinself into?"

After a long silence, Sun Conch said, "I'msure Black Spi ke woul d pay
you handsonely for defending his son."

"I see. And what could he give ne that | don't already have?"

"He's the Weroance. He is paid whatever tribute he asks fromhis
peopl e. You coul d have corn, copper, tobacco, steatite, greenstone,
shel I, puccoon .. . why, anything."

"I grow or gather enough food for ny needs. The sane with tobacco.
Copper and puccoon? Those are for showi ng off, proclaimng wealth and
status. Who would | preen for? The seagulls? They don't care, and,
frankly, neither do I. Stone for naking tools? |'ve already built
everything | need."

She shifted unconfortably, and the bright feathers of her cape
shimered in the firelight. "You nust want sonething."



"What | want, no man can offer ne." Then, on inpul se, he gave Sun
Conch an evil glare worthy of Okeus. "Wat about you?"

"I want to save--"

"No. What about you? What if | want you? Hm®? If | go and speak for
this friend of yours, will you give yourself to nme? Becone ny slave?
Live here and do nmy bidding? Is it worth that nuch to you, Sun Conch?
Do you believe in 'right' enough to sacrifice yourself in your friend' s
pl ace? G ve up your clan and fam|ly? How about your very soul ?"

Pant her | aughed at the girl's horrified expression. "Ah, | see. Wll,
no matter. 1've actually enjoyed talking to you. Tonorrow, the
weat her will be calmagain. Go. Tell your beloved H gh Fox that I

wi sh himluck."

Li ke a puffer fish losing water, Sun Conch wilted to the ground. Her
cape spread around her

Pant her finished polishing his shell, and stood. "lI'mgoing to sleep
now, girl. As you value your life, don't bother me. Ch, and I'd push
of f before sunrise. The water is quietest at that time of day."

Pant her |l eft her there, |ooking sad, and ducked inside his house. He
laid the shell on his bed, and eased the | oose thatch aside. Slipping
out into the darkness, he replaced the thatch and glided into the
woods. In the shadow of an old oak he slithered down under the |eaves,
sighed, and tried to sleep

But the girl's words kept haunting him "/'// see it through his eyes,
live it with him Wndering how, and why, a man could | ove a woman
with all of his heart-and then be condemmed for her mnurder! How would
you feel, Elder, if it happened to you ?"

Why had he been so hard on her? Because she had seen into his soul ?
Under st ood his pain, and shanme?

Pant her growl ed to hinmself. H's thoughts chased thensel ves around and
around.



Pant her | ay under the leaves until long after the norning' s |ight had
grayed the skies, giving young Sun Conch nmore than enough tine to
paddl e off for the Western Shore. He listened to the birds, and
studied the drifting puffs of cloud. Finally, he brushed the |eaves
away and forced his rickety bones to rise.

When he strolled into his house clearing, Sun Conch was kneeling before
the snmoking fire pit, her head bowed.

He bel | owed, "What are you doi ng here?"

Sun Conch turned, and Panther could see courage in every line of her

round face. Long bl ack hair draped her chest. "I thought about it al
night, Elder. You are right. If a thing is truly just, then a person
must be willing to do whatever is necessary to assure it." She | ooked
at himwith clear eyes. "If you will speak for H gh Fox, | will give
nyself to you, for .. . for whatever you wish to do with ne."

Pant her experienced the oddest sensation, as if his heart had just
dropped t hrough his stomach

Nine Killer sat in the mddle roomof Hunting Hawk's |ong house the
interior lit by a crackling fire that sent sparks and thin tendrils of
snoke up toward the doned ceiling. Dancing yellow |ight cast shadows
on the support poles, the hangi ng baskets, braids of corncobs, sacks of
herbs, and the people who sat around the fire.

The craw ing sense of prenonition in Nine Killer's gut disturbed his
di gestion of the excellent corn and duck he'd just eaten. Red Knot's



death had precipitated a disaster that he was just beginning to grasp.
But which of the participants was tugging the fragile weaving of his
life apart?

Hunti ng Hawk sat in her usual place on the nmat behind the fire. She

| eaned forward, watching the | eaping flanes, her dark eyes pensive. Had
her once-sharp mind lost its clarity of purpose? Had she m sjudged the
needs and interests of Flat Pearl Village?

To her left, in the place of honor, Copper Thunder sat like an oiled
serpent, curiously calmat the nurder of his betrothed.

Nine Killer surreptitiously studied the G eat Tayac. He al nost | ooked
anmused by the sudden uncertainty that plagued G eenstone O an. \Wy?
What was hi s purpose here?

To Hunting Hawk's right sat Shell Conb, her beautiful features barely
hi di ng her distress. Her vehenent insistence that Wnged Bl ackbird and
his warriors had killed Red Knot bothered Nine Killer

He had never trusted hinself when it canme to Shell Conmb. Her beauty

al ways left himoff balance, plagued by a desire for her which he knew
was lethal. O all the terrible deeds humans could conmit, incest was
t he nobst dreaded and | oathsone. Tall and willow though Shell Conb

m ght be, she remained his cousin. They were both G eenstone d an, and
such a mating woul d be incestuous in the eyes of his people. The

puni shment for such a crime woul d be i nmedi ate and agoni zi ng deat h.
Nine Killer's fam |y woul d probably be rounded up, and burned with him
i ncluding his sister, Rosebud, her daughter, Wiite Qter, and the rest
of the children. The idea was that only burning purified the insult to
the gods, and their nortal descendants. To insure that the gods were

pl acat ed, those who engaged in incest were burned slowy, the flesh
seared fromtheir bones so that their screans carried to the spirit
wor | d.



Despite such dire consequences, Nine Killer never allowed hinmself to
be alone with Shell Conmb for any length of tine, unsure of his resolve
shoul d she ever offer herself.

The Kw okos, Green Serpent, sat on the right side of the fire,

Li ght ning Cat and Streaked Bear dutifully behind him The old priest
| ooked tired. H s eyes wandered as if the purpose of the counci

el uded hi m

Hunti ng Hawk's niece, Yellow Net, sat just to his right. A prom nent
menber of the conmunity, Hunting Hawk had al ways sought Yellow Net's
advice on matters concerning the village. She was the daughter of
Hunti ng Hawk's younger sister, and an old friend of Shell Conb's. A
somber expression creased Yellow Net's face.

"I have received a nessage from Three Myrtle Village," Hunting Hawk
said wearily. "Black Spike informs us that if we want H gh Fox, we
will find his warriors waiting for us. He clains his son is

i nnocent . "

"He is." Shell Comb gave her nother a |evel stare.

"This is a

distraction. We are losing tinme and advantage as Corn Hunter prepares
for our retaliation.”

"The young man's tracks led right to the girl's body." Hunting Hawk
gl ared back. "Corn Hunter's warriors were found on the other side of
the ridge. Fromwhere Quick Fawn saw them and where Nine Killer
intercepted them they could not have killed her."

"They coul d have.

If you assune they killed her as a distraction, then doubl ed back
around the ridge to catch us unaware." Shell Conb narrowed an eye, as
if daring her mother. Hunting Hawk glanced at Nine Killer, ignoring
the statement.

Nine Killer sighed, and spread his hands. "It is possible, but | don't
think it happened that way."

"And why not?" Shell Conb had turned her attention on him Curse it,
a man could nmelt under those eyes.



Why did she have to | ook at himthat way?

"If Wnged Bl ackbird's warriors had killed her, wouldn't they have
sinmply retreated, their mssion acconplished? A dead Red Knot coul dn't
marry the G eat Tayac. They woul d have scal ped the girl, mutil ated her
in sone way to send us a nmessage, a warning not to ally with the
upriver villages."

"Assum ng t hey knew who she was," Copper Thunder added. "Perhaps,
unawar e, she wal ked right into the mddle of them They killed her so
she could give no warning, and hurried on."

Tayac, you know better than that. Even if a war party didn't recognize
her, they would have taken a trophy, something to give Corn Hunter
What ganme are you playing, beast?

Before Nine Killer could respond, Yellow Net shook her head. "No.
W nged Bl ackbird knew her." Her gaze shifted to Shell Conb. "A year
ago ... you took her with you when we traded for rhyolite."

Shell Comb nodded slowy. "Yes, she played with many of the children
Even Corn Hunter's. They woul d have known her." She gave Nine Killer
a forgiving | ook. "Perhaps they didn't kill her, War Chief. But I...
it's just..."

"Trying to protect Three Myrtle?" Hunting Hawk asked. "Is that it?
You lived there for a long tine."

Shell Comb stared down at her hands. Nine Killer bit his lip, touched
by her sudden vul nerability.

"I saw her ghost," Green Serpent said, a faraway | ook in his eyes.
"What ghost, Kwi okos?" Hunting Hawk asked sourly. "Wat are you
tal ki ng about, old man?"

Green Serpent's mouth opened, his tongue pink in the wal nut brown of
his withered face. "The norning she was killed. Her ghost was in the
House of the Dead.



Looki ng at the bodies of the ancestors. She cane back to join
them™

"Her ghost?" Copper Thunder asked, a light tone in his voice. "Are
you sure it was hers?"

Green Serpent frowned, drawing the winkles in his forehead together.
"I think. Well, you know, there are so nmany. Sonetimes it's hard to
tell themapart. | didn't pay nuch attention. They wal k around all

ni ght, you know. She seened to be in such a hurry. That's what
brought her to ny attention."

"You were asleep when | was there just after dawn!" Hunting Hawk
snapped. "Wiat's the matter with you?"

Li ght ning Cat wi nced, and gl anced at Streaked Bear. A know ng gl ance
passed between t hem

Deadpan, Copper Thunder suggested, "Perhaps we shoul d ask her ghost who
the killer is?"

"Yes," Green Serpent agreed. "l shall. Next time | see her. | keep

| ooking for the killer, but the vision wavers, and the Spirits aren't
speaking clearly."

Don't bait the old nan! Nine Killer shifted, his dislike of Copper
Thunder deepeni ng. The dung-eater is nmocking us. He is |ike a weasel,
and we are the mce. Wiy doesn't Hunting Hawk throw himout? Is she
that afraid of hin? O doesn't she see it?

Hunti ng Hawk seened totally oblivious, staring at the fire. "The
ancestors talked to ne that nmorning. But | couldn't hear them™

"Mostly, they shout.” Green Serpent nodded his head. "You're |ucky
you coul dn't hear them"

"And did you hear them when ny nother was there, noble G een Serpent?"
Shell Comb watched himw th a hawkish intensity. \When the priest gave
her an enpty | ook, she spread her hands wi de and stated, "No. As ny
not her said. You were asleep."

"Leave himbe," Hunting Hawk ordered. "C awi ng at ourselves isn't
going to solve this thing." She net



Nine Killer's eyes. "What would it take to |lay hands on H gh Fox?"

"That depends on Bl ack Spi ke, Weroansqua. You know the nettle of the
Three Myrtle warriors. W' ve fought side by side often enough. But,
bef ore you decide on this course, | would caution nmy Wroansqua to
consider it very carefully.”

"Ch, | wll indeed, War Chief." She tilted her head as she studied
him "You don't want to do it, do you?"

Copper Thunder's lips quirked in anmusenment. Did anyone but Nine Killer

see it? "No, Weroansqua. In the first place, it will be a difficult
raid. Black Spike will have his scouts out. He's prepared for us.
Second, assum ng we penetrate his defense, we'll pay dearly for it.

And, if we do break through, there is no telling where the youth will
be. He may not even be in the village. And, finally, ny warriors have
friends and famly anobng the Three Myrtle warriors.

Sone are blood kin, others are of the same clan. If you order this,
your warriors will conmply, but their hearts will not be init."

"And you, War Chief?"

"I will do as you order." He dared not | ook at Copper Thunder for fear
that he might |ose his control at whatever expression the Geat Tayac
m ght betray. "W don't know for sure that the boy did it," Yellow Net
observed in a calmng voice. "He nost likely did, but Shell Conb is
correct, it could be soneone else." Her gaze flicked toward Copper
Thunder; then she said, "The stakes are particularly high here. A

m scal cul ati on could doomus all."

Nine Killer chanced a | ook at Copper Thunder, and found he'd fixed his
gaze on Yellow Net. That anused conceit had vani shed and now a fl at
intensity filled his |idded gaze.

No good will come of this, Nine Killer assured hinself.



Ei ght

The slim canoe rose and fell with the swells, rem nding Panther just
how vul nerabl e these small dugouts were. Crossing the Salt Water Bay
al ways carried (he chance of disaster, even on a calmday like this.
Wil e the canoes were safe enough in the narrow inlets, and al ong the
rivers, a sudden wind, or even a relatively nodest shower, could swanp
a dugout in the open water

Hands braced on the gunwal es, Panther |ooked over his shoul der at Sun
Conch, who paddl ed rhythmcally, resignation in the set of her young
face. Well, bat dung! The girl figures she's mne now and al ready
dead, so why should she fear drowning? After the scare | put into her
she might even be | ooking forward to it.

And to think, sone people thought The Panther to be incredibly
cl ever!

Overhead, billowi ng clunps of cloud alternated with the pal e blue

wi nter sky, but on the water, sunlight sparkled across the rolling
surface, belying the murky depths. What possessed the sunlight to
dance on the bay? It was as if sun was so conpletely inconpatible with
wat er that the beans bounced off it.

In the distance a flock of terns sailed | ow over the swells. To
Panther it was a tenptation of fate that they should dip so fearlessly
to skimthe crests.

Mysteries. Mysteries everywhere.

Pant her took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the cool air. The
bay's danp nmusk lingered in his nostrils,



salty, its special tang famliar to him if not reassuring today.

He hal f-turned, careful not to rock the boat. "Just where exactly are
we goi ng?"

"Flat Pearl Village," Sun Conch answered.

"No. W will go to Three Myrtle first."

"El der, the people of Three Myrtle don't wi sh H gh Fox dead. The
problemis in Flat Pearl. | will take you there."

Pant her gave her a flinty squint. "Grl, we'd better get sone things
straight. You do not order me ..." At that nmoment, the canoe | urched
and bobbed. As water slapped against the hull, cold droplets spattered
on Panther's skin. Despite his death grip on the gunwal es, he gl ared
down into the water. "You stop that! |I'mputting Sun Conch in her

pl ace right now, but I'll deal with you later!"

Was it imagination, or did the swells | ose sonme of their violence?
Panther lifted an eyebrow, satisfied, and turned his attention back to
Sun Conch. "You want nme to save Hi gh Fox, don't you?" She gave hima
puzzl ed | ook. "Yes, Elder."

"Then you will take ne to Three Myrtle Village. Before | deal wth
Hunting Hawk, | nust talk to Hi gh Fox, hear his side of the--"

"High Fox isn't at Three Myrtle Village, Elder."

"Then, where is he? You said he'd fled after he found the girl's body.
He didn't go home to the protection of his famly?"

Sun Conch paddl ed nethodically, each stroke driving the canoe

di agonal |y across the waves. "No, Elder. Well, | mean, he went honeg,
but only long enough to tell ne his trouble. Then he was supposed to
| eave. He knew Hunting Hawk woul d be hunting him He didn't think
he'd be safe in Three Mrtle."

Pant her tensed as the canoe bobbed precariously and slid down into the
trough of a swell. WAter ran over the



heat - st ai ned wood in the bottom coursing around his feet, nocking him
with his own nortality. "Think we ought to bail? It's getting
deep. "

Sun Conch asked mildly, "You' re not afraid, are you?"

Pant her screwed his face into a mask of resolution and turned to gl are.
"No! Now, just where is Hi gh Fox? | need to speak to him | can't do

a blood-rotted thing for himuntil | hear his words about what
happened. "

"Very well, Elder. He is hiding on a small island. | will take you to
him"

"Good." But Panther's heart quaked as another swell slapped the side
of the canoe, spattering himw th droplets. Wen he | ooked down, the
water ran over his toes. Corruption take all canoes. This was no way
for a man to travel. He | ooked around for the bailing cup

' And, if I live long enough to see this High Fox, and if | think the
boy is lying to ne, by Okeus' balls, I'll wing the very soul fromhis
body!

A chill wi nd blew out of the nmoonless night, down fromthe northwest,

over the hilly Conoy Peninsula, and across the | eaden waters of the
Fish River. It noaned through the bare trees, stirred the brown

| eaves, and whistled around the palisade posts of Flat Pearl Village.
As it cane swirling across the palisade it shook the houses, and
scoured bits of sand, charcoal, and shell, spattering them agai nst N ne
Killer's squinting face as he crossed the plaza to his sister Rosebud's
house.

H s nerves were bothering him To relieve them he'd been pacing the
| ength and breadth of the village. He'd even gone to the extent of

pl aci ng Stone Cob and Crab Spine--to their disgust--on guard. Now, as
he ducked



into the sheltered | ee of Rosebud's |ong house he drew his feather
cloak tightly about his shoul ders.

Not even ghosts would be out on a night like this.

He shivered: a mixture of cold and the unknown. Protected fromthe
wor st of the gusts, he | eaned agai nst Rosebud's thatched wall and
listened to the wind roar through the night.

Unease had been stal king himsince the day of Red Knot's death, staring
at himfromthe w nd-whi pped darkness with invisible eyes. That

nmorning, his world had started to conme apart, and he felt powerless to
prevent it. But where did the root of this evil lie?

Murder, in itself, was horrifying to his people. If it really was

mur der. He cocked an eyebrow, hearing faint laughter frominside. Hs
ni ece, Wite Qter, probably. The girl was always bubbling and

| aughi ng, even when taking care of her siblings: Slender Bark, Little
Shell, Two Birds, and Sea Rice.

I f Wnged Bl ackbird, or one of his warriors, had killed Red Knot, it
wasn't rmurder, but war. A tactical nove in the deadly gane played by

t he Weroances and the Ma nmanatowi ck. Were that the case--and Nine
Killer wi shed desperately that he could believe it--the response woul d
be sinple: he needed but marshal his warriors, slip his forces into
White Stake territory, and extract revenge. |If he escaped w thout
significant |osses, and managed to blunt Wnged Bl ackbird's inevitable
counterattack, then the equilibriumwuld have been maintained in the
age ol d manner.

But what if that was what he was supposed to believe? Wat if W nged
Bl ackbi rd hadn't killed Red Knot?

Then nmy raid will sting Corn Hunter into a crazy rage. He'll |ose al

of his sense and throw everything he's got at us. The last tine that
had happened, it had taken every warrior in the Independent villages to
stem the attacks.

M ne Killer rubbed the back of his neck. Three Myrtle



Village wouldn't join them not until an apol ogy had been nade to

Bl ack Spi ke. The careful bal ance between the | ndependent villages had
been upset, and now wobbl ed about |ike a wounded warrior struck upon
t he head.

Per haps that had been the plan fromthe beginning. Nine Killer tucked
his arms tightly under his feather cloak. Throughout his life, the

I ndependent villages had been as constant as the tides. Petty

squabbl es had been sol ved by sel ect del egates fromthe other vill ages,
driven by the ever-present need for unity against the grow ng influence
of the Mamanat ow ck.

Red Knot's nurder played right into Water Snake's hand, the first great
crack in the alliance that had stymied himto the north. But was he
this sophisticated? How coul d he have orchestrated such a subtle and

ef fective strike? He woul d have had to know precisely when Red Knot
woul d be on the trail to Oyster Shell Landing, and how to kill her

Nine Killer stiffened, a wind colder than that of the night freezing
his soul. He would have to have soneone here, a traitor in Flat Pearl
Village, to acconmplish it

If... If Water Snake was the key to this. If, however, Copper Thunder
was responsible, the murder made a great deal nore sense. Wth his
many warriors, the Geat Tayac had the opportunity, as well as the
means to have the girl followed and anbushed. But his marriage to Red
Knot gave him access to the Independent villages. He was getting
everything--and with a mnimumof risk. Sort it out as he night, Nine
Killer saw no advantage accruing to Copper Thunder by killing Red
Knot .

Nine Killer smled grimMy into the night. Too bad he couldn't blane
Copper Thunder. How pleasing it would be to break a war club across
the Great Tayac's teethl!

He bent his head back to stare at the dark sky. Every now and then the
wi nd brought himthe scent of wood snmoke, teasing himw th i mages of



sitting inside, warmand cheery by the fire. It had been at least a
week since he'd seen his wife, Wite Star. Normally, he'd be inside
her |1 ong house on a night like this. He'd be playing with his sons
Rabbit, Lance, and Cricket, and swapping lies with his brother-in-Iaw
and old friend, Half Mon. Because of his friendship with Half Mon
he'd married Wiite Star, and, over the years, they had conme to | ove
each ot her.

Later, when you' ve westled your way through this. And that left him
with the final, and nost likely, solution to the problem Maybe, as a
girl, Red Knot had prom sed Hi gh Fox she would marry him but life
changed when a girl became a wonan--as it did when a boy went through
t he Bl ackeni ng death during the Huskanaw. Perhaps Red Knot had run off
that nmorning to tell H gh Fox that she was going to marry Copper
Thunder. Hi gh Fox couldn't accept that, and enraged, he killed her

That made the nost sense. He had known where she would be. His tracks
led to the girl's body. Flat WIlow had seen him talked to him What
nore proof did they need?

But Nine Killer knew well that if he went to claimH gh Fox, Black
Spi ke would resist. If he attacked, the alliance would split as surely
as if hacked apart with a stone-bit ted ax.

It was only a matter of time before honor would conpel Hunting Hawk to
act. He was sure of it. Her granddaughter had been murdered, and no
matter the cost, such a thing could not be allowed to pass
uncont est ed.

Nine Killer |ooked southward, beyond the palisade through the darkness.
There, three days' hard run across ridge, forest, and stream the Water
Snake lay coiled in his lair, his head raised to this sane cold w nd
that blew the snell of destruction to Nine Killer's keen nostrils. If
war broke out between Flat Pearl and Three Myrtle, the



I ndependent villages would be sending their tribute to Water Snake by
spring.

And |, nmy warriors, and the rest of Greenstone Can will be dead. He
|l owered his head. Hs wife and sisters, and their children, would be
taken as sl aves, the wonen forced to bear other nen's children, al
made to work in the fields, and live little better than dogs.

"Ckeus help us," he whispered. "lIsn't there some way out of this?"

Two days in a canoe were nore than enough for The Panther. Crossing

the open water of the Salt Water Bay had terrified him He' d spent the
first night on an exposed beach, half-frozen despite the small fire
that he and Sun Conch had put together. They'd canped up in the woods

| ast night, but the fierce wind had robbed them of any warnth the trees
m ght have furni shed.

Now t he slim canoe coasted through reeds, cord grass and cattails up to
alowisland. At high tide it looked like little nore than a wart in
the water.

Pant her shook his head. Way not sinply brain the girl and have this
over with? But then he'd have had to paddl e hinself back across the
bay, and, to be honest, he wasn't sure he could do it. Hs butt ached,
his joints had swollen, and every nuscle in his body had cranped.

When the canoe finally slid to a halt in the thick cord grass, Panther
gave Sun Conch a holl oweyed stare. "W're here?"

"This is where he said he'd go, Elder."
"G ve nme your hand."

Sun Conch gave hima blank | ook, as if frightened to touch him



"Ch, for the... Help ne up, girl! My joints are stuck!"

Sun Conch swal | omed hard, and pushed through the thick grass. "Sorry,
El der." She pulled Panther to his feet with a crackling of stiff
joints. The rounded canoe rocked under his feet, and Sun Conch held
himfrompitching into the swanpy mnuck.

"Here, put your arm around my shoul der, Elder."

When he did, she lifted himbodily fromthe canoe, and practically
dragged him stunbling through the water. Panther wi nced as the grass
sawed at his |legs. Each of his steps was accomnpani ed by the sucking
squi sh of the nud.

Okeus take him the girl was as strong as a boar bear! Panther's
wi thered brown lips curled into a secret snile. Maybe he'd better not
make her too nmad. She might pull his head off his shoul ders.

Sun Conch rel eased Pant her when they reached the scrubby grass on dry
| and, then stepped away and called, "H gh Fox? It's Sun Conch! 1've
brought him as | said | would!" Panther inspected the little island.
No nore than a bow shot across, it didn't even support trees,
indicating that at tines the stormsurge covered it with salt water

Pant her remarked, "There's no fresh water that | can see. Nothing to
make a fire out of except dry grass."

"I know," Sun Conch said, "that's why he's here. Who would ever cone
to look for himon this desolate island?"

"Probably the crows, vultures, and gulls after he dies of thirst or
freezes to death.”

"Hi gh Fox?" she called again. "W are here! \Were are you?"
Pant her glinpsed novenment to one side in the thick grass, and spun in

time to see a tall handsone youth rise to his feet. He carried a
nocked bow in his hands, and a



war club hung fromhis waist. H's eyes had a wild look, as if his
soul teetered on a thin bridge over terror. He wore an old deer hide
cape around his shoulders. Bits of grass and nud clung to his cold
skin. Hs hair was a tangled bl ack mass. \Were did the animal end,
and the human begi n?

"Hi gh Fox?" Sun Conch said and spread her arns. She took two steps
toward him "It's all right. This is The Panther."

"Are--are you certain?"

"Yes, of course | am Do you think I would bring anyone el se here to
your hiding place?" The young warrior wet his |lips, but he did not
| ower his bow.

Careful, old man. He's pani cked, desperate. Too frightened to think
clearly. Panther knew how brightly fear could punp in the veins, and
the way the lungs never seemed to fill. How the nerves tingled and
ti ghtened, and horrid specters lurked in the imagination. Judgment
frayed ... and finally snapped.

Afterward, only the consequences remai ned.
"l am The Panther," he said. "Sun Conch canme to ne, offered herself in
order to save you. It isn't often, young warrior, that a man your age
can command such loyalty and devotion froma girl. So | cane, at |east
this far. Now | rmust hear your story about what happened, do you
under st and?"

H gh Fox nodded, and the tension on his bowstring eased. His eyes
dulled. "I didn't kill her. | swear. Ckeus, hear me, on ny soul, |
didn't kill her."

Pant her wal ked up to the youth. "Cone, Hi gh Fox. Let's go build a
fire, and make sone warmtea. Then, we will hear your tale."

Eyes | ocked with The Panther's, H gh Fox whispered, "I |oved her. You
nmust believe nme."

Sun Conch cl anped her jaw and | ooked away, and



Pant her said, "I make you only one prom se, High Fox. I will see that
you get what you deserve. Fair enough?"

"Yes, Elder. Fair enough."
"Then cone. "

H gh Fox said, "W're a short distance fromthe cove where the
canvasback ducks winter." He turned and pointed to an inlet on the
mai nl and.

"Yes," Sun Conch agreed. "I know the place. No one lives there
because the swanps surround it. It's a good place to canp, Elder."

"Good," Panther said. "Let's go there. W will hear H gh Fox's story,
and deci de our course of action.”

Pant her sighed, knowi ng he had to get back in the canoe and endure the
ride once nore, but he'd be crab bit before he spent the night on this
poor excuse of an island.

Shell Comb wal ked down to the water's edge below Flat Pearl Village, a
smal |l pot in one hand. Night had fallen, cold and braci ng. Overhead,
patches of stars interm xed with bl ack spl otches where cl ouds bl ocked
the night sky. Behind her in the village, the dogs barked at sone
percei ved injustice, and she heard a shrill voice as one of the wonen
scol ded a child. The only other sound was the perpetual |apping of

wat er agai nst the shoreline.

She bent down and filled her pot with water. A fish splashed in the
dar kness.

She turned, nmaking her way along the famliar path that led to the
sweat | odge, a thatched structure built into the bank

A low fire burned before the door, three stones already hot in the
fire's center. She pulled the hangi ng asi de and ducked through the | ow
door way.



No nore than two paces by three across, the | ow roofed hut was built
by tightly thatching a sapling franework. A large stone, like a dul
red eye in the darkness, lay in the pit excavated centrally in the
earthen floor. To her surprise, the air billowed steam She could
just nmake out the figure in the rear of the sweat house, a big man.

"Come in," he said in his accented voice. "The heat is refreshing.”
Shell Comb seated herself and placed her pot to one side. He bent
forward, dribbling water on the dull red rock. Steam cackled and
hissed, rising in a cloud to fill the small room

She cl osed her eyes, allowi ng the penetrating heat to seep into her
pores. She shouldn't have come here, but he fascinated her, sonething
in his personality drawing her to him

"I"ve needed this," Copper Thunder confided. "It cl eanses nore than
t he body, you know. "

"Yes." She | eaned her head back, letting the npoisture bead on her
skin. "It is said that steam|eaches evil out of the soul." At |east,
she fervently hoped so.

He | aughed softly. "Onh, | doubt that. There are so nmany cracks and
crevices in the soul that evil can hide where it will. Steamit if you
wi sh, but I've known a great many w cked nmen who sweat |ike great
rivers, their souls just as black when they stop as when they start."

"And does that include you?"

"Most likely, but then, 1've never believed that pot of stewthe
priests dish out."

"I don't know what to think of you." She could feel his measuring gaze
t hrough the darkness. "Think what you will. Some of it, if not all,
m ght even be true."

She wei ghed his words, then chose to ignore them "Wy are you stil
her e?"

"To see what happens next."



"Are we just an entertai nment?"
"I wouldn't use those words."

"Then, what words would you use?"

"I am an observer." He shifted, placing |linp arns on his knees.

She i magi ned his nuscles, slack now, his skin sleek with water. Wat

would it be like to run her fingers down that smooth fl esh? Sonet hi ng
is crooked in my soul. Al of my life |I've been fascinated by strong

men. \What triggers that excitenent?

Copper Thunder said, "lI'msurprised at you. You exhibit great control
| had expected you to weep for Red Knot, to rend your soul with grief,
and pull out whol e hanks of your hair."

"Great Tayac, | amny nother's daughter. Gief is for those who have
the luxury of expressing it. My people ook to ne for |eadership. For
t he nonent, they need to see strength."

"Do you al ways contain your desires so? | had heard ot herw se." She
snoot hed the water from her face and | eaned her head back. "And what,
may | ask, did you hear?"

"That you are a hot-bl ooded woman. One

accustoned to feeding her desires."

"She gave hima challenging stare, that thrill beginning deep in the
pit of her stomach. "Life is short, ny friend. Okeus saw to that just
after the Creation. As ny daughter discovered, only the foolish ever
bet on another sunrise. Let's just say that |'ve enjoyed all | could,
taken the risks . and paid the prices."

"And if you go to war with Three Myrtle Village?"

"I would avoid that if possible.’
or do you have sonething in mnd?"

She paused. "Are you just talking,

"I always have things in ny mnd. But, for the noment, |I'mnore
interested in your thoughts. Assume you



go to war with Three Myrtle Village, what will the outcone be?"

"A splintering of the alliance anmong the | ndependent villages. Water

Snake will see his opportunity, and act. But you know all this, don't
you?" "It would seemthat you are trapped.”
"W will see our way through. But what about you? Wat do you gain?

If the alliance is broken, you've |lost a counterbal ance to the
Mamanat owi ck' s desire for northern expansion. If he controls the south
bank of the Fish River, he can turn his energies toward you."

"I ndeed he could. On the other hand, he will need to strip warriors
fromall of his holdings. That would give nme an opportunity to strike
his frontier villages. He'll be weak, bleeding hinmself in the

north."

Her mind' s eye could see it. Water Snake would | ose men. In essence,
he woul d be fighting a war on two fronts. "So, you wait like a rattler
by an eagle's nest. Only when the soaring hawk diverts the eagle's
attention do you steal his fledgling." She grinned warily. "The
problemis, the hawk nay waver, and the eagle might turn at the | ast
nmonent . "

"There are always risks,"” he said. "As you just told ne."
The faint light fromthe hot stone faded, and she could actually fee
his snmle in the darkness.

"But those who are snmart minimze their risks, Geat Tayac. Wuldn't
it have been better to create a bond with G eenstone Can, and then
wear Water Snake down? That was your original plan, wasn't it?"

"OF course.'
Knot ?"

' He paused. "So, tell ne, who do you think killed Red

She filled her lungs with the pungent steam "H gh Fox. Wo el se?"

"You didn't believe that at first--and you don't sound convi nced, even
now. "



"I don't trust Corn Hunter. Never have. It still bothers ne that his
warriors were out there." She ground her teeth, fists knotted. "His
warriors had the opportunity, didn't they?"

"They did," he answered.

"I watched you, you know. " The heat was working into her joints,
draining the tension that knotted every nuscle. "My daughter's death
didn't seemto affect you."

He shifted in the darkness, the faint light fromthe hot stone faded
now. "She was a girl, Shell Comb. Do not think my words unkind, but

I've seen two tens nore Comings of the Leaves than she had. You and

both know it was a marriage of conveni ence. Mich |ike many of yours

have been."

"You woul d prefer an ol der woman then?" Silence. Then he said
neutrally, "I mght." "Someone who thinks a great deal |ike you do?"
"It would be ... refreshing, for once in ny life." "Your other wves
haven't satisfied you?" He chuckled. "The needs of the flesh, yes.
have provided children for their |ineages."” Another pause. "Fromthe
tone in your voice, | can't help but wonder what is in your head. The
ot her wormen of narriageable age in your clan are taken."

She sniled then, safe within the cloak of darkness. "And, what if |
found you a woman? One capabl e of thinking the way you do? Wuld you
find that ... refreshing?"

"I't would depend," he said carefully. "I would have to see just what
the marriage offered." As her thoughts wapped around the idea, she
mur mured, "The future is always full of surprises.”



N ne

The fire crackl ed and spat flanes under the nist of freezing rain that
drifted down fromthe low clouds, icing the trees and | eaf mat. Were
t he ground was exposed, footing was treacherous.

A pot of fish boiled on the flames, the aroma enough to send pangs into
The Panther's stonach. Boiled fish, while no great culinary delight,
was still food and fuel for a cold night.

The Pant her cocked a grizzled eyebrow at the heavens and huffed his
disgust in a frosty breath. The chill ate at his bones, and he
couldn't seemto get close enough to the fire to stay warm

Across fromhim H gh Fox |ooked just as niserable, holloweyed, as if
part of his soul had been stolen. Panther studied him If he was

truly innocent, that m ght indeed be the case. A person didn't recover
fromsuch a thing, at |east never conpletely. Years from now, Hi gh Fox
woul d quiver in his dreans, wongly accused, being dragged to his
execution, protesting his innocence. What nore horrible nightmare was
t here?

To his right, Sun Conch sat hunched in her feather cape, wet hair
fram ng her round face and | arge dark eyes. Water dripped from her
short beak of a nose. She should at least reflect a little optimnism
After all, The Panther was here to hear her friend s explanation of
what happened.

"I pronounce the fish done," Panther growed. "If |



don't eat, and right now, you'll find out just how cranky | can
get."

"I thought 1'd seen it in the canoe,” Sun Conch said, as she reached
for wooden tongs. "You nean you can get worse?"

Panther slitted an eye. "Don't press me, girl."

Sun Conch swal | omed hard, nurmured, "Never," and plucked the six boiled
mullet fromthe water. She laid themout on sections of bark and

handed the first two to Panther. The second hel ping went to H gh Fox,
and Pant her exanmined their faces as the young man took the bark plate
from her hands. Sun Conch's eyes brinmed with |love. In response, High
Fox clanped his jaw and tried to snile

Pant her bl ew on his fish to cool them and began picking his dinner
apart. As he chewed the succul ent white nmeat, he wei ghed the young
man's actions. He ate listlessly, eyes on the food. Nothing in his
manner seened to exude either guilt or innocence.

"Hi gh Fox," Panther said through a mouthful. "It's tine to hear your
story. Sun Conch went to great risk to bring me here. Did you kil
this girl?"

"No. | already told you."

"Look at nme. That's it. Eye to eye. | want to see your soul as you
talk."

H gh Fox raised his wounded brown eyes and said, | didn't kill Red
Knot. She was ... she ..." He shook his head. "She was dead when
found her."

"Tell me, boy. Fromthe beginning."

H gh Fox poked at his fish. "She didn't want him"

"Who?" "Copper Thunder. He frightened her, repul sed her. She told ne
that the thought of himtouching her was |ike having a snake craw

across her skin."

"Did she tell Hunting Hawk and Shell Comb how she felt?"



H gh Fox shook his head. "A woman in that fam |y woul d never dare.
Hunting Hawk is the Weroansqua, and Shell Conb, she's just as powerful
in her way. In Three Myrtle Village, when they tell stories about
Shell Comb or Hunting Hawk, they whisper. People fear those wonen."

"Because they are evil?" Panther plucked up another piece of flaky
white neat and popped it into his nouth.

"Not |ike sorcerers or witches ..." Hi gh Fox paused and gl anced up, as

if fearing he m ght have of fended Panther, then continued, "It's just
that no one crosses them They wield a great deal of authority." He
rai sed his head slightly. "I heard ny father, Black Spike, say that

when Hunting Hawk cl apped her hands, even the thunder quaked in the
clouds. It was like a joke, but not really. Do you understand?"

"I think I do." Panther stripped the bones of the first mullet,
flipped theminto the fire, and started in on the second. "And when
did you first nmeet this Red Knot?"

"I guess, well, we've always known each other. We grew up in allied
villages. W played when we were little." He glanced away, fidgeting.
"Then thi ngs changed."

"When?"

"Last... last summer."

"@ull dung, boy, look me in the eyes." Wen Hi gh Fox did, he |ooked as
guilty as Okeus after the Creation. "Spill it, boy. R ght now How
di d thi ngs change?"

H gh Fox tensed, his hands suddenly as active as ants with nowhere to
go. "Just changed. You know. Like a man and worman. Not a boy and

girl. We--we | ooked at each other differently."

Pant her nuttered dryly, "That happens between nen and wonen." , "I
swear, | never touched her!" H gh Fox blurted.

Pant her's brows arched. "I ndeed."



"He didn't, Elder!" Sun Conch came to Hi gh Fox's defense. "I tried

to get himto ... when I--1 asked himto run away with nme ..." The
words faded, and she | owered her gaze to the snoking fire. H gh Fox
had squeezed his eyes closed, as if in pain. Sun Conch glanced at him
and added, "He wouldn't have dared, Elder. It would have cost himhis
life, and he knew it."

Wt hout nolars, Panther had to use his worn front teeth to chew his
fish. Wiile he did, he nmulled over what they'd just told himabout
their own difficulties. "So, Red Knot was promi sed to Copper Thunder
but didn't Iike himand woul dn't conpl ain about the marriage to her
not her or grandnot her, correct?"

"That's right."
"Well then, what were you going to do about it?"

"I was going to take her away. After the dance. She was supposed to
nmeet ne at Oyster Shell Landing at dawn."

"When did you tell her to do this?"
"I didn't... it was her idea."

Pant her pointed with a hard finger. "You're a liar, boy. I won't be
lied to." He glanced at Sun Conch, who sat watching with her whole
heart in her eyes. "l've given hima hearing. He had his chance."

"No! Wait!" Hi gh Fox started forward, arms spread. "All right. It
was me. | told her to neet ne at Oyster Shell Landing."

Pant her picked at his fish for a nonent, allow ng the boy's tension to
rise. "Then why did you lie to ne?"

"Because." Hi gh Fox slapped his legs. "It |ooks bad. As if | put her
up to it inthe first place. If a warrior would tenpt a young wonan to
i gnore her responsibilities, what else mght he do? At least, that's
how Hunting Hawk would look at it." "Boy, tell me everything. | don't
want any lies, you hear?"



When Hi gh Fox's shoul ders sl umped, Sun Conch reached out to lay a
reassuring hand on his arm They gazed at each other for a long
nmonent; then she whispered, "Are you all right? You look ill."

"Tired," he whispered. "I'mso tired. |'ve barely slept since you
left.”

She squeezed his arm and turned back to Panther. "He's worn out,
El der. Perhaps we could hurry this along. H gh Fox--"

"Has to answer ny questions, girl. First, he has to tell me howthis
was supposed to work."

H gh Fox let out a halting breath. "Red Knot was finishing the | ast of
her dances, and saw nme slip away fromthe fire. It took awhile, but
then she came to our place and--"

"Your place?"

"On the sandy beach, just down fromthe canoe |anding. W net there a
lot."

"And that's when you asked her to run off with you?"

"Yes. W didn't have much tine, you see. | told her I'd paddl e around
t he neck, meet her at dawn at Oyster Shell Landing. W'd have a good
solid day's head start, and even then, Nine Killer's warriors woul dn't
know whi ch direction to | ook."

"And she agreed to this? Just |like that?"

"She was desperate. | swear it. Anything to keep from marryi ng Copper
Thunder. She told me she'd be there, right at dawmn. O as soon as she
could slip away. She hugged ne, and then she ran back toward the
village. That was the last tinme | saw her alive." H gh Fox rubbed his
face with a nervous hand, staring back at that tine and place. Sun
Conch shivered, wiping at a trickle of cold water that seeped out of
her soaked cape.

Pant her said, "Wat did you do next?"

H gh Fox straightened. "I nmade nmy way back to the



canoe | andi ng, found ny boat, and shoved it out into the water. After
that | paddl ed all night, making ny way around the neck. | |anded at
Oyster Shell Landing just before dawn. | guess | was tired... fel
asleep until sonetime just after dawn."

"Did you tell anyone you were doing this? Even contenplating it?"

"No, Elder, I..." He paused and gl anced at Sun Conch. "I told Sun
Conch. But she's the only one. And | don't think Red Knot woul d have
sai d anything. She wasn't that kind." "But if she had told soneone,

coul d you guess who?"

"Maybe Quick Fawn. They were best friends. She's a little younger
than Red Knot was."

"A chatter nouth?"
"No. Not really." He shrugged. "I don't know. |If she was, | never

knew it. | just thought she was sort of-well, you know, a pest. Al ways
foll ow ng us around when we wanted to be al one."

"I see. Very well, so you're at the landing, asleep in the boat..."
"That's right. | woke up and, um | don't know, maybe the sun was a
hand or two above the horizon. It was cloudy, so | couldn't really
tell. The fog had risen, | know that. | was cold, so | paced up and
down the | anding, waiting, being nervous. | nean, |'d never done
anything like this before, and a person starts thinking, you know,
about what you're doing, and just where you will go and how you'll

live. It's one thing to run off, another to find a place where you can
survive."

Pant her cocked an eyebrow. "Did you think about backing out?"
H gh Fox shook his head resolutely. "I was Red Knot's |ast chance.

Copper Thunder was there, in Flat Pearl Village. She was supposed to
| eave with himthat day. W had to go."



"And when did Red Knot arrive?"

"She didn't." Hi gh Fox ground his teeth, a hardness in his eyes. "It
was getting late and | couldn't help it, | started up the ridge, just
to see if she was coning. | had this bad feeling, |like we were in
trouble. If she'd been seen, followed, |I had to know, so | could fix
it, you understand?" "Yes." "Well, | clinbed up that high ridge, and
al nrost wal ked past her. She'd ... she'd been dragged off to one side,
and just left there in a hollow behind this old hickory tree." He
hesitated, his breathing strained. "As Okeus hears ny words, she was
just spraw ed there. Broken . my pretty girl ... all broken. Like .
i ke something di scarded.”

"Hi gh Fox, what did you do? Touch her? Try to save her, what?"

"I wi ped sonme of the blood off, thinking, hoping it was sone silly

gane. Atrick to make me worry. But the blood .. . fire and
lightning, the blood ..." He lifted his right hand, |ooking at it as
if the skin were stained. "Her blood. It was so cold ... all through
her hair."

"Did you try to rouse her? To see if she was just injured?"

H gh Fox shook his head. "She was dead, Elder. No doubt about it. Her
eyes were hal f-open--and had | eaves in them"

"So she was dead. How was the body? Show nme. Get down on the
ground. "

H gh Fox did, sprawing with his I eg up, one armout thrust and
slightly curled. "Like this. The bl ood was all over the left side of
her head, and sone had trickled down her face. Like this." He traced
al ong the curve of his cheek

"And was there anything wi th her?"



"No. Nothing that | saw. " H gh Fox stood and returned to the fire,

reaching out to the flames with trenbling hands. "I didn't stay very
long. | just turned and ran. I--1 .. ." He winced. "I ran into a

man on the trail. Flat Wllow. He was hal fway down the slope. | told
him. well, | think | said ny father wanted nme. | don't know |

don't remenber. | was scared like |'d never been scared before. So

hurried back to ny boat and shoved off. Then |I paddled like a madman
for hone."

Panther lifted his brows. "I thought you stowed your canoe in sone
brush and sneaked up to the village to hear the tal k?"

"Ch, yes," he said, and jerked a nod. "I did do that. It was
afterward that | paddled for hone." "And that's all there is to it?"
H gh Fox nodded. "I swear it, Elder. | didn't kill her-and I don't

know who did. Maybe Flat WIlow He was out there. He was the only
person | saw.'

The Panther stared into those haunted eyes, and steepled his fingers.
"You know, you're in a fix, boy. | can guess how Hunting Hawk and
Fl at Pearl Village are thinking. Not only were you running off wth

t heir woman--a wonan prom sed to Copper Thunder--but you were seen
running fromthe place where they found her murdered."

"Yes, | know." He stared at his hand again. "And | renenber Fl at
W1l ow asking ne about ny hand. | told himl'd cut it."

"And why did you do that?"

"Because Red Knot's blood was all over it.

Sun Conch added wood to the fire, and Pant her watched the flanes |ick
around it. If High Fox wanted to save a | ot of people a |ot of
trouble, he'd cut his own throat right now.

Bat droppings, that's howit's going to end anyway. Wo'd believe the
boy didn't do it? I"'mnot even sure | believe he didn't.



"And all | have is your word that you didn't kill her?" Panther
asked.

"What else is there?" Hi gh Fox asked. "Maybe | was wong to tell her
I'd take her away, but | didit. And | think I1'd do it again." He

cl osed his eyes, shaking his head. "By the dark god, all we wanted was
a chance. Is that too nuch to ask?"

"Sonetines, boy, it is." Panther sighed, and tucked his bl anket
tighter. "Well, let me sleep onit. I'll give you nmy answer in the
nor ni ng. "

As Panther curled up in his blanket beside the fire, he saw Hi gh Fox
take Sun Conch's hand and | ead her a short distance away. Panther
slitted one eye, watching them

H gh Fox stopped at the edge of the swanp, released Sun Conch's hand,
and folded his arms tightly across his broad chest. Yell ow eyes
sparkl ed on the far side of the reeds, and Sun Conch saw a big wol f
slink away into the darkness. She watched until it vani shed, and put a
gentl e hand on Hi gh Fox's shoul der

"What is it?" she asked. "What's wong?"

"He doesn't believe ne," Hi gh Fox whispered. "I could see it on his
face, he thinks I--1..."

"No, he doesn't. You're imagining it. The Panther said he needed tine
to think about what you'd told him If he'd already decided your fate,
do you think he'd still be here?"

H gh Fox gestured anxiously, then pulled Sun Conch into his arns, and
pressed her face tightly against his shoulder. "In the name of Okeus,
| don't know what to believe. What am | going to do?"

The freezing nmist seemed to draw cl oser, wapping



themin icy folds, and she felt his lungs nmoving in and out in shallow
breaths. Sun Conch slipped her arns around his waist. "You are tired,
H gh Fox. You need to rest. WIIl you sleep better if |I stand guard
over you?"

She felt his hand novi ng down her back, and she could feel its warnth
t hrough her cape. The sound of his voice, his touch, skillfully opened
doors she had tried very hard to close forever. Behind those doors |ay
the joy and warnth of their chil dhood together. A sad |onging for them
swel l ed her heart.

He pressed his face against her hair, and murnured, "Thank you for
bringing him Sun Conch. No one el se woul d have been brave enough. |'m
not even certain | would have been."

She lifted her head and saw grief in his eyes, grief that he kept under
tight rein. She saw other things as well, the fear that choked him

and a desperation that verged on insanity. "I |ove you, H gh Fox.

woul d do anything for you."

A shiver clinbed his spine, and his hands slid down her arnms. "Sun
Conch?" he said in a | ow hoarse voice. "Tell ne about this old man.
You have spent a few days with him What do you know of hin? Can we
trust hinP"

"What you're really asking me is if he's a witch, aren't you?"
"Yes. That's what |'m asking."

"I'"ve seen nothing to prove it. But | don't think it matters. So |ong
as everyone thinks he's a witch, his words will have Power."

H gh Fox nodded. "That's true. | just wish I knew if he thinks |I'm
i nnocent or--"

Sun Conch interrupted, "He will tell you in the morning, and if he
decides to try and prove your innocence, you will need to be rested."
A fragile smle touched his Iips. "Do you renenber



when you had seen ten Com ngs of the Leaves," he said, and the sadness
in his voice seened to cast a spell over her. She could hear his

carel ess laughter echoing fromthose | ong-ago days, and see his face
shining for her, and her alone, as they ran deer trails, chasing each
other through the forest. A tide of happi ness swept through Sun

Conch.

She rested her head against his shoul der, and said, "Yes. |
remenber. "

He lifted her chin to nake her |l ook into his eyes, and the bright
beauty of the nmonment was gone. Despair lay in every line of his face.
"I never realized then how much | cared for you. | just knew you were
the only one | could talk to. And you still are. Thank you. Thank

you for always being there for ne."

Sun Conch | ooked at himthrough blurry eyes. "I always will be."

He bent toward her, and she thought for a nmoment he m ght kiss her, but
a tremor ran through his arms, and he rel eased her and backed away.
"You---you don't need to stand guard,"” he said. "You are as tired as |
am 1'Il be fine."

"I want to be certain of that," Sun Conch said as she reached beneath
her feathered cape, untied his war club fromher belt, and drew it out.
"Why don't you roll up in your blanket beside the fire. 1'll watch
fromhere, where the shadows will hide ne. Go on, now. You need to
sleep well, High Fox, so that you will be able to think straight

t onmor r ow. "

H gh Fox took her hand and held it a nmonment, then walked to the fire.

After High Fox had rolled in his blanket, and had begun snoring softly,
The Pant her raised his head to | ook at Sun Conch. She saw synpathy in
his faded ol d eyes. Was it directed at her, or Hi gh Fox, or, perhaps,
both of then®



She sucked in a breath of frigid mst, spread her feet, and laid her
war club over her shoul der, preparing for the |ong night ahead.

Nine Killer sat at the mddle fire of his sister Rosebud' s | ong house
He cupped a forgotten shell half-full of |ukewarmtea. He had cone

here to discipline his young nephew, Two Birds, for talking back to his
nmot her. That was the way of a matrilineage: a man raised his sister's
children, for they were clan and fanmily. His own children bel onged to
his wife, Wiite Star. Since White Star belonged to Sun Shell d an, her
ol der brother, Half Mon, was responsible for the discipline and
training of the children

Nine Killer had grabbed the little boy by the shoul ders, sat hi m down,
and glared into his little black eyes, telling himjust how a man of

t he Peopl e behaved, and all the terrible things he'd do to the boy if
he didn't straighten up

"Now," Nine Killer finished, "if | ever hear you've raised your voice
to your nother again, |I'mgoing to pack you up and send you off to The
Pant her! You hear me? He eats little boys, and then he curses their
bones, and grinds them up. Then he | eaves them around where his

enem es can find them Those bones nmake bad peopl e bl eed through their
ears until they're dead. Hear nme?"

Two Birds had swal |l owed hard and nodded soberly, his eyes hal f bugged
out fromhis face

"A bit dramatic, don't you think?" Rosebud had asked dryly after the
tot had fled for his favorite toy, a corn husk doll, and the safer
conpany of his big sister Wite Oter



Rosebud was a sturdy woman of two tens and ei ght years. She generally
wore her hair long, in a single braid that hung down her back. Her
face was round, given to a generous nouth and a broad, straight nose.
She went about life with a sense of conpetent efficiency that N ne
Killer had always admired. Her nost notable trait was her eyes, brown
as berries, but with a depth that Nine Killer had never been able to
fathom When she | ooked at him she had that know ng | ook, as if
possessed of some deeper understanding of life that had el uded N ne
Killer. It drove himhalf mad. Wen he asked her about things, she
didn't seemany w ser than he, but, Ckeus take him she still | ooked
i ke she knew.

Rosebud' s once-narrow wai st had thi ckened, and after five children her
hi gh breasts had begun to sag. She had just divorced her |ast husband,
a man from Oyster Inlet, and was now swearing she'd never narry

agai n.

As he sat by the popping fire, some portion of his m nd was aware of
the worried | ooks Rosebud and her family were giving him Earlier, he
had shrugged off their thinly veiled questi ons about what was going to
happen next. Now the cl osest of them sat a respectful pace away, as if
the di stance would grant hima solution to this terrible nmess.

The fire spat sparks as the danp wood snol dered in defiance of the
freezing drizzl e beyond the I ong house walls, its heat as futile as the
options loonming in his future. How could he possibly take H gh Fox
fromThree Myrtle Village? He woul d be maki ng war on old friends,

rel atives, and people he genuinely Iiked and respected.

The nmonent the first arrow was rel eased, no matter what the outcone of
the battle, the damage to the alliance would be irreparable.
Cenerations of trust would be severed as if cut by a sharp shel

knife.

Nine Killer absently turned the cup in his hands, his



soul 's eye focusing on his friends at Three Myrtle Village, the raids
shared, the battles fought, the camaraderie they'd enjoyed. Wth each
recol l ection, the sensation of enptiness swelled.

The hangi ng pul |l ed back fromthe door, and he glanced up to see Hunting
Hawk' s hunched figure duck awkwardly through, bal anced on her sassafras
cane. The old woman strai ghtened, w nced, and hobbl ed forward.

Tension rippled through the people, their postures straightening. Fists
tightened on kirtles and bodies shifted uneasily as they glanced back
and forth.

"M serabl e night out there," Hunting Hawk said by way of greeting.
"Freezing rain. Foul stuff. You'd think it would have a care for old
worren |ike ne who can't afford to take a spill. Wiy, if | fall down,
every bone in nmy body will snap.”

Rosebud stood hesitantly. "G eetings, Wroansqua. Can we get
somet hing for you? A cup of tea perhaps?"

"Yes, that would be fine." Hunting Hawk stopped before Nine Killer
The War Chief stood and nodded a respectful greeting.

Okeus himsel f m ght have just wal ked into the room the way people
fidgeted in the attenpt to | ook at ease.

If Hunting Hawk noticed, she betrayed no awareness.
"Be seated,” Nine Killer offered.

Braced on her sassafras cane, Hunting Hawk eased herself down with a
crackling of joints and sighed.

Rosebud appeared flustered; she al nost dropped the ceram c cup she used
to dip warmtea froma pot on the cooking fire. She extended it to
Hunti ng Hawk with anxi ous hands.

Hunti ng Hawk si pped the tea and nodded politely. "Thank you." She
rai sed an eyebrow. "War Chief, | was wondering if we could tal k?" "If
you'll excuse us." Rosebud shot a gl ance at her



famly. "I think we'll take this opportunity to pay a visit to cousin
Yel l ow Net." Like a flushed covey of quail, the children scuttled for
t he doorway and the stormy night.

Hunti ng Hawk's preoccupation kept her from noticing the panicked
retreat. In the ensuing silence, the old wonan turned her broodi ng
eyes on the fire; her withered brown |ips pursed as she watched the
flames slowy win the battle with the danmp wood

Finally, Nine Killer asked, "What did you need to see ne about,
Wer oansqua?"

"Abit formal, are we? "Wroansqua'? And just the two of us al one?"
Nine Killer shrugged as he gave her a wary scrutiny.

She took a drink fromthe tea and w ped her lips with the corner of her
soft deerskin mantle. "I need to hear your thoughts, War Chief. If we
decide to go to Three Myrtle and retrieve this H gh Fox, what are our
options?"

Nine Killer ran a hand over the back of his neck, trying to massage the
frustration out of his knotted nuscl es.

"What options are there? If we

go after the boy, Three Myrtle will fight to protect him Black Spike
made that clear."”

"Can you w n?"
Nine Killer couldn't help it. He laughed. "Wn, Elder? If | can take

Three Myrtle, defeat Black Spike's warriors, and capture the boy, wll
we have won? If | attack and they beat us back, or fight us to a

stalemate, will we have won? No matter the outconme of the warfare, the
results will be the same." He met her hard gaze squarely. "The
alliance will be destroyed, fragmented as conpletely as if you'd

smacked a dry wal nut with a stone-headed hamer."

"Some things can't be avoided." Hunting Hawk nade



a sour face. "lI'mtrapped, War Chief, like a squirrel in a cage.

keep reaching out through the gaps to claw a way out, but | can't find
the latch string. Had it been any young woman but Red Knot, | could

wi ggle us out of this ness."

" Ch?"
She smled crookedly. "OF course. | could put alittle pressure on

the aggrieved famly, negotiate a deal with the culprit's clan, and

i npose a fine. | might have to surreptitiously funnel a couple of
canoe | oads of corn, copper, and puccoon to one side or the other, but
| could buy off both parties and reach a conprom se. | could have done

it thistine if Red Knot was nmarryi ng anyone but Copper Thunder, but |
can't make a quiet fix of this. Not with Copper Thunder in the mddle
of it, and Water Snake out in the woods schem ng agai nst ne."

"No, you can't." Nine Killer stared down into his tea. "Red Knot's
death has created a crack in our alliance. At first opportunity,
someone is going to wedge in a digging stick, and pry us apart." "I
think that will happen anyway." She pulled at the wattle of skin
hangi ng under her chin. "I'mnot accustoned to seeing this dullness in
your eyes. You don't | ook excited about this raid on Three Myrtle."

"El der, before | was Bl ackened and killed, | dreamed of being a
warrior. And since | becanme a man, |'ve dedicated nyself to my clan
and ny people.”

"And very successfully, too.

"But for the first time, | wonder who | amfighting. Were is the
eneny? These men |'ve shared the war trail with? The ones |'ve stood
shoul der to shoulder with in battle agai nst the Mamanat ow ck's
warriors? The ones who covered nmy back when we drove of f Conoy

rai ders?" "The very same. Things change, War Chief."

Why was she here? Hunting Hawk al ways had ulterior



nmotives. This was nore than her seeking her War Chief's opinion. She
was probing, |ooking for something.

Nine Killer shifted uneasily. "And if | raid Three Myrtle, what have |
protected? Have | saved any lives? Have | defended any territory? Is
t he Water Snake weakened? |Is Stone Frog?"

"This isn't about those things." Hunting Hawk sipped her tea and
studi ed himthoughtfully.

He knew that cunning | ook. She was hiding sonething. "Then what is it
about? dory? Honor? | feel a warrior's pride when | stand over a
defeated eneny. | don't think | will feel that way when | stand over
my cousin's bleeding body in Three Myrtle Village. | won't see it when
| look into the wonen's eyes, and see them weeping for men | knew, and
respected. So much for courage, and skill."

"I could alnost think you didn't believe that H gh Fox was the killer
I s that what makes you hesitate?"

"\Weroansqua, | have to be honest; too many questions about the girl's
death are unanswered. Sonething about all of this isn't right."

"Exactly what isn't right? You ve heard Flat WIllow s account of what
happened. Could it be any nore obvi ous?"

"No, but, well..." He frowned, trying to put it into words. "l've got
a stirring in my gut that we're mssing sonething, sonme bit of
information that would nmake it all understandable.”

"And |' m supposed to trust your gut?"

He shrugged and gl anced away. "It's the best | can give you for the
monent . " "Wbuld you prefer that |I find sonmeone else to lead this

rai d?" Her hard black eyes bored into himto read the secrets of his
soul . Was she digging for weakness? "No, Wroansqua. | amthe War
Chief of Flat Pearl Village. A man doesn't



have to enjoy a duty to do it well. If this thing can be

acconpl i shed, no one is nore capable of it than | am If it is to be
attenpted, it rmust be done as efficiently, quickly, and cleanly as
possible. W can't afford m stakes that would turn a bad situation

into a disaster. The best we can hope for is to strike like I|ightning,
grab the boy, and be gone with the | east anount of damage done to Three
Mrtle Village and its defenders.”

"Keep the anger and resentnent to a m ni mun?" Hunting Hawk's
guesti oni ng eyebrow rearranged her winkles. "That, War Chief, m ght

be our only hope. If you can enter, seize Hi gh Fox, and nake your
escape without killing too many, we m ght be able to reach a conpromni se
inthe aftermath. The trick is not to stir them up beyond the point
where we can repair the damage."

"To do so," Nine Killer whispered softly, "will take a mracle. W'd
best pray that Okeus sleeps late on that day."

"You'd do al nost anything to avoid this, wouldn't you?"

"Whul dn't you? You know the risks."

"To be sure, Var Chief. Find ne

a clean way out, and I'll take it. | swear by Ckeus." She drank the
| ast of her tea, and waved him off when he tried to help her to her
feet. She made a face as she straightened her back and said, "Sleep
wel |, War Chief. Dream of ways to make this raid work. | want that
boy, and w thout too nuch bl oodshed. "

She gave hima curt nod, and pottered off toward the door, her
sassafras cane making a ticking sound as it tapped the packed dirt
fl oor.

After she'd stepped outside, Nine Killer stared after her, a frown
lining his forehead. He could imagine her out in the night, her figure
hunched in the m sty darkness, crossing the village in her shanbling
wal k- -1i ke a spider creeping along a deadly web.



Morrents | ater, Rosebud's head peered in through the doorway.

"Is it all right?"

"No, sister. It is not. | fear Ckeus is laughing at us this night."
Ten

The cold wi nd bl owi ng down fromthe northwest sent white-capped waves
scudding into the narrows of Three Myrtle Inlet. The water had a

sull en green appearance, as if resentful of anything warm and alive.
Undercut roots resisted its pounding, struggling to protect the fragile
soil .

Low gray clouds billowed in the southeast. If anything, they nmade the
Wi nt er-bare branches appear nore bl eak and questi ng.

Threads of m st blew over the palisade around Three Myrtle Vill age,
noi steni ng the weat hered posts until they gl eamed. The thatched I ong
houses too, were mi st darkened and dreary. Curls of blue snoke eddi ed
al ong the curves of roofs before being torn away by the w nd.

This was no day for travel. A |lone canoe bobbed and ducked, riding the
choppy waves toward the village canoe |anding. The solitary paddler
had a cloth bl anket wapped over his feathered cl oak, and his head was
covered with a beaver skin cap. Fromtine to tine, he'd rest his
paddl e across the gunwal es and use a conch shell cup to bail out the
wat er that shipped over the gunwal es. Then he would return to the
struggle, driving his boat toward the |landing' s |lines of beached
canoes.



As the bow of his dugout slid onto the sand, a cry went up fromthe
village. By the time the travel er sl oshed ashore and pulled his slim
canoe up the beach, several nen had trotted out from Three Myrtle
Village, bows strung and arrows drawn.

The travel er raised his hands, and cried, "I conme with inportant news
for Black Spike!"

Bl ack Spi ke stepped out fromthe overlapping gate in the palisade, a

bl anket tucked to his chest. "I am Bl ack Spi ke, Wroance of Three
Mrtle. Who ... Stone Cob? Is that you?"
"It is ne, Weroance. | conme with news!"

Bl ack Spi ke stopped short, head cocked. "Wat news would the
lieutenant of Nine Killer bring ne?"

Stone Cob held his enpty hands out to Black Spike. "Nine Killer's

i eutenant brings you nothing; but Stone Cob, son of Blue Fish, of the
Star Crab Clan, cones to warn you that Nine Killer is assenbling
warriors at this very nonment to raid Three Myrtle Village."

Muttered curses broke out fromthe nen surroundi ng Bl ack Spi ke. The
Weroance raised a hand to still them "Very well, we are warned, Stone
Cob. What of you? Why are you here?"

"My nother, ny sisters, and brother live in Three Myrtle Village. No
matter what |'ve sworn to Hunting Hawk, or to Nine Killer, | cannot
make war against ny kin."

"And what does Nine Killer plan?"

"He neans to attack you by surprise. He seeks to acconplish by stealth
and audacity what force of arns mght fail to do. He hopes to strike
in the hour before dawn, capture H gh Fox, and escape."

"And when we resist?"
"He hopes to be gone before you can organi ze a resistance. He would do

this without killing anyone if he could." Stone Cob gl anced uneasily
at the trees that



hugged the inlet's northern bank. They lay little nore than a bow
shot fromthe village's palisade. "He has told his warriors to | and
there in the nmddle of the night. As long as the wind is right, it
will carry the scent away fromthe vill age dogs."

"I see." Black Spike scowed at the dripping trees. "Wll, we can
prepare for Nine Killer's attack." He glanced back. Then, aml to
believe you will join us? Fight against Flat Pearl Village's
warriors?"

Stone Cob shook his head. "No, great Wroance. If it neans nmy life,
"Il never raise a hand against Nine Killer. He saved ny hide nore
than once. Just as | cannot be party to the nurder of ny famly and
clan, | cannot carry weapons agai nst ny War Chief." "Then what will
you do?" Bl ack Spi ke asked.

Stone Cob raised his hands in futility. "I don't know, Weroance. Just
be warned that Nine Killer's attack is immnent. Wth that, | wll
take nmy | eave. Perhaps when this is all over I will--"

"Ch, no you won't, Stone Cob." Black Spi ke made a gesture with his
hand. I medi ately, two warriors |eapt forward, war clubs ready.

"What does this mean?" Stone Cob demanded angrily.

"It neans that you might be here to mslead ne. Wat kind of fool are
you? Do you seriously think 1'd just allow you to | eave? To do what ?
Go back and report to Nine Killer that we are ready and waiting for

hi nP"

Stone Cob took a deep breath, and stared at the soaked sand beneath his
feet. "Are sense and honor gone fromthe worl d?"

"Bind himup," Black Spike ordered. "Then prepare! Nine Killer wll
cone by water, seek to land his warriors in the trees in the night."

A warrior asked, "What if Stone Cob told us lies? Wiat if Nine Killer
cuts across to the south, approaches through the fields?"



"We' || prepare for that, too." Black Spi ke studied Stone Cob through
hal f-1i dded eyes as the warrior's hands were bound. "And if that's the

case, we'll know that the honorable Stone Cob was sent as a spy to
m sl ead us. Were | to discover that to be true, 1'd bash his brains
out nyself."

Bl ack Spi ke turned on his heel and strode back into the palisade. The
warriors shoved Stone Cob after him

Nine Killer could al nost believe that Ckeus had been agai nst him from
the very beginning of this raid. He'd been able to nmuster | ess than
hal f of his warriors, the others gone mnysteriously missing. Mst were
reportedly "out hunting." Then, just after they' d discussed the plan
of attack, Stone Cob had di sappeared. Stone Cob, of all people!

No sooner had Nine Killer launched his little fleet to paddl e down to
Three Myrtle Inlet than the weather had turned blustery, and then
downri ght niserable. Two of his canoes had swanped, the warriors

swi mmi ng their sodden boats to the safety of the shore before dumping
them out and re | aunching

Wet, miserable, and shivering, they watched the night sky as the msty
rain turned into slushy snow.

Wth his unerring sense of direction, Nine Killer had led themto the
trees just north of Three Myrtle Village. Here, they huddled in the

dar kness, soaked to the bone, teeth chattering fromcold, as dispirited
as any band of raiders he'd ever |ed.

"What do you think?" Flying Weir asked as they crouched in the | ee of
an ash tree and peered out into the darkness toward Three Myrtle
Vil | age.

Nine Killer wiped water fromhis nunb face and squi nted toward where he
knew t he pal i sade stood. "I



don't hear a thing. Only a mad idiot would be out in weather |ike
this. Perhaps, after all we've been through, this weather is a
bl essi ng. "

"A bl essing?" Flying Weir wrung out the fringes of his shirt, the
soppi ng | eather squishing in his hands. "My balls are sucked up so
tight with cold that | have trouble swall ow ng."

"Well, | guess if you're the sort of man who swallows through his
balls, you might not understand a bl essing when you had one.™

Anot her gust of wind blewin, spattering themw th chill droplets. N ne
Killer crouched down, w ncing as the wi nd whi pped off toward Three
Mirtle Village.

He cocked his head. A nagging hesitation crawl ed around in his gut,
trying to tell himsonething.

He searched the sky for any hint of light. Just how | ong did he have
until dawn? The weat her worked agai nst the defenders of Three Myrtle
Village, but it also worked against his raiders. Wen Nine Killer's
party rushed forward, they had to be able to see their objective,
negoti ate the palisade gate, find H gh Fox--in Black Spike's G eat
House, no doubt--and then retreat to the canoes without getting |ost.
The one thing he couldn't afford was bunbling around in the dark

He couldn't hel p but think about how terribly dark it was. "Al
right," he growmed at Flying Weir. "This wind is conming fromthe
north, blow ng right down our backs and toward the village. That w |
give us our direction. As | remenber it, it's no nmore than a bow shot

to the palisade. | want everyone to join hands. That way we can't be
separated. I'Il lead. At the palisade, we'll feel our way around to
the gate and wait until it's just |ight enough to see. Then we can
rush them"

"Right," Flying Weir muttered. He didn't sound convi nced, but he
passed the orders on

"Let's go." Nine Killer took Flying Wir's hand and



stood, starting off into the murky night, feeling with his feet. The
dar kness pressed down on him as if to smother his very soul. He could
feel Flying Weir shivering; his own body shook so hard his teeth

rattl ed.

Step by step they proceeded, worry building in Nine Killer's gut. \Wat
was it? There wasn't sonme ditch out here, was there? No, nothing he
coul d renenber.

In the back of his mnd, an image fornmed, a nenory of a summrer day not
so |l ong ago: three |aughing children chasing around with a pack of

bar ki ng dogs. They'd been running back and forth across these flats,
pl ayi ng stick and-ball shinny, the dogs barking and barking ... "Hold
up!™ Nine Killer hissed, squeezing Flying Wir's hand.

n \Mat ?u

Nine Killer cocked his head, realizing just what had upset him The
wind ... right down our backs, and not a dog barking at our scent."

"Maybe the dogs are inside?" Flying Weir had lifted a shoul der agai nst
the pelting fl akes of snow.

Nine Killer could sense the unease anong his wet warriors. His fears
had carried all down the line. "Think, Flying Weir. You know Bl ack
Spi ke. He's expecting sonmething Iike this. Wuld he take the dogs
in?"

"Iy uh ... no. He wouldn't. Not the sanme man who fought w th us
agai nst Water Snake.™"

Nine Killer chewed his lip. Acold trickle of water ran down the side
of his head, and along his neck. "It's a trap," he deci ded. "Someone
is muzzling those dogs. Turn around. Have the last nman find our way
back into the trees. W're going to have to do sonmething different."
"Are you sure? If we--"

"He's waiting for us! If we go in there, we're going to be cut off,
boxed, and shot down like the silly quail we are! Now, - move!"



Nine Killer could feel his warriors' spirits sagging, any | ast
optimsmdraining away |ike the water that streaned down their
clay-cold flesh

The chance of quick surprise had el uded him The chance to use stealth
was gone. All that remai ned was sheer brute force. An attack agai nst

a fortified eneny. And Ckeus coul d skewer Nine Killer's soul with
stingray barbs before he'd waste lives like that. No, the best course
was to withdraw before first |ight, paddl e southeast along the coast,
and try a cross-country approach to regain the advant age.

It was only after they'd entered the little copse of trees that Nine
Killer heard the anxi ous whispers of his nmen. At the urgency in their
voi ces, he hurried forward, tripping over roots, demanding, "Wat's
wr ong?"

"The canoes,"” Split Rattl esnake called hoarsely. "They're gone!
Soneone has taken them "

Nine Killer felt around on the shore, his fingers tracing the snmooth
tracks in the nud where the boats had been pushed out into the inlet.

And now, Nine Killer, how are you going to get out of this ness?

As he straightened, the first shout cane to his ears. A man call ed,
"We've got themcut off in the trees!"

Nine Killer and his warriors spun as another voice to their south
cried, "We're ready if they come in this direction.” "Nine Killer!"
The voice was hauntingly famliar to the War Chief's ears. "This is
Bl ack Spi ke! You are cut off. You may surrender, and take your
chances, or die like a warrior should!"

Nine Killer muscled his way through his crowdi ng knot of warriors,
cupping his nouth to shout, "You come get ne, you niserable excuse for
a worm" Then to his nmen, Nine Killer ordered, "Fan out. W' ve got
until daylight to create sone sort of defensive fortifications."



"And you think you can save us?" Flying Weir denmanded too |oudly.

"OfF course. Ch, cone. W've been in tighter fixes than this. W' ve
nearly four tens of stout warriors, and one way or another, |'m going
to get us out of this ness, and take H gh Fox for good neasure.”
Despite the hearty tone of voice, he knew a | ot of good nmen were going
to die.

The Pant her wasn't prepared for people. After watching ten Com ngs of
the Leaves on his island, the thought of a village full of strangers
t ook hi m somewhat' aback. He'd done well with Sun Conch and Hi gh Fox,
of course. They were two inpressionabl e young peopl e--but, bat dung
and curses, he'd be surrounded by tens of people he didn't know

That thought circled around his soul like a predatory hawk as Hi gh Fox
and Sun Conch rhythmically paddled their way into Three Myrtle Inlet.
Through the screen of trees, Panther could see irregular plots of Iand
cleared fromthe forest. Little pickets, all in nice lines, protruded
fromthe water to nark the location of fish weirs. No doubt about it,
this was a place where humans |ived.

Pant her's stomach fluttered. To hinsel f, he whispered, "Ch, cone now,
why are you afraid? These are just nen and woren |ike everyone el se.
No better, and no worse."

Sun Conch turned fromher position in the bow "D d you say sonething
El der?" "No," he replied, and scow ed.

She blinked and returned to paddling, but he noticed that her shoul ders
had gone stiff.

After so long in exile, his nerves kept drawing tighter. They'd stare
at himw th horror in their eyes. He could



see it just as in the past. That was the worst part, the suspicion
and distrust. People thought hima witch, a night traveler, a bal eful
spirit that communed wth dark Power.

"Face it, old man, you'll never sit around a fire again and |laugh wth
others. You knew that when you |eft the haunts of nen."

Sun Conch started to turn, but apparently thought better of it, and
paddl ed harder. Shouts carried on the eddies of wind.

"What's that?" Sun Conch asked. H gh Fox shrugged, but Panther saw
the tension building in the boy's nuscul ar arns.

"That high-pitched wolf sound,"” Sun Conch observed. "I know that call.
It's ... a war cry."

"Bi g Noise," H gh Fox agreed, placing the voice. "He only nakes that
cry in battle."

"Hurry!" Sun Conch cried, her paddle taking a full bite of the murky
wat er .

Hands braced on the gunwal es, Panther swallowed hard. \Wat woul d he
find? And what woul d he do when he got there? As the Three Myrtle
Village warriors drew thenselves into |ine and charged forward, N ne
Killer drew his fanmous bow, figured the distance and drop, and shot. He
wat ched the arrow rush up agai nst the graying dawn, arch, and | ance
down toward the prancing figure at the head of the line. Perhaps Bl ack
Spi ke wasn't paying attention. At that range, he should have seen the
arrow com ng, would have had plenty of time to skip out of the way. He
hel d his w cker shield high on his left arm gesturing his warriors
forward with his right as he checked his lines for the attack

Thus it was that Nine Killer's arrow slanted out of the sky and drove
itself through Bl ack Spike's shield.

The Weroance staggered under the inpact, stared stupidly at the bl oody
shaft that had driven through his shield and now protruded from his
forearm Mre fromsurprise than pain, he dropped to his knees and
screaned.

At that, the line wavered i n confusion

Nine Killer smled grimy to hinself. He'd bought a little nore tine
for his warriors. If he could delay the inevitable attack through the
day and until dark, he and his nen could attenpt to swmthe inlet.

Per haps then, at' |east, sone of them night escape the death trap he'd
led theminto. But not me, Nine Killer consol ed hinself. Someone had
to pay for this debacle, and no matter what, his reputation was ruined.
Better to die here, bravely fighting a rear-guard action. At |east

that will save sone shred of honor for ny famly and clan

"No!" Bl ack Spike cried, refocusing Nine Killer's attention. The
Wer oance was struggling to his feet and waving his warriors onward. "Go
on! Rush them Kill themto the |ast nan!"

Bi g Noise, to Black Spike's right, |eapt and screanmed his cougar cry,
shaki ng his w cker shield and waving his war club over his head.
"Onward! Kill them™"



Nine Killer glanced to each side, noting with satisfaction that his
warriors were standing fast, bows strung, arrows ready. Some had
boosted their fellows up into the trees, where they could shoot down on
the attackers. O hers had broken off branches, piled earth into crude
breastworks, and used the trees to the best advantage for defense.

Three Myrtle Village could take them-woul d take



them before the day was out--but they'd pay dearly for the effort.

"Do you see!" Nine Killer called as he stepped fromthe trees to face
the ragged line of warriors. "Do you see what happened to Bl ack Spi ke?
Cone on! Who will be next?"

Nine Killer paced back and forth. "Who will die?"

The sullen line of attacking warriors had halted again.

That's it, buy tine. Prolong the inevitable. "I am N ne Killerl

have shot the first arrow, and drawn the bl ood of your Wroance. |
didn't nean to kill him" Alie wouldn't hurt a thing here. "But you
must know that we will kill you if we have to!"

"You can't escape!" Black Spike cried. Two warriors were working on
the arrow in his arm One snapped off the stone-tipped point, the
other drawi ng the slimshaft back through the armand woven wil | ow.

Bl ack Spi ke's shield dropped to the ground as the Wroance cradled his
bl eedi ng arm

"We don't want to escape!” Nine Killer thunped his chest proudly. "W
cane for High Fox! Gve himto us, and we will |eave!"

"How?" Bi g Noi se demanded. "Wal k on water?"
Hoots of derision rose fromthe Three Myrtle warriors.

Nine Killer raised a fist. "You know nme! G ve ne the boy, and we'll
| eave! W don't want a war. We don't want to kill anyone. But Red
Knot, daughter of Shell Conb, has been mnurdered!"

Bl ack Spi ke struggled to his feet, one of the warriors binding a strip
of hide tightly about the wound. "You came to kill, you worthless Flat
Pear!l dogs! Now, you'll reap the rewards."

Nine Killer rocked on his heels, seeing the resolve stiffening in the
line of attackers. If only his arrow had cut through Bl ack Spike's
heart instead of his arm Wth Bl ack Spi ke dead, he m ght have been
abl e to garner



enough time to figure out a way to escape.

"Forward!" Bl ack Spike cried, pointing at Nine Killer's warriors.
"Nine Killer has taken his best shot! Yet here | stand, barely
scrat ched! Okeus has granted his Power to our side! Go! Take them
and let no man live! You will be forever remenbered for this day!
Cenerations yet unborn will sing of your courage and bravery!"

A mghty shout broke fromthe [ungs of Black Spike's warriors. N ne
Killer swallowed hard. He'd seen that stiffening of spines, that

rai sing of heads, and that hardening glint of proud eyes. Only an act
of the gods would turn them back now.

"Here they conme!”™ Nine Killer called, retreating to the edge of the
trees. "Let's show themwhat we're made of, and we'll get out of this
yet!"

But when he met Flying Weir's eyes, he could see the truth there.

"Wthin a hand of tine we'll be overrun, wi ped out to the |ast man. You
know t hat, don't you?" Flying Weir asked quietly so the others

woul dn't hear. Nine Killer grinned hunorlessly. "No one lives

forever."

"No--but | curse Hunting Hawk for sending us on this fool's errand.™

Across the flats, Black Spike called the fatal order. Hi s unbroken
ranks of warriors let out a wild whoop, then started forward.

Nine Killer pulled another arrow from his quiver, shouted, "Hold your
shots until they close," and prepared hinmself to die.

Here they came, breaking into a trot. He could see the bright feathers
woven into their hair. Painted and decorated | oincloths swng wth
each step. Their skin was shiny with grease, each body painted dark
red with puccoon root.



d ancing fromthe corner of his eye, he felt pride swell wthin him
Hs own warriors waited stoically, tense but resolute. None would run
in these last fragile nonents

Shouts rang out fromahead, and to Nine Killer's surprise, the ranks of
Three Myrtle warriors slowed, |ooking back toward the canoe | andi ng.

Li ke fibers fraying froma cord, the attack faltered as the eneny
warriors stopped short to rmunbl e anong thensel ves. Wrd worked up the
line until even Black Spike hesitated. Across the distance, N ne

Killer could hear himcalling out in disbelief.

"What's this?" Flying Wir asked warily, his bow clutched in a tight
fist.

"I don't know." Nine Killer stepped out fromthe trees, |ooking south.
A young warrior and a girl escorted an old nman up fromthe | andi ng.

"Hi gh Fox!" The nane carried across the distance. Nine Killer craned
his neck, his gaze hardening on his target. Yes, and the girl was Sun
Conch, High Fox's faithful friend. But who on earth was that old

man?

No sooner had the trio approached the first of the Three Myrtle
warriors than the nen recoiled as if froma rattl esnake.

Nine Killer's blood froze at the words that passed fromlip to lip:
"It's The Pantherl™"

Nine Killer instinctively made the warding gesture with his fingers.

' The Panther?" Flying Weir wondered as he stepped out beside N ne
Killer. "The witch? Wat's he doi ng here?"

"I have no idea." Nine Killer's mouth had gone dry. "But | ook who
he's with. That's Hi gh Fox. You see a witch wal king with a nurderer
How much worse do you think it could be?"

Fl ying Weir shook his head, his grinmace that of a man who'd bitten into
a nol dy beach plum



After all of Panther's worry about neeting strangers, the notion of
wal king into a battle left his stomach tied in an unconfortable knot.

As he wal ked toward the shouting warriors, he cast a quick glance at

each of his conpanions. H gh Fox still |ooked glum-as guilty as if
caught in the act. Sun Conch appeared cal mand stoic, but then she
still believed she'd surrendered body and soul to a dangerous witch.

She' d given herself up for dead days ago.

Pant her squinted at the line of warriors. The cl osest nman had stopped
to call Hi gh Fox's nanme to his conpani ons. Sun Conch shouted, "I have
brought The Panther to look into the charges nade agai nst H gh Fox! He
will speak for my friend!"

The nearest warriors nelted away |i ke snow froma fire, and Pant her
could see the rising panic in their eyes. At that nonment, had the
conmand but been given, they'd gladly have turned on him skewering him
with arrows until his flesh resenbled a porcupine's.

Pant her stal ked forward and glared to the right and left. By Okeus'
bl oody balls, if they thought hima wtch, he'd use the belief against
t hem

"What goes on here?" he demanded angrily. "Wo is responsible for
this mess?"

Warriors wheeled |ike a covey of quail to formup behind a tall man,
his left forearmbound with a bloody strip of hide.

"Who are you?" Pant her demanded, catching a glinpse of other warriors
up in the trees. "And who are those people over there?"

The | eader, his face ashen, whether fromthe wound or Panther's



appear ance, swallowed hard. "I am Bl ack Spi ke, Weroance of Three
Myrtle Village. Those dogs hiding in the trees are Flat Pearl warriors
bel ongi ng to the Weroansqua Hunting Hawk."

Pant her stared at the trees, and shouted, "Wo is in charge of the Flat
Pear| war party?"

A short, burly man with shoul ders like a | edge stepped out from behind
a huge oak. He carried a thick-wisted bow, with an arrow nocked. H s
bandy | egs ni ght have been carved from stunps.

"You speak to Nine Killer, War Chief of Flat Pearl Village. What is
your purpose here, witch?"

"Surly sort, isn't he?" Panther asked his conpanions.

Sun Conch cane forward to stand beside him "He's the npbst respected
war | eader among the | ndependent villages."

"Huh! He | ooks trapped, if you ask nme." Panther raised his voice.

"What is happeni ng here?"

Bl ack Spi ke took an uncertain step. "The raiders cane in the night to
take Hi gh Fox by force. W were warned that they were com ng. Last
night, in the darkness, two of nmy warriors, Big Noise and Wnd, swam
around behi nd them and pushed their canoes away. W surrounded them
and waited for norning. Wien Nine Killer would not surrender, we
decided to attack."

Pant her turned. "You, Nine Killer, step out here!"

The squat warrior stood fast. "Wiy should | trust myself to you, night
travel er?"

"Because |'mhere to sort this matter out. And, fromwhat | can see,
you and your warriors are about to be killed at best, or captured,
studded with slivers of pitch pine and set afire. Now, do you want to
take a chance that | can save your life, and those of your nen, or do
you want me to sing an incantation that makes Bl ack Spike's warriors
i nvi nci bl e?"

"Save their lives?" Black Spike cried. "lInmpossible! W' re going to
kill themright here and now "



Pant her spun on his heel, glaring into Black Spike's eyes until they
dropped. "Perhaps | will fester that wounded arm of yours. | think I
could swell it up like a putrid corpse'. The fever will burn your
sense away while pus drips like rainwater. Wiy, you' d rave yourself to
death in three days."

Bl ack Spi ke wavered, worked his nouth, and nodded. "W will listen to
your words, Elder."

"Fine, that's sense, for once." Panther indicated the warriors
crowdi ng behind Bl ack Spi ke. "The rest of you, go away. Leave your
Weroance here. He will be safe." Panther faced Nine Killer. "Cone
forward, War Chief. W will talk.’

"I don't trust you!"

Pant her pointed at the retreating Three Myrtle warriors. "Wuld you
rather trust then? |I'mhere to determine the truth of the accusations
agai nst Hi gh Fox. If you have no interest in naking that
determnation, Nine Killer, I mght just as well let Black Spike kil
you, and go back to ny island.”

Nine Killer hesitated, then handed his bow to a warrior who stepped out
fromthe trees. The War Chief wal ked warily forward

Pant her waited, arms crossed, foot tapping the danp grass. Wen N ne
Killer was within five paces he stopped, and his hands tightened into
fists. The action nade the thick nuscle of his forearnms swell and
writhe. He shot a piercing glance first at H gh Fox, then Bl ack Spike,
ski mmred over Sun Conch, and finally turned on Panther. "So, you're the
famous night traveler? |I've never seen a witch before.”

"Hah!" Pant her snorted. "That's what gullible fools claim Mself,
inall ny years, |'ve never really believed in witches. Men and wonen
with Power, yes. But witches, War Chief"--Panther tapped the side of
his head--"it's all in here. A creation of the inmagination."



Pant her cast a gl ance at Bl ack Spi ke, who scow ed angrily at N ne
Killer. The Weroance had his wounded armtucked to his chest. He
| ooked pale, all color drained fromhis face, as if the slightest
breeze woul d knock hi m over.

"I'magi nation?" Nine Killer asked skeptically.

"I'magi nation carries its own Power, War Chief. A Power nore
intimdating than the conbined forces of all your warriors with their
bows and war clubs."

"This is enpty tal k. Wat are you here for, witch? Wat is your
purpose with this deceitful dog?" Black Spi ke asked, his hot glare
pinning Nine Killer.

Pant her reached out and pulled the nervous H gh Fox forward. "This
young warrior has been accused of nurder. Young Red Knot is dead, as |
understand it. Sun Conch cane to me, told me that the |ndependent

vill ages were about to conme apart like an unfired pot in a rainstorm
And now, when | arrive here, | find that her words carried a great deal
of truth. As | renenber, Three Myrtle and Flat Pearl were the heart of
the alliance that kept the |Independent villages out of the

Mamanat owi ck' s grasp. "

"Why do you care, witch?" Nine Killer crossed his arns.

"About the fate of the Independent villages?" Panther shrugged. "I
don't. If the Mamanatow ck captures all of you, it won't affect ne.

The sun will continue to rise, travel across the sky, and set in the
west. The snows will come, followed by planting. Sumrer will nourish
the plants and trees, and harvest will follow The leaves will turn
and fall and winter will come again. People will continue to be born,
grow, live, and die."

"But not our clans," Black Spi ke added. "And if you don't care about
that, what is your purpose here?"

Pant her indicated Sun Conch. "This girl, Sun Conch, believes that Hi gh
Fox didn't kill Red Knot. Maybe |'m here because of her." Then he
paused and smiled. "O,



maybe |1' m here because |'mcurious. Wio did kill Red Knot?"
"And if it was H gh Fox?" Nine Killer demanded. "What then, wtch?"

Pant her narrowed his eyes to slits and turned to the shivering Hi gh
Fox. The youth had come forward to stand just behind Sun Conch's

shoul der, his handsonme face strained. "Ch, if | find that he killed
Red Knot-and lied to me about it--he'll wish he'd let you catch himin
t he very beginning, War Chief."

El even

Nine Killer had canped his warriors in the little grove of trees that
once had been his death trap. Gray scuddi ng clouds could be seen

t hrough the stark branches overhead. Disgruntled, he frowned at the
fire. The aroma of boiling corn, acorn, and fish stew rose fromthe
cooking pots his warriors now watched over. In all of his life, he'd
never undergone such rapid reversals of fate. That norning, he should
have pulled off his nost daring and audaci ous raid ever, only to be
tricked, trapped, and confounded at every turn. Then, just as his
eneny had massed to deal hima conplete defeat, the witch, Panther
arrived to save himfrom di saster

And now, here | sit, happily alive, but no closer to the solution of ny
di l emma, or escape fromthis inpossible quagnire

Two hands of time before, their canoes had been returned to them by
sullen Three Myrtle warriors. So, not



only had they survived at Panther's whim but they could now extricate
t hensel ves fromthis stew ng disaster.

A truly wise man woul d have packed up and run while the running was
good.

Nine Killer scratched his ear and grimaced. He'd al ways believed
hinself to be a reasonably bright fellow But no matter what the
urgings of his heart, stubborn will kept himhere, waiting to see just
what woul d conme of The Panther's arrival at Three Myrtle Vill age.

He plucked up a twig and used it to tap the danp soil. He'd been
unhappy about every twist and turn in this Red Knot affair. As things
progressed, the situation became ever nore clouded. "War Chief?"
Flying Weir called, interrupting Nine Killer's thoughts. H s

i eutenant pointed out at the dusk

Through the trees, Nine Killer could see The Pant her wal ki ng toward
them across the clearing that |ay between the trees and the Three
Myrtle Village. Young Sun Conch foll owed behind him wary. She'd
pul | ed her feathered cape back and hooked it over the war club tied to
her belt. Her right hand rested on the handle. The weapon | ooked too
big for such a small girl. Through the thin fabric of her red dress,
Nine Killer could see her barely budded breasts. Did the girl
seriously consider herself to be a warrior? In any ot her

circunmstances, Nine Killer would have | aughed at the idea.

Nine Killer dropped his stick, stood, w ped his hands, and said, "Let
them come, but Flying Weir, keep an eye on them | want to know
i mediately if you see anything suspicious."

"Yes, War Chief." Flying Wir didn't seemreassured.

The Pant her entered the trees and wal ked directly to Nine Killer's
fire, nodding an absent greeting. Wthout cerenmony, he seated hinself
before the fire and extended his bony hands to the warnth. The old
man's skin | ooked |ike desiccated | eather, dark, callused, and

wri nkl ed.



Sun Conch stood behind him the nostrils of her beak nose flaring. The
Pant her m ght act unconcerned, but Sun Conch remmi ned on her feet and
concentrated on the Flat Pearl warriors who glared at her from al
sides. A brave girl, especially for one so skinny.

"It's going to be a cold night," The Panther said by way of greeting.
"But actually a bit warmfor the season. Could be worse, you know
I've seen snow hip deep to an elk this close to solstice.”

"I"ve heard of such winters,” Nine Killer replied. He crouched down
and picked up his stick again, rolling it in his fingers, waiting.

The Pant her rubbed his hands together, nused at the flanes, and asked,
"Have you ever watched the mi st blowin fromthe ocean?"

Nine Killer lifted a skeptical eyebrow. "I have."

"This Red Knot problem | think it's Iike a thick nmst blewin. No one
can see clearly. The girl is dead, and now people are blindly trying
to see her death as they w sh."

"You think so, eh?"

The Panther snmiled. "Wy else would two vill ages who have been friends
for years be tearing at each other's throats?"

Nine Killer said nothing, his hackles rising.

"Ah," The Pant her said knowi ngly. "From your expression | am supposed
to think you wanted to die this norning?"

"Don't be silly."

The Pant her studied him seeming to see right through Nine Killer's
skin and into his soul. Then the old man said, "Let's you and | be
honest with each other. O all the challenges nmen accept, honesty is
the hardest to nmeet. So, tell ne, War Chief, just this once, for this
little monment, could you be honest?"

Nine Killer cocked his head. "Wy should |I be?"



"Why should you not? O, is it because you know who killed Red
Knot--and it isn't H gh Fox? Hwm"

"Absolutely not! That's .. . that's ..." Nine Killer's protests died
as he looked into the old man's unfailing gaze. In that instant, a
grudgi ng respect was born. "Very well. You may indeed be a witch, for

you see a man's soul, don't you?"

The Pant her shrugged. "GCh, | know you, Nine Killer. You gave yourself
away when you didn't | eave the nonent your canoes were returned. Wre
you the killer, you would have left faster than a fri ghtened
duck--knowi ng full well you couldn't capture Hi gh Fox. The sanme if you
were protecting the killer."

Ni ne Killer considered, hearing the sense of the words. "Maybe |I'm
just a smarter kind of killer. Maybe that's what | wanted you to
t hi nk."

"Why?" The Pant her steepled his hands. "Wat does it matter what |
t hi nk?"

"It doesn't, I..." Nine Killer stopped. "You' re very clever,
witch."
"So, can we be honest, you and ne? Your answer will depend on whet her

you really want to know what happened to Red Knot.
| was being honest, and lie anyway."

could tell you

"You could. But, will you?"

Nine Killer chuckled and used his stick to tap the dirt. "Very well,
witch, for this one monent, | will be honest with you."

"Then, if we are being honest, it bothers ne when I'mcalled a witch
I've known a few, and I'"mnothing like them To be a night traveler
one nust pay a terrible price. In the first place, I'mnot prepared to
give up that much of myself. In the second, | don't want the things
nmost wi tches want. The possession of nen's souls is a depressing and
truly horrifying proposition.™ "It is?"



"Tell me, War Chief, why would anyone with sense want to bottle a
man's soul up in ajar soneplace? What if it got |oose, got m xed up
with your own? | can't speak for you, but |I'm perpl exed enough with ny
own soul without having it attacked and confused by someone else's."

Despite hinmself, Nine Killer cracked a smle. "I'd never thought of it
that way."

"No, | suppose you didn't. Mst people don't."
really think H gh Fox killed this girl?"

He paused. "Do you

Nine Killer shrugged. "He was up on the ridge. She was running off to
meet him Wo should I think killed her?"

Panther's attention had renmnined on the fire, but he said, "I don't
hear conviction in your voice, War Chief."

"Just how nmuch do you know about what happened that norning?"

"Il tell you everything H gh Fox told nme." The Panther went on to
relate High Fox's story, ending with, "And, truthfully, 1'mnot sure

he-didn't kill her."

At that, Sun Conch shot a terrified glance at The Panther. As if the

old man had eyes in the back of his head, he said, "I came here for Sun
Conch, to find out the truth of what happened. | will follow that

guest wherever it leads. For the nmoment, | will take H gh Fox's word
that he didn't kill the girl. | even half believe him"

"He ran,"” Nine Killer pointed out.

"He's little nmore than a boy, Bl ackened or not. He panicked and | ost
all of his sense. He was already in enough trouble just asking the
girl to run away with him Like quicksand, he'd sunk up to his waist.
When he found the girl's body, |I'think he was in over his head. Too
much nmud in his eyes to see clearly."

Nine Killer shifted unconfortably. "Sonething hasn't been right about
this fromthe beginning." He went on to relate the events of the



nmorni ng Red Knot had di sappeared: the decision to search; Copper
Thunder's apparent nonchal ance; Qui ck Fawn's di scovery of W nged
Bl ackbi rd; and the subsequent ambush of Corn Hunter's warriors.

"Flat WIllow, a young hunter, found the body and reported it. W went
up, |ooked around, found where the girl had been killed. She had a
neckl ace in her hand. One made of drilled shark teeth, pearls, and

Sun Conch sucked in a deep breath.
"Yes, girl?" Nine Killer asked.

"Nothing, I--just a chill as the night settles."” She pulled the front
of her cape tighter, but her face had gone sl ack, her eyes huge.

Nine Killer continued: "Perhaps it's just that | don't |ike Copper
Thunder, but | would have expected himto act differently about the
mur der of a woman promi sed to him Hunting Hawk is playing her own
deep gane. She, too, didn't seemterribly distressed. Shell Comb, on
t he ot her hand, she's always been a firebrand, and she was ready to
order an attack on Corn Hunter, convinced that Wnged Bl ackbird's
warriors had killed the girl."

"Copper Thunder didn't counsel war?"
"No. He's like a junping spider, waiting, watching fromhis crack in
the bark. He'll make no nove until his prey is in range, and

vul nerabl e. "

"As the sun rises in the east..." The Panther sighed and rotated a
shoul der, as if his bones ached.

"You were sayi ng?"

"Ch, nothing." The Panther waved it away. "All those Com ngs of the

Leaves out on ny island, 1'd come to wonder why I'd left the world
behi nd. Now, | renmenber. It was people. The world never changes."”
"W are the way we are, Elder. Descended from Ckeus, living in the

worl d he helped to nold."

"And for that | shall never forgive him" The Pant her chuckl ed
hoarsely. "So, you snell a pack rat in the nut



cache, do you, War Chief? Well, | think soneone is calling in the

m st, seeking to keep us all fromseeing." He scratched under his arm
firelight gleaming in his old eyes. "Wio would gain the nost from her
deat h?"

"The Manmanatow ck. He'd have severed any potential alliance with
Copper Thunder--and thrown the |Independent villages into confusion in
t he process. But Hi gh Fox had reasons too, he was |osing the wonan he
| oved. Maybe even Copper Thunder--he m ght be playing a game we don't
under stand. "

"Rat WIllow, " Sun Conch whispered in a | ow voice.

The Panther turned. "Flat WIIlow? The hunter who found her body?"

Sun Conch ran her hands over her war club. "He ... well, he, too,
want ed Red Knot. He had been after her, trying to inpress her. Wen
she turned her-eyes to High Fox ... They had words. Flat Wllow told

H gh Fox to | eave her alone or he'd make sure H gh Fox never set foot
on Flat Pearl |and again."

The Pant her arched a white eyebrow. "I nust have a talk with this
young nman."

"A talk?" Nine Killer asked.

The Panther smiled grimy, rubbing his hands together. "But of course,
War Chief. As | told you, I will see this thing through, no matter
where it takes nme. As | found this norning when | arrived, the m st

has cl ouded everyone's vision--even your own, good War Chief. Now | am
curious, and as you nust admit, who else but The Panther can see this
with clear eyes?"

"And what do you w sh of nme?"

Pant her smled cautiously. "Two things. First, your help. And,
second, the hardest thing of all, War Chief: your continued honesty."



Thi ngs had a funny way of working out, The Panther thought as he and
Sun Conch wal ked across the fall ow tobacco fields toward the pali saded
wal s of Three Myrtle Village. Nine Killer could have been the

bl ustery, arrogant sort of War Chief, the type whose bl ood pul sed with
sel f-wonder and pride. Instead, the Panther had found hima sober and
t hought f ul man.

"What do we do now?" Sun Conch asked froma half step behind. Dusk
was falling.

"What anyone with sense does to a fire about ready to burn out of
control. We splash a little water on it. How can we sniff out this
girl's killer if warriors are killing each other and bl ood feud is
bei ng sworn?"

"El der ?" she said, and caught up to walk at his side. She'd plaited

her long hair into a single braid that hung over her |eft shoulder. The
styl e accentuated the roundness of her face and size of her eyes. "What
you sai d back there, about H gh Fox--you don't truly believe he killed
Red Knot, do you?"

Ah, what sinple innocence filled Sun Conch's soul. "I told Nine Killer
the truth; I'Il take this trail wherever it |eads ne. | never prom sed
that I would believe H gh Fox is innocent. If he is, | will do ny best
to prove it. If | discover that he really did kill her.. . well, no

matter how much you might love a friend, he nust suffer for his wong
actions. Or don't you agree?" She frowned at her noccasins. "l
suppose so, Elder."

"You suppose! My girl, there are three kinds of people in the world:
t he outstanding, the nmediocre, and the truly hopel ess. Wen you cane
tonme, it was with the spirit of the outstanding. Then | hear you
mutter such a thing?"

Sun Conch scuffed at the cold dirt of the tobacco field. "I have been
asking nyself what | would do if High Fox really killed her, that's
all."



Pant her shot her a glance. "And what did you deci de?"

"Elder, | love him | could not stand by and watch soneone break his
arms and | egs and throw hi m headfirst onto a bonfire. I--"

"Not hi ng comes without its price, Sun Conch. W all rmust pay for our
errors, as High Fox nust if he killed this young woman. As you found
out when you cane to ny island and gave yourself to ne. Tell nme, were
the circunstances reversed, and you had been accused, do you think High
Fox woul d have done what you di d?"

"I would like to think so."

"Bah! You would "'like to think so? "Wuld |ike'? Wiwat kind of words
are those? To me, they sound |like the kind of baby dribble that people
use to fool thenselves."

Sun Conch exhal ed hard. "You don't think rmuch of H gh Fox, do you?"

Pant her stopped at the palisade gate. "No, Sun Conch, | do not. No
matter that his father is the Weroance of Three Myrtle Village, or that
he cones froma powerful clan, he will forever be one of those nedi ocre
people, afraid to take the step that woul d nmake t hem out st andi ng. He
will be a man wi thout commitnent, without the fiber in his soul to be a
great |leader. Unlike you, he won't pay the price to be outstanding."

Sun Conch frowned and fingered her war club. "I don't understand,
El der. He took a very great chance by asking Red Knot to run away wth
him He was willing to give up everything for her. Isn't that paying

the price?"

Pant her pulled at the | oose skin on his chin. "Answer ne this, Sun
Conch. Let's say you were in his position. You' ve asked the |ove of
your life to run off with you." You find her, dead, freshly mnurdered
on the top of the ridge. What is the first thing you do? Now, think
before



you speak. Be honest with yourself, and ne."

"I have thought about it, Elder," Sun Conch answered, "But | really
don't know. Assuming | didn't panic like High Fox, | think I would
have .. . Well, but I'mnot sure. Talking about it later isn't the
sane. "

"Ah, wi sdoml Very good, Sun Conch. But | would wager that even if
you'd run in panic--which | doubt-you would have turned back, accepted
your responsibility, and born the consequences."

"I hope you are correct, Elder."

"Alas, if | amnot, |I've forgotten nore about people and their ways
than | think | have. And, now, let us go and see this Black Spike."

They entered the palisade, through the narrow passage between the
over | appi ng wal I s. From gaps between the posts, arrows could be fired
fromrelative safety into exposed attackers. On the way, they passed
four armed warriors who stood w apped agai nst the col d. Panther
couldn't help but notice the warding signs they nade with their
fingers. The sight sobered him Chona help himif soneone suddenly
cane down sick and died, or sonmeone shot a deer that had no heart or
liver. Humans could be violently irrational when it came to notions of
witchecraft.

The muscul ar warrior nanmed Big Noise met them at the opening into the
village. "What is your purpose, Panther?" The man's eyes seened to
gl eam and he kept a safe di stance between t hem

"I have cone to see Black Spi ke, Wroance of Three Myrtle Village."

"Come this way, but be warned, at any sign of trouble, | will act to
protect ny chief and village."

"I woul d expect nothing | ess of a responsible warrior," Panther

agr eed.

Bi g Noi se gl anced at Sun Conch. "And what is your part in this,
girl?"



Sun Conch's expression remai ned wooden. "I belong to The Pant her. |
do as he tells ne."

Bi g Noi se al nost missed a step, his face stunned. "You bel ong--"

"Yes," Sun Conch replied mldly. "I have given himmy soul. But it
wasn't through witchery, Big Noise. | did it of ny owmn free will. |
will serve The Panther with my life. Do you understand?"

Bi g Noi se gul ped hard, and nodded, then | ed them qui ckly around the

t hat ched houses, across the plaza with its big cerenonial fire pit and
Guardi an posts, in front of the House of the Dead, and to the

hi gh-roof ed Great House that bel onged to Bl ack Spi ke

"A nmoment, please," Big Noise said, gesturing for themto stop. "I
will tell the Weroance of your arrival."

Bi g Noi se ducked under the door hanging, |eaving themalone in the cold
eveni ng. Panther said, "If | really were a witch, I'd take this
opportunity to change into an owl and weak havoc. Wat kind of

i nconmpetence is this, |eaving dangerous; fiends |like us. alone to
commit mischief?"

"Elder, Big Noise is known for fighting. No one has much regard for
hi s t hi nking. "

"I see why."

At that noment, Big Noise energed into the night, held the flap to one
side, and gestured them i nside.

Pant her ducked into the warminterior and stopped, ambushed by the
snoky scent of hunman bodies, the aronma of cooking food, the snell of

t obacco and corn hanging fromthe rafters. A flood of nmenories ebbed
fromhis soul: childhood, in a house like this, the noises of cooking,
pl ayi ng string ganes, |aughter, and stories told. He could imagine his
uncl e, slapping his knee as he related the wild tale of the shark he'd
tried to kill fromhis canoe with only a paddle for a weapon.

H s own small house on the island had none of these



snell's, engendered none of these nenories. If it had any odor, it was
the nmusty scent of nmold in the thatch

No, this odor was a thing of people, of the place where many of them
lived, not just one lonely old hermit with a reputation for wtchery.

Just how long has it been since you 'we been in a | ong house? The
question startled him Had it been ten and two, or ten and three
Comi ngs of the Leaves?

Sun Conch asked. "Elder, are you all right?"

Pant her blinked, realized that people were staring anxiously at him
and took a deep breath. Wth regret he shook off the nenories and

wal ked across the matting to the fire where Bl ack Spi ke waited. High
Fox sat to his right. Of to the side, three wonmen--slaves, by the way
they were dressed--huddl ed next to the sl eeping benches, their eyes
wary and frightened. One of the slaves, an ol der wonan with gray hair
and a horrible burn scar on the side of her face, squinted at him Her
eyes w dened suddenly, as if she knew The Pant her. But when he studied
her, trying to place her, she turned away.

"Wl come, Elder," Black Spike said, his good armindicating the mats
across fromthe fire. His left armwas swollen and discolored fromthe
wound, obviously painful. "Please sit and enjoy our hospitality."
"Thank you, Weroance. May Chona guard and keep you." Panther w nced
as his joints crackled through the process of lowering him Sun Conch
stood behind him her war club braced upon her crossed arns.

"I have business with The Panther. You nmay be excused, Sun Conch."

Bl ack Spi ke gestured with his hand. "lI'msure your famly will want to
hear of your recent adventures." "She is with ne now," Panther said
evenly. "Sun Conch follows mnmy orders.”

Bl ack Spi ke sat back. "Wat is this?"

Pant her said, "You may tell him Sun Conch."



"I have given nyself to The Panthtr, Wroance. | no | onger have a
clan or famly."

"It was the price of my service," Panther said. He took the nonment to
study the shocked Weroance's | ean face. Bl ack Spi ke had bl anched,
unease in those dark eyes. He was still a handsone nan. Despite the
years, and the gray streaking his pinned hair, mnmuscle packed his broad
shoul ders. The lines of age enhanced the perfect nose, nobile lips,
and fine features.

"I can read your thoughts, Bl ack Spike," Panther added softly. "There
was no sorcery involved. Sun Conch did this thing for H gh Fox."
Pant her shifted his gaze to H gh Fox. "So, we had better hope that you
didn't kill the girl, for nore than just your life is at stake."

H gh Fox dropped his gaze.

Bl ack Spi ke shifted unconfortably. "Well, if it was her wi sh, then Sun
Conch is your responsibility. Now, what are you doing here, Elder?"

"I have cone regarding Red "Knot's death."

"My son didn't do it." Black Spike clenched his good fist. Panther
cl asped hi s hands together and propped his chin on his knuckles. "If
he didn't conmit this act, then we nust determine who did."

"We don't need your help," Black Spike said. "W didn't need your help
this afternoon, either. If anything, your arrival here today was | ess
t han happy. Toni ght we woul d be cel ebrating our victory over our

enem es. W had everything under control until you--"

"Ah, your 'enemies." Yes, | see. Correct me if I'mwong, but aren't
some of those warriors your friends? Didn't you and Nine Killer share
rai ds, stand shoul der to shoul der in defense of your territory? Are
you sure none of your relatives are within the Flat Pearl ranks canped
besi de the inlet?" Panther nodded seriously. "Indeed,



everything is under control. So much so that you were about to murder
your own Kin."

"Thi ngs change!" Bl ack Spi ke gl ared.

"Does that mean you nust rush headlong through life like a pilot whale
onto a beach?" Pant her nade an appeasi ng gesture. "Wroance, | am
here to find out what happened. | will do that. But you nust nake a
choice. WIIl you help nme, or seek to hinder me? If you wish to hinder
me, | might be tenpted to wonder why. And if | wonder |ong enough,

m ght be tenpted to consider you an eneny. Look at ne, Black Spike. Do
you wi sh to antagoni ze The Pant her?"

Bl ack Spi ke met Panther's gaze for the briefest nonment, then | ooked
away. "Only a fool would cross a night traveler.”

"Especially a fool with a wounded arm" Pant her agreed. "You never
know what m ght creep into the wound. In fact, fromthe way it's

al ready swollen, | would suggest that you take a bone awl and drain it.
After that, 1'd use a tobacco-leaf poultice to suck out the poison."

Bl ack Spi ke seened to deflate. "I'msorry, Elder. Perhaps it's the
wound that's affecting my judgnent. | neant no of fense."

Pant her neasured the fear in the man's eyes and gave hi m a benevol ent
snmle. "There, we understand each other. Now, tell me truthfully,

what do you know about this affair?" Black Spi ke rubbed his face,

gl anced uneasily at Hi gh Fox, and shrugged. "I know that nmy son didn't
kill Red Knot. He's not a killer, Elder."

"I see, and why is that?"
"Ckeus al one knows why, but the boy has trouble killing a deer!" Bl ack

Spi ke cried. "He's ... well, a bunbling inconpetent! There's nothing
of his nother or ne



inhim It's as if..." Black Spike fidgeted with his good hand. "As
if he was born of..."

"Yes?"
"Nothing. | was just upset. No, |I'malways upset with him H gh Fox
has never done anything right! He couldn't even find the right woman

to fall in love with."

H gh Fox hung his head, |ooking as crestfallen as a hal f-drowned puppy,
and Pant her heard Sun Conch take a step toward the boy.

"Sun Conch." Panther lifted his hand. "Be still."
She hesitated, shifted anxiously, and finally said, "Yes, Elder."
"My fault," Black Spi ke whispered. "It's all ny fault."

"And where is the boy's nother?" Panther asked, curious at the |ack of
worren.

"His mother is ... dead," Black Spike said, his eyes focused on the
fire.

"And you didn't send the boy back to his clan? To his nother's
peopl e?"

"No." Bl ack Spi ke' gave hima nervous glance. "Hi gh Fox's nother was

of the Sun Shell Can. Her famly was from Duck Creek Village. | am
of the Bloodroot Can. | asked the Sun Shell Can for the privil ege of
rai sing ny son. As Weroance, | was perfectly suited to give him
everyt hi ng he needed."

"I see." Panther pulled at his chin. "And when did his nother die?"
"Along tine ago. Just after his birth."

"And you never remarried?"

"No. | had nmy son. My heart... well, it

never had a place for another wonman."

"Gief is a powerful enotion." Panther gave H gh Fox a sidel ong

gl ance. He had his father's handsone features. Those broad shoul ders,
the thick nuscles in the arns.



Those sensitive brown eyes mght well be able to nelt any wonan's
heart.

"As Weroance, | find it unusual that you didn't already have a second
wife. "

"I... | wasn't Weroance then. My brother, Mnster Bone, was. Elder

H gh Fox was born while ny wife and | were traveling, trading with the
Susquehannocks up north. Something about the birth, well, | don't

know. She bled ... and bled. She never recovered." He glanced away
unconf ortably.

"I't nust have been a difficult journey," Panther observed gently.
"Yes." Black Spike's gaze was vacant. "Ckeus was against me. Only a
day before ny return, ny brother, Mnster Bone, was killed. H s house
caught fire in the mddle of the night. Probably a spark in the
thatch. He died in his bed. | came home to ... enptiness. But for ny
son. "

Pant her gl anced up at the thatch roof, soot-blackened and vul nerabl e.
Wth any warning, the occupants coul d escape, since the house normally
burned fromthe top down. On occasion, however, if the wind were right
and the peopl e sl eeping deeply, fanmlies had been known to burn to
deat h, nmany never even waki ng.

"So, you inherited fromyour ol der brother? That's how you becane
Wer oance?"

"Yes, Elder." Black Spike steepled his fingers, smling wistfully. "
have done ny best for my people--even if it meant never remarrying."

"I want you to do even nore for your people."” Black Spike | ooked up in
surprise. "I want you to provide a feast for the Flat Pearl

warriors."

"A feast? For those--"

"You will doit."

"How dare you cone in here and--"

"Think well, Weroance." Panther smled. "O would



you have me march out into the village and tell your people of the
vision |'ve had? Enpty houses, fallow fields returning to forest, the
palisade in ruins. Weds growing in the plaza. And where children

pl ay today, only the wailing ghosts wal k, unburied and forgotten by
their few enslaved descendants. \Were once the proud G eenstone,

Bl oodroot, and Sun Shell clans passed, only the Mamanat owi ck's paddi ng
warriors stal k."

Bl ack Spi ke's face slackened. "lIs this the future you see, Elder?"
"One of them There are many futures. | can also see one where the
nane of Black Spike is hailed as the nan who saved the | ndependent
villages fromwar and devastation through his nercy and wi sdom In
that future, you feed your enem es, and forgive themfor making a
terribl e--but understandabl e--mni st ake. "

"And then you will discover the real killer of Red Knot?" Bl ack Spike
asked. "You are offering us this as a way out?"

"I am "
"Even if | agree, Nine Killer is another matter."

"My inmpression of Nine Killer is that he is a nost thoughtful and
intelligent man. Like you, he is |ooking for a way out."

"Nine Killer is only a War Chief, a tool, Elder. He is here follow ng
orders. In the end, you must deal with Hunting Hawk. She sent N ne
Killer here, and she has made up her mind that H gh Fox killed her
granddaughter. Do you seriously believe she will agree to peace?"

"I will handle Hunting Hawk when the tine comes." Panther shrugged.
"As to what she agrees to, that is her decision. Like you, | can offer
her an alternative. She can accept or decline nmy aid as her conscience
wills."

"And if she throws you out of Flat Pearl Village?"

Pant her frowned. "Not even Hunting Hawk would dare to throw me out."



Bl ack Spi ke sighed, spread his arns w de in acceptance, and said,

"Very well, Elder. Tomorrow, we will hold a feast for Nine Killer and
his Flat Pearl warriors." He paused, nursing his wounded armto his
chest again. "And | will forgive them and try to nake peace with Ni ne

Killer."

"Good." Panther clapped his hands. "Now, let ne see that arm |
myself will lance' it and attend to the healing."

As he worked on the Weroance's swollen arm he could feel the old slave
worman' s eyes upon him her gaze gnawing at his soul like a rodent's
t eet h.



Enpty Spaces

| do not speak of this with joy. No one has ever known where | am when
nmy eyes seemfar away. No one ever will know how much tine |I have
spent wandering that enpty space inside nme. Pacing the walls of
reaching arnms, exam ning the trenbling of the | ocked hands.

Space kept no matter the cost.

For her.

Are not all our lives nolded around the enpty spaces of arnms |eft open
for those we've lost?

Tender and tingling. Spaces brimming with warnth and | aught er

But the cost.

Bl essed ancestors, the cost.

For five tens and three Comi ngs of the Leaves, | wandered that space,
and did not see him The nonster kept his gleamng eyes closed. H s
colors were mine. H's pulse like an echo of my own.

Until one day, seven noons past, when | tried to unlock ny hands. At
last, | felt ready to let her go. | had kept her prisoner for so |ong

nmy heartache had gone nunb.

| tried to open ny hands. | really did. But ny fingers had frozen
Truly. | would not lie about this. | struggled, and screaned.

And he opened his eyes.

He nust have lain in the walls fromthe begi nning, watching and
wai ting.



When finally he noved, it was ever so subtly, a waver of the walls as
his coils tightened around ne |ike a huge fist.

Now. .

Al day. Every day. | sit afraid to nove, staring into those savage
glittering eyes.

Thi nki ng.

There are many stories told around winter canpfires, of heroes who slay
nmonsters. Many end the same. When the hero thrusts his lance into the
nonster's heart, it falls to the ground, and begins a beautifu

writhing Dance. In the throes, it transforms itself into a shining

wi nged god, scoops the hero onto its back, and carries himinto the
heavens where the hero takes his place with the ot her gods.

And | wonder.

Is that what nmy nonster is waiting for?

To see ne, just once, brave?



Twel ve

Later that night, when the star people first began to build their
canpfires, the call came, as Sun Conch had known it woul d. She jerked
her head up when two of her cousins marched across the plaza toward
her. A nervous flutter taunted her belly, but she did not rise from
where she sat between Nine Killer and The Panther. She knew what
Redbi rd and Wi tesides wanted. They often acted as nessengers for her
uncl e Sawtooth. As they closed on her, Sun Conch squared her shoul ders
and braced herself to nmeet them staring themin the eyes. Twirrs,

t hey had seen seven-and-ten Com ngs of the Leaves. They wore deer hide
capes over their broad shoul ders, and had twi sted their hair into buns
on the left sides of their heads. Both had wolfish eyes, with |ong
hooked noses and full |ips. Wen Redbird grinned, Sun Conch had to
will herself not to shiver

"You are wanted, Sun Conch," Redbird said.
"I knew you' d be comi ng sooner or |ater, cousins. Let nme--"

"Who wi shes to see Sun Conch?" The Panther said as he turned away from
Nine Killer. He gave the twins a narrow eyed apprai sal

Whi tesides stiffened. "Her uncle, Sawtooth. He wi shes to speak with
her about this thing she has done--binding herself to you, witch."

The Panther started to rise, to go with her, and Sun



Conch said, "No. Please. | wish to go alone. Let me do this.
will return as soon as | can."

The Pant her sank back to the ground, but his faded old eyes searched
her face. "If you need me, you have but to call."

She nodded. "I will. Elder." And rose to her feet

Her cousins silently led the way across the plaza toward her nother's
smal | thatched house. As she wal ked, she held her chin high, and
focused her eyes on their broad backs. She did not want to look into
the faces of the people crowding the plaza. She could see them from
the corners of her eyes, recoiling fromher as she passed, pointing and
whi spering behind their hands, and knew what they nust be saying. She
had, after all, shamed her famly by declaring her |ove for H gh Fox;
then she'd returned hone at the side of the nost feared witch in the
wor |l d. What had she expected? To be wel coned with open arns?

She shifted her gaze to the houses. Starlight glimered on the

t hatched roofs, and frosted the palisade pol es behind them d ouds
drifted through the m dni ght sky, their edges painted with the pal est
of silvers. As she neared her nother's house, she slowed down, letting
her cousins go ahead, and fought the overwhel m ng urge to vomt.

"Pull yourself together,"” she whispered to herself. "Do it! You can't
et themsee you like this."

Her old ordered life had crumbled to dust before her eyes, and all of
her sanctuaries had vani shed. She couldn't run to her famly, High

Fox, or her clan. Varriors who had once been friends now stal ked the
forests, waiting for a chance to nurder her and everyone el se she knew
The only thing she had left, the only thing she could be certain of..
was hersel f.

Sun Conch cl enched her jaw as Redbird and Wiite sides pulled back the
door hanging to her nother's house,



and announced, "W have brought your niece, Sun Conch."

Sun Conch waited before the fire pit. Had it really only been four
days since she'd sat there listening to her nother and aunt talk? It
seemed like a lifetine.

Uncl e Sawtooth, burly and tall, ducked out through the entry, followed
by Sun Conch's nother and Aunt Threadl eaf, the clan matron. The el ders
threw mats down around the fire, and sat. Not one of them | ooked at
her .

Uncl e Sawt ooth brushed long white hair away fromhis brown eyes. Her
not her' s ol dest brother, Sawtooth had seen three tens and nine Com ngs
of the Leaves. He had deep winkles and a flat nose that spread

hal fway across his face. He said, "Redbird. Witesides. You may

go."

Her cousins turned and trotted toward their own | ong house, which sat
near the eastern palisade wall, twenty paces away.

Sun Conch fol ded her arns beneath her cape, and hugged herself. The
people in the plaza kept a respectable distance, but all eyes were on
her. Even The Pant her watched from his place beside Nne Killer. He
had a curious, worried expression on his elderly face. It touched Sun
Conch that he would care. She was, after all, only a slave.

She said, "I amhere, Uncle, as you requested. Wat is it you wish to
speak with nme about ?"

Aunt Threadl eaf lifted her eyes and glared at Sun Conch with open
di slike. "You are a headstrong, foolish girl, who does not know her
duty to her clan! That is why you stand here."

Sun Conch said nothing. Her nother squeezed her eyes cl osed.
Uncl e Sawtooth shifted to a nore confortable position, bringing up his

knees, and wrapping his long arms around them As always when he
di sciplined her, his



voi ce cane out soft and forgiving: "My niece, are you well? W saw
you arrive and worried that you did not return to your fanmly, as you
shoul d have."

"I amwell, Uncle. But I amno | onger bound to ny clan. | have given
nysel f to The Pant her."

"G ven!" Aunt Threadl eaf shouted. "You had no right to give yourself
to anyone! You are Star Crab! You are a child. You belong to your
clan!"

Sun Conch stared unblinking into those white-filmed eyes. "Nonethel ess,
| have done it."

"And the witch accepted?" Saw ooth asked.
"He did, Uncle."”

Her not her buried her face in her hands. Sun Conch |onged to go to
her, to confort her, but she stood as if rooted to the hard-packed
soil. It would be yet another breach of duty if she even sat down
bef ore her uncle gave her perm ssion. She hugged herself tighter

Uncl e Sawt ooth gazed up at her in concern. "Wy did you do this,

ni ece? To hurt your famly? | know you nust have felt trapped, your
soul bruised, after all the shouting that went on in the plaza five
days past. But why did you not come to ne? You could have. | would
have |istened. Toget her we woul d have worked things out." "

"Uncle," she said through a halting exhalation, "I bound nyself to The
Pant her because it was his price for helping H gh Fox. And I--1 |ove
H gh Fox."

Aunt Threadl eaf said, "You have seen four-and-ten Conings of the
Leaves. You are not yet a woman. You know not hing of |ove! Not only
that, your precious Hi gh Fox loved this Flat Pearl woman. Did you not
know t hat ?"

"I knew. "
"Hi gh Fox never returned your adoration, not that |I saw, " her aunt
continued. 'Ch, you were friends, that's true, but nothing nore.

Anyone coul d see that."

"Even | saw. it her nother murmured, and gazed up



at Sun Conch through tear-filled eyes. Long black hair franed her

oval face and highlighted the breadth of her cheekbones and the

full ness of her lips. She | owered her shaking hands and cl asped them
in her lap. "I told you, Sun Conch, did | not? | told you that he was
not the man for you. He--"

"Thank the gods," Aunt Threadl eaf interrupted, "that ny famly would
not allowne to marry the man | |oved when | was a girl. He turned out
to be a worthless, shiftless sort. Ran off to be a Trader for sone
unknown people anong the western wild men. If 1'd married himl'd be

out there to this day, starving and sifting manure for seeds to fill ny
bel | y!"

Love for Hi gh Fox swelled Sun Conch's breast until she could barely
breathe. "I would have gone with H gh Fox anywhere he wanted to go,"
she said in a shaking voice. "I would not have cared what he wanted to

be, or do. So long as | was with him 1I--"

"Then you are even nore of a fool than I thought." Aunt Threadl eaf's
expression turned icy. "But then | have proof of that! First you run
of f and give yourself to the wicked est man in the world--a night
traveler!--and then you come striding hone acting as if you have no
rel atives! You rmust be a blithering inmbecile!"

To act as if you had no rel atives nmeant you were being sel fish and
prideful, and deliberately hurting the people who | oved you nost.
Not hi ng worse coul d be said about a person--except an accusation of

i ncest. Sun Conch | owered her gaze to the leaping flanes in the fire
pit, and nustered her courage. She could not |let them see her pain.
Aunt Threadl eaf woul d pounce on her at the sight of weakness, like a
gull spying a skittering hermt crab

"Uncle," she said, stiffening her spine. "I cannot take back the words
| told The Panther. | said them | nade ny offering, and he accepted
it. If you wish to go to himand tell himthat he cannot have ne, that
is your right.



You are my famly. But | ask you not to do that."

Sawt oot h tipped his winkled face up, and blinked sadly. "And why is
that, niece?"

"No matter how many Comi ngs of the Leaves | have seen, | know ny heart,
Uncle." She renoved a hand from beneath her cape and placed it in the
m ddl e of her chest. "I nade a promise to High Fox that | would help
him And | made a pronise to The Panther that he could have ne, body
and soul. I will not break those prom ses. So, if you go to The

Pant her and tell him he cannot have me, | will still be his. I will go
wi t h hi m wherever he wants, and do whatever he says. |--"

"Body and soul ?" Threadl eaf's filmy eyes w dened.

"What does that

mean? Has the old man shoved hinmsel f inside you, girl? Is that what
you're trying to tell us? That you' ve shaned us agai n?"

"Ch, no. Blessed Spirits," her nother murrmured. "He hasn't, has
he?"

Sun Conch's knees shook. "If he wi shed to, Mdther, | would not stop
him | belong to him But he hasn't harmed ne--hasn't so nuch as
touched me. Not yet. He--he has been very kind to ne."

"She needs to be beaten!" Threadl eaf bell owed at the top of her |ungs,
and the entire world seenmed to die around Sun Conch. Heads jerked to
watch. The startled birds in the trees went silent. "If | were your
uncle, girl, I would thrash you with a green willow until you shri eked.
I would | eave scars that woul d never heal!"

"I't would not make nme break ny pronises, Aunt. Not to High Fox, or to

The Panther." Tears streanmed down her nother's face. "I tried so
hard," she said. "After your father died when you were five, only you
gave me a reason to live, Sun Conch. You needed nme. And I--1 |oved
you so rmuch. | tried to--"

"And you see what a fine job you did," Threadl eaf said, and thrust out
a hand at Sun "Conch. "Grls are



supposed to be obedi ent, nodest, and hardworki ng. Sun Conch is
everything but! Look at her standing there, that silly war club at her
wai st! You'd think she was |i ke a Wroansqua, her nose in the air!"

Sun Conch's stomach churned. She had to fight to keep the contents
fromrising into her nouth. Wat her aunt said was true. She had
turned agai nst everything she'd ever been taught. Yet the nore they
belittled and humiliated her, the nore determ ned she becane. She felt
as if some unknown person had been living, hidden, in her bones, and
had just started to clinmb out.

She turned to Sawtooth. "Uncle, if you are finished with nme, | have
duties to performfor The Panther."

Thr eadl eaf stood up, and her lips twisted into a cruel smle. "Let her
go," she said to Sawmtooth. "I do not know her. This child is unworthy
of being Star Crab. She is no longer a nenmber of ny clan.” And she
started to duck into the house.

"Wait!" her nother called. "Threadl eaf, you didn't mean that. Did

you? Ch, Sun Conch, how could you do this to us? To nme? If

Thr eadl eaf casts you out... oh, Okeus, pity ne, | will not even be able
to speak with you!"

Sawt oot h rubbed his hands over his face. "Please, Sun Conch, apol ogize
to your aunt. Pledge to--"

"lIt's too late," Threadl eaf said. "I did nean it. Sun Conch is now
outcast fromour clan. As of this instant, both of you are forbidden
to speak with her. Your eyes cannot | ook upon her. Your hands cannot
touch her." Threadleaf's fist sliced the air. "It is finished."

Sawt ooth rose and left the fire, walking across the plaza with his head
down, elderly shoul ders slunped. People rushed to himbefore he
reached his own house, hissing questions, grabbing his arns.

Sun Conch stared at her mother. She was hol di ng her



stomach and rocking back and forth before the fire, weeping
silently.

Sun Conch marched across the plaza toward The Panther, forcing her weak
knees to hold her. Wen she reached his side, she dropped to the
ground and concentrated on the dull, nauseating thud of her heart.

The Panther said, "Nine Killer, mght | speak nore with you | ater?"

The stocky War Chief rose, glanced at Sun Conch's face, and said, "O
course, Elder. | will be around."

When Nine Killer had gone, Panther reached out and placed his fingers
l[ightly on Sun Conch's forearm "You only think you have | ost
everything," he said. "You haven't."

"l amoutcast, Elder." Her voice was bl eak

"My dear girl," he said softly, his faded old eyes gleanming as if from
some inner fire. "Listen to ne. People spend nost of their lives
weavi ng cocoons inside their souls. Cocoons called 'clan," 'fanmily,"

or 'self." Most people clutch those cocoons to their hearts as if

their very lives depended upon them They won't let the cocoons hatch
They're too terrified of what m ght enmerge. You have just been given a
chance to see what will hatch. Don't throw it away. Wngs are

beauti ful things."

Sun Conch wanted to open her mouth to respond, to ask hi m questions
about what he neant, but opening her nouth woul d have neant
scream ng.

She just closed her eyes and nodded.



Thirteen

At sunrise, the nen, woren, and children of Three Myrtle trooped out of
the village bearing their statue of Ckeus on poles, singing songs of
wel cone, and escorted Nine Killer and his warriors into the palisade,
where the lingering odor of a cooking feast hung heavily in the chilly
air.

Nine Killer stood in the plaza, sniling uneasily, and wondering what
had convi nced Bl ack Spike to do this. Gving a feast in honor of an
eneny War Chief and his warriors wasn't the sort of thing Black Spike
would initiate on his own--not that the Wroance wasn't at heart a good
sort, but such clever political maneuvering just woul dn't occur
naturally to him

Bl ack Spi ke stood up before the great crackling bond fire, his armin a
bul ky wrapping, and called out:

"Ckeus, hear my words! Divert your wath around us. W, your people,
honor your nane and presence ampong us. Look into our hearts, and see
the worth reflected there. Turn your wath upon our enenies, and, if
you must do harm do it to those who are unworthy."

"Great lord, may you harmthe unworthy,"
ritual prayer.

the people chined in the

Bl ack Spi ke raised his good arm "I welconme all of our friends and
longtime allies to share our bounty. A m stake has been nade, and now,
with good will and understanding, we, of Three Myrtle Village, offer

this feast in hopes that these last days will be forgotten."



A young woman stepped out of the House of the Dead, bearing a |arge
conch shell, its contents steanming in the cold air.

Bl ack Spi ke took the shell awkwardly, raised the rimto his lips, and
drank deeply of the bitter brew "I offer the sacred black drink to ny
friend, Nine Killer." He |looked Nine Killer in the eyes, and extended
the shell cup, balanced in his good hand.

Nine Killer stepped forward, took the shell, and drank deeply of the
hot yaupon tea. As its warnth hit his belly, and the electric charge
raced through his veins, he replied in his npbst gracious voice:

"To ny

friends and clans people of Three Myrtle Village. W happily accept
your kind offer of food and friendship. The offering of a feast

rem nds us of the | essons taught by First. Man before he was raised
into the sky to beconme the sun, and First Wrman, who was carried up to
becorme the moon. It was they who, just after the Creation, taught the
twins, Okeus and Chona, to offer food to visitors that their bodies

m ght be refreshed. "As your visitors, we accept your offer in hopes
that our recent difficulties are behind us. W have faced nany
terrible troubles together. W have stood side by side through storns,
si ckness, war, and famine. As we endured those trials, and overcane
them so shall we weather this one. To the people of Three Myrtle
Village, | offer ny fullest cooperation in bringing this matter to a
rightful and proper conclusion.”

There, that should allow himto react to any future conplications that
Hunti ng Hawk m ght throw at him

He wal ked over to where the statue of Ckeus had been carefully | owered
by the crackling bonfire, and poured sonme of the black drink into the
bow placed before the seated god. Those haunting shell eyes seened to
stare right through Nine Killer's soul, the painted grin nocking him



After he returned the bow to Black Spi ke, he nodded respectfully to

t he Weroance, and went to sit by the fire next to Flying Weir. Haunches
of freshly roasted veni son, steam ng tuckahoe made from processed arum
root, gourds filled with punmpkin soup, and a bi g wooden trencher of
squash were brought and set before themafter small portions had been
offered to Okeus. At the edge of the fire, a pot of hom ny bubbl ed.

The Pant her ducked out of Black Spike's Geat House, followed by Sun
Conch. It was like a cloud passing before the sun. People went quiet
and averted their eyes, many maki ng warding signs with their fingers.

Appearing oblivious, The Panther met Nine Killer's gaze, sniled, and
turned in the War Chief's direction. Nine Killer experienced-that
singularly unsettling jitter in his stomach. How could one relish the
attention of a fanous sorcerer when eating the first good neal in
days?

"Greetings, War Chief," Panther called out as he approached. The old
man groaned as he seated hinself to Nne Killer's right.

As usual, Sun Conch stood on guard behind the old man, her hand on her
war club. The girl had becone such a fanmiliar sight that Nine Killer
barely noticed her now except when she gazed at Hi gh Fox. At that
nonent her eyes shone |ike stars.

"War Chief, Elder," Flying Weir munbl ed, "excuse nme. | see ... um see
an old friend over there." He beat a hasty retreat.

Nine Killer had to keep from maki ng the warding sign hinmself. He

wi shed he were anywhere but sitting across from The Pant her, but he
said, "You did this, didn't you? The feast?" Panther inspected the
bow of squash, ran his fingers through it to scoop up a handful, and
gratefully sucked the sweet mush fromhis fingers. "Ah, | |ove
squash.



Especially on a cool day like this. Sonething about it warmnms the
stomach i ke nothing else.”

"Did you do this?"

The Pant her shot hima neasuring glance. "What's this? Suspicion in
your voice, War Chief? AmI| to take it that we are no | onger being
honest with each other?"

"I asked the first question, Elder."

The Pant her dived back into the squash, his expression radiant as he
licked the yellow paste fromhis fingers, smacked his |lips, and took
another dip. "Yes, | thought it would be a good idea. Black Spike,

when considering the alternatives, was only too pleased to take ny
hunbl e suggestion and adopt it as if it were his own." Panther nmade a
dour face. "Now, you wouldn't go around telling people |I had any

i nvol vement, would you? It might, well, danmpen the spirit of true

br ot herhood and reconciliation, nuch |like a storm surge does a canpfire
on a beach.”

"I wouldn't think of it."
"Good, | knew you were a man of uncomon sense."

Nine Killer glowered as the' feasters closest to them picked up their
di shes and drifted away. "Elder, you don't have many friends, do
you?"

Pant her, who was gunmi ng anot her nout hful of squash, swallowed and
said, "Oh, yes, | do. |I miss nmy crows and nmy gulls. They tell me the
nost amazing things. Did you know that the nmoon is a world Iike ours,
but without air and water?"

"No, | nean ... Your crows told you that?"

"They did. And nmany ot her things, too.

Nine Killer glanced up at the sky. \Wat a preposterous idea!l Everyone
knew t hat the noon was First Wman. She'd been born as the second

fruit of the tree of Creation, after First Man. She had been carried
up into the sky by First Man just after she'd given birth to the twin
gods. Together, they lived in the sky world along with the hunting star
peopl e.



"I mean you don't have many human friends."

"Peopl e cone and people go. Friendship, now, that's a transitory thing
i ndeed. Circunstances change and peopl e change with them Perhaps it
is an experience that alters a person's understanding of life--say, an

experience in war. O, once, | knew a brave man who was el evated to
the position of War Chief. He hadn't changed, not really, but his
friends thought he had. Then, | knew a Trader once who crossed the

Western Mountains, visited the great chieftains on their high nmounds,
drank their black drink, and ate fromfinely crafted di shes. \Wen he
returned, his closest friends called himcrazy. They said he was a
[iar. Another tine, two friends, a man and wonan, narried, each
willing to do whatever was necessary to live as his mate w shed. But
once again, War Chief, the friendship that had | asted for years was
altered forever. They divorced within two Com ngs of the Leaves."

"Nothing is constant, Elder. Only the sky above and the earth
bel ow. "

"l wouldn't bet on them either, War Chief."

Nine Killer scratched his jaw, squinted as he thought, and finally
shrugged. "No, | suppose not."

They ate in silence for a while.

At last Nine Killer asked, "Don't you nmiss human conpani onshi p out on
that island, or are those things beyond the needs of a ... a man like
you?"

The Panther lifted a white eyebrow. "You were going to say a witch?"

Nine Killer's guts crawl ed, but he said it anyway. "W tches have evil
spirits to converse with, don't they?"

The Pant her sighed, wrists suddenly going |inp. The squash dri pped
fromhis fingers. "War Chief, | amgoing to need your help to see this
thing through. | can't find Red Knot's killer by nyself. | must have
an ally in Flat Pearl Village. The nurderer has cleverly hidden



hinself, and | will need you to hel p ne weasel him from behind his
cover."

Nine Killer studied the steam ng slice of venison in his hand. "I have
to tell you, for a sorcerer, you seemto have a basic |ack of
understanding as to what your duties are." He waved the neat to

i ndi cate the surroundings. "A witch should be sowi ng discord, acting
for his own. self-interest. Not maki ng peace."

Pant her resumed sucki ng squash fromhis fingers. "Well, War Chief,
don't tell anyone, but just for your information, I'mnot a night
traveler. Like | told you earlier, even if you offered ne a witch's
Power, 1'd turn it down. It would cost too nuch of ny soul." He

jerked his head toward the statue of the god. "He can have all the
chaos he wants." "Be careful of what you say, Elder, witch or not."
Nine Killer was unconfortably aware that across the distance the god's
shel | eyes seened to have fixed on him

"My loyalty is to Chona, War Chief. The dark god and | nade our peace
a long tinme ago."

How could a man talk so blithely about Okeus? Nine Killer shifted the
conversation to a safer subject. "Then why do you |l et people tal k? Wy
not do something to prove you're not a witch?"

The Panther met Nine Killer's gaze, a twinkle in his eye. "Because
only a witch could have stopped Bl ack Spi ke from w ping out you and
your warriors. Only a witch could have hinted horrible disaster to the
Weroance if he didn't give this feast. And, when you finally take ne
to Flat Pearl Village, we're going to need a witch to snoke the
murderer out of his hole."

The Pant her scooped up the |ast of the squash, gulped it down, bel ched,
and added, "But the greatest advantage of all is that when peopl e think
you're a witch, you can eat an entire serving of squash all by

yoursel f."



"Wait"--Nine Killer raised his free hand--"1'm not taking you to--"

"Ch, but you are. If you don't, I'll curse you in front of all your
warriors. Do you really think anyone would foll ow you after that?"

Nine Killer blanched. "But you said--"

"Your warriors never heard nme say it." The Panther w ped his hands
cl ean on his thighs, eyes on the steani ng pot of hom ny across from
him "Besides, having a witch around is so exciting, | doubt they'd
believe you if you told them otherwi se. So, | guess you'll just have
to take me to Flat Pearl Village, won't you?"

Nine Killer glared, but The Panther seemed nonchal ant as he pointed at
the hom ny pot. "Could you pass that over in my direction?"

The Pant her wrapped his bl anket tightly about his shoul ders and
strolled out into the night, Sun Conch follow ng quietly behind.

He sighed with relief as he left the palisade, and the stifling nunber
of people within it. The presence of Okeus had bothered him too. The
statue hadn't been particularly well crafted, and that nocking smile
had worn on Panther's nerves. Mre than once, he'd caught hinself just
short of throwing a bone at it. Had he, the sinpleninded villagers
woul d have nearly shed their skins in horror. The only thing that
woul d have had hi m chucked headfirst into the fire faster woul d have
been if he'd stood up and announced hinmself as born out of incest.

To be sure, when "in his noods," he'd thrown things at his own statue
of Okeus, taunting the god, and nothing terrible had ever happened to
him What was it about his people's obsession with Ckeus that
irritated himso? The



unf ai rness that GChona had been virtually forgotten in the cerenonies
and ritual ?

"Maybe we deserve what we get?"

"El der?" Sun Conch foll owed behind, keeping her place as surely as a
shadow.

"Not hi ng. Just the rmunbling of a cranky old man." % Overhead, |ight
fromthe quarter-noon cast a faint glow on the Iast of the | ow cl ouds
bei ng blown out to sea. A few stars sparkled defiantly through the
hazy air. Around the village, the dark fields were silent. The
frosted cornstal ks, beans, and squash vines reflected faintly.

Pant her puffed a white breath and watched it rise before his face. The
tenmperature was dropping toward a hard freeze. By norning the m st
would rise as cold air rolled over the warner waters.

In the village behind him voices rose and fell in the babble of human
conversations. He shook his head. Being around people rasped at his
soul like sand on soft wood. The | ong nmoons of exile had wought a

change in him nade himbrittle around nobs. He wanted nothi ng nore
than the solace to recenter hinself, put his thoughts in order. Even
the soft footfalls behind himirked.

Pant her stifled a sudden urge to turn and grow at Sun Conch, but the
girl's presence was Panther's own fault: a burden he woul d have to bear
until this thing ended.

"W have done good work this day," Panther remarked to ease his
consci ence. Sun Conch paused for a monent, then asked, "Wy did you
stop the fight, Elder? Wat difference would it have made to you if
Bl ack Spi ke had wi ped out Nine Killer and his warriors? These aren't
your people.”

"I stopped it, girl, because it was foolishness--passion turned | oose
wi thout direction. If Black Spike had killed Nine Killer and his
warriors, the act would have been irrevocabl e. Renenber this, ny
friend: When an arrow



is loosed, you can't call it back no nmatter how desperately you watch
its course through the sky. Human actions can be just as final." He
frowned out at the night, craving the deathly stillness of the fields.
"And, we nust see. WAs Red Knot murdered specifically to start this
war? If we are seeking to thwart the killer, we nust try to do so in
all ways, for an evil committed must not be allowed to flourish."

"But, Elder," she said, "we worship Okeus, and he's a capricious
god. "

Pant her snorted in derision. "Yes, | know GCkeus is worshiped, and
Chona fades fromnmenory |ike yesterday's mst. Have you ever

consi dered that, Sun Conch? \What does it tell us about people that

t hey worship the god of chaos and pain, and forget the god of peace and
goodwi | | ?"

"Well, Elder, Chona doesn't need us to placate himbecause he's already
good. He woul dn't harmus, but Okeus woul d."

" g2

"So, since keus is the dangerous one, if you please himthrough your
actions and offerings, he won't inflict disaster upon you."

"@ull dung! How sinple can you get?"
"Elder? I... | don't understand."

"Well, think, youngster. Consider it fromthe aspect of Ckeus. It
matters not what he does, then, does it? If he brews up a terrible
storm the people suffer through it; then they provide himwth

of ferings in hopes he won't do it again. So, he sends another storm
and they scurry around to lay twice as nany offerings at his feet. Now,
if that was the case, and you were Ckeus, what would you do?"

Sun Conch said, "Send yet another storm"”

"And you can inmagi ne what Chona feels. He spreads sunshine, hel ps
peopl e have a good harvest--despite



keus and his schenes--and who do these pesky people build a tenple
to?"

"Ckeus. "

"That's right, Ckeus. It's a wonder Chona sheds any of his grace on
us, isnt it?"

"Yes, Elder. But, well, it's because it's his nature, isn't it? To be
benevol ent, no matter what?"

"It is. Now, think further. Were did keus and Chona cone fron®"
"They were born of First Wman after she dropped fromthe Wrld
Tree."

"I ndeed. Twins. What does that tell us about Ckeus and his nature?"
"That he, too, nmust do what his nature dictates."

"Ah! So, what inplication does that have for all of these tenples
raised to hin®"

Sun Conch stood for a moment, her head bowed. "I see. That's why you
have the two shrines on your island. That's why you said | wasn't
ready for the answer." She paused. "But, Elder, why did you feed
keus that day? Wiy build a shrine to himat all if he is always
wor ki ng agai nst us?"

Pant her waved at the night around them "Because" in her infinite

wi sdom First Wnman understood that if the world was all good, it would
wi ther and die. Just as Chona hasn't abandoned us--no matter how we
negl ect himfor his rascally brother. He still brings the sun after

the storm The sane with Okeus. No matter how he makes us suffer

we're better off for a little suffering. It makes us stronger, mnakes
the world work. For that, | honor him no matter how much | dislike
him™"

Sun Conch's eyes tightened and she tipped her face to watch the bare
tree branches swayi ng above them "I don't always understand what
you're telling me, Elder, but I will think on this."



"Yes, | know you will. You're a thinker, Sun Conch. Unlike your
friend, H gh Fox, you ..."

A shadowed form noved near the palisade. Sun Conch shifted on cat
feet, her war club raised, and stepped in front of Panther

"No!" came a gasped cry. "I surrender! Please, |'mno danger."

At the sound of the scratchy voice, Panther placed a hand on Sun
Conch's shoulder. "I think it's all right. Who conmes here?"

He coul d see an old wonman detach herself fromthe darkness. "El der?"
her scratchy voice called out. "A word with you?"

"Do | know you?"

"Ah, once, yes, but that was two lifetines ago. Two lifetines, yes.
Not now. Now your eyes barely see ne."

"And who were you, those many lifetimes ago?"

"You knew ne as ... No, it matters not. That worman is dead. Her
fl ower has passed fromnmenory. There's no tine, no time for
renmenberi ng. Those thoughts are of pain. Al that pain fromlong
ago." "You make no sense."

"Ch, no, great Elder, nmy words nake a great deal of sense, but | didn't
cone to talk of the past. | came to talk of this life, and the trouble
it brings. Let themsuffer, that's what | said. Wat msery Okeus
pours down on their heads is only what they deserve. Dogs that they
are."

"Who are dogs?" Pant her stepped cl oser, edging past Sun Conch

and the war club clutched in her hard fist.

"These people,” the old woman whi spered, crabbing back into the
shadows. "May their ghosts how in the night, lonely and forgotten
May their spirits bathe in their own cooking blood as ny nan did. Let
them burn, burn forever."



"I know you, don't |?" Panther said. "Please. Step out where | can
see you."

"No. No. Great one, now |l-ama thing of shadows. He would kill me if
he knew | was here, telling you about that wonan. Bad bl ood! Forbi dden
bl ood! That's what this is all about. | amout of time. Mist go. Get

back before | ammi ssed. |...

Yellow light flickered as Big Noi se stepped out fromthe palisade, a
pi tch-pine torch held high

"Go now Away fromne! Away from Mdth." The old wonman scurried back,
ducki ng down. "Don't let themfind ne."

"Wait!" Pant her stepped forward. "You're in no--"

"She cane!" she hissed. "In the night! The fire started at the
bottom rose around himlike petals of a flower. H's flesh bubbled and
charred as he screaned.”

The old hag scurried away, nmerging with the shadows as Big Noi se
approached in the conpany of four warriors. In the torchlight, Panther
caught the faintest glinpse of the woman's face. The |ight shone on a
patch of slick scar tissue.

"Say nothing of this," Panther said to Sun Conch, and turned toward the
warriors. He strode forward, arms cl asped behind his back. "Can

hel p you, War Chief?"

Bi g Noi se stopped short, squinting in the torch light. "W m ssed you,
El der."

"Suspicious of a witch loose in the night? Fearful that | m ght be
cavorting with the night spirits? Turning nyself into an ow,

per haps?" Panther chuckled. "Ch, I'mout here listening to voices,

all right." Big Noise gave hima perplexed | ook, the warriors behind
himfidgeting. Panther waved it away. "Fear not, War Chief. Far from
brewing evil, | just took the chance to walk out for air, to marvel at
the stillness of the night, and think."



"I see," Big Noise said, though his voice indicated that he did not.
"Well, conme then. If nmy presence is so reassuring, you may escort ne
back within the palisade."

The whi sper of nmoccasins brought Sun Conch fully awake. She shifted in
her warm deer hides and lifted her head. Long black hair fell down her
back. Panther slept nestled behind her, his back against the rear wall
of the | ong house She could feel the warnth of his body, the novenents
of his breat hing.

Bi g Noi se, the guard that Bl ack Spi ke had posted to watch them stood
ten paces in front of her, his face gleaming in the starlight that
poured through the snmoke hole in the roof. Had he made the noi se?

She | ooked around. This wasn't her |ong house but she knew every
person who |lived here. Mst were mssing, spending the night with kin,
as far fromthe witch as they could get. Twenty hands away, old nman
Lamet oe had braved spending the night in his long house He snored |ike
an enraged bear, as he did every night, and Little Toad, his

si x- Com ngs- of -t he- Leaves-ol d granddaughter, fidgeted in her sleep. She
lay to the left of the old man, one arm curved over her head, her
fingers opening and cl osing as though reachi ng out for soneone. Sun
Conch longed to hold her. The child's nother had been killed six noons
ago, and Little Toad had yet to recover. She had been whi npering
earlier, the sound barely audible, but it had shredded Sun Conch's
soul .

Moccasi ns whi spered on the matting. Soft. Indistinct. The guard
turned to | ook toward the far end of the | ong house.

Sun Conch silently reached for her war club, then



slipped it frombeneath her deer hides Hickory snmoke spiraled up from
the snoldering fire pits, craw ed across the ceiling, and glimrered in
the starlight shining through the snoke hol es before being sucked out
into the night. She rearranged the blankets so they wouldn't inpair
her rmovenent if she had to rise and strike quickly with the war club
The wooden handle felt icy in her hand.

It's probably not hing.
Snoky air stung Sun Conch's |ungs as she inhal ed.

A shadow moved through the center of the Iong house tall and graceful
As he neared, she could snell the scents of sacred tobacco and wood
snoke.

"Bi g Noise," H gh Fox whispered. "It's ne. | nust speak with Sun
Conch. "

Bi g Noise replied, "Your father said--"

"He said you were to watch the witch, not ne. | don't need your
perm ssion, Big Noise. | just thought | would informyou since you are
standi ng guard."

H gh Fox silently passed Big- Noise and knelt beside Sun Conch's bed.

She sat up, careful not to awaken The Panther, and | aid her war club
aside. The dimlight reveal ed the bruise on the side of his face.
"\What happened?" she whi spered, and reached to touch it.

H gh Fox caught her hand and held it in both of his. "M father
he--he was upset with me." Hs thunbs noved gently over her fingers.
"I told himl thought it would be best for everyone if | just went
away. "

Sun Conch coul dn't speak. One part of her wailed that after all that
had happened, all she had gone through to help him he wanted to just

fl ee? The other part of her desperately whispered, Run away... with ne
?

She steel ed hersel f, and said, "W discussed this, H gh Fox, that night
on the shore of the inlet. You said we had to--"



"I know | did. But |I've changed ny mind." H's grip on her hand
turned hurtful. "Sun Conch, everybody thinks I'mguilty! I'll be
killed!"

"Stop this," she ordered, and tugged her hand back. The expression on
hi s handsonme face went fromterror to shock in |less than a heartbeat.
He sat in front of her with his fingers still clutching the air where
her hand had been. Sun Conch whi spered, "You are braver than this.
What's gotten into you?"

"Sun Conch, I ... | think ny father may be turning against nme." Hs
mout h hung open, the |lower jaw trenbling.

“What! Why?"

"I heard himtal king. He said that Red Knot was a stupid fool, that

she shoul d have known better than to show interest in a man like ne." A
swal | ow went down his throat. "It was the way he said it. The tone in
his voice."

"That proves nothing, H gh Fox. He's worried about you, you know that.
H's son is in trouble. People say odd things when they're worri ed,
| ooking for a way out."

He funbled with the laces on his noccasins. "Yes, | | know, but..." He
paused for a long tinme. "Everyone thinks | did it, Sun Conch. Even
The Pant her! You heard himthis afternoon! Please. There's sonething

| need you to do for me. Sonething I can't do nyself. | |ost
somet hing when | was in Flat Pearl Village, up on the ridge overl ooking
t he canoe | andi ng. When you are in Flat Pearl, could you ..." His

eyes shifted to | ook behind Sun Conch, and he hastily rose to his
feet.

"No, she can't."
Sun Conch swung around.

The Pant her sat up, drew a bl anket over his bony shoul ders, and said,
"\What are you doi ng here?"

"I came to speak with Sun Conch, Elder."

Littl e Toad roused and woke Lanetoe. Big Noise



stepped forward with his war club in hand to see what was happeni ng.

Pant her extended a hand in a calmng gesture. Softly, so as not to
wake anyone el se, he said, "The stories of ny sorcery are greatly
exaggerated, Big Noise. | assure you, | amnot so Powerful as ny
enem es woul d have you believe. Please. Go back to your guard
position. This does not concern you."

Bi g Noi se | ooked at Hi gh Fox, and when the young man nodded, the \ar
Chief returned to his place by the wall, but he kept his club up and
ready.

in the silvered light, Panther's gray hair resenbled matted spi derwebs.

He | owered his voice, and pointed at Hi gh Fox. "I own Sun Conch.
told you this, and she told you this. The next tine you wi sh to speak
with her, you will explain your reasons to ne first." The words bit.

"Do you understand?"
"Forgive nme, Elder." H gh Fox glanced around. "I meant no offense.
just.. . 1--1 will leave and let you return to your rest." He swiftly
turned and slipped away, head down, his novenents reninding her of a
whi pped canp dog.

Sun Conch felt as if soneone had struck her in the stomach with a bl unt
beam She couldn't seemto catch her breath. She watched Hi gh Fox

until he ducked beneath the door hanging at the opposite end of the
house, and vani shed into the darkness beyond.

She turned her wounded gaze at Panther. "Wy did you do that?"

"He seens to think you are his slave, rather than nmine," Panther said
mldly. "I had to correct that m sunderstanding. " Sun Conch |ay back
down and gruffly pulled her hides up. "You were too harsh, Elder. He's
afraid. That's all."

"He's a coward, girl. He's been protected his whole life. First, by
his father, and now by you. He doesn't



know how to stand on his owmn two feet. O won't. | don't know which
and it doesn't matter. A coward is a coward."

Pant her rolled up in his blanket again and turned his back to her

Sun Conch lay awake long into the night, staring at the snoke that
crept along the ceiling for the snoke holes. She alternately

consi dered Pant her's words and wondered what Hi gh Fox had | ost at Fl at
Pearl Village that so terrified him

Nine Killer woke to a dreary gray norning, the air alnost solid with
fog and his blanket hoary with frost. He sat up and puffed out a white
breath that inmediately nerged with the surrounding m st.

Friendship m ght have been rekindl ed, but he'd neverthel ess ordered his
warriors back to their canp in the trees for the night. Better that
than all ow some hothead to undo all that had been acconplished. He
shivered and reached over to stir his fire for enbers, but the danp
charcoal was cold to the touch. Muttering to hinself, he stood and
peered around in the gray haze. His warriors lay in their blankets

like |ogs.

Nine Killer rubbed his cold arns and bent down for his pack. Fromit

he took a small bark container and used his fingers to dip out what was
left of the contents. The concoction was nade fromrendered bear fat,
ground puccoon root, and mint |eaves for scent, the latter being his
own addition. He sneared it thickly over his exposed flesh.

In the winter, the grease hel ped retain body warmh. In the sumrer it
protected the flesh fromthe ravenous hordes of nobsquitoes that rose in
humm ng col uims from



the marshes. The little bl oodsuckers could drive a nman insane at
best, and kill himat worst. In late spring and early sunmer they
swarmed of f the brackish water, the air scream ng fromtheir passage.

He was about to kick Flying Wir awake when he caught novement fromthe
corner of his eye--a |l one man picking his way through the waiths of
fog, staring down intently at each sl eeper as he passed.

Nine Killer recognized the intruder. "Are you | ooking for someone,

St one Cob?" The warrior started, glanced around, and | ocated Ni ne
Killer. "I was. It looks Iike |I found you, War Chief."

"I thought you were out 'hunting' |ike so nany of ny other warriors."

Stone Cob wal ked reluctantly forward, his hands out, enpty, in a
gesture of trust. "Could we tal k?"

"Say what is on your mnd. But, in the process, you mght tell ne just

what you are doing here. | thought you were sulking in the forest
sonewhere. "
Stone Cob hung his head. "I did no sulking. | came here, to Three

Mrtle Village. | couldn't let you kill them War Chief. | have
fam |y here. They had to be warned."

Nine Killer tilted his head back and | ooked up at the gray heavens.
Over head, the bare branches of trees seened to vanish in fainter' and
fainter patterns the higher one | ooked. "I understand. That's how

t hey knew we were coning, when we would arrive, and where. That's how
they trapped us here."

"Yes."
Nine Killer gave hima narrow eyed inspection. "But | didn't see you

out there yesterday." "I couldn't bear arns against you. No nore than
I could have against ny relatives and friends. Wen The Pant her



stopped the fighting, |I ran, hid in the trees beyond the fields.
was out there all last night, trying to decide what to do."

"And what did you deci de?"

"To come to you, to explain what | did, and why. To tell you that | am
not your eneny."

"Nor ny friend, | dare say."

"You're wong, Nine Killer. I will be your friend fromnow until | am
dead and ny bones stripped of their neat and placed in the ossuary with
the rest of ny people. You saved ny life."

"But yesterday you woul d have watched my death."

He nodded sadly. "It would have been the npst terrible thing | ever
wi t nessed. "

"Again, | ask, what are you doing here, talking with ne?" Stone Cob
strai ght ened, head held high. "My honor demanded no | ess of ne. |

could not be party to the nurder of ny clans people or ny friends here.
When you arrived, | could not be party to your murder, or the nurder of
my kin and friends acconpanying you. That is over, but nmy part in it

is not. | came here to serve you, to-repay ny debt to you. You may do
with me what you will. Restore me to your side, cast me out, or Kil

me. Whatever serves you best, War Chief. The decision is yours."

Nine Killer stared into those I evel brown eyes. H s first instinct was
to raise his war club and beat Stone Cob's brains fromhis skull. But
he couldn't, not after all the times they had worked, fought, and

| aughed together. Nor could he wel cone Stone Cob back w th open arns.
A betrayal, despite the circunstances, could not be countenanced.

Nine Killer rubbed his grease slick hands together. "You betrayed ne,
Stone Cob. No matter how justified your actions, | cannot--"



Sun Conch trotted Iike a ghost out of the fog, her face dour
Nine Killer said, "Wat can | do for you this norning?"

She stopped, breathing hard. "The Pant her requests your presence in
t he Weroance's Great House, War Chief. He asks that you come and

di scuss sone matters with himbefore we depart for Flat Pearl
Village."

Relief stirred Nine Killer's soul. The probl em of Stone Cob wasn't
solved, but at least he didn't have to deal with it this instant. "Very
wel |, Sun Conch, I'mready." To Stone Cob, he said, "I'Il be back as
soon as | deal with The Panther. Your fate will be decided then."

St one Cob nodded and seated hinself by the cold fire pit. Wen N ne
Killer |ooked back, he could see Stone Cob pulling his blanket tight
agai nst the chill

Just be gone when | cone back, old friend. That would be best for the
both of us.

What ever Stone Cob had done, he had done it from an overwhel m ng sense
of honor. And if Nine Killer told himto drown hinself in the bay in
penance, Stone Cob would do so. There would be no easy solutions, for
ei ther of them

The Pant her scratched and considered his night. The faint gl ow of
nmor ni ng shone through the snmoke hol es, |ike shining eyes through the
soot. Low voices could be heard fromthe other roomas the slaves went
about preparing food for the day. Above him the pole frame curved
ever inward, |ike a rude webbing held together with dried roots. The
wood had browned with age, trinmed knots swelling like old knuckl es
beneat h the thatch

Simlar to a big basket, he thought. And considered it



an oddity that he'd never seen a |ong house fromthat perspective
before. He shifted, feeling Sun Conch's bottom cuddl ed agai nst him
The girl's warnth conforted him He reached out and patted her gently,
his soul oddly at peace.

What curious need did another human body fill when it lay close like
this? He absently fingered a strand of her shining black hair, and

wat ched as her chest rose and fell with gentle breathing. Not sexual

not at his age--and definitely not for an i nmature noonstruck girl Iike
Sun Conch. This was sone el enental craving, an enptiness that |urked

in the center of the human soul. A need to touch, to hold, to fee

anot her person close. It soothed-partially filled the gapi ng wound

that had been torn in himso | ong ago.

Pant her patted Sun Conch again and pul |l ed back the nusty deer hide
snel ling of snoke, human, and nust. The overhead |ight cast square
beanms through the snoke hol es, blue and hazy in the snoke. The guard,
a different man now, watched himw th suspicious bl ack eyes.

Pant her had accepted Bl ack Spike's hospitality in hopes that he m ght
have a word with the old slave woman. Now, with the norning fires
crackling and spitting sparks at the roof, he'd had no word with her
and worse, he'd had to listen' to High Fox whine. How was he supposed
to sneak over to the old wonman when he and Sun Conch had been watched
by guards the whol e night through? The observation hadn't been subtle,
either. An armed warrior had stood within feet of their sleeping
platform a strung bow in one hand, and a studded war club in the

ot her. Wen Big Noise had started to yawn and blink, another, freshly
awakened and vigilant, had replaced him

In the com ng years Panther woul d no doubt derive sonme amusenent from
it, but for now, he groused over the affair. In all of his life, he'd
never tried to sleep with



an armed, suspicious, and hostile man staring at himthrough hard

bl ack eyes and an expressionl ess face. How could a man sl eep when the
i dea that the unconscious twitch of a lip, or the wong gasping snore,
m ght be the trigger for getting his head caved in?

Wtchery definitely had downsi des.

"I"ll get a full night's sleep in Flat Pearl Village," he nunbled to
hi msel f, and rubbed his face with callused hands. Sun Conch stirred as
Pant her crawl ed over her and stood to stretch. She blinked awake,

| ooked up at him and smiled with i nnocent eyes.

"Grl, | want you to go and find Nine Killer. Tell himl| would speak
with himhere."

"Yes, Elder." She yawned, stretching, her petite fists knotted.
Gat hering a bl anket, she started for the doorway.

"And, come right back."
"Yes, Elder."

I mredi ately after she left, Black Spi ke ducked through the door flap
havi ng seen to his norning duties. The Wroance settled hinself on the
matting across the fire. "Qur breakfast should be ready soon. My

sl aves are heating the remains of last night's feast."

"There didn't seemto be much left, fromthe enpty bows | saw "

"Those Flat Pearl nmen, they eat like bears in fall. They al ways have."
Bl ack Spi ke arched an eyebrow and then all owed hinself a satisfied
smle. "Actually, I'mjust as happy to have fed them Mich happi er
in fact, since |I'd be brooding today had we killed them yesterday."

"I's that an admission that Nine Killer's head is better off on his
shoul ders than on a stick before your Geat House?"

"Yes, | think so." Black Spi ke gave him a sober |ook. "Thank you for
this chance."

"I just hel ped you to do what your heart wanted to in the first place.
But, Weroance, we've still to cut our way



through this nmess. The m st obscuring this matter is as thick today
as it was yesterday. In clearing our sight, we my well find ourselves
faced with equally distasteful situations.”

"I suppose, but you'll be finding themin Flat Pearl |ands. Not
here.”

"Probably. Speaking of which, where is H gh Fox this norning?"

Bl ack Spi ke reached into the pouch at his side and pulled out his clay
pi pe. From a bark container, he poured tobacco into the bow and lit

it with a burning twig fromthe fire. Puffing a blue cloud, he exhal ed
and consi dered The Panther. "I sent himout to one of the outlying
houses beyond the fields. | thought his presence there would be better
for relations last night. Wiy wi ggle your fingers before a snapping
turtle's nose?"

"A wise decision," Panther said, and suddenly understood why the boy
had come sneaking in last night. He wasn't supposed to be there. "For
the future, I want you to keep himhere, inside the palisade at al
tinmes."

"I's that necessary?"

"Did he kill Red Knot?"

"No, of course not. You already know that."

"Then, \Weroance, keep him here, in sight and acconpani ed by a guard, so
that all may see him"

Bl ack Spi ke sucked deeply on his pipe, thoughtful eyes on Panther. "You
have a reason for this, don't you? Planning sonething again."

"OfF course. An innocent man doesn't run, for he has nothing to hide.
And, if you will pardon ny use of your own words, there are tines when
wi ggling your fingers in front of a snapping turtle's nose can produce
the nost exciting results.”

"What ? Getting your fingers bitten off?"

"Only if you are slow of reflex. That's why H gh Fox must be protected



at all tinmes. An arnmed guard to acconpany hi m everywhere, even out to
squat in the fields when he relieves hinself. In the nmeantinme, his

bei ng under guard will allow ne to produce hi mupon request, a fact
soothing to certain suspicious parties who still believe he killed the
girl.”

"Were you always this clever?" Black Spike grinned. One of his
i nci sors appeared chi pped.

"No, Weroance, for nost of ny life, | made a fool of nyself in one way
or another. For now, prom se nme you will keep himclose."

"Very well, he will stay here under close guard. If anyone tries to
harmhim | will send word i mredi ately."

"And | et me know who, that is the nost inportant thing of all. By
dangling our bait, we seek to discover exactly who the snapping turtle
is. That in turn will take us to the nurderer."

"As you wi sh."

AOd Moth entered the house, foll owed by several younger wonen, each
carrying a wooden trencher briming with food. The old woman artfully
avoi ded Pant her's eyes. There was sonet hi ng vaguely fam liar about

her, but age and the terrible scar had changed her features. The
younger worren placed the round-bottomed cooking pots beside the fire to
heat, and added wood to the bl aze. Panther stoked his own pipe and
puffed contentedly.

Only after the slaves had handed Pant her a wooden pl ate heaped with
mashed punpkin and a bow of hominy did they step back to their small
fire by the doorway.

"The ol d worman," Panther asked as he put down his trunpet-shaped pipe
and di pped punmpkin fromthe trencher with his fingers. "You' ve al ways
had her?"

"She was ny brother's originally. Mnster Bone captured her fromthe
Mamanat owi ck many Comi ngs of the Leaves ago. She was quite the beauty
once. You'd



scarcely know it now with her teeth knocked out and that burn scar."

Pant her's heart skipped, a sudden col dness chilling his -heart. From
t he Manmanat owi ck? Bl essed Chona, no, it couldn't be! "And that burn
on her face?"

"Her husband was the Mananatow ck's brother. Monster Bone captured him
at the sane time he took her. W used pine slivers to burn him As

the fire consuned him she broke | oose, actually ran into the flanes to
hug himone last tinme. Monster Bone was so inpressed with her devotion
that he kept her alive, but the ordeal broke her soul. She's been
deranged ever since."

"Poor woman," Pant her whi spered, the sound of his voice conming as if
froma | ong distance.

"Some are stronger than others." Black Spi ke shrugged. "But beware of
what she says. Moth will tell you the nbst curious stories.”

" Mot h?"

"That's what we call her. For the tine she flewinto the flanes."."

Bl ack Spi ke studi ed Panther's ashen face. "Elder, are you ill?"
"No--no, | was just..." He shook hinself, forced an easy snmile to his
lips, and said, "The chill. Foggy days like this always send the cold

right through ny bones.™

Sun Conch, followed by Nine Killer, ducked under the door flap and
crossed the room Panther took a deep breath and flogged his brooding
menories back into the dark corners of his mind where he kept them

hi dden. He nodded as the War Chief settled cross-|egged beside of

hi m

Sun Conch crossed, and conpetently rolled their blankets. These she
secured with a cord before collecting the rest of their bel ongi ngs. How
Jong had it been since



someone had cl eaned up after hinf? Panther drove the thoughts away,
knowi ng they would add to his nel ancholy.

"Good norning, War Chief," Black Spike said, "I hope you sl ept
well,."

Nine Killer gave hima smle. "I'mgetting old. Wien | was young, |
could sleep in the snowwith only a blanket. Now, in a heavy frost, ny
teeth chatter.'

"We are all older," Black Spi ke agreed. "Please, eat. You, too, Sun
Conch. Partake again of ny hospitality."

"The Weroance and | were tal king," Panther began as Nine Killer and Sun
Conch began di ppi ng out honminy. "Black Spi ke gives nme his word that

H gh Fox will stay here in Three Myrtle Village under heavy guard. This
way he is no nore than a half day's journey fromFlat Pearl Village if
we need him but still out of direct danger should others take matters
into their own hands."

Nine Killer's jaw nuscl es worked under his smpooth skin as he chewed. He
didn't | ook, pleased. "The Weroansqua ordered nme to return himto Fl at
Pearl ."

"Ch, | doubt the Weroansqua will take you to task for not bringing him
back with us." Panther gave the War Chief a malicious grin. "She can
turn her wath on nme, if she dares. You are just cooperating with ne.
Acceding to ny requests.”

Nine Killer continued to eat in silence, frown lines tracing across his
forehead. "I want to | eave someone of ny own to assure this."

Bl ack Spi ke stiffened. "Is ny word not enough?"

Nine Killer said, "For nme it is, Wroance, but | nust answer to others
who may not share ny faith." And then he smiled, as if pulling the

| ast cord | oose froma perplexing knot. "The nice thing about two
hands is that you can scratch both itchy palms at once." He

paused.

"What if the man | wanted to | eave was Stone Cob?"



Bl ack Spi ke shrugged. "He is on neither side in this matter."

"My thought exactly.” Nine Killer nodded. "And it will give hima
chance to choke on his honor."

\a
Fourt een

W nged Bl ackbird stood before the fire, his features bronzed by the
| eaping Iight. Behind himstood Two Bones and Makes Water, his
| i eutenants.

The G eat House where they stood was well furnished with deer hides,
woven baskets filled with hickory nuts, chinquapins, and hazel nuts.
Corn, tobacco, dried fish, and jerked neat hung fromthe rafters in

| ong ranks. The red cedar burning in the fire gave the air a redol ent
odor .

The Weroance, Corn Hunter, sat on a golden cougar skin that had been
draped over a stunp, his raised seat giving hima comuandi ng vi ew of
t hose coming before him The only tinme Corn Hunter had his throne
renoved was when his brother, the Mamanatow ck, cane to visit

As Weroance of Wiite Stake Village, and the territory he commanded, he
could levy great tribute fromthe surrounding clans. Mst of this he
passed on to the Mamanatow ck, who |lived three days' journey to the
sout h.

Once Corn Hunter had been a warrior, younger brother to the
Mamanat owi ck. Known for his prowess in war, he had been given Wite
Stake Village, and responsibility for the northern frontier. For the
nost part, Corn Hunter's days were pleasant. The war with the



I ndependent villages had ground into an endl ess stal emate that gave
him enough stability to enjoy his position, but also sufficient danger
to justify his larger than normal cut out of the tribute sent south.

The years had broadened his once nuscul ar body, and the wealth of his
position had covered himwith a thick layer of fat. H s tattoos had
spread with his girth and faded. What had been sunbursts, bird's

heads, and |ines of dots now were nothing nore than shadows under years
of red puccoon root dye.

H s heavy cheeks gave his face a thick, sagging |ook. Small brown
eyes, mndful of a badger's,stared out fromeither side of a flattened
nose. The storyfwas that it had been nashed by a raider's war club when
Corn Hunter had been a young man. He liked to wear finely woven and
brightly dyed textiles rather than tanned hides, claimng that the
cloth was warmer, lighter, and easier on his skin. Like so many in
authority, he reveled in copper and tin jewelry. He sprinkled
glittering antinony on his skin, and Iiked to weave col ored feathers
from pai nted buntings, kestrels, and blue jays into his hair. His
seven wi ves kept the right side of his skull shaved, and spent hours
creating his famous coiffure

W nged Bl ackbird had al ways been | eery of Corn Hunter, and since his
el evation to War Chief his caution had increased. Somrething about
those flat black eyes left an uneasy tickle at the base of his spine.
No matter how Corn Hunter mght smle, and praise his work, Wnged

Bl ackbird didn't trust the nan.

The Weroance watched himwi th an inscrutable stare. He rested his
chubby right hand on one oversized knee, his left holding Red Magpie's
hand as she stood beside him her attention also fixed on W nged

Bl ackbird. Corn Hunter's first wife, she was ten years his elder, gray
haired, slim and narrow of face. Behind them Corn Hunter's six other
wi ves waited, as did his older children.



"W could do nothing," Wnged Bl ackbird said, hating the flush of
enbarrassnent that crept into his cheeks. "Nine Killer had us
surrounded before we could so nmuch as raise a weapon. It was as if he
knew we were comi ng."

"l ndeed?" Corn Hunter said.

W nged Bl ackbird gl anced around the packed | ong house. "I don't
suppose that Barnacle is still among us?"

"No." Corn Hunter's only nmovenment was to rub his thunb on the back of
Red Magpie's hand. "He left the day after you did. Headed south,
believe. No doubt to fill the Mamanatow ck's ears with stories about
Hunti ng Hawk and Copper Thunder, and this conming narriage."

"You're sure he went south?" Corn Hunter blinked slowy, the way a
turtle did on a cold norning. He nade no answer. He didn't need to.

"Well," Wnged Bl ackbird sighed, "it would be nice to blanme it on
him"

"So, you were surrounded?"

"Yes, Weroance. | had no choice but to deliver your nmessage to \War
Chief Nine Killer, since to press farther into their territory would
have neant a hard fight, many deaths, and no guarantees that your
nmessage woul d have been delivered." Wnged Bl ackbird sniled grimy.
"The dead are not known for their elocution."

Corn Hunter's fixed stare ate into Wnged Bl ackbird's very soul. Those
eyes m ght have been made of polished rock for all the enotion they
betrayed. Wnged Bl ackbird . |ocked his knees, refusing to show his
unease.

After what seenmed an eternity, Red Magpie | eaned over and whi spered
into Corn Hunter's ear. The Weroance nodded ever so briefly, and a
hunor| ess sm | e appear ed.

"No, the dead are not known for their

el ocution. But then, neither, it seens, is my War Chief."

W nged Bl ackbird clanped his teeth and rocked back and forth on his
heel s.

Corn Hunter's smle widened. "Well, so be it. You were not appointed
War Chief to tell stories, eh? You are



War Chief to win battles, and if you blurt your failures straight out,
at least | don't need to worry about you plotting behind nmy back
Because of that, War Chief, | can trust you."

"Yes, Weroance."

"Very well, so you gave Nine Killer ny nessage. Wat did he say?"

"He said that he would tell Hunting Hawk word for word. This, | know
he did."

"I see, and howis it that you know wi thout hearing with your own
ears?"

"Because he is Nine Killer. Like your War Chief, he, too, blurts out
the truth for his Wroansqua."

The smile had frozen on Corn Hunter's face. "You take chances, W nged

Bl ackbird. Especially for a man who failed in his mssion. | would
expect a War Chief to use a certain amount of initiative in fulfilling
his duties."”

"Then, perhaps if the Weroance will allow ne to finish

my report, he will discover that initiative is not so foreign to his

War Chief's ability." Rot it all, everything was goi ng wong! The
tone was getting ever nore formal and strained.

Don't goad him or he'll have you roasted! Wnged Bl ackbird sml ed,
seeking to ease the tension. "Wroance, please, hear nme. Know ng that
Nine Killer would send scouts after us to assure that we left his
territory, we nade it | ook good. W ran like rabbits--but just far
enough to allay any of his suspicions. And then Two Bones and

doubl ed back, sneaking through the forest to see what was happeni ng at
Fl at Pearl Village."

"Ah." For the first time, Corn Hunter's expression seenmed to warm
"W crept close, Weroance, and saw the body of young Red Knot being

borne into the palisade. She was hanging froma pole, linp, like a
dead deer."



"What ?" For the first time, Corn Hunter | ooked nystified.

"That's what | really wanted to report to you, ny chief. She's dead.
And the Flat Pearl warriors were so denoralized by it that they forgot
to post guards. Two Bones and | were able to creep close and listen
that night. The best is, sonmeone nurdered her!"

For a nonent, the only sound in the G eat House was the popping of the
fire as flames |licked around the | ogs.

"Who?" Red Magpi e asked, her eyes shining.
"I cannot tell you." Wnged Bl ackbird shrugged. "Many suspected us,
since our presence sent a scare into them Some suspected Hi gh Fox,
son of Black Spike. | heard nutterings behind houses. Some suspected
Copper Thunder, and yet others Hunting Hawk hersel f. Since none of ny
warriors killed her, it has to be one of them doesn't it?"

"And you saw no sign of other raiders? Perhaps the Conoy?"

"No, Weroance. The talk in the village that night was that Red Knot's
body hadn't been violated. No trophies were taken. No sign was |eft.
This wasn't war; it was nurder."

For the first tine that night, Corn Hunter threw back his head and
opened his nmouth. The laughter came rolling out of the depths of his
belly, his fat sides shaking.

Nine Killer and Stone Cob stood to the side of the canoe | anding, away
fromthe other warriors who were preparing for the journey back to Fl at
Pearl Village. The fog had lifted, nerging with the overcast sky. In
the inlet, the water |ooked gl assy, placid for once. Snmooth water nade
for fast traveling.



Nine Killer cocked his head, watching Stone Cob absently chip at an
ash tree that stood near the beach. The warrior seenmed to take sone
perverse delight fromdriving his thunbnail into the bark and prying
loose little hal f-nmoons fromthe stringy gray nass.

"I think I understand, War Chief. If you send me a piece of copper, |
amto bring H gh Fox to you at Flat Pearl Village. If you send ne a
stone arrow point, | amto take the first opportunity to kill him If
you send me a bird's feather, you have found the real nurderer, and
can return to Flat Pearl Village. In the neantine, if anyone tries to
harmhim | amto protect himwith nmy life. Then, | amto notify you
i medi ately of the assailant' identity." He paused. "Curious

i nstructions, War Chief."

Nine Killer propped his hands on his hips. "It's a curious
situation--or | wouldn't be standing here, talking to you in this
manner. No matter that | might have agreed with your decision to warn
Bl ack Spike in ny heart, you still acted against nme. Once, | would
have trusted you with my life. Do this thing for me, and perhaps one
day | can trust you again."

"I did what | had to to save ny honor, War Chief."

Nine Killer waved it away. "I know what you did, and why. Were it not
for your honor, | would be |eaving another in your place. But know
this, Stone Cob: For all that has passed behind us, this thing you do
is between you and ne. If the Weroansqua orders H gh Fox's death, |
will not send you the arrow point. Understand? | will only send it if
| have proven to nyself that H gh Fox was Red Knot's rnurderer.”

Stone Cob snmiled, weary relief in his eyes. "You, | trust, War
Chi ef . "
"And in this matter, | trust you." Nine Killer gave the man a sober

stare. "You nust tell no one what | have told you. So far as Bl ack
Spi ke is concerned, you are



simply here to watch after High Fox, to insure that he doesn't escape,
and to see to the Wroansqua's interests."

"] understand."

Nine Killer lifted an eyebrow. "I have checked. None of your clan is
involved in this."

"Thank you, War Chief."

"Be careful, old friend." Nine Killer hesitated before reachi ng out
and sl apping Stone Cob on the shoulder. "Let us pray that | send you a

feather. If it's the arrow point, killing himm ght cost you your
life."
Stone Cob frowned and chi pped anot her piece out of the bark.. "If he

killed Red Knot, he deserves to die for what he did to all of us. My
life will be well spent, War Chief." He gave Nine Killer a wy,
si del ong gl ance. "And none shall say that | died w thout honor."

"No, none what soever."

Nine Killer turned, seeing that The Pant her had hobbl ed down fromthe
pal i sade and was seating hinmself in Sun Conch's canoe. Trouble m ght
just be comng to a close in Three Myrtle Village, but it would really
begin to brew when they | anded at Fl at Pearl

Nine Killer gave Stone Cob one |last nod, and strode toward his warriors
where they pushed their canoes out into the gently undul ati ng water

Pray to Okeus you find the solution to this, old nman. By naking this
arrangenent with Stone Cob, he was acting w thout his Wroansqua's
approval . Not even the dark god could help himif she ever found
out .

The Panther sat with his chin braced on his palm the water sl oshing
about his feet forgotten for the monment. To his left, the wooded
shoreline passed in silence, the



only sound that of the water on the hull, the dripping of the paddles,
and the muted conversation of the warriors around them as the small
flotilla paddl ed for Rat Pearl Vill age.

Pant her shoul d have been thinking about Hunting Hawk, and what he'd say
to her. Instead, his attention renmained on the old slave worman. It
couldn't be her. It just couldn't!

Pant her shifted, rocking the canoe. Sun Conch paddl ed with no nore
t hought than she used to breat he.

"The old slave, Moth. Wat do you

know about her?"

Sun Conch barely shrugged. "She was taken before | was born. Mnster
Bone captured one of the Mananatow ck's Weroances. She was the man's
wi fe. Not of the Mamanatow ck's clan, herself, but nmarried into the
famly.'

Pant her knotted a fist. "The Wroance, do you renmenber his nanme?"
"Hrmm Let's see. Something about fire. There was
"White Fire?" Panther asked, his voice barely above a whisper

"Yes, that was it. The joke was that he mi ght have been called Wite
Fire, but when they burned him he was greasy black."

"Bl essed Chona."

"El der ?" She stopped paddling and turned to peer at him worried. She
had removed her feather cape and laid it over her knees. The supple
deer hide dress she wore had | ong braided fringes on the sleeves and
hem which accentuated the slimess of her body. Only her beaked face
had any shape, and that was too round, the eyes too |arge. She
frowned. "Are you all right, Elder?"

Pant her took a deep breath and let it slowy out of his lungs. The
feeling within himwas as if a giant hand



had reached into his breast and clanped onto his heart. "I'm...
fine."

Pant her gazed blindly at the passing water; Vs rippled out fromthe
canoes as they lanced the waves coning in from Salt Water Bay.

How coul d a human bei ng change so nmuch? Not hing of that beautifu
worman he had known remrai ned in the burned ol d hag.

O is it that you just didn't want to see?

What was it she had said? That lifetinme was gone? O sonething to
that effect?

"Do you know how it happened, Sun Conch? How t hey were captured?"

"Wat er Snake had just becone Mananatow ck, inheriting fromhis father
What was his name?"

"Blue GI1," Panther supplied woodenly.

"Yes, Blue GIIl. He died, and Water Snake becane the great chief.

Runor said that he wanted to nake his own name for hinself and he

| aunched a war against all the Independent villages. At the height of

t he rai ding, Monster Bone took a small party of warriors and slipped
down to the south, to Appamattuck Village. No one expected themthere.
Monst er Bone sneaked into the palisade and captured this Wite Fire and
t he worman. "

"Her nanme was Sweet Stick?"

"I think so. The warriors brought them back, traveled right through
the center of the Mamanatow ck's territory, and brought themto Three
Myrtle Village. Then Monster Bone sent a nessage to Water Snake
telling himhe had his brother Wite Fire and this Sweet Stick. He
offered to ransomthem trade themoff in exchange for territory."
"And Water Snake said no," Panther filled in glumy. "Better a
martyred brother to solidify his rule, than a potential adversary."



"1 woul dn't know about that.
m ssing a beat.

Sun Conch continued paddling, never

| woul d. Panther let his arm dangle over the side of the canoe. The
cold water began to numb his hand as it rushed through his fingers. If
only I could nunb ny soul the sane way.

But he couldn't. Not even after all these years. The wound was stil
t here, ragged, ready to bl eed.

Sunset cast a |um nescent gl ow across the sout hwestern sky. Against

the fading | ayers of orange, yellow, violet, and purple, w nter's naked
branches created a black trace work that reflected off the still water
of Flat Pearl Inlet. Overhead, two flocks of brown geese honked and

fl apped across the heavens.

Hunti ng Hawk had heard the cry of the sentry over the charter of the
geese and ducked carefully under the door flap of her Geat House. She
kept one hand on the frane, |est her balance fail her, and steadi ed
herself with her wal king stick. Once outside, she hobbled purposely
forward, her sassafras stick tapping the hard ground. Shell Conb

st epped out of _ one of the storehouses and cut across to match her

not her' s pace.

"What news?" Shell Conb asked.

"I"ve no idea. The sentry just shouted that the warriors are
returni ng. Now you know as nuch as | do."

"It's not any too soon for me. This has taken too |long."

Hunti ng Hawk growl ed under her breath. "War rarely provides instant
gratification. If Nine Killer took an extra day, it was no doubt for a
reason. Learn patience, girl, or you'll never be a leader." "I

t hought you wanted me to | earn discipline?"



"That, too, and you' ve exceeded my expectations recently. It's al nost
enough to worry ne."

Shell Comb shot her a sidelong glance and said, "Mther, | can be just
as coldly pragmatic as you can. |, too, can nute the voices in ny
soul, and deafen nyself to the Iongings of nmy heart. |I've tried to

tell you that."

They passed through the palisade and wal ked down to where the crowd was
gat hering at the |anding.

The canoes cane in |like a school of fish, the warriors calling
greetings to friends and famly as their paddles flashed in the fading
light.

"One ten, two tens, three tens..." Hunting Hawk counted the bobbing
heads as the canoes shot toward the beach. "Four tens, and four
That's two nore than left here. What? Not a single |oss? And none of
them |l aid out wounded?"

"Maybe Nine Killer's raid was perfect?" Shell Comb propped her hands
on her shapely hips. "He can do wonders when he puts his head and
heart into it."

"Hard to believe. No raid is perfect. Do you see H gh Fox?"

"No. But, well, that's Sun Conch in that |ead canoe. She's H gh Fox's
friend. Who's that old man riding in back of her?" Hunting Hawk

squi nted, studying the canoes as they beached and peopl e swarnmed around
the warriors, slapping backs, |aughing and joking. Hunting Hawk caught
the words "trapped .. . feast.. . good tines." And then she heard the
words, "The Panther The witch!"

She was just stepping forward when the peopl e pushed back, silence
spreadi ng through what had begun as a happy wel com ng. Hunting Hawk
drew up short with the rest when the old man was hel ped out of the
canoe by Sun Conch

He wi nced, rubbing his hips, taking careful steps, as if



his ol d bones ached fromthe long ride. His gray hair | ooked shaggy,
wi nd-tousl ed, and wild. The tattered bl anket draped about his thin
shoul ders was worn and snmudged. But his fierce Power burned in his
wi thered face.

Hunti ng Hawk hobbl ed forward, stabbing the damp sand with her wal ki ng
stick. "What goes on here? Where is H gh Fox?"

Nine Killer collected his weapons from his canoe and | ooked around at
the crowd, then at the old man, before he faced Hunti ng Hawk.
"\Weroansqua, High Fox is in Three Myrtle Village. There has been a
change of plans.”

"A change of plans?" Hunting Hawk throttled her

first impulse to fly into a rage. No, she would wait to hear his
story.

"I left himin Three Myrtle Village," the old man said, w ncing as he

cane up to her. "Bat dung! | can't sit still that |ong anynore." He
met her stony gaze, a grimset to his thin lips. In a conmandi ng
voi ce, he told her, "I amcalled The Panther."

Peopl e stunbl ed over thensel ves as they backed away.

Hunti ng Hawk's anger turned to fear. "The witch? Wat are you doi ng
her e?"

"I'"ve come to make sense of this mess." He let his gaze travel the
crowd. "I came here to determine the truth of Red Knot's death." He
poi nted at Sun Conch. "This girl came to nme, asked ne to see for
nmysel f if H gh Fox killed your granddaughter. She is now bound to ne."
H's voice lowered in subtle threat. "Do you understand?"

Hunti ng Hawk tightened her grip on her wal king stick. "W don't need
you here, sorcerer."

"I ndeed?" Pant her gestured at the warriors grouped behind Nine Killer
"Wul d you rather that your young nen be staring out of sightless eyes?
It's hard to see



when your head is fastened to a post on Three Myrtle Village's
pal i sade. "

Nine Killer nodded warily at Hunting Hawk's questioni ng gl ance. "W
were antici pated, Wroansqua. W | wal ked right into a trap. Black

Spi ke woul d have taken us all. The Panther stopped the nassacre just
as it was beginning. I... we all ... owe our lives to him Wen
others had lost their senses, he spoke with wi sdom | urge you,

Wr oansqua, hear what he has to say."

Hunti ng Hawk's stomach felt holl ow, her |egs suddenly weak. Pride

forced her to neet the sorcerer's probing stare. "So, what will you do
her e?"
"I have told you. I will find your granddaughter's mnurderer."

"Why?" Shell Conb demanded. Her voice sounded raw. "What is our
busi ness to you?"

"I was asked to do this." Panther spread his bony feet and | ocked his
wri nkl ed knees to keep standing. "If you were to demand that | |eave,
| mght be tenpted to ask why. Such a demand mght stir a great many
curiosities."

"W have nothing to hide!" Shell Comb's fists knotted at her sides.

"Search, for all | care.” And with that, she wheel ed, and shoved her
way through the clustered people. Hunting Hawk sighed wearily. Any
advant age she m ght have had had nelted like ice in spring. "I don't

want a night traveler in ny village."

Pant her's eyes seenmed to glow. "There will be no witchery within the
wal s of Flat Pearl Village." He paused. "At |east, not on ny part.
gi ve you ny word before Chona and Ckeus. | have told you why | am
here." A slow smile crossed his face. "And, fromwhat | have heard
and seen with nmy own eyes, | think you need ne."

Hunti ng Hawk struggled with the sick feeling in her



gut. Did she dare say no? Terrible stories circul ated about this
man, about his dark Power.

"I honor his word," Nine Killer said, placing hinself solidly at The
Pant her's side. "But, as always, Wroans qua, | will do your
bi ddi ng. "

Hunting Hawk's mind raced. Wat was it that bound Nine Killer to this
dreaded wi tch? People were watching her, waiting for her decision. Dd
she dare tell himto | eave? Ckeus take her soul, any turn in Flat
Pearl's luck woul d descend on her head |ike a weight of stone. Turn

hi m away, and there was no telling what evil he would work agai nst

her .

She wet her lips. "I will hear what you have to say, Panther. Then I
will decide what to do with you. You have one day to convince ne."

Wth that, she made a gesture of disnissal, then pointed to Nine
Killer. "You will stay, War Chief."

People drifted off slowy, talking in | ow voices as they eyed The
Pant her. Wen they were far enough away, Hunting Hawk said, "Now, Wr
Chief, what is this about?"

Nine Killer related the events at Three Myrtle Village, omtting
not hing. "So, | brought himhere, Wroans qua."

Through it all, The Panther's eyes never wavered, and wary young Sun
Conch studied the departing villagers. The girl had grown a full hand
since the last Coming of the Leaves, but she had yet to develop a
worman' s curves. In her green dress, she resenbled a moon faced w | ow
stal k.

"So, it seenms | must thank you for saving ny warriors," she said. "But

| still don't want you here."

The Pant her sighed and | ooked toward the village, where people gathered
around the palisade. "Ch, | can understand that, \Wroansqua. Wre

you, | wouldn't want me either, but | am here. In the beginning,

didn't



really wish to take on this task;' however, my curiosity has been

pi qued. Too much of this sad event makes little sense. High Fox is
the likely killer, and indeed, he may yet prove to be the culprit, but
too many people of fair judgnent do not believe himresponsible." He
paused. "How about you, Wroansqua? Wio do you believe killed Red
Knot, and why was she kill ed?"

"Hi gh Fox," she grow ed. "Because Red Knot was prom sed to another."

"Too easy," The Panther replied. "And, talking to H gh Fox, ny soul
can't seemto place himas the nmurderer.”

"Your soul ?" she countered. "You place things with your soul ? I have
heard that animals tell you secrets.™

Nine Killer tensed at Panther's frown. Ah, that prodded a sensitive
spot !

"Sonetines," The Panther conceded. "But not in this instance. No, ny
crows only told me about Sun Conch's arrival. They have been nute
about who killed Red Knot."

"Too bad. Perhaps you should go ask them and |eave us alone." The
Pant her was staring up at the last light. Absently, he said, "If they
di scover the truth, they will come and tell ne. Really, | would rather
beat themto it."

"\Weroansqua,” Nine Killer begged. "Please, we have enough difficulties
as it is. If The Panther can make sense of this, why not let him
try?"

She pinned himw th her hard glare. "I don't understand your part in
this, war Chief."

Nine Killer hunched his shoul ders, as if expecting a blow "I trust
him Weroansqua. And you told me yourself that if | could find an
alternative to war with Three Myrtle, you would take it."

Yes, she'd said that, hadn't she? Sworn on the nanme of the dark
god- -and | ook what good it had done her



She wet her thin lips. "I give you one day, witch." Her stomach

craw ed at the admission. "But, | don't want you sleeping within the
pal i sade. Do you understand? And, War Chief, he is your
responsibility. |I want himwatched, constantly."

She turned, jabbing the ground angrily with her sassafras stick. No
good woul d cone of this. No good at all

Fifteen

Sun Conch sat on a stunp, shivering. The night had fallen clear and
cold. Her breath clouded each time she exhal ed. They had made canmp in
the. narrow band of trees that lined the inlet just south of the canoe
| andi ng. Just behind them the winter-fallow fields, spiked with
burned stunps, stretched toward the wooded ridge. Their canp lay but a
short distance fromthe palisade--close enough that they could hear
each voice that called out fromFlat Pearl Village. People must be
cooki ng supper. She heard | aughter, and children shrieking to the
bar ki ng of dogs. Woden plates clunked, and a gol den aura of firelight
hal oed the palisades. It made Sun Conch long for honme and famly. And
H gh Fox ... her precious H gh Fox.

Pant her humed to hinself as he diligently arranged kindling in the
fire pit they'd hacked into the frozen soil. He | ooked frail and ol d.
The tattered brown bl anket he wore around his shoul ders highlighted his
gray hair and bushy eyebrows.

Sun Conch cupped her hands around one knee and



listened to the sounds beyond the village. OM s hooted as they glided
over the treetops, their eyes flashing. OMs: the fam liars of night
travel ers.

"El der?" she said. "May | ask you a question?"

"Questions are good things. O course you nmay." He placed his | ast
twig on the kindling pile and lifted a snmall ceram c pot of hot coals,
given to himby Nine Killer, fromhis pack. He sprinkled the coals
over the carefully arranged kindling and crouched down to bl ow on

t hem

Sun Conch said, "Do you recall when you tal ked about cocoons hatchi ng?
| didn't really understand. | was hoping you could give nme sone
answers about that."

Snmoke curled up fromthe kindling. Panther kept blow ng and the coals
flared. Bright yellow flanes |icked up around the under. He sat back
to catch his breath. Sun Conch shivered at the sudden warnth. Light

| eaped t hrough the bare branches above their canp.

"Peopl e," Panther said, "are always searching for answers, Sun Conch
Answers. They all want answers. And that's what cocoons are.”

" Answer s?"
"Ch, yes," he said, and nodded sonberly. "The worst kind. They're
absolute truths. Lifeless and worthl ess, but absolute. The clan is
nmother. The village is famly. The world was created by the great

tree that grew out of the mud in the first days before giving fruit to
First Man and First Wnan. Boys are carefree warriors. Grls are
responsi bl e managers. The noment we conme into the world, the first
threads are woven into our souls, and nmeant to be the foundation of who
we beconme. And so they are. Fromthose cocoons we can hatch nany

grand things, but humans usually kill them before they have a chance. A
few Com ngs of the Leaves and those precious cocoons have been turned

i nto nothing nore than hol | ow husks."

Sun Conch clutched her feathered cape close at her



throat and studied the way the firelight flowed into his deep
wrinkl es. "What does that nean?"

He smiled, and the fewteeth in his mouth shone orange in the gl eam
"You have to stop wanting answers. Let them go. You can't grow w ngs
with a belly full of answers. Wngs are born only when you start
[iving your questions.”

"Living ... questions?"

Pant her added a | arger branch to the fire. Sparks crackled and spun
upward in a blinking twirl. "Ch, yes. Wenever you truly take the

time to look at a trenbling | eaf, or watch a stone being tunbl ed" al ong
the bottomof a river, you are living a question."

Sun Conch's brows pulled together. "You' re confusing nme, Elder."
"Hm?" He | ooked up

"What question are you living when you | ook at a trenbling | eaf?"

Pant her tucked his bl anket around his noccasins, and heaved a sigh.
"You want ne to give you an answer?"

Sun Conch sensed she'd said something wong. She wet her lips.
"Yes."

He nade an airy gesture with his hand. "Answers are not shiny rocks
that you can dig fromthe ground, Sun Conch. They are the cool air in
your lungs, and the warm bl ood pulsing in your veins. If you live your
qguestions, sincerely, with all your heart, the answers will snile at
you fromevery grain of sand and drifting cloud. Answers, ny girl, are
not found. They are lived."

She funmbled with the war club tied to the side of her belt, pulling it
around to the front, and checking the knot to make sure it would cone
| oose with one quick tug. "So .. . you're not going to answer ne?"

H s bushy silver brows arched. "I could. But it would be ny answer.
Not yours. The answer has to be yours, or it isn't an answer at
all.”



"And"--her eyes darted about uncertainly---"I will only find answers
by l'iving nmy questions?"

"Correct."”

Sun Conch scratched her calf while she considered this. The breeze
changed, bl owi ng sweet hickory smoke in her face. She had no clear
i dea of what he neant, but the discussion fascinated her. "How do
live questions, Elder?"

"You want ne to give you an answer?"

Sun Conch bit her Iip. "Does that nean you don't really want to talk
to nme?"

"On the contrary. | amenjoying our talk very much. | guess |I'mjust
not very good at it these days." He stretched out on his side by the
fire and propped his head on his hand. H's gray hair touched the
ground, and the lines around his eyes drew tight. "There is one thing
I can tell you about living your questions."

"What, Elder? | would really Iike to know "

"Well, I"mnot certain howto say it so that you will understand."
"Please, try." She swi vel ed around on her stunp and | eaned forward to
get closer to him "I may not understand now, El der, but someday I
mght. My nother used to say that when | got older | would ..." Her
voice trailed off. Every tine she thought about her nmother, she felt
as if she'd eaten flakes of mica, and her stomach was being cut to

pi eces.

Pant her gently said, "Seeing inside the enpty cocoons is one of the
hardest things you will ever do, child. But it is all right to
| ook. "

She wi ped her eyes on the sleeve of her deer hide dress, and croaked,
"About |iving questions: You said there was one thing you could tel
me. What is it?" He smiled. "Well, let's start at the beginning."
"Very well."
weeks,

"You nmust first realize that life is not days, or



or nmoons. Certainly not Com ngs of the Leaves."
"Then what is it?"

"Life is instants."

"Instants? Like ... the blink of an eye?"

"Yes. A single blink of the eye. That is all we have." Panther

reached out and tapped the toe of her nmpbccasin with his finger, as if
trying to get her full attention. "You will know you are |iving your
qgquestions, girl, when you see life that way. As precious, fleeting

i nstants, unconnected to anything else, with no proni se of another
instant to cone." She straightened up slowy, frowning, and caught
sight of Nine Killer slipping out of the palisade. The stocky War
Chi ef wal ked toward them his hand on his war club. Sun Conch said, "I
will think on your words, Elder. | pronise. But for now, you should
turn around."

Pant her foll owed her gaze and got to his feet.

Nine Killer had a distinctly queasy feeling in his gut as he led The
Pant her and Sun Conch toward the village. The ni ght had turned
bitterly cold, nipping at his exposed skin like tiny teeth.

"War Chief, is your stonmach bothering you?" Panther asked.

"Yes, | ... How did you know?"

"From the expression on your face." "The Weroansqua is frightened.
I've never seen her this way. | can hardly believe that she didn't
have ne run you off this afternoon. O kill you on the spot."

"She had no choice.”
"You don't know t he Weroansqua."

"Perhaps, but | know her kind. Tell me, who was that



younger worman? Tall, attractive. The one who stal ked off Iike a mad
she- bear ?"

"That was Shell Conb. The Weroansqua's daughter.”

"Ah, the girl's nmother. The one who thinks Wnged Bl ackbird's warriors
killed Red Knot."

"That's her."
They sl owed at the overl apped gap in the palisade, an unusual nunber of

people loitering by the opening. Nine Killer waved them away. "What
are you going to do for food?"

"W have sone dried fish in our packs. It will be enough."
"You could... that is, | would be happy to provide for you. Rosebud,
uh ... ny sister no doubt has a pot of hominy warmng. After all, the

Wer oansqua never said anything about eating inside."

"You m ght draw nore of her wath."

Nine Killer sighed. "She'll call me when she's ready. | was Bl ackened
and killed once when | becane a man. The worst she could do is kill ne
again."

"I ndeed," Panther noted. "But it's the way that she'd kill you that
woul d be nobst unpl easant.”

Nine Killer scowed at the rem nder. As they passed through the narrow
def ensi ve passage, his skin prickled. An odd sensation to experience
coming into his own village, but his place here had been conpron sed.
How easy it would be for a frightened or worried villager to drive an
arrow through him

No, not yet, he rem nded hinself. W just got hone. But in a couple
of days, when fear of The Panther begins to eat at their souls, then
they will becone dangerous. He cast a nervous glance at The Pant her
and Sun Conch. The girl nmoved like a warrior, each step careful, eyes
searching for danger. She'd draped her cape over her shoul ders, and
the red and blue feathers glinted in the tree-filtered |ight.



He | ed them across the gloony village, people watching froma safe
di stance. How often was it that a Powerful witch entered their
sanctuary?

"You know, Panther, this mght not have been such a good idea."

"Life is full of bad decisions, but right now |'mnore concerned with
nmy enpty stomach than a friendly reception fromyour people.™

Nine Killer noticed his sister peering out beneath the door flap and
bel atedly realized that, after all, it was her house. She woul dn't
refuse me entry, would she?

To forestall a scene, he called out, "Rosebud, Nine Killer brings
guests with him"

"Awrd with you, brother?" Rosebud called out hesitantly. For once,
her eyes had | ost that vexing | ook, replaced by an uncertain sheen. She
set her strong jaw, fists on her hips.

"I'f you would excuse ne." Nine Killer snmled to | essen the strain. "M
sister is probably concerned that she hasn't prepared a feast worthy of
a guest." There. If she flat refused himentry, he could sinply say

t hat not hing was cooked, take a pot full of something cold, and feed
Pant her and Sun Conch outside the palisade.

He ducked into the warminterior, and found hinself face-to-face with
Rosebud. She wore a mantle over her left shoul der, her right breast
bare. The soft hide was belted at her waist, and hung in gentle folds.
Her generally spare novenents were nervous for once, and her hands

twi sted at the hem of her mantJe.

Two fires shed their light over the interior. At the rear fire, Wite
Oter, Slender Bark, and the rest of the children watched w de-eyed.
Nine Killer could snell the enticing odors of squash, tuckahoe, and
steanming wild rice cakes.

"Greetings, sister. | can't tell you--"

"I's that the witch?"



"Sister, between you and me, no. He's not a witch He's an el der
that's all."

"Who are his people? What is his clan?"
"Well, I..."

Her dark eyes seened to wi den, and she threw up her hands. "Wat is
it, brother? Wat happened out there? Stories are flying around I|ike
sparrows!"

"And 1'Il tell you the whole story, just as it happened. But for now,
| need you to wel cone himto your house. WIlI you do this thing for
me?" "My children live here! Do | need to rem nd you that--"

"Pl ease,

sister? Trust me ... just this once?"

She stood |ike wood for a nonent, face grim Then her resolve nelted
into stubborn reluctance. "I'll feed him But just this one tine."

He grinned, then took her hands and ki ssed them "Thank you,
sister.”

Rosebud shook off his hands, gave hima reproving | ook, and said, "If
ever collect all that you owe me ..."

But Nine Killer was ducking outside, returning to Panther and Sun
Conch. "My sister is looking forward to neeting both of you."

Pant her chuckl ed. "You know, |'ve visited people where the nen own the
house and the food. At first, | thought it a little peculiar. Over

the years, however, |'ve conme to believe there nmight be sonmething to
it."

Ni ne. Killer paused, considering. "I, too, have heard of such

peopl es. Met some anong the Traders who pass through. But, tell ne,
if the men own everything, and clans and famlies are traced through
the nmen, how can a man be sure that any given child is his? A man
woul d have to guard his woman nost jeal ously, wouldn't he?"

"Believe me, they do," Panther answered, and wal ked toward the

entrance.

If Nine Killer had any qual ns, they passed quickly.



The Panther, it seened, could charmthe fur off of a beaver. He shed
his aura of Power |ike the old blanket he carried and beanmed at Rosebud
as if she were one of his oldest and dearest friends. Hs warmsmle
graci ous manner, and cheery disposition renm nded the War Chief of
everyone's favorite uncle.

Pant her scooped a m xture of boil ed squash, sunflower seed, and wal nut
froma bow as Rosebud said, "I didn't hear your clan, Elder."

He gave her his sunny smile. "Ch, | doubt you' ve ever heard of them
The Hi gh Steppers, fromdown south of here.™

"The Hi gh Steppers, Elder? |'ve heard of many cl ans, but--"

From outside, a voice called, "Wl cone hone, War Chief. A visitor
conmes to see you."

Nine Killer tensed, glanced at his sister, and responded, "You are
wel cone here, Great Tayac." Alie if ever he' d said one.

Copper Thunder ducked through the doorway, followed by two of his
warriors. The man wore his spider gorget over his chestful of copper
neckl aces; they tinkled nusically as he wal ked. A |ustrous bear robe
hung about his shoulders. H's forked eye tattoos seemed to catch the
wavering firelight. The two warriors stopped at the doorway, both
standing rigidly, arns crossed. Copper Thunder gave Nine Killer a
shal l ow snmil e as he approached--and then his eyes net The Panther's.

The Tayac seenmed to nmiss a step. Hs snmle faded. Uter surprise
regi stered on his face, then a faint flicker of fear.

"So," Copper Thunder said, his voice going |l ow and deadly. "They cal
you a witch now " The Panther's sunny expression didn't change. He
sm | ed and sucked squash fromhis fingers. Only after



he'd swal |l owed did he say, "I hear they call you a... what is it? A
great sonet hi ng?"

"Great Tayac," Copper Thunder supplied in a threatening voice. "Hm"
Pant her scooped anot her handful of squash, ate it, and smacked his |ips
appreciatively. "That's quite a change. Froma Grass Mat to a Geat
Tayac. "

"You will never use that name again!" Copper Thunder's expression
bl ackened.

Pant her frowned, as if searching his menory. "Seens to me | never did.
| was called a great many things, but never Gass Mat. Nor would
ever want to call nyself that. That was your nane, after all."

Copper Thunder crouched before The Panther, his muscles bunched as if
to spring. "Don't toy with me, old man. |I'm not the young boy you
once knew. Things have changed."

"Ch, things always change, Grass Mat, or Copper Thunder, or whoever you
are now. Very well, you will be Copper Thunder, the G eat Tayac. After
all, they're only words, aren't they? You and | both know that down
under the skin, wapped in the nmuscle, bone, and bl ood, the sou

remains as it was, and will be."

"You nmock me!"
For the first tine, the Panther's eyes hardened. "Never. Not when it
cones to the soul. Wiat have you done? Masked yours, curtained off

those parts of it you wanted to forget?"

Nine Killer watched in fascination as Copper Thunder gl owered his
hat r ed.

"It took nme many Comi ngs of the Leaves," Panther said, 'before |I was

willing to 'pull back the curtains and stare down into my own bl ack
depths. | wonder if you'll ever have the courage to | ook closely into
your s?"

"I have all the courage | need, old man."

"Aptly put. Ask a coward, and he'll tell you he has



all the courage he needs, too. Ch, | don't doubt your wllingness to
face death, or to risk your life and fortune. But like a quartz
crystal, that's only one facet of courage, Tayac."

"Great Tayac."
Pant her di pped up anot her handful of squash. "I keep forgetting."

"How | have dreanmed of this day!" Copper Thunder struck like a snake,
hi s hands cl osing on Panther's neck. "I amgoing to crush you like the
i nsect you are, Raven. Feel your life drain away as | squeeze ny
fist." The thick fingers began to tighten on Panther's skinny neck

"No!" Nine Killer lunged forward as Panther was pulled off bal ance and
t oppl ed agai nst Copper Thunder. Sun Conch | eaped to her feet with her
war club raised over her head. She danced fromfoot to foot, seeking
the right angle to strike.

To Nine Killer's surprise, the old man waved them both back wi th one
hand, then gestured for Copper Thunder's attention. Wen the G eat
Tayac | ooked down, he started, his fingers releasing their deadly grip.
A slimbone stiletto dinpled the skin just beneath Copper Thunder's

br east bone.

"Anot her coupl e of noments, Tayac, and you woul d have sent your soul to

keus, " Pant her whispered hoarsely, the stiletto still in place. The
two of you deserve each other. Renenber that, Grass Mat. Kill me, and
| swear on your nother's soul that I'lIl take you with ne. Do you

under st and?"

Hatred glittered in Copper Thunder's eyes, but he jerked a nod. Panther
slipped the slimlength of deer bone back into his breech clout Copper

Thunder stood, his hands still working, as if strangling the old nman in
his inmagination. He tossed his head, flipping his high roached hair to

one side. "A great many things are unfinished between us, Raven."



Pant her stared up at him sadly and di pped anot her handful of pasty
squash fromthe pot. "I suppose they are, Geat Tayac. But, in the
meantime, | ask you this: Wuldn't it be better if you sinmply let them
be? A man who rakes the coals in yesterday's fire pit runs the risk of
burning his fingers."

Copper Thunder stal ked toward the door, gestured to his startled
warriors, and ducked out into the night.

Sun Conch slowy | owered her war club, and clutched it to her chest,
breat hi ng hard. "Bl essed Chona," she whi spered. "That was close.”

Rosebud stroked her throat with shaking fingers, terror slowy fading
fromher eyes. For his part, Nine Killer's heart was only now
recovering fromits frantic beat.

Pant her sucked his fingers clean, expression mld. "Rosebud," he said,
"did | tell you how marvel ous your squash is?"

That will be all, thank you, warrior." Hunting Hawk waved her
dismissal. Flying Wir rose to his feet and beat a hasty retreat from
her Great House. The door hangi ng swayed back and forth after his
passi ng.

Hunti ng Hawk fingered her chin absently, staring down the house to the
front room There, the slaves sat by the first fire, talking anong

t hensel ves in | ow voices. Now, with Flying Wir's departure, they
stood and began their evening chores. They were a mxed |ot, sone
taken fromthe Mananatow ck's | and, others fromthe Conoy, and two,
oddly enough, fromthe Susquehannocks once when they raided this far
south. Taking slaves was a mark of triunph, a trophy of a battle hard
fought or a raid perfectly executed. The nen, of course, were killed
outright. Only the



worren and children were kept, being, by nature, nore pliable.

Hunti ng Hawk watched the flames | eap and dance for a nonment. The
mell ow | ight cast a tawny glow on the grass matting of the interior
wall's. It sent eerie shadows flitting across the sooty rafters
overhead. Slavery for her people was what she was trying desperately
to avoid.

Instead of Hi gh Fox safely in her grasp, the situation was ever nore
out of her control. Her fire barely held the night's chill at bay, and
couldn't possibly illumnate the darkness in her soul

Shell Comb sat by her side and, next to her, Yellow Net. The sl aves
shot them surreptitious glances as they went about rolling out the
sl eeping robes. From Flying Weir she had heard the entire account of
t he expedition agai nst Three Myrtle. Wat should she do with The
Pant her? Shower himwith gifts in thanks, or have someone sneak up
behi nd hi mand bash the brains out of his skull?

"Tell me, just what were you trying to do down there?" Hunting Hawk
asked her daughter. "Prove to the world that you're a mindl ess

f ool ?"

Shell Comb gave her a steely glare. "W have nothing to hide. W' ve
done not hi ng wong."

Hunti ng Hawk cl osed her eyes, taking the nonent to collect, herself.
"Daughter, it's not a matter of what we've done, or not done. It's a
matter of controlling our own affairs. Don't you understand that?"

"He's not going to find anything."

"Good! Well, why not invite the Mananatow ck inside our gates to dig
i nto our business, too? He won't find anything either, will he?"

"It's not like that!" Shell Conb protested. "Don't be ridicul ous!"

Yel | ow Net stood then, w ping her hands on a rag. "If you will excuse
me, Weroansqua, | think I'd better--"

"What? Not interested in another famly quarrel ?"



Hunti ng Hawk asked bitterly as she studi ed Shell Conb through
hal f-1i dded eyes.

"It's late," Yell ow Net pleaded. "Quick Fawn shoul d have everything
ready for bed. Good night, Wroansqua. W'Ill talk in the norning."
"Good night, niece." Hunting Hawk rubbed her shivering arms and

reached for a softly tanned deerskin blanket, its surface covered with
bl ue peak, the highly prized blue shell beads. This she w apped

tightly about her, as if to ward off nore than the cold. After Yell ow
Net had ducked out into the night, she said, "Shell Conb, the only tine
I"mridiculous js when you nake me | ook that way."

"I wasn't near the problem N ne Killer was. If you have wath, I'd
turn it his way instead of at your own famly."

"Don't you see what's happening here? W're about to cone apart.
Whoever killed Red Knot is trying to kill us all! | took a ganmble by

pl edging the girl to Copper Thunder. Wth an alliance by marriage, |
hoped to play hi magai nst Water Snake and Stone Frog, use himas a big
ugly bear to take swi pes at the wol ves snapping at our flanks. And now
what ? Eh? | ask you?"

Shell Conmb | owered her eyes.

"Il tell you what," Hunting Hawk continued. "Now |'ve got that very
same bear here, lingering, watching, |earning our weaknesses while he
lives in our mdst. | can't throw himout! He's here as our guest. If
| tell himto | eave, he has all the excuse he needs to turn his
warriors | oose on us."

Shell Comb nervously creased the hem of her doeskin dress, her mouth
pur sed.

"And to the south, the Mamanatow ck licks his lips, fully aware by now
t hat disaster has struck and the Independent villages are about to
l unge for each other's throats. Do you think he'll just sit down there



in Appa mat tuck Village and roast hazelnuts on his fire? Wiile to
the north, you know that word will reach Stone Frog, and his Conoy
warriors will be asking questions, just to see how di sorgani zed we
are." She pointed a finger. "And do you think that our people don't
understand this? That they're not frightened by the consequences?"

"Mt her, 1--"

"Wait! Let me finish. Al these things that you shoul d know -t hat
shoul d be as norrmal to a | eader as the very breath in her |ungs--seem
beyond you! And when even a fool should have a grasp of our situation
you give a notorious witch access to our village." Hunting Hawk

sl unped. "Okeus have nmercy on us."

Shell Comb spoke slowly, deliberately, desperation in her voice,
"Wasn't it you who constantly beat into my head that there is no
setback that can't be turned to an opportunity if a little thought is
given to it?"

"That sounds |like sonething | would say." Hunting Hawk shifted. "I'm
surprised you listened."

Shell Comb ignored the sarcasm "Well, | have given thought to our
current situation. There is an opportunity here, perhaps a better one
than we had with Red Knot. And The Panther can play a role, too."

"Ch, have you another unmarried daughter to offer the Great Tayac?"
"No. But you do." "I do? But, | don't..." Hunting Hawk gaped at

Shell Comb's resol ute expression. "You?"

"B,
"You're much ol der than he, al nost past your bearing tine."

"I still spend ny three days in the Wnen's House. Look at me, Mbther
When have you ever seen a wonan of ny age | ook so young? And |'ve seen

the I ook in Copper Thunder's eyes when he watches ny breasts and the
sway of my hips."



Hunting Hawk frowned. "It's been so long since | gave you any serious
t hought that it never occurred to me the Great Tayac might."

Shell Comb scowl ed. "You can call on your sister's fanmily to rule
after you. | don't have to be here. Yellow Net is your closest |iving
relative after ne. And, follow ng her, there is your nephew Tall Deer
and great-ni ece Quick Fawn."

"That's assum ng you stay wi th Copper Thunder. You wear out husbands
faster than nost people wear out noccasins. Each time | marry you off,
you cone hone, divorced and pregnant again."

"I'f I can conceive his child, we'll have Copper Thunder in our canp,
and he can savage our wolves for us." Shell Conb was smiling to
hersel f, absently fingering a ringlet of her |ong black hair.

"I"ll consider it." Hunting Hawk sat pensively. "And The Pant her?
Where do you see the advantage of having hi m here?"

"What if we do

all we can to help hin? If, rather than harass him we nake him

wel cone?"

"Wl come a witch?"

"Mt her, please. Let's see what he's like. He may not be so bad."

"He's a night traveler! What do we have to see?"

"You're not thinking clearly about this, about our options. What if he
can be nol ded, turned to our purposes?"

"I don't follow you."

"He already saved the Three Myrtle raid fromdi saster. So, suppose
that we win himto our side. As much as our people fear him think how
much t he Mamanat owi ck's people would fear him"

"W don't even know who he is, what he wants."

"But if he could be persuaded to work with us, help



us, wouldn't that be a weapon to use agai nst our enemni es?"

"You're tal king about a witch, girl, not some duty bound warrior. You
don't just give themorders like you do a War Chief!"

"OfF course not, but if we could persuade himto help us, it would
strengthen our position. Handl ed properly, he could hearten our
warriors, and strike fear into the souls of our enemies. Nine Killer
and his men are already in his debt."

"You scare ne sonetines."

"Mt her, wasn't it you who told me that nothing worthwhile ever cones
wi thout risk? Wasn't it you who said that sometines, we have to deny
the inclination of our hearts, and use our heads?"

A sorcerer of their own? Hunting Hawk considered the inplications.

Nine Killer had clearly supported The Pant her. But what did they know
about hin? The stories that circulated through the villages told of a
man with terrible Power, one who conversed with animals, could charm
even the nost resol ute opponent. Some young warriors who had travel ed
to his island to kill himhad been found floating in their canoes, shot
dead. Ot hers had sinply di sappeared, never to be heard of again.

Then, on the other hand, if The Panther could be persuaded to join
them to work with them he would be a Powerful weapon indeed. In
spite of her better judgment, the idea appealed to her feisty nature.
O late, she'd grown tired of noderating the endl ess squabbl es anong

t he I ndependent villages. The growi ng threat of Water Snake's warriors
had sent her to Copper Thunder in an attenpt to break the age-old

equi |l i bri um between the | ndependent vill ages, the Conoy, and the
Mamanat owi ck. Suppose she coul d have Copper Thunder and The Panther to
boot? Wuldn't that be a | egacy to | eave behi nd? Peopl e woul d speak
her name with awe for generations.



"I don't know. | need time to think about it." Hunting Hawk tucked
her bl anket over her legs. The possibilities raced through her head
like little mce. "There is nore to this than ..."

The deer hide hangi ng over the entrance was thrown back, and Copper
Thunder ducked through with two of his warriors. He strode across the
floor like a brooding thunderstorm Hi s necklaces clinked with each
st ep.

"\Weroansqua, a word, please." He stopped before her, chest heaving,
and propped both of his hands on his hips.

"Speak, Great Tayac." Now what? He | ooked as if soneone had sl apped
his face, and it set her blood to prickling. Not for the first tine,
she wi shed she had a guard standing at her back

"I want that old man cast out of Flat Pearl Village tonight!" Hs jaws
cl anped, the nuscles knotted.

"That old man?" Hunting Hawk kept her expression blank. Shell Conmb at
|l east had the wits to remain silent.

"The one who calls hinself The

Pant her. | want hi mout of here. Now"

Hunti ng Hawk stiffened. How dare he order her as if she were sone
| esser chief? "Great Tayac, he is a guest here, as you are. If his

presence offends you, | will do all that I can to mininize his contact
with you."

"You don't--"

"No! You don't order me in ny village. Were | in your village, |

woul d never presume to use the tone of voice you just used with ne."
She raised her hands in a calnmng gesture and | owered her voice. "W
are both upset, Great Tayac. Please. Let us not | ose our heads over a
triviality. We are better than that." He fumed for a monent, but when
she said no nore, he took a deep breath. "Yes, you are right.

apol ogi ze for nmy outburst. However, if that old serpent crosses ne, |
wi Il not be responsible for the consequences, do you understand?"



Hunting Hawk's curiosity roused at the m xture of anger and
uncertainty in his eyes. Wiat had the old man done to fracture the
iron will that had dom nated Copper Thunder's actions during their
associ ati on?

"Great Tayac, | cannot control The Panther any nore than | can control
you. But, tell me, what has he done to upset you so?" She gave him
the mld | ook of curiosity and chall enge that had worked so well for
her in the past.

"Not hi ng' s changed! He's still the sane old arrogant reptile he's

al ways been. A troubl emaker, nmeddling in other people's ..." Copper
Thunder stopped short, a clenched fist raised. H s gaze sharpened, the
cunning returning to his expression. "Wl |l played, Wroansqua. Your
reputation for conpetence is deserved indeed. You al nost made ne
forget nyself."

"And my curiosity is stirred." Hunting Hawk made a gesture. "Please,
seat yourself, Geat Tayac. Soneone, bring nmy guest a cup of hot
tea."

Copper Thunder gave her an anused smile and seated hinself with the
snooth agility of a cougar. "A cup of tea will do ne quite well, thank
you. "

One of the slaves scurried to comply with her request. Shell Conb
stirred for the first time since Copper Thunder's entrance, watched
from behind | arge dark eyes.

Copper Thunder arranged hinself, straightening his strings of beads and
t he spider gorget. He snmobothed his breech clout flap and sniled as the
steanm ng nug was handed to him "Mnt tea. My favorite. And what is

thi s? Bl ackberry added for extra flavor?"

"I find it a soothing mxture on a cold night like this." Hunting Hawk
waited, the chill forgotten

The G eat Tayac sipped the brew, grunted his pleasure, and cradled the
gourd cup in strong hands. "Yes, | knew himbefore. On the other side
of the Muntains-of-the Setting-Sun, far to the southwest on the great
river called the Black Warrior. He and | crossed paths. At the tinme |
was traveling with ny father, a Trader. The man you



know as The Panther was call ed Raven then, a wandering magi ci an and
runornonger. No, that's too strong. Let's call hima storyteller, a
man who made his way by entertaining the great chiefs with incredible
stories. The greater the flights of fantasy, the nore they liked it.
The stories he told became nore and nore fantastic."

"That doesn't sound like the sort of thing to pronpt his being thrown
out of Flat Pearl Village."

"No, but he was al so known for poisonings, assassinations, spying for
other chiefs. He would report on their defenses, on the com ngs and
goi ngs of war parties. It was whispered that he betrayed several of
the towns to their enem es." Copper Thunder's eyes slitted. "Keep one
thing in mind: No matter what he tells you about hinself, about his
past, it will be aliel™

Hunti ng Hawk studi ed him as he tal ked, seeking any hint of deception
Copper Thunder betrayed none.

"I wll watch him Geat Tayac. |

assure you. At any sign of treachery, | shall have himrenoved at
best, burned alive at worst."

Copper Thunder's lips twi tched. "Wroansqua, one |ast word of advice,
if I may. Though | tread on delicate ground, | would not necessarily
trust your War Chief to 'remove’ him Raven has a habit of blinding
those closest to him Perhaps he truly is a witch in this regard.
However, should you need help with this problem you need but ask."
And you will be nore than happy to kill himyourself. "In the unlikely
event that | need your help, I will not hesitate."

Copper Thunder drank deeply of his tea and shot a quick | ook at Shel
Conb. Hunting Hawk noted that her daughter had turned slightly so that
the Iight accented her lustrous black hair, and if anything, her eyes
had enlarged, as if to drink his very soul

Yes, l ook, he is interested. The revel ation surprised her as nuch as
any of the day's events. She could feel that



subtl e sexual tension between themlike the crackling of rubbed fox
fur.

"So," Copper Thunder said to Shell Conmb, "H gh Fox el udes us agai n?"

"Even the worthy have to wait for fate to drop the ripened pluminto
their hands," Shell Conb rem nded him "You, of all people, should
know t hat war doesn't always grant victory on the first skirm sh. The
best rewards are those hardest won. And there is always a price to be
paid."

He studied Shell Conb over the rimof his cup. "If you wanted
somet hi ng badly enough, what price would you pay?"

Shell Comb spoke with unusual bitterness. "Perhaps | have al ready
pai d, Great Tayac. | have given up everything for ny clan, ny people.
But the price is for me alone to know. " She gave himan enigmatic
smle, one that teased and chal | enged.

Hunti ng Hawk saw the glint in his eyes as he | aughed al oud, sharing
some secret conmuni cation with Shell Conmb. "No doubt you have. You're
a deep one indeed." He glanced at Hunting Hawk then, his expression
calculating. "I don't know which of you is nore dangerous, Wroansqua,
you, or your daughter."

"W nmanage, G eat Tayac," Hunting Hawk replied, half-expecting Shel
Conb to say sonething ridiculous. But Shell Conb's only response was
to nock Copper Thunder with a lifted eyebrow. "I thank you for the

tea," he said, rising. "It is late." Hs face turned stony. "Do heed
my warni ngs about this Panther. He's trouble. Don't trust him And,
well, I wouldn't let himaround the food. You never know what he m ght
put init."

"Thank you." Hunting Hawk inclined her head. "W appreciate your
warning and will be on guard. Have-no fear."



She watched himgo, collecting his warriors at the doorway and
di sappearing into the night.

"So, he thinks I'm dangerous," Shell Conmb said softly.

"A nost interesting night," Hunting Hawk agreed. "Very well, | shal
give this Panther, or Raven, or whatever he is called, a chance. Play
hi m of f Copper Thunder, if nothing else."

"And ny ot her suggestion?"

"Yes, he is interested in you, rather fascinated, in fact. But beware
of him daughter. He's not like the others you've toyed w th through
the years."

Shell Comb's eyes gl eamed as she stared at the fire. "No ... he's not,
Mot her . "

At her daughter's expression, a cold shiver traced down Hunting Hawk's
spine. But she hadn't time for Shell Conb, not now. Plans spun
t hrough her like the filanents of a web. She had things to do.

Si xt een
It was him It was really him after all of these years! Wo woul d

have t hought ? Pant her had wondered about the upstart fromthe
Pi pestone O an, but he had refused to believe his own gut instincts.



"He called you Raven,"” Nine Killer said as Rosebud cl eared away the

di shes and the enpty pots and laid themout for the dogs to lick clean
Two of her daughters supplied wood for the fire. The flames |icked up
around t he branches, popping and snapping as they cast their light on
the inside of Rosebud' s |ong house The wood support posts took on an
anber hue, and the shadows | eaped through the corn, tobacco, and sacked
goods hanging fromthe rafters.

Sun Conch sat to Panther's right, turning her war club over and over in
her hands. Her eyes | ooked far away. Perhaps she had di scovered that
being a warrior wasn't all that easy.

Pant her worked to control the excitement and fear that surged within
him Taking a deep breath, he slunped into a nore confortable position
and filled his pipe bowl with tobacco. He studied the chopped brown
weed and shrugged. "A nman nmust be called sonething. At the tinme, that
was what | was called.."

"I can't believe you baited the Great Tayac the way you did. | thought
for a noment he was going to kill you,” Nine Killer shook his head.

"And in my house!" Rosebud cried. "Think of it. | would have had to
nove. Wio could live here after a witch was killed in the house?"

Pant her responded, "Trust me. After that wondrous neal you fed me, ny
soul woul d never harass you, dear wonan."

"He took ne by surprise,” Sun Conch said glumy. "He lunged for you so
qui ckly, Elder, | couldn't do anything."

"I was in no danger. Sun

Conch, if you learn nothing el se fromnme renmenber this: Appearances can
decei ve. Never ever underestimate an opponent. Only a fool acts



agai nst another man wi t hout thinking through the ramfications. Copper
Thunder, for all of his bluster and cunning, is still a fool. That part
of his soul hasn't changed."

"The best challenge is the one never issued,” Nine Killer added
t hought ful | y.

Pant her smled and bent forward to light his pipe. Hs winkled cheeks
worked in and out as he puffed a billow ng cloud of blue snoke. "Such
sense is generally wasted on War Chiefs.™

"Not if they want to win."

Pant her sighed as the tobacco worked its magic on his tired body. The
excitement of battle was thinning fromhis blood. Grass Mat! After
all these years!

Bl ue snoke rose fromhis pipe. It was said that Okeus gave the world
tobacco as a reward for good behavior. For the Iife of him Panther

couldn't figure out the catch. Such a thing just wasn't normally in

Okeus' nature.

Rosebud cast suspicious glances at Panther as she collected the shiny
pots. The dogs had fini shed and now wandered off to rest their noses
on their paws.

"I have missed this,” Panther said. "A man forgets what it's like to
live in a snug house and share a fire of an evening."

' Then why did you run off to that island?" Rosebud asked, beating
Nine Killer to the question

Pant her again watched the snoke curl from his pipe. An image of G ass
Mat's nother lingered, her shining black hair spread over the robes as
he | ooked down into her dark brown eyes. Not once in all the |ong

ni ghts when she warned his robes had she ever uttered a sound. No
enotion had crossed her face as he spent hinself inside her. For al
the warnmt h her naked flesh inparted to his, her soul had been forever
cold and alien to him

Grass Mat, here!

Pant her sighed wearily. "I went for many reasons. | wanted time to
study the world, to know why it was nmade



the way it was. | needed tinme to find nyself, to reflect on who | was
and how | cane to be that way. Mostly | just needed to think." And to
deal with the ghosts.

"And what did you find?" Nine Killer asked as he pulled his own stone
pi pe froma | eather pouch at the foot of his bed. He resettled hinself
and studi ed Panther with thoughtful brown eyes.

"I found that truth can be as slippery as an eel in greasy hands. That
humans are as treacherous as sea nettles in sumrer waters, |ooking so
delicate and fragile but delivering a very painful sting. | |earned

t he easiest person of all to fool. Do you know?"

"No." Nine Killer frowned.
"Yoursel f." Panther pulled on his pipe and gl anced at Sun Conch to see
if she'd understood. To his chagrin, she still seened to be fretting
about Copper Thunder's attack. "To answer your question, Rosebud,
that's why | went. To figure out what had happened to me--what | had
done to nyself. And, | hoped, maybe in the process | would |l earn
somet hi ng about why the world is the way the world is."

"Elder, the world is the way it was made to be, isn't it?" Sun Conch
asked. "How could it be any different?"

Pant her gave her a sly | ook. "Sometinmes | think your optimstic
i nnocence is ny greatest weakness. | wish .. v"

A stick tapped outside and the flap to the doorway |ifted. Hunting
Hawk peered inside. "I thought 1'd find himhere."

Rosebud instinctively | owered her eyes. "Enter, Wroansqua."

Hunti ng Hawk ducked through, wobbled, and caught herself w th her
wal ki ng stick. She crossed the mat covered fl oor and | owered herself
am d grunts. One by one, she studied them To Panther's eyes, N ne
Killer



clearly | ooked the nost unconfortable, as if caught in a breach of
etiquette.

"I just had a visitor," she said, gazing levelly at Panther. "The
Great Tayac objects to your presence in nmy village. Ordered ne to nake
you | eave."

"Brash of him" Panther puffed on his pipe and sent another cloud of
bl ue toward the roof.

"I thought so, too." Hunting Hawk's gaze narrowed. "But he told ne
fascinating things about you. Said you betrayed villages to their
enem es. Poi soned people. Said you did a lot of terrible things."

Pant her gave her a dry smile. "No doubt he did. There is no | ove | ost
bet ween us."

"Why are you here? What do you want ?"

Pant her ran his fingers along the stemof his pipe. "I have told you."
"You cane to find out who nurdered my granddaughter. Yes, so you've
sai d. Wiy should | believe you? Wiy shouldn't | believe Copper
Thunder? He says you committed all sorts of nmayhem"

"I did." Through the snoke from Panther's pipe, they stared at each
other. "I'll not engage in sneaky little games with you, Wroansqua.
have no need of them anynore. Across the nountains, to the west, along
the mghty rivers and down toward the south, are great chieftainships.
Tri bes who raise nountains of earth and still greater tenples atop
them They trade, make war, and conduct their affairs with a passion
and dedication we can barely understand. A long tine ago, | left this
country and travel ed anong them | served sone of their |eaders,
traded, and even gai ned some fanme as a War Chief. The kind of
authority they wield is an intoxicant, heady and wondrous. For a tine,
| fell under the sway of that giddy Power. In the end, | found it
hollow, for it devours the soul."

He glanced at Nine Killer. "Wen | becane aware of



what | had becone, of how rmuch | had lost of nyself, | left. Alone in
the night, | wal ked anay fromthe great wealth and the authority | had
accunul ated. That was when | escaped to nmy little island. And there
woul d have stayed had not Sun Conch cone to nme and asked ne to speak
for her friend. Had she offered me wealth, or status, or slaves, or

l ands, | would have turned her down. Instead, she offered herself. She
did that because she thought a nan was being bl aned for sonething he
didn't do."

"You want nme to believe that you no | onger crave these things?" Hunting
Hawk asked suspiciously. "That you are here because this girl asked
you on behal f of her friend?"

Pant her shrugged. "Believe what you will, \Wroans qua. | have told

you the truth." He chuckled. "Curious. Once | spun lies the way a

spi der spins a web, and now | offer truth and find it |less palatable to
people than a good lie. Wat does it tell us, Weroansqua, when conpl ex
lies are easier to accept than sinple truth?"

"You don't deny Copper Thunder's accusations?"

"Why should I? A story

is like a corn plant. It grows over time, rises tall and sprouts new

| eaves, but at the root, there was a kernel to start it. Gass Mat saw
only a few of the seeds | sowed."

"Grass Mat ?" She cocked her head.

"He was called that once. | take it that he doesn't announce his
hunbl e begi nni ngs these days. Great Tayac does have a better sound to
it, doesn't it?"

Nine Killer shifted unconfortably, glancing back and forth between
them Rosebud had slipped away, increasing the distance between them
Only Sun Conch seened unafraid. She sat with her war club across her
| ap, and her young face expressionless.

"Enough of the past," Panther said. "I have survived a long tinme, and
done a great many things that | nust



live with. Those things, good and bad, made me who | am Weroansqua.
Just as the things you have done have made you who and what you are
today. It is the present we nust deal with."

"And you are that concerned with the present?" She seened

unconvi nced.

"I dislike chaos. A disagreenent between Okeus and me." He realized
hi s pi pe had gone cold and knocked the dottle into the fire. "Here you
sit, Hunting Hawk, squarely mired in the present, and around you, a
great tenpest is gathering. Isn't this correct? You' re an old wonan
and death is reaching out to caress your soul. Throughout your life
you' ve wor ked, schened, and sacrificed for the security of your famly,
clan, and friends. But now, of a sudden, everything is about to cone
apart. You fear that your life's work will be for nothing--that your
worl d won't survive your death.

"Your nost terrible fear is that your ghost will have to watch the

di ssol uti on of your dreams. You couldn't bear that thought, so you
sought an alliance with Copper Thunder, figuring that was the |ast
great gift you could give your people. A chance to survive the grow ng
i nfl uence of the Mamanatow ck. You would marry your granddaughter to
Copper Thunder, because he was the npbst prom sing counterbal ance to
Wat er Snake."

Hunti ng Hawk swal | owed hard, her eyes vacant, but she listened to
Pant her .

"And then, just when it seenmed that everything was going to work out,
Red Knot is murdered, and the situation is worse than if you had done
not hi ng. You are desperate, teetering on the edge of a black pit,
clawi ng for balance in one | ast desperate chance to save yoursel f."
"So you sent me against Three Myrtle Village," N ne Killer whispered.
"How do you know?" Hunting Hawk demanded



"I know." Panther watched the |eaping flanmes, his soul stirred by the
nmenories he'd hidden for so Iong.

Once, |'d have done the sane.

"Then you are a witch." Hunting Hawk rubbed her face, her withered
hands pulling the winkles this way and that. "No one el se could see
so clearly into the soul of another." "You know little of w tches.
They don't peer into people's souls. They tend toward nore exciting
things." Panther reached for Nine Killer's little ceram c pot and

pi nched tobacco fromit to relight his pipe. "But what can | do?"
Hunti ng Hawk demanded. "How can | save us?"

"First off," Nine Killer said, "let's find the nurderer. Find him and
we' ve di scovered our nost dangerous eneny."

Hunti ng Hawk took a breath, straightening. "Yes, and we can deternine
a course of action against them"

"Then®?" Pant her asked.

"OfF course," Nine Killer replied. "The killing of Red Knot destroyed
the alliance with Copper Thunder, and threw the |ndependent vill ages

i nto chaos. Water Snake and Stone Frog are i medi ately suspect. They
had the nbst to gain. G ven what we know now, Shell Comb may have been
right, Wnged Bl ackbird and his warriors could have killed her. They
left her un nmutilated to mislead us into thinking it was murder instead
of assassination."

Pant her raised a hand. "Perhaps, War Chief. But all in due time. For
now, the greatest danger is to leap to decisions. You did that and
ended up trapped at Three Myrtle Village. | would advise that you not
stick your hand into the same hole again. The last time you did, | was
barely able to keep the serpent frombiting you."

Nine Killer grinned sheepishly. "Your warning is heeded, Elder."



"I came here to decide what to do with you. | still don't trust you,"

Hunti ng Hawk announced, as if comng to a decision. "But | amwlling
to allow you to stay, in the village. Under close guard, of course.
Nine Killer will be responsible for you."

"Why did you change your mi nd?"

"Partly because the G eat Tayac ordered me to cast you out, and partly
because you might be able to help ne."

"As you wi sh." Panther nodded politely.

"But | don't want you meking trouble, do you hear ne?"

"I amnot here to make trouble. It nmakes itself readily enough.”
Pant her puffed contentedly. "Once | deternmi ne who killed your

granddaughter, | am goi ng hone."

"Yes, you are," she told himfirmy. "Having you around here makes ne
unconfortable.”

"And you nust understand something else. | will go where | must to
find the nurderer. No nmatter who he is. |Is that understood? | am not
interested in your politics. I will not be used for your purposes.”

"I wouldn't dreamof it."

Pant her gave her a grimsnile. "Good. In the past, others have not
had as nuch sense.”

Hunti ng Hawk fingered the hem of her robe, skeptical eyes on Panther
"Why did Copper Thunder call you Raven?"

Panther lit his pipe, puffing reflectively. "It was a name | was given
when | was War Chief to Wiite Snoke Rising, one of the Serpent Chiefs
on the Black Warrior River. In their Creation stones, Raven picks
flesh fromthe bones of the dead. He called ne that because when | was
done, only the bones remained."



"So, he is going to stay?" Copper Thunder gave Shell Conb a sidel ong
gl ance as they wal ked al ong the beach just after first light. The day
was dawning clear and cold, with a blustery wind bl owi ng down fromthe
nort hwest .

Shell Comb nodded to the slaves waiting as they approached the sweat

| odge where it was built into the hillside just up fromthe water. In
the early norning it resenbled a pile of dirt with a | eather door
curtain. The fire outside was burning, the stones already hot.

"For the time being," Shell Comb told him "he's nore of an asset than
aliability. He may come in handy." She dismi ssed the slaves, who
| owered their heads and hurried back toward the vill age.

"Listen to nme." Copper Thunder placed a hand on her shoul der, turning

her to stare into his hard eyes. "You don't know what he is. | do. He
is a nonster disguised as man wal king on two legs."” So, the invincible
warrior has a crack in his shell. She snmiled as she laid a hand over

his. "We will deal with him Copper Thunder. He's an old man."
"He's a nmonster," Copper Thunder repeated. "A venonous insect that
will crawl through your village and inject its poison wherever it can
Kill it nom Swat it dead before it destroys you."

She arched an eyebrow. "Such words reserved for that old weck of a
man? Maybe | ought to give hima second | ook?" She parted her Iips,
stepping closer to him "I thought you were dangerous enough."

For a | ong noment he | ooked into her eyes, enough of a hesitation that
she wondered if he'd forgotten just how cl ose she was. She could snell
his musky odor, feel the warnmth fromhis body. He reached out with his
ot her hand and ran his fingers down the glossy black I ength of her

hai r.

"You are dangerous," she whispered. "I didn't think you' d | ook at an
ol der wonan. "



"You fascinate ne." Hys fingers were twining in her hair now "I
never met a woman who could see things as clearly as | do."

"I"'mmy nmother's daughter." Shell Conb taunted himwith a smle and
slipped agilely out of his grasp. "If |

didn't know better, I'd say that was desire in your eyes."

"How do you know it isn't?" He remai ned where he was, watching her
check the stones in the center of the fire.

She used a stick to roll one of the stones out and dripped water onto
it. The droplets exploded in white steam "I1'd say this is hot
enough, wouldn't you?"

A wary smle bent his lips. "You and fire seemto have a lot in
conmon. "

"Men have burned thensel ves on ne before." She used two sticks to lift
a white-hot rock. "Wuld you rai se the door hangi ng?"

He held it to the side, allowing her to slip into the dark interior of
the sweat | odge. As she entered, she brushed himw th a hip, just
enough pressure to tease. One by one, she carried the hot rocks
inside, piling themon the dirt where they glowed |ike ruddy eyes.
Finally, she picked up the water pot, filled by the slaves, and set it
i nsi de.

He wat ched her every nmove the way a hunter did a deer. "So this is'
t he dance?"

"The dance?" She | ooked up at himas she lifted a shell necklace from
her shoul ders.

"The one you and | shall dance," he said flatly, his expression
reveal i ng nothing. The forked eye tattoos gave him a predatory | ook

She stepped up to him gaze inquiring. "Are you up to it?"
"AmI.. . ?" He laughed. "You asked ne to walk with you, told nme you

had thi ngs you wanted to discuss. Very well, here | am cold, nearly
shivering, and you



want to use the sweat |odge? Whay do | think you had all of this
pl anned? It couldn't be the fire, the water ready and waiting."

She flipped her |Iong hair over her shoulder. "I need several questions
answered. First, | need to know if | attract you as a woman does a
man. | think I just saw that in your eyes."

"Yes, you did. You're no fool, Shell Conb. Neither aml. You said
'several questions." \Were is this going?"

"You can't marry a corpse, and | don't have any ot her daughters.™
"Then why didn't you sinply ask if | would marry you?"

She cocked her head. "I don't marry just for the good of the clan, or
simply to obtain an alliance. I"mwrth nore than that, and | know
it."

"Ah, the hot-bl ooded Shell Conmb." His expression reflected
appreci ation. "Does that bother you?"

He shook his head, stepping close. "On the contrary, | respect that
quality in you. You will not be taken for granted. | pity the poor
man who does."

She ran her hands over his nmuscul ar chest and watched his eyes w den.
"Pity themall you want. |'mhere with you, and they, well, they're
sonewhere el se. Wthout ne."

H s hands were on her again, sliding over her shoul ders and down her
sides to the swell of her hips. She could see the pulse quicken in his
neck, sense the tension in his chest as his breathing increased.

"So," she whispered as she fingered the rising hardness beneath his
breech clout "even an old worman |ike ne can stir your passion.”

"I'"ve never thought of you as old," he said hoarsely.

She led himto the doorway. "I had ny slaves place several bl ankets
inside. No one will disturb us."



"I still haven't said I'd nmarry you."

"Nor | you. Marriage is a broad and deep territory." She | ooked up at
himwi th hal f-1idded eyes. "Shell Conb doesn't just marry a man--even
if he's called Geat Tayac. Before | agree to this, | have to know if
you can satisfy ne. 1'd hate to grow bored with you."

"And I with you." He renoved his bear hide cloak, peeled off his
| eggi ngs, and tugged his breech clout down. "For all of your | ooks,
you m ght have dried up inside."

Shell Comb slipped out of her dress, standing before him a provocative
tilt to her hips. "Does this |look Iike an old woman to you?" And she

| aughed as she followed himinto the darkened interior, her body alight
with the thrill of a new conquest.

Shell Comb sat cross-legged in the darkness beside Copper Thunder. The
stifling heat worked into her flesh. Sweat trickled across her naked
body. The | ovemaki ng had been good. He'd nmet the chall enge, joining
with her no less than three tines to prove his virility to her. But
whil e he'd denonstrated stam na, he hadn't exactly been inmaginative.

Neverthel ess, | think he will do. And who knew, perhaps his seed woul d
cat ch.

She tilted her head back, panting in the wet heat. Every nuscle in her

body had turned linp, relaxed fromthe copul ation, and further |oosened
by the steamthat boiled off the hot rocks.

"So, he will try to discover who killed the girl," Copper Thunder
nmused. She could feel himshift as he rubbed a hand over his tattooed
face.

"My nother has agreed to let himtry."

wonder who he will name as the killer?"

She paused thoughtfully. "I



She coul d sense Copper Thunder's snmile in the darkness. "Ch, | have
no doubts. It will be me. This is a perfect opportunity for him A
settling of old debts."

"And if he accuses you?"

"Let him He can't touch ne. Besides, what reason could | have for
killing Red Knot? | wanted this alliance."

"You shall still have it." Shell Comb paused. "Provided | satisfied
you. O, was | all dried up?"

He chuckl ed. "Tell ne, where did you |learn those things? | never knew
a wonan could make a nan feel that way."

"That was just the beginning." She smiled grinmy, delighted with the
moans she' d coaxed fromhis tight throat. How typically nmal e he was;

but he'd been willing to |l earn. How many nen over the years had cared

| ess about her art, preferring to rush to their clinmax and be fini shed?
"I'f I had any doubts, you have di sposed of themthis norning." He

wi ped sweat frofh his skin and rose to his feet. Hunched inside the

| ow dome, he stepped to the doorway and pushed the flap aside. Sunlight
reflected on the blue water of the inlet. His skin steamed as the coo
air blew across it.

Wth a warrior's grace he ducked outside. She followed him shading
her eyes against the brightness, and admired his rmuscul ar body as he
waded into the cold water and dove in. He struck out, sw nm ng

vi gorously.

She fought the urge to follow him Best take no chances with his seed
so recently planted within her. Instead she waded out to knee depth
and spl ashed the cold water over herself. Wen her skin began to
prickle, she headed for the fire. She had shaken her wet hair out when
a col d Copper Thunder energed fromthe water and trotted up the beach
Shivering and goose-bunped, he used



his bear hide to dry and crouched naked over the fire beside her

"Be careful,"” she teased. "You wouldn't want to set fire to

anyt hi ng. "

"It's had fire enough for one day," he admitted. Then he shivered, his

muscl es rippling under pebbl ed skin.
"Feeling alive?" she asked.
"I ndeed. Such things are good for the heart."

"They can al so be dangerous. W have jellyfish in these waters. Sea

nettles in sunmer, winter jellyfish now" "Are you al ways so
careful ?"

"No." She smiled wyly. "I thought seriously about follow ng you."
"Jellyfish, hmP?" He stared out at the water. "If Raven becomes too

much of a problem...
"You were sayi ng?"

"Ch, nothing." He glanced up at her, dark eyes flashing. "My belly
tells ne it's time to eat.. . that is, if all of your questions have
been answered."

"I think so." She watched himturn and | ook back at the water again.
"W will need a couple of days to work out the details, allow people to
get used to the idea, and then we can return to your village."

"Yes," he nused. "There are a great many things to be done.™

Pant her and Nine Killer wal ked side by side across the plaza with its
great fire pit and tranpl ed dance ground. The Cuardi an posts stood
equi di stant from each other and the fire. Each was capped by a carving
in the formof a person, or animal, the wood supposedly inhabited by a



spirit Power that kept watch over the people and cerenonies. Sun

Conch followed a step behind, one hand, as usual, atop the war club on
her belt. Thus far the norning sun had made a poor job of vanqui shing
the chill fromthe air.

"I want to see the body," Panther repeated. The pained | ook in N ne
Killer's eyes amused him Did the War Chief think that The Panther, of
all people, was unaware of the things that took place within a House of
t he Dead?

"Elder, it's a matter of... of...

"The sensitivities of the fam|y? Bat dung! Those were smashed fl at
by the bl ow that knocked the life out of her head. You said that G een
Serpent is going to prepare her today. | wll help."

Nine Killer shot hima worried | ook. "Hel p? How? | nean, what do you
know about --"

"Ah, yes, what does a man who is feared to be a witch know about the
dead?" Pant her chuckl ed and shot a measuring glance at the suddenly
pal e Sun Conch. "Evidently, not what you think. I'"mnot going to trap
her soul, or steal parts of her body for secret rituals. Your G een
Serpent and his priests will be there, doing the work. | suppose that
you could come along if you'd like. See howit's fione. Quite
fascinating, actually."

"No." Nine Killer gave hima flat snmile. "My ancestors are al
resting outside the village in the ossuary. That's where 1'l| be. |
have no business mingling with the ghosts of chiefs.™

Pant her sl owed and studied Nine Killer. "I've been nmany places, done a
great many things, and seen all the different ways that nen raise

t hemsel ves above their fellows. Some of the chiefs |I have known have
call ed thensel ves gods, others said they were born of the sun, their
soul s composed of a blinding shaft of light that would blind nere
nortals with its brilliance. In the end, War Chief, they are just as
ordinary as you and |. Their spit



is just as wet, their belches caused by the same indigestion. Heat
them and they sweat, feed them and they defecate. Their supposed Power
of soul and spirit can't even stop a sinple thing |ike winkles and
gray hair. They die of the sanme wounds and poi sons that would kil
their | owest slave. Besides," he added. "The people resting in the
House of the Dead are your relatives. It is your business."

Nine Killer shook his head. "You' ve had the nmost unusual |ife,
El der."

"I ndeed. And now let nme turn ny experiences to this |atest of
curiosities. Hunting Hawk said | could search for the girl's nurderer

| can't do that unless | can learn everything that happened, War Chief.
I must begin with the girl--be there when Green Serpent prepares her
body. "

Nine Killer cast a quick glance at the Wroansqua's G eat House, and
nodded. "This way."

Toget her they wal ked to the curtained entryway to the House of the
Dead. Pant her ducked and entered. Nine Killer hesitated.

"Come, War Chief," Panther waved himin. "You are to guard nme, observe
all of ny actions. If you're not inside with ne I mght steal all of

G eenstone Clan's treasures.”

"I don't know, I--"

"Are these your ancestors, or not?"

"Well, yes."

"Then you've as much right to be in their presence as anyone else."
Nine Killer stepped inside.

"What of me? |I'm Star Crab Can," Sun Conch asked. She'd worn her

long hair | oose today, and it shimered in the wan sunlight. "Do |

have to go in?"

"I"lIl protect you," Panther said. She gritted her teeth,



and entered. Once in the anteroom Panther called, "lIs anyone
her e?"

"Who cones?" a scratchy voice returned.

"It is The Panther, come to watch the preparation of Red Knot's body.
It is all right, Kw okos. The Wroans qua knows | am here."

"The Pant her?" Green Serpent appeared frombehind the first mat wall.
He squinted, and stepped forward. "I had heard that you were com ng
here. The ghosts told me. | was going to go and see you, see if | had
to fight you in order to protect ny people fromyour sorcery."

Two younger nen followed the el der out, each wearing their priestly
garb of feather cloaks, necklaces that clattered with a wealth of shel
and copper, and perfectly tanned deer hide clothing. Panther figured
the tall one to be Lightning Cat, the short nuscul ar one Streaked

Bear .

"You have no need to fight nme," Panther replied as he wal ked past the
first smoking fire pit. The eternal fire had burned down to a bed of
glowing coals. "I amhere to help, not to harm Red Knot 'has been
murdered, and | have conme to find the killer."

"This death of Red Knot ..." Geen Serpent frowned, his white eyebrows
drawn together. "This is a problem | have been | ooking into the

coal s"--he gestured at the eternal fire--"and have seen not hi ng but
shifting i mages of the murderer. | don't knowif it's because Red
Knot's killer has used Power against nme, to blind me, or whether it's
Red Knot's ghost getting in the way."

"Her ghost is getting in the way?" Panther asked, intrigued. "How?
Why? This is nmost unusual . "

Green Serpent cast hima sidelong glance. "lIndeed it is. That is why
| suspect that sonmething is blinding me. What would the terrible
Pant her think of that? Hm®?"

Pant her stroked his chin. Nine Killer and Sun. Conch stood wat chi ng
uneasily from across the room

"She may be trying to help you, not hinder," Panther



replied. "Have you asked her if she's displ eased?"
Green Serpent nodded. "And when | do, the inmage wavers even nore."

"Have you tried rubbing sacred datura paste on your tenples? Sonetines
that can clear the vision."

The Kw okos nodded. "Ch, | have. | used the paste until | was sick
my soul floating out of ny body. | saw many wondrous and fri ghtening
things, but this nurderer eluded ne. It was nost peculiar ... but,

["I'l tell you what, there is a terrible crine involved in this. Nothing
el se woul d have the Spirits so upset."”

Pant her cocked his head, frowning. "How do you mean, great Kw okos?
Sonet hi ng worse than nurder?"

"Yes." Green Serpent pursed his lips, his tufted white eyebrows
rising. "lt's close, | tell you. Wien | drift off to sleep, | can
al nost feel it, malignant, dark, and dangerous. Close ... so close

that the ghosts are nilling and frightened. That's why | can't quite
see it. Like knowi ng that people are waving to you fromthe other side
of the room but the mist is so thick you can't quite see them only

t heir shadowy novenments. The ghosts are horrified. | think Red Knot

is. too. Terribly upset.. . yes, terribly"

"You'd think that the House of the Dead had been profaned in sone
way. "
"Yes." Green Serpent watched himthrough narrowed eyes. "You know
your craft well, sorcerer.™



Sevent een

Pant her shook his head and nade a dism ssive gesture. "I'Il not try
and fool you, great Kwi okos. |I'mno sorcerer, no witch. | have nade a
study of the plants and their Powers. | have listened to, and studied
under, nmen and wonmen with great Power. | have practiced nmagic tricks

and sl eights, and even played the god on occasion."

Not everyone was allowed to play the god. In the cerenonials, strings
were often tied to Ckeus, so that when the hi dden operator pulled them
the god would nove his arns, turn his head, and stand in his shrine. A
Kwi okos kept that know edge secret unto hinself.

"I see." Green Serpent took a step to the side, shooting a quick
glance at Nine Killer and Sun Conch where they stood just inside the
doorway. "And what is your purpose here, Panther?"

"I told you, | cane to find--"

"No. Your real purpose? What nade you cone to this place? What will
you do here?"

He took a deep breath, considering his words. "I am not sure yet.
Hopefully I will cone closer to maintaining the balance that has el uded
me for years."

"An act of goodness to counter the bad?"

"Somet hing like that."

"Tell me, Panther, are acts nore inportant than beliefs?"

"l don't know, Kw okos, but acts have a Power al



their own. | have seen that a child' s snmle is worth a lifetinme of
wor shi ping before a shrine. An insult shouted across a river can fire
the bl ood of a thousand warriors in lands you' ve never heard of. That
is the Power of actions. Be they for good or evil, they spread |like
ri ppl es upon a pond."

"Li ke the nurder of our Red Knot," G een Serpent nused.

"Exactly." Panther lifted an eyebrow. "I wonder if the nurderer
under st ood just how many ripples would spread fromthat blow to the
girl's head?"

Green Serpent shook his head. "Ch, that is never understood, Panther
Not until the act is done can the ripples be seen spreading. Only then
does the nmurderer begin to see that his life will never be the sane."
"Then come, let us take a ook at the girl." Panther smiled warmy at
the Kwi okos. f'l would Iike the War Chief to acconpany us. N ne

Killer was there at the place where the girl was killed, and Sun Conch
is bonded to ne."

Green Serpent glanced at them no doubt seeing the fear on their faces.

"It is nost irregular, but I will do as you wish." He glanced at

Li ght ni ng Cat and Streaked Bear, who had been listening intently.
"There will be no trouble over this. Cone, all of you. Let us attend
to Red Knot."

Pant her foll owed the Kw okos back past the mat partition, past the
storeroomw th its graven guardi ans. As he passed, G een Serpent
raised a finger to touch each one, calling for their blessing. Beyond
the final mat wall, they entered the sanctum where Okeus sat on his
perch, the painted wooden statue covered with peak shell neckl aces,
pol i shed copper, and fine dress. The shell eyes seenmed to gleamw th
an inner light, but only reflected the fire. H's outstretched arns
hel d a shock of corn in



the left, and an ornate war club in the right: the dual nature of the
fickle god obvious to all

Above Okeus, on the platform lay the bundl ed corpses of clan | eaders.
Each corpse had been rolled in its own fabric shroud. They rested in a
ranked line. Forever silent to this world, they were the repositories

of the honored ghosts of the Greenstone Cl an

On the floor to the right of the fire lay young Red Knot, her body
swol | en from deconposition. She had been placed on a woven cattai
mat .

Nine Killer stopped short as he foll owed Streaked Bear into the room
The War Chief's gaze fastened on the god, then took in the platform
and finally stopped on Red Knot. He seened to be having trouble with
hi s breat hi ng.

Pant her nade a respectful gesture to the god, then crouched down over
the girl, the taint of corruption and snoke filling his nostrils. He
had been told that she was a pretty girl, her body just bloonming into a
full-busted figure. Now her hal f-open eyes had sunk into her face, the
lips drawn back over the teeth.

Pant her coul d i nmagi ne her, young, alive, and vivacious. He could see
t hose dark eyes flashing, sense her saucy smile. Her blood nmust have
raced as she hurried off to nmeet Hi gh Fox that fateful norning. How
excited she nust have been. That shining black hair woul d have swung
wi th each anxi ous step.

But here she lay, dead and cold, her flesh swollen with rot, the eyes
sightl ess. The pul sing bl ood had bl ackened to clot in her veins.

Who did this to you, girl? And, why did they do it?
"War Chief, could you come here?" Panther could see bits of |eaves in
her hair. As Nine Killer bent down beside him Panther asked, "You saw

her up on the ridge. Could you lay her out just as she was?"

Nine Killer flinched as he touched her cold skin. Her body gurgled as



he rolled it over. Despite sone remaining rigor, Nine Kilftr placed
the Iinbs appropriately.

"She was laid out thus, Elder. This |leg drawn up, the hand cl asped
so. "

"That was the hand cl aspi ng the neckl ace?"

"Yes, Elder."
"I have the necklace," Green Serpent said fromwhere he watched in the
rear. "Wyuld you bring it, Lightning Cat?"

The priest nodded and stepped fromthe roomto return with the neckl ace
dangling fromhis hand. Panther studied it in the light, |ooking
closely at the stone shark's tooth. "lI've seen these. Fromthe bl uff
down by Piney Point."

Sun Conch made a snall forlorn sound.
Pant her | ooked up. "Wat is it, Sun Conch?"

"That necklace, Elder. | wasn't sure when Nine Killer first nentioned
it, but... it belongs to H gh Fox."

"You think this is what he said he '"lost'? The object he wanted you to
| ook for when you got here?"

Sun Conch | ooked as if she'd swall owed poi sonous swanp |aurel. "Yes.
Probably." Nine Killer exhaled wearily. "It was in Red Knot's hand.
So, High Fox is the killer after all."

"No!" Sun Conch shook her head violently. "He isn't! | swear,
woul d know if he--he could do sonething like this! It isn't in him"

Pant her held up a hand to calmthe girl, but he spoke to Nine Killer.
"Remenber, War Chief, H gh Fox m ght have given the young woman t he
neckl ace as a gift. She was, after all, running off to nmeet him"
Nine Killer |ooked unconvinced.

"Thi nk. How many expl anations can this have?" Panther held N ne
Killer's gaze. "Did she clutch it to her breast? Perhaps to hold it

close while she died? Like a warrior does a Power bundl e?"

"That is possible."



"By itself, the necklace does not" "indicate guilt. It is only
anot her of the curious facts we nust sort out."

"Yes, Elder." Nine Killer rel ented.

Sun Conch stepped sideways to | ean her shoul der against the wall, and
Pant her noticed that she seemed to need the support. Her |egs were
shaki ng.

"I need nmore light." Panther turned to study Red Knot's matted hair.
Streaked Bear hurried to place nore wood on the fire.

The flames | eapt up, and Pant her exani ned the bl oodstains on the dress,
and the way the girl's head lay. "Cone, let's renmove her clothing."

"Her spirit nust be placated," G een Serpent insisted. "You dare not
bot her her until she knows your purpose. The dead can be nost easily
of f ended. "

"OfF course, Kw okos," Panther agreed. "If you will informher of our
m ssion as we work, | would deeply appreciate it."

Green Serpent grinned, exposing his stubby brown teeth. Then he
renoved his large gourd rattle fromhis belt, shaking it in a

shi sh-shi shing nmotion as his old voice quavered in a sad song to Red
Knot's ghost.

Only then did Panther and Nine Killer lift the girl, slipping her dress
over her head. Panther took the garment and studied it in the
firelight. Red Knot had danced her last dance in this beautifully
tanned deer hide dress. Chevrons of dark blue peak decorated the

front. At the point of each, a bit of copper had been sewn to gleamin
the firelight. Aline of pearls, each carefully drilled through the
center, had been tacked to the neckline, and Iong fringes had been cut
fromthe hem

Pant her turned his attention to the ominous dark stains. "The snear of
bl ood on the left shoulder is interesting. Fromthe way it's feathered
across the deer hide, it was carried there by her hair. Brushed onto
the [ eather of her dress. Take a | ook, War Chief. Wat do you

t hi nk?"



Nine Killer stepped forward to | ook at the deer hide that Panther held
up. "There's a difference in the way the blood is sneared fromthe
front to the back."

"I ndeed." Pant her cocked an eyebrow. "The bl ood on the back sneared
when it was wet and fresh. The bl ood that pooled on the front cool ed
and dried there. It's dark, thick, and clotted."

"I see,"” Nine Killer whispered as he | eaned forward. "That's because
she was lying on her front."

"And the blood on her back?" Panther queri ed.

Nine Killer narrowed an eye. "She fell that way first." He wal ked
around the dress as Panther held it for him "Yes, the first bl ood
that | eaked fromthe wound woul d have drained into her hair, then
sneared the back of the dress like that. Then, when she was pull ed
over and buried in the | eaves, the blood drai ned out of the wound to
cake the front of the dress."”

"Very good, War Chief. That m nd of yours is keen indeed." N ne
Killer bit his lip, glanced uneasily at Green Serpent, and said, "Wy
didn't | see that before?"

Pant her chuckled grimy. "Because in the passion of the nonment you
weren't | ooking, War Chief. Now, let's see what el se Red Knot has to
tell us about her death.”

Pant her crouched down, studying the girl's skin. "No sign of bruises
or cuts." He lifted her curled hands, peering at the fingernails. "No
evi dence that she scratched or fought."

"How can you know t hat ?" Green Serpent asked as he bent forward.

Pant her rocked back on his heels. "If she'd struggled with him we
shoul d see evidence of it. Torn nails, maybe skin or bl ood under them
But her skin is unblem shed. She wasn't struck, or cut, or punctured.
Not even a bruise."

He rolled her head to the side and carefully probed the



depression on the side of her skull "She was struck on the left

temple." He glanced at Nine Killer. "Wat would that indicate to you,
War Chi ef ?"

"That whoever hit her was facing her. That's where | try to hit an
opponent. Even a glancing blowwill disorient, allow for a fast
fol | owup. "

Pant her's fingers traced through her hair, around the edge of ragged
bone that had broken the skin. The wound was ... "Wat's this?" He
pul | ed the hair back and frowned. "Kw okos, do you have a pot of

wat er? And perhaps a strip of cloth? There's so nuch bl ood and hair
here that | can't see.”

Green Serpent made a gesture, and Lightning Cat hurried away, only to
return an instant later with a large pot of water and a pi ece of
fabri c.

Pant her crouched, wet the fabric--it was a pi ece made from henp--and
dabbed at the blood-matted hair. It took time to sponge the area

cl ean, but at last he was able to see the wound, a nasty depression
j ust above the ear.

"Here, | ook here"--Panther pointed--"a second, smaller dent a bit
further in front."

"She was hit twice?" Nine Killer |ooked closely. "Wait, sonething's
not right about that."

"I ndeed." Pant her considered the wound for a noment. "It would be
unlikely that she was struck twice, wouldn't it?"

Nine Killer exhal ed thoughtfully. "The wounds | have seen woul d make
me think so. If the first hit was the forward one, she woul d have
staggered, probably lost her footing. Generally the warrior steps up
and smashes the bl ow downward, right through the top of the skull."
"That isn't what we're seeing here.”

"What does it mean?"

"Ch, we'll find out. Everything will cone clear, War Chief. Red Knot
has told us a great deal already." Panther cleaned the bl oodstains



fromthe girl's chest and i nspected her breasts. Then he spread her

| egs and stared thoughtfully at her vulva. The pubic hair had been
pl ucked, as was customary for a wonman's first menstruation. "No sign
of a man's seed was seen?"

"No. Flat WIlow said that she hadn't been used |ike that."

Wth equal care, Panther inspected her |egs, buttocks, and back. Then
he used a stick to pry her nouth open and | ooked inside. Blood had
trickled down her cheek and across her |ips, and caked the outside of
the teeth. "There's no bl ood on her tongue, no evidence that she bit
anyone. None of the teeth are snapped off froma blow " Sun Conch
made a deep-throated sound and turned away, her eyes noist.

Pant her washed his hands in the pot of water and gl anced at G een
Serpent. "Very well, Kw okos, you may begin your duties."

"Wth you here?" Green Serpent shifted uncertainly. "You' re not of
her clan."

"No, but | rnust see her as you skin the body." Panther glanced at Sun
Conch. "Qut of respect, however, | will ask Sun Conch to | eave us and
guard the front entrance."

Sun Conch nodded gratefully, and ran for the entrance.

Pant her shrugged. "I believe we were about to | ose her anyway. |'m
not sure that she's used to seeing the aftereffects of violent death.
Especially with a girl she knew. "

Nine Killer's grimexpression reflected agreenent.

Green Serpent nodded, and Lightning Cat and Streaked Bear stepped
forward hol ding a ceram c pot decorated with cord marks and
punctations. As Green Serpent sang in tine to the shaking of his
rattl e, each priest removed a sharp chert flake, and bent over the

girl.

Pant her and Nine Killer stepped back as the War Chief



said, "lI'mnot sure |I'm supposed to see this."

"Way is that, War Chief? She's a nmenber of your clan. Her soul won't
mnd that you're here. After all, you are working for her."

"Qur being here, it won't taint the ritual ?"

Pant her waved it away. "Just between the two of us, no, it won't. The
Kwi okos and his kind like to keep certain privileges to thenselves and
the gods." G een Serpent shot hima reproving | ook and continued with
the task of renoving Red Knot's skin.

"What we are doing here is making a fanmiliar place for her ghost to
reside."” Panther inspected his hands, watching the |ines deepen in his
pal ms as he flexed the fingers. "Wether her ghost stays here is up to
her, no matter what rituals we do to bind her to the body."

Despite periodic inspections by The Panther, Red Knot offered no nore
clues. He studied her arms in particular, even pulling back the
nmuscles to feel the bones. She had no bruises, no other evidence of

vi ol ence under the skin, or in the organs. Only the bl oody

i ndentations in her skull remained as cause of death. In the end, she
| ay supine, garishly vulnerable as the last of her skin was carefully
cut | oose. What had been a girl | ooked nonstrous: exposed red nuscle,
white tendon, and nottled bl ood. The sunken eyeballs stared
sightlessly up fromthe stripped neat and cartilage on her face. Black
brui ses surrounded the wounds in the side of her rounded and naked
skul I'.

"Kwi okos," Panther said gently. "Please, be very careful in the
preparation of her skull. The muscle nust be picked away with the
greatest of care. If you find anything unusual, please, send for ne
i medi ately."

Green Serpent bobbed his head thoughtfully. "Yes, after watching you
work, | think I understand."

It was |ate afternoon when Panther ed Nine Killer out



of the tenple, and collected a pale Sun Conch at the doorway.

"Your color |ooks better," Panther lied as he greeted the girl.
"I hadn't expected ... to see her.. . not this way, Elder." Sun Conch
gl anced away uncertainly.

Nine Killer took deep breaths of the clear cold air, watching the sun
as it slanted down toward the trees in the southwest. "One thing
don't understand. Why were you so concerned with her arns?"

Pant her whirled, his face twisted in rage. "You filthy dog! |I'm going
to kill you!™ And he swung his fist, striking at Nine Killer's head.

The War Chief threw his armup as a shield. And at that, Panther
danced back, saying mldly, "That's why, War Chief."

Nine Killer stood in a half-crouch, tensed to spring, confusion on his
face. "Have you | ost your senses?"

"Just proving a point. The instant you thought | was attacking you,
you couldn't help but raise your armto parry the blow. Think, War
Chief, in battle, how many arns have you broken with your war cl ub?"

The anger cleared fromN ne Killer's eyes. "A great nany, Elder. A
man's first reaction is to raise his armto block the blow"

"A woman's, too, |'d wager. But Red Knot never did so." "Then she was
killed fromanbush!" Sun Conch cried. "She never even knew she was in
danger!"

"No, and yes." Panther saw the light cone to Nine Killer's eyes. Yes,
the War Chief was a quick one; he already understood where Panther was
headed.

"You see, Sun Conch," Panther said as he began wal ki ng across the
pl aza, "had | not shouted at the War Chief first, he would never have
had tinme to raise his



arm Red Knot's death came so quickly, she never had tine to react to
t he danger."

"And the anbush?" Sun Conch asked. "Wy do you rule that out?"

"Fromthe nature of the wound," Nine Killer said grimy. "Her killer
was facing her."

"So if the killer was facing her, and she never raised her armin
defense, she wasn't anticipating an attack. And that neans... it was
someone she knew. " Sun Conch's young brow furrowed.

"And trusted," Panther added.

Ni ne Killer watched The Panther denolish a bow of boiled squash,

hom ny, and periw nkles. Rosebud had seasoned the whol e with beechnuts
to give it a subtle tang. They washed the neal down wi th draughts of
wal nut ml k poured from gourd cups.

They were quiet, lost in their own thoughts. Sun Conch had barely

pi cked at her food. Even to Nine Killer's tongue, it tasted flat. Only
The Panther, his forehead |ined pensively, ate as if he'd never tasted
such a feast.

The fire popped and crackl ed while Rosebud told her children stories of
the first days, when First Man and First Wman, and deer, raccoon
skunk, and turtle, roaned the world in the formof nen. She told of
how chi pnunk got his stripes and how First Man becane the sun. And
finally of the first terrible crine, when Ckeus brought incest, rmurder
and war into the world.

Did she have to tell that last? Nine Killer listened halfheartedly,
i mges fromthe day's activities popping into his mnd. He felt
uncl ean, the taint of death clinging to his body |ike the odor of
snoke.

Rel ax, he told hinmself. You' re just not used to the ways



of priests. You saw things today that you shoul dn't have seen. A
good sweat bath, that's what he needed. And afterward, he'd take a
long swmin the cold waters of the inlet. Yes, sweat the nusk of
death from his soul and then wash it clean

Nine Killer pictured Red Knot's skull. He saw it after it had been
ski nned, the bone bl ood- bl ackened and broken. The two i ndentations

nocked him It wasn't just the violation of that delicate skull, but
the way the wounds were situated. How could two bl ows be made so cl ose
together, the fractures running into each other, as if... He stopped in

m d chew and gave Sun Conch's war club a sidelong glance. The handl e
was as long as a man's arm made of white ash, stained by sweat and
dirt. The war head consisted of single stone, ground into a point and
bonded to the wooden shaft by dried liganent stripped froma deer's
hock. Hi s own war club had been nade nuch the sane way.

But there were other ways to make a war club. Sonehad spi kes--1Iike
Copper Thunder's. His had a stone head, and a copper spike set into
t he wood.

Two indentations?

"Rosebud? Could you come here?"

Pant her and Sun Conch gave himinquisitive |ooks as Nine Killer's
sister wal ked over, asking, "Do you need nore? | thought that was

enough food to feed half of your warriors.”

"No, | need you. Cone." He stood, placing hands on her shoul ders and
facing her toward the fire. "Wre you the sane size as Red Knot?"

She gave him an uneasy frown. "I think she was a little shorter, but
I"mnot sure. She grew like a thistle in the cornfield this |ast
year."

Sun Conch stood, facing Rosebud. "She came up to here on ne." She
held a hand level with her brow That nmade Rosebud a finger shorter



"That's good enough,” Nine Killer said. "Sun Conch, hand nme ny war
club. It's over there next to the sleeping platform That's it." Sun
Conch brought it, and Nine Killer hefted his club in his right hand,
testing the fam liar bal ance. "Now, suppose that | was Red Knot's
nmur derer, and--"

"No, you don't!" Rosebud snapped, stepping back warily. "I'm not
going to stand in for a dead wonan! Her soul woul d never forgive
ne!"

Pant her's expression lit with sudden excitenent. "Yes! Wat were you
t hi nki ng, War Chief ?"

"The two dents in the skull. Wat if they weren't two separate bl ows,
but one. A war club can have two heads. The | arger usually goes on
the end of the club, correct?"

"That's right," Sun Conch said as her gaze nmeasured the frightened
Rosebud.

"Ch, hold still!"™ Nine Killer cried, grabbing his sister just before
she turned to run. "Do you want to help us, or not?"

"Not if it means standing in for a murdered woman!"
"We could tie her up," Panther pointed out. "Hang her fromthe rafters
so that we can make the height just perfect... even if she's on
tiptoes."

"You woul dn't!" Rosebud wiggled in Nine Killer's grasp. Since his
sister was taller than him he had to | ook up at her, but she was no
match for his thick nuscles.

"Red Knot's ghost won't mind, Rosebud. | prom se you." The Pant her
stood, and gave her his best fatherly |look. "She's as anxi ous as we
are to have her nurderer exposed."

Rosebud rel ented, her hard eyes shooting poison at Nine Killer. "Just
this once, I'lIl do it. Wat do you want me to do?"

Pant her wal ked over and squinted at the left side of her head. 'About
here." Rosebud flinched as his finger touched the side of her head.
"And here. Can we mark those spots?”



Sun Conch scooped up two gobs of yell ow squash and dabbed them on the
si de of her head. "Like that?"

"Yes, just." Panther nodded.

Nine Killer extended his club, lining it up with the tw dots, and
determi ned that he needed to raise his hand but little to match the arc
of the swing. "A short man?"

"Beware," Panther warned. "The head is the npost active part of the

body. Even if she didn't have tine to lift an armto ward the bl ow,
she still mght have jerked her head at the last- mnute."

"Look at the angle," Sun Conch noted. "She couldn't have been struck
from behind. Not unless the attacker was above her."

"Or exceedingly tall,” Nine Killer noted. "No, I've been all over that
ridgetop. It's flat--unless the assassin hung froma tree."

"So," Panther concluded. "She was facing her attacker, and yes, given
the way the skull broke, it was nost likely a doubl e-headed war club."
He pulled at his chin. "Mist interesting. All we need to do nowis
deternmi ne who has a two-headed war cl ub, soneone that Red Knot would
allow close to her." "Then that excludes the Mamanatow ck's warriors.
W nged Bl ackbird couldn't have done this to Red Knot." Nine Killer
shook his head. "I'd rather it was him |'d nuch prefer to take it

out of his hide than soneone here."

"You can't discount him" Sun Conch decl ared adamantly. "How do you
know that he didn 't do this? If not on his own, then perhaps he used
soneone here to do his work for hin®"

"Used how?" Nine Killer denmanded. "The Mamanat owi ck doesn't just say
"Have someone kill Red Knot' and have one of our people junp to his
pl easure."

"No," Sun Conch countered, "but it could have been nore subtle. The
Mamanat owi ck has a great nany of our



peopl e fromthe I ndependent villages captive. Wat if word canme to
one of your people that a slave was to be freed? Perhaps soneone's

not her, father, or child? That would be a pretty strong notivation for
nmur der . "

"Never discount the Mamanat owi ck," The Pant her agreed. "He hasn't kept
his alliance of Wroances without a great deal of cunning and
intelligence. Were he an idiot, he'd have been repl aced years ago."

"And Copper Thunder, or Grass Mat, as you call hinm?" Nine Killer
asked, reading the wary | ook in The Panther's eyes.

"He, too, is worthy of your nost careful attention, War Chief. He was
al ways bright, but forever inpetuous. If he has |earned patience to
conplerent that intricate mnd of his, he would be a nost chall engi ng
adversary."

"He was here, you know." Nine Killer crossed his arms, trying to sift
all the information through his mnd. An elenent of clinging doubt was
tangl ed up somewhere in the bottom of his soul. They were m ssing
somet hing, sonme vital bit of know edge that woul d make all the pieces
fit together.

"And he was out in the night," Rosebud stated. "My daughter White
Oter saw himcome through the palisade gate just at dawn. She said
his |l eggings were wet, as if he'd been out in the fields."

"White Oter?" Nine Killer called. "Cone tell us about this."

She was the el dest of Rosebud's daughters, and his favorite of her five
children. Whip thin, with shining black hair, she had a narrow face
that accented | arge brown eyes. She'd be a beauty in a few nore years,
and no doubt a heartache for her nother to marry off.

"This is true, Uncle." Wiite Oter gul ped at being the focus of such
serious adult eyes. "Mdther sent ne out for water for the norning
stew, knowi ng that we would have to provide something for the

Wer oansqua' s house. She was feeding all of those guests. | was on ny
way



toward the palisade with that big clay jar over there. He cane
t hrough the openi ng, |ooked around, and wal ked ri ght toward the
Wer oansqua' s G eat House."

"Did you see anyone else?" Nine Killer asked. "No one was with him
or followed himinto the palisade?"

White Otter shook her head. "No one. Well, people were about, you

know. It was first light, after all. I didn't think much of it. Just
that he'd gone out to relieve his night water. The only thing odd was
his wet leggings. | wouldn't have noticed if it hadn't been Copper
Thunder. "

"Thank you." Nine Killer reached out and patted her fondly on the
shoul der. "If you think of anything else, you be sure to cone tell ne.
Al right?"

"Yes, Uncle." But she didn't give himthe usual snile

"My, nmy, so our old friend Grass Mat was up and about." Pant her
narrowed an eye as he stared at the fire. "Now, isn't that a
coi nci dence?"

"You know, the Great Tayac has a war club headed with stone, and just
bel ow that is a copper spike."

"Yes, | know," the Panther replied softly. "I wonder if it would match
the holes in Red Knot's head?"

Ei ght een

Flat WIlow was working on a clamrake when The Panther and Sun Conch
finally located himthe follow ng nmorning. The young hunter sat on an
overturned canoe down at the landing. As water |apped at his feet, he
bent



over his work. A thoughtful frown etched his forehead as he
concentrated on | ashing a wooden peg to his rake. Beside himlay a
roll of flax cord and a supply of sharpened cl anshells for
woodwor ki ng.

The day was gray and cl oudy, and a north wi nd drove white-capped chop
into the inlet. Despite the weather, Flat WIlow wore only his
loincloth and a feather cloak. A thick |layer of grease protected the
rest of his body fromthe chill. He'd pulled his hair up tight on the
right side of his head and held it in place with a slender deer-bone
hairpin cut fromthe length of a cannon bone.

The rake itself consisted of a thin pole cut froma sapling tw ce the
hei ght of a man. Finger-thick branches as long as a man's arm had been
attached to the bottomin a fan shape and braced with a crosspi ece. The
resulting tool would claw clans and oysters | oose fromthe nuddy inl et
bottons, and scoop theminto the canoe:

"Going out for shellfish, |I see," Panther said.

The young hunter barely gl anced up, nodded, then realized who had
spoken. Startled, he nmuttered, "I, uh, yes. |I'mabout ready for a
change from chasing deer." H's smle died when he net Sun Conch's
bl and gaze. "Hello, old friend."

"It is good to see you, Flat Wllow " Sun Conch smiled thinly, clearly
unconfortabl e. Panther gave Flat WIlow his nost unsettling grin--the
deat h' s-head one he'd | ong practiced.

Flat WIlow glanced at himuneasily and twirled the shaft of the clam
rake in his hand. "I was missing a fewteeth on the end." He pointed
absently. "Had to replace them"

"Bound themup with cordage, | see. You don't use sinew?"

"No, Elder. No one does. | nmean, well, in the water the sinew
| oosens. Cordage is much better."



"It will be a cold day out there. The water's rough."” Ranks of waves
mar ched across the inlet. "You' re not going out into Salt Water Bay
itself, I take it?"

"No, Elder, Fish River will be rough enough. Even then | expect to be
cold. | imagine I'll ship enough spray to put out ny fire." He

i ndi cated a slimdugout across fromthe one he sat on. A charred
wooden bow was set amidships in the floor. Fishermen built fires in

t he hardwood bow s for warnth, and for attracting fish to their nets at
night. If the fire was cared for properly, a fisherman never had
to-build a new one, but could nurse the coals over |ong distances, and
cook fish and fow as he travel ed.

"I hear that you were the one who found poor Red Knot's body." Panther
pull ed his old fabric blanket tightly about his shoul ders. He w shed
they'd done this next to the fire in the | ong house rather than down
here on the exposed beach

"That's right, Elder. | tracked H gh Fox back up to where her body was
hidden in the | eaves."” He shot a quick glance at Sun Conch, his
expression pained, as if in guilt.

"Ch, fear not," Panther said mldly. "I know that Sun Conch and you
have been friends froma long time back."

Flat WIlow nodded, lips tight as if biting off words.

"And you and Hi gh Fox, you used to spend a lot of tine together as
children. Best of friends when the clans came visiting here, or you
went to Three Myrtle."

Fl at W11 ow nodded.

Pant her gestured again at his conpanion. "Yes, Sun Conch has told ne a
great deal about you and Hi gh Fox. She also told me that you wanted to

marry Red Knot. That you, too, fell in love with her."

Flat WIlow gl owered at Sun Conch, reddening as the



anger of betrayal was stifled by clanped jaws. "My friend seens
particularly | oose of tongue these days."

"Why, nmy good hunter, if tongues don't |oosen, we will never understand
just what happened to Red Knot." Panther stepped closer, using his
aggravating smle to nmock Flat Wllow. "It must have bothered you to

hear that |ovely young Red Knot was marryi ng Copper Thunder."

Flat WIllow took a deep breath and | owered his eyes, fingers tracing
the grain of the wooden handle. "I do ny duty, El der. She was the
Wer oansqua' s daughter. We all knew that. Everyone but H gh Fox." H s
lips quirked. "He liked to |ive dangerously."

"That's a curious way to put it. Wien | nmet Hi gh Fox, he was fairly
wel | subdued, scared half out of his skin."

"Was he? Ask your friend there. Go on, Sun Conch, tell him Hi gh Fox
figured he could get away with anything. He was Bl ack Spike's son. He
coul d take chances with the Weroansqua's granddaughter!”

"Take chances?" Panther' gl anced skeptically at Sun Conch, and then at
Flat Wllow. "I'mafraid Sun Conch never nentioned that."

"OfF course not, she is covering for her friend. She's particularly
fond of him you see. She thinks she loves him wll forgive him
anything. They're in it together. O hadn't you figured that out yet,
El der? Are your witch's Powers that linmted that you can't tell when
you're being lied to?"

Sun Conch's hand dropped to her war club, but she said nothing.

"Lied to? Me?" Panther gave hima startled | ook, then jerked a thunb
toward Sun Conch. "By Sun Conch? That's ridicul ous."

"Ri di cul ous?" Flat WIlow nmimcked his tone of voice. "I'Il tell you
about being ridiculous. H gh Fox was the ridicul ous one. Did you know
he was lying with Red



Knot? As | ong ago as | ast sumrer? What was that? Six noons before
she became a worman?"

Sun Conch took a half step forward, clutching her club, her face
storny. Panther tugged her back with a restraining hand, nuttering,
"Easy, there."

"Ch, yes, easy, Sun Conch, you silly grouse. O didn't you know he was
wetting hinmself in her sheath?"

"I'f you knew this, why didn't you say sonethi ng?" Sun Conch grow ed.
She all owed Panther to drag her back

"Because, old friend, | figured that in tine, events would catch up
with him | just never thought he'd kill her." Flat WIIow | ooked
away, the wind teasing | oose strands of black hair out of the bun on
the side of his head.

"You must have really hated him" Panther said softly. "And her
too."

Flat WIlow shot hima sidelong glare. "No. Not her. | thought she
was a fool for letting H gh Fox punp hinself dry inside her, but t
never thought she'd suffer for it. He was a man! Bl ackened in the
Huskanaw By bl ood and bone, a man does not couple with a child! Not
anong our people."”

"You didn't try to protect her? To drive himoff?" Panther chided.
"For what?" Flat WIllow cried. "She'd have hated me for it! Hated

me\ She .. . she thought she loved him™"
"And you | oved her?" Panther countered. "Indeed, if that's |ove,
you're--"

"How woul d you know?" Flat WIllow leapt to his feet, throwi ng down the
clamrake. "You cone in here, stick your old nose in our business!

What do you know of love, old man? About the burning in my breast when
I'd | ook at her? How ny guts went watery when | knew that she was with
him letting himdrive that pitiful penis



of his into her when I... |..." He clenched his fists, and turned
away.

Pant her watched the thick rmuscles in Flat WIlow s chest knot and
writhe, then said, "So you woul d have done anything to get her."

"That's right," he grated, struggling to control himself. "It mnust

have been terrible for you when she was going to run off with Hi gh Fox.
Your plan hadn't worked. No one had di scovered that H gh Fox was |ying
with a girl. He wasn't disgraced and puni shed, and Red Knot's status
hadn't been di m ni shed enough that you, a lowy hunter, could hope to
marry her. Al of a sudden she was a woman, running off with the man
you hated. They were free. On their way. She was out of your life
conpletely, and you couldn't stand it, so you picked up a club, and
beat her brains in." Flat WIllow, eyes glazed, stepped toward Panther
"Killed her? Beat her ... No. No! | never!"

"I'f you couldn't have her, then neither could any other nman!"

"No! How dare you!" Drawn with rage, Flat WIIlow stood face-to-face
with Panther. "If you only knew what lengths | was willing to go to.
Wiat |'d sacrificed to ..."

But he stopped short. H's nouth gaped, as if he was struggling for
breat h--and then he chuckl ed nervously. Mo, you're very clever,

Pant her. You thought you'd get me to adnit to sonething, nmake ne | ose
ny sense and tell you ..."

"Tell me ... what?" Panther prodded.

"Why, about Red Knot's death, that's what." Flat WIlow folded his
arnms across his chest. "Sorry, old man. Take your tricks and ganes to
t he Weroansqua. |'ve told everyone what happened up there. | was
hunti ng deer and H gh Fox came running down the trail. W had words.
He had bl ood on his hand, and he ran off, junped



in his canoe, and paddl ed away |ike a madman. | was curi ous;
backtracked hi mand found Red Knot."

"And what did she say to you?"

"She was dead. Had been for a long tine."

"How do you know?"

"I"'ma hunter, Elder. A body |oses heat quickly on a cold day like
that one. She was stone cold. She'd started to stiffen, and her eyes
were dried. Even the urine that |eaked out had started to dry."

"Any sign of a struggle?"

"No. None. And she hadn't been with a man, either. There woul d have
been stains."

"But her body had been dragged fromthe mddle of the ridge, to the
side, and covered with | eaves?"

"That's right." He studied Panther with hal f-Iidded eyes. "Hi gh Fox
did that. Tried to hide his crine. He thought that scattering a few
| eaves woul d keep her from bei ng di scovered."

"I ndeed?" Pant her nodded slowy. "Do you carry a war club, Flat
W11 ow?"

"Sonetines. What business is it of yours?"

"Do you have it with you today?"

"I do. | could show you how it works." Hi s eyes narrowed. "In fact,

| think I'd get a great deal of enjoyment out of doing just that." He
squinted at Panther's skull, as if judging just where to |and the

bl ow.

"Perhaps later." Panther ignored the threat and gestured. Sun Conch

st epped over to the canoe, |ooking inside. She boldly bent down and
lifted a thick war club fromthe bottom of the boat. Like nost of the
war clubs in Flat Pearl Village, it bore a single knob on the end, this
one carved fromthe wood itself.

Pant her shrugged as Sun Conch replaced the club. "Well, good fishing
to you today, Flat WIllow | guess that whenever Red Knot becones the
center of attention, your hunting is disrupted.”



"It would seemso," Flat WIllow replied crossly.

Pant her nodded and started up the canoe |anding toward the village, Sun
Conch follow ng. Then, on a hunch, he turned on his heel, head cocked.
Flat WIlow hadn't noved. He stood glaring after them "Tell ne, Flat
W1l ow, that norning, you shot at a deer?"

"That's right."
"Did you ever find the arrow?" >

The hunter shook his head. "No. And if you think that's what killed
Red Knot, you can go find it yourself."

"Pl easant sort," Panther muttered out the side of his nmouth as he
resumed his wal k toward the palisade opening. "But one never knows
what he will find when he goes | ooking, does he?"

"No, Elder, but

make no doubt of it, there was nmurder in his eyes."

"Ch, yes. And he's hiding sonething. Like a snake in a bag, it's
wi ggl i ng around down next to his heart."

"Let's just hope it doesn't come out and bite us, Elder." Sun Conch
gave Panther a worried |ook. "Don't underestimate Flat WIlow |

t hought | knew him but he's so different now | think he'd kill you
without a breath's hesitation."

In the center of the plaza, the bonfire greedily devoured the stack of
pil ed wood. Around it, Flat Pearl Village's warriors danced in time to
Green Serpent's high-pitched and waveri ng song. To each side

Li ghtning Cat and Streaked Bear shook their large gourd rattles in
time, adding their deeper voices to the Song of Thanksgiving. They
sang facing the fading gl ow of sunset, the direction of war and

deat h.

Led by Nine Killer, they danced, |eapt, and stonped,



ducking their heads, and raising their voices to mingle with the
priests' song. They |ooked up toward the night sky, where the sparks
twi nkl ed out and the thin snoke carried their words of praise up into
the air, bearing it toward Okeus' ears, that he m ght know their
gratitude for allowing themto return safely fromthe raid.

In the fading light, the carved faces of the Guardi ans seenmed to blink
as the shadows of cavorting warriors masked the yellow firelight.
Behi nd them the people watched, clapping and stanping in time to the
shishing rattles. For nobst of the observers, this was an expression of
relief rather than the out-and-out joyous abandon that followed a
successful raid with captives and trophies. Then, the cel ebration
woul d have | asted for several days instead of this single evening.

Shell Comb closed in on her quarry, nmoving stealthily as she circled
the- cel ebration. She stepped up beside himwhere he stood in the
shadows, | eaned agai nst the bark of the House of the Dead. "Good
evening, Elder. | hope you are enjoying the dance?"

Qddly, he showed no reaction to her approach, responding in a
conversational voice: "That Flying Weir, he seens particularly light on
his feet for such a large man. When he and Nine Killer are side by
side, | sometines think they are twins to Lightning Cat and Streaked
Bear . "

Shell Comb wat ched the warriors whoop and junp. "You seemto have nade
quite a stir with your arrival here. My nmother is unsure whether to
have the Great Tayac's warriors drive you fromthe village, or to
simply surrender her position to you."

The Pant her was nmoving his fingers in time to the music, his head
bobbing in tine to the beat. "You rmust be Shell Conb."

"Indeed, | am" She studied himin the glowing firelight. "But, who,



| wonder, are you? |'ve heard no nmention of your clan, your fanily,

or where you mght have cone from You are sinply referred to as 'the
witch." Unless, of course, it is Copper Thunder speaking. He calls
you Raven."

"That is how he knew ne; but it was a long tine ago, Shell Conb. And
far, far fromhere." He gestured off to the west and the | ast

dar keni ng of the sky. "C ear across the mountains, on the great
rivers. | suppose you've heard of the Serpent Chiefs and the tenples
they raise to the sun."

"You are one of then? They are your people?"
"I lived anong themfor a tinme."

"Your accent," she told him "would lead nme to believe that you were
rai sed here. You don't speak like a foreigner."

"I said | lived anong them |'ve been a great number of places.”

"A perpetual mystery, aren't you?" Wio was this man who tal ked so

easily of hinself, yet said nothing? "I heard tell that you called
your clan ... let's see, yes, the H gh Steppers?"

"That was a bit of a joke, I'mafraid.”" He smiled wistfully. "On, |
had a clan a long tinme ago. To them | have been dead for over five

tens of Comings of the Leaves. That's quite an odd notion to your

ears, isn't it? That a man could live without a clan? After all

that's how we pl ace oursel ves, define ourselves to the rest of the
worl d. Qur kinship gives us everything, our rules, our obligations and
responsibilities, our mates, our friends, even our afterlife. It
defines who we are,”

"Wthout famly, we are nothing."

"Then | am not hi ng, Shell Comb. MW

clan is dead to me, and | to them So here | stand before you, a bit
of human flotsam a blob of living flesh without obligation to any
clan, famly, or village. | amconpletely free."

She took a deep breath, twisting a curl of hair around



her finger. "Actually, Elder, | nmay be the only person in this
village who can admire you." What would it be like, this total
freedon? She caught his slight smle as he read her thoughts.

"Frightening,"” he answered sinply. "To be conpletely free is
terrifying. Especially after having been raised in the carefu
nurturing arms of a respected and influential clan. | never wanted for
anyt hi ng, Shell Conb. Just like you. Soneone was always there to help
me, to make a place for ne at their fire. If I was sick, they cared
for me. The sane with you. If you are hurt, they will nurse you. If
you are threatened, they will cone running with their war clubs raised
on high, for you are of the clan. They have given you everything, and
you are obligated to give them everything back."

She felt herself drifting under the soothing spell of his words. The
great holl ow enptied under her heart, a yawni ng abyss into which she
could fall very easily. Her voice dropped to a wounded whi sper. "Oh,
yes, Elder. 1've even given themny heart, ragged and bl eedi ng. But |
fought with them the whole way. |'ve struggled to make my own rules.™
She caught herself, angered at her vulnerability. "But why do | tel
you this?"

He chuckl ed, anmused by her reaction. "Because no one else will listen
to you. No one el se understands that |onging in your voice." He
pointed off to the west. "You could go, you know. Pack up and | eave.
The whole world is out there.”

She rubbed her arms, thinking of Copper Thunder, of the upriver

vill ages, and then her thoughts took her back, into the past. "I went
north once, a trading expedition to the Susquehannocks." She gl anced
at him measuring his reaction. "I was ... No, they were, well,

different. As if they weren't really human at all. The things they
did, the way they lived, the sane, but so ..."

"Frightening," he answered, eyes veiled. "That's the



reason you will never go, Shell Conb. For all of your chafing at the
restrictions of your clan, the nost inportant thing they do for you is
make you safe and secure.”

The abyss yawned, and she had to fight to push it back, to block the
past before it overwhel med her control and Il eft her broken and sobbing
on the ground. She stiffened, rem nding herself that she had been
renewed, accepted a fresh start. To | ook back caused pain. She'd

sworn she'd never | ook back again. "It cones at a price, Elder. A
terrible price."

"Most things in life do."

She hardened her heart, |ooking down at her right hand, flexing her
fingers. The nuscles tightened under her smooth brown skin. Power
lurked there, hidden in the menmory of flesh and bone. The rules were
cl ear-and some were absolute. Sone she woul d not break, no matter what
price her soul paid. "Tell nme, Elder. Are people different fromthe
ani mal s? Are we better off with our clans, kinship, and

obl i gati ons?"

"I don't know." He nused for a noment. "The deer, raccoons, bobcats,
and chi pmunks have no one to rely on but thensel ves. Humans, with
their clans, villages, and tribes, can accommpdate an individual's
di saster. That is a strength we have that they don't."

"But they are free," she countered, "to follow the | ongings of their
hearts. Wiy did First Man create us with | ongi ngs and desires? Wy
did he give us such hungers of the soul, and then establish the

cl ans?"

"I's that how you see life? A conflict of desire against
responsi bility?"

They passed t hrough the palisade gate. She nodded to Crab Spine, who

stood guard, and noted the reserve in his eyes as he stepped back to

| et The Pant her pass. Once they had entered the plaza, she said, "The
way | see it is neaningless. That's howit is. Follow the urgings of

your soul, Elder, and sooner or later you will run afou



of the clan and its rules."” Unnerved, she quickly added, "That's why
you are dead to your people, isn't it?"

Hs thin lips quirked. "I was young and foolish once." He hesitated,
studying her fromthe corner of his eye. "Have you ever been foolish,
Shel | Conmb?"

"Everyone has been foolish at one time or another.”

He stopped short, apparently lost in thought as he studied the tranpled
dirt under his feet. The soil had been discol ored by charcoal fromthe
fires. Bits of broken pottery, bleached clam and oyster shells, and
cracked nut shells dotted the surface. "I am sorry about your

daughter, Shell Conb."

"So aml," she told him When she net his gaze, her chest seened
suddenly starved of air. Her heart began to race. How could just

| ooking into his eyes turn her stalwart control into such confusion?
Against the rising grief, she smled. "Enjoy your stay here, Elder."

Get away, Shell Conmb. Now, as quickly as possible. As she turned, he
called, "I look forward to speaking with you again."

Nine Killer sat cross-legged on the cattail matting before the fire in
Rosebud' s | ong house and puffed on his clay pipe. H's | egs ached from
t he dancing, but a gentle satisfaction filled him The dance had
brought an ending to the Three Myrtle raid, a sort of healing for his
wounded pride. He studied the blue snmoke rising fromhis pipe. The

t obacco crop this year had only been fair; before they could be picked
of f, worms had chewed holes in nmany of the | eaves. Neverthel ess, the
weed had produced enough to satisfy his clan's tribute requirenents to
t he Weroansqua, and still |eave thema year's supply. The hom ny had
been devoured, and the main course



of squash and punpki n had been eaten. The last of the walnut ml|k had
been drunk. Rosebud had fini shed stacking the wooden di shes after the
dogs licked them clean. Now she rustled about the sl eeping benches,
rolling out soft deerskin robes.

Nine Killer |ooked at The Panther and Sun Conch. The old man had been
t houghtful all evening. Fromthe winkles on his forehead, his nind
had been knotted around the problemof the girl's death.

Sun Conch seemed nmoody, and withdrawn. Mst of the evening she had
stared absently at the fire, eating as if her food had no taste. Wite
Oter had attenpted several times to draw Sun Conch into a
conversation, but sonething had changed between the girls. Once they
had been cl ose friends, but now Sun Conch seened ol der, nore a wonman
than a girl.

Noti ng that Rosebud was out of earshot, Nine Killer asked, "Wat did
you di scover today?"

"Ch, a great many things." Panther rubbed his face with a | eathery
hand. "Tell me; War Chief, what is the penalty for a young man who is
Caught sleeping with a girl?"

Ni ne Killer shrugged. "That woul d depend on who the girl was, how ol d,
and which clan she bel onged to. And, of course, it would depend on who
the man was."

Pant her reached out and pinched tobacco fromthe small ceram c pot
besi de him He packed the cut |eaves into the bowl of his old stained
clay pipe, glanced at Sun Conch, and indicated the fire. To N ne
Killer's surprise, it took a moment for the girl to realize what she
was bei ng asked. Sun Conch junped, |ooking startled and sonmewhat
guilty, and reached out with a twig to light the Elder's pipe.

Only after The Panther puffed a blue cloud did he say in | ow tones,
"Let us suppose the young worman was Red Knot."



Nine Killer took a deep breath. "The Weroansqua's granddaughter?"

Ni ne Killer shook his head, imagining the hot anger that woul d have
brewed in Hunting Hawk's eyes. "That woul d have been bad i ndeed,
Elder. Only a fool enrages an old sow bear as possessive of her cubs
as Hunting Hawk is."

"Granted, but say the youngster was Hi gh Fox, son of Black Spike. This
woul dn't be quite so inperm ssible as, say, Flat WIIlow?" N ne
Killer's pipe was forgotten in his hand. Panther could read the shock
on his face. "This coupling was forced, or with her consent?"

"According to nmy sources, she wasn't forced."

"Good. If she had been, not even you could have stemred the
Weroansqua's rage. Ch, Black Spi ke's Bl oodroot C an m ght have been
able to buy off some of Hunting Hawk's anger--provided-suitable tribute
was of fered. Hi gh Fox would still have to be punished, of course, but
he m ght have been spared his life. On the other hand, if someone |ike
Flat WIllow forced her, Hunting Hawk woul d nost |ikely have tortured
himuntil he died, or broken his arnms and | egs and thrown his body on
the bonfire to burn to death."”

"But if she wasn't forced, and freely coupled w th hinP"

"That's different,” Nine Killer said slowy. "In Flat WIlow s case,
she mi ght have ordered himbeaten to within an inch of his life. Mybe
his | egs woul d have been broken and he'd have had to live on the mercy
of his clan. Catch her on the wong day, and she might still have
ordered me to brain himand toss his body into the Fish R ver at high
tide."

Sun Conch bit her lip.

Nine Killer gave her a questioning | ook. Panther noticed, and
explained, "It seens as if young High Fox lied to ne. In the process,



he placed Sun Conch at a di sadvantage." He turned to the chastened

girl. "How rmuch of this did you know?"

Sun Conch dropped her head to stare at her slimbrown hands. "I didn't
know, Elder. | swear. I..."

"You suspect ed?"

"Well, they--they used to disappear. You know, just up and slip away.
Sonetimes a person doesn't ask... doesn't wish to know " She spread
her hands wi de. "Besides, they thought they would marry. No one
anticipated this match wi th Copper Thunder."

Nine Killer considered the inplications. To think, the Weroansqua's
i mmat ure granddaughter dallying with a man--and ri ght under his nose!

Nine Killer growed to hinself, realized his pipe had gone cold, and
snagged up the twig to relight it. Very well, it had happened--and Red
Knot was dead. So, how were these things rel ated?

The Pant her gave the fire a baleful ook, his fingers gripping his pipe
stemuntil the nails had gone pale. "I told himl would skin him
alive."

"Pardon? Skin who?" Nine Killer asked.

"Hi gh Fox! | told himwhat woul d happen if | discovered that he'd Iied
to ne."” Nine Killer exhaled through his nose, watching two threads of
bl ue smoke wi nd upward fromhis nostrils. "Perhaps we have yet another
reason for murder. Was this something Red Knot was using to contro

hi n? To mani pul ate himto her ends? After all, her word against his
woul d be a powerful incentive. Perhaps he thought the only way to keep
Red Knot quiet. was the nost pernmanent way?" Panther stared into the
di stance, eyes vacant. "That nmakes a great deal of sense, War Chief.
More now than at any time before. If she married Copper Thunder, she
woul d hold that club over Hi gh Fox's head for years. Ch, gradually the
seriousness of it would fade, but at eighteen



sumers and blinded by the inpetuousness of youth, did H gh Fox
under st and t hat ?"

Sun Conch shook her head, answer enough

"It appears, Elder, that rather than chanpion H gh Fox, you may have
just killed him"

"Ch ... but..." Sun Conch's eyes blurred. "Elder?"

The Pant her raised a cautionary finger. "Not yet, War Chief. Flat
Wllow clainms that Red Knot's body was cold when he found it. He said
her urine was even drying out. Now, let us consider. Flat WII|ow sees
H gh Fox charging down the trail. They tal k. Not the best of friends
anynore, they have a quick conversation, and H gh Fox wants to escape
as quickly as he can. Flat WIllow s curiosity is stirred, so he
backtracks Hi gh Fox to the ridge top to find the body. How | ong woul d
that take, War Chief?"

Nine Killer pictured the trail above Oyster Shell Landing. "Say that
Flat WIlow was hal fway down the slope, I'd say it would take about as
long to scale the ridge as it would take to snoke the tobacco in your
pi pe bow . | saw Hi gh Fox's tracks where he ran down the trail. H's
was not exactly a difficult trail to work out, and Flat Wllow, | hear
is an excellent tracker. Once on top, not knowi ng what he was | ooki ng
for, Flat WIllow finds Red Knot's tracks comng up the other side. Now,
he knows those tracks were not Hi gh Fox's, so he would scout around,
trying to identify the person High Fox net. Al inall, 1'd say it
took less than half a hand of time for Flat Wllow to find the body."

Pant her nodded. "You think as | do, War Chief. It's nuch too soon for
t he body to cool ."

"If you take Flat Wllow s word that it..." Nine Killer shook his
head. "No, that doesn't nake sense. Wiy would he |ie about how | ong
t he body had | ain there?"

"Why indeed,"” Panther agreed. "It's a flawin his



otherwi se perfect story. If he wants us to believe that Hi gh Fox
killed the girl--and I think he does--he slipped up when he told me she
was cold to the touch."

"He's hiding sonething!™ Sun Conch blurted. "You saw him El der. You
called it a serpent around his heart." She glanced at Nine Killer
"Flat WIlow even threatened the Elder! Said he'd like to use his war
club on him"

Pant her raised a hand to cal m Sun Conch. "Wat can you tell nme about
Flat WIlow, War Chief? What sort of man is he? My inpression is that
he's | ooking for recognition and glory, but unwilling to do the work
such rewards entail."

Nine Killer resettled hinself, glancing quickly over his shoulder to
insure that their talk was still private. "A potter couldn't nake a
better inpression in soft clay with a cord-w apped paddle. He's all of
that. Hs clan, Star Crab, is respected, if not influential in Flat
Pearl Village. H s nother and father were killed by the Mamanat owi ck's
warriors when he was a boy of four. He went to live with this nother's
brother, Green Starfish. Green Starfish went out fishing one tinme, and
never cane back. Drowned, we think. Flat WIIlow woul d have been six
then. After that the boy shuttled fromfamly to famly, never quite
fitting in."

"I n troubl e?" Pant her asked.

Nine Killer shrugged. "Wat boy isn't? But, yes. He's unruly,

| oudrmout hed, and as abrasive as wet sand on greenstone. He has a
reputation as a scrapper--generally picking fights he can't possibly
wi n. You know the type."

"El der?" Sun Conch said, and tucked her fingers beneath her arns, as
if suddenly chilled. "Flat WIllow used to tell such lies. Wen he was
a boy. Things we couldn't believe. Stories about huge fish he'd
caught --but no one ever saw the fish. O, he'd tell of seeing deer
that jumped over whole trees, and flying nonsters. If one of us said



no, that it was just a story, he'd start a fight to prove hinself
right."

Pant her stared at the enbers in his pipe bowl. "Not the nost reliable
of people to find the body, but in this case, do you think he would
have lied to ne? You said you ran straight up there. How | ong after
dawn was it?"

Nine Killer sighed. "Sometine around midday. It took a while to
determ ne that Red Knot was m ssing. W organized a search, and were
war ned of Wnged Bl ackbird' s approach. W intercepted the raiders, and
it wasn't too long after that when Flat WIIlow called that he'd found
Red Knot."

"You saw the girl." Panther wi nced and resettled hinself, as if his
bones were aching. "How | ong woul d you say she'd been dead?"

Nine Killer shrugged. "1'd say she died sonetine around dawn."

The Pant her frowned. "That fits what both H gh Fox and Rat WI I ow have
told me." "Indeed," Nine Killer agreed. "But, the question remains.
Did either of themtell the truth?"

Dar kness grayed into dawn, softly illunminating the forest beyond the
pal i sade of Flat Pearl Village. Here and there, scruffy dogs anbl ed
about, sniffing at bits of broken pottery. Sun Conch sat with her back
agai nst the side of Rosebud' s house, her war club beside her, watching
the tatters of mst that floated by. A few of the star people stil

gl eaned, but nost had closed their sparkling eyes to sleep

Sun Conch yawned and fol ded her arns. Restless, she had left The
Pant her snoring in his blankets, and come outside to greet the norning.
The col d breeze ruffled the



red and blue feathers of her cape and fluttered her |ong black hair.
Fromthis place, she could survey the entire length of Flat Pearl
Village. A finger of time ago, an old man had stunbl ed around the
corner of a long house and spilled his night water; then Copper Thunder
and two of his warriors had slipped out of the village with their bows.
To hunt for breakfast, she assuned.

Sun Conch tipped her head back to watch a tuft of m st curl over the
t hat ched | ong house roof. She had sl ept poorly. Throughout the night,
i mges of Hi gh Fox's pleading face had assaulted her. She had never
seen himl ook so pitiable. W would he turn to now? Red Knot was
dead, and Sun Conch was gone. WAs there anyone left in the world to
confort hin? For the first time, H gh Fox had no one.

And, given the things Panther had di scovered, he was in the worst
trouble of his life.

Her soul kept replaying the happy, joyous days of their chil dhood
toget her, and she longed to go to him Just to--to tal k. She needed
to talk with him

When they' d been children, she had followed himaround Iike a happy
puppy, often embarrassing himin front of his friends, who thought that
a girl denmeaned their approachi ng nmanhood. Sun Conch smiled to
herself. Despite the taunts fromhis friends, H gh Fox had never
shouted at her, or told her to go away. O course, none of the other
children had really liked him either. Ch, he had ignored her on
occasi on, but then, later, when they had been al one, he'd apol ogi zed
for it, and prom sed to make it up to her. And he always had. Many
nor ni ngs she had awakened to find treasures deposited near the foot of
her bed--the farthest he could reach wi thout actually conming into her
house, which woul d have been inpolite--flowers, beautiful seashells,
brightly col ored autumm | eaves. Things he knew woul d pl ease her

The past two Conings of the Leaves, however, had



been nuch harder. After his Bl ackening, the pressures on Hi gh Fox
grew extrene. People expected nore of a man than they did a boy, and
H gh Fox never seened able to neet those expectations. Especially his
father's. He hadn't been free to see Sun Conch as often, but she'd
under st ood. When they did sit together, she had been content.

Sun Conch cocked her ear.

Pant her had awakened. She coul d hear hi m speaking softly to soneone

i nside- the long house She sighed. As soon as he found her, there
woul d be work to do. Not that she minded. He had kept his part of the
bargain. She would certainly keep hers.

She turned when Pant her rounded the corner of the house. His gray hair
was wild from sl eep, and he | ooked only hal f-awake. He stood yawni ng
and scratching his side. Hi s gaze | anded on her, and he wal ked

f or war d.

"You are up early," he said.

"I couldn't sleep, Elder."

" Honesi ck?"

"No," she said vehenently. "I never wish to see nmy fanily again."

He gave her a wan snile, as though she'd told himshe was dying froma
strange fever that he knew woul d pass. "Then you nust be fretting
about Hi gh Fox."

Sun Conch | owered her gaze to the danp toes of her noccasins. How
could he say High Fox's nane with such distaste? "You don't know him
Elder. If you did, you would respect him"

Pant her sank to the ground a pace in front of her. H s faded old eyes
had a puffy |l ook, and his winkles etched his face so deeply, it
appeared scul pted from brown clay. The worn bl anket around his

shoul ders didn't hide his shivering.

Pant her said, "Do you want ne to tell you the truth? O would a
decorous lie be better?"



"I"'mnot sure, Elder. Your truths usually |eave nme feeling bl udgeoned
with a war club."”

"They're meant to."
Sun Conch waved a hand. "CGo ahead. Tell ne the truth."

For a tine, Panther watched the birds chirping and hoppi ng across the
thatch roof. Their songs had just begun to serenade the dawn, and he
seened to be enjoying them "You can tell a good deal about a man by
the way he treats others, don't you agree, Sun Conch?"

"Yes, Elder. | do."

"Good." He kicked at a stone |lodged in the frozen earth near his feet.
"Hi gh Fox is a user. He uses whomever he can, whenever he can. He's
just used you for so long, you think that's the way it's supposed to
be. "

"El der," she said, exasperated, "have you ever |oved sonmeone?"

"Yes. | have. Deeply."

The tone in his voice nade her stomach muscles go tight. She felt as
if she'd just plunged a deer-bone stiletto into his belly and twi sted

it. "Then why don't you understand ny | ove for H gh Fox?"

"I do understand, Sun Conch. | understand that young love is a very
powerful thing. It is also, too often, very foolish."

Her mouth gaped. "El der, how can you say that? Al | want in life is
to give nyself to H gh Fox. | want himto have ny whole soul. | would
al ready have given it to himif... if..."

Pant her waited, and when she said no nore, he calnmy finished for her
"I'f he'd wanted it. But, he didn't. You should be very grateful for
that."

"But--"

"Sun Conch, do you know what woul d have happened



if he'd allowed you to give yourself to hin? And | don't mean in
body, child. | mean your soul."

Hal f - angry, she snapped, "What ?"

"First of all, he wouldn't have known what to do with it. He doesn't
know what to do with his own soul, let alone yours. He would have
pl ayed with your soul like a toy, tossing it about, seeing how rmuch it

could take, until he finally broke it. Then he woul d have cast your
soul aside, Sun Conch. Wat nan wants somet hi ng broken?"

She hesitated. "My | ove woul dn't have been broken, Elder. Wuldn't he
have still wanted that?" Panther closed one eye. "You speak of |ove
as if you think it's easy."

"It is. I nmean, for ne. Loving H gh Fox is the easiest thing |I have
ever done."

"Loving is work, girl. And hard | abor, at that. The hardest any hunan
bei ng can ever attenpt."

I ncr edul ous, she whi spered, "Perhaps it was for you."

Pant her sat back and tugged on his blanket, pulling it down over his
exposed knees. "Sun Conch, doesn't it disturb you that H gh Fox's
neckl ace was found in Red Knot's hand? That he was coupling with her
when she was a girl? That last is certainly not the action of an
honor abl e man."

She fingered the hide of her dress. She had all but asked the sane
thing of H gh Fox when she'd begged himto run away with her and told
hi m she could be his wife. She had no right to conderm Hi gh Fox for
| oving Red Knot. Though the discovery of his necklace had bot hered

her. "The coupling ... that wasn't honorable. You are right, Elder
But there nmust be a reasonabl e expl anation-for the necklace. H gh Fox
woul d never have hurt Red Knot. | knowit."

"You don't think it's possible that Red Knot grabbed



the necklace in a fight for her life? That she tore it fromhis
throat trying to protect hersel f?"

Sun Conch's spine went rigid. She stared at Panther. "No. |
don't."
"I see." But he acted just the opposite. Hi s nobuth had set into hard
lines. "Then who do you think murdered Red Knot ?"

"I don't know, Elder! It could be one of ten people!" She nade a
sweeping gesture with her arm "Nearly everyone in Flat Pearl Village
has a nmotive!" Panther frowned at the mst. As the norning warned, it
seened to fall apart, fragmenting into patches, then w sps. Soon it
would rise and transformitself into low clouds. "Wll, that's true.
W need to uncover nore of what happened here before we can begin to
j udge. "

The eastern sky had started to glow. @ulls flapped across the |um nous

bl ue, their hoarse calls echoing. Sun Conch snoot hed her fingers down

t he polished wood of Hi gh Fox's war club, the club he had forced her to
take, despite the fact that it was his life that was in danger

"El der," she asked, "why do you hate Hi gh Fox so much? He's never done
anything to you."

"No," Panther said. "But he will if I let him He' |l hurt anyone who
gi ves hima chance."

"He's never hurt ne."
"Never ?"

She started to give hima hasty answer, but he'd know she was |vying.
"Well, even if he has, | still want to marry him El der. Do you think
that's wong? To want to | ove someone forever?"

"Not wrong," he answered wistfully. "But there is nothing nore
difficult than | oving another person, Sun Conch. Lovers so often want
to consume each other, to draw the other inside their hearts where they
can keep them caged like a bel oved pet--"

"I don't want H gh Fox as ny pet!"



Pant her | ooked up at her from beneath bushy silver brows. "Perhaps
not, but I'msure he wants you as his. He already treats you like his
second-favorite dog. Now, let ne finish what I was saying."

She cl anped her jaw.

Pant her | eaned toward her to peer into her eyes. "Do you want to know
how to avoi d becom ng a pet?"

"Not really. | don't think it will ever happen to ne. |I'mtoo
strong-willed."

"I"'mgoing to tell you just the sane, because soneday you'll be glad
did." He brushed at a speck of dirt on his blanket, gently, as if it
were alive and he feared to hurt it, "Never strive to be one with

anot her person, Sun Conch. You will want to. The heart can be very
demandi ng. But don't do it. Love only succeeds when two people

realize they can't be one, and learn to nurture the distance between
them Distance is what nmakes it possible to see another person for who
they really are, whole, and naked agai nst a clean blue sky. That is

t he begi nning of real |ove."

"Di stance! But I..." Sun Conch stopped, and checked to see if Panther
wore his evil squint. He didn't. In fact, he looked a little sad.
"Elder, | promse you that | will renenber your words, though | wll

surely never learn to appreciate such a distance. Mre than anything,
I want to be close to H gh Fox." The closer the better

Pant her | ooked away, and his eyes glinted with a silver-silk flash of
dawn. "You will learn. Or you will spend your life alone." He
abruptly rose to his feet, said, "As | have," and hobbled off as if
each step hurt.

Sun Conch fl opped back agai nst the house wall. He had a way of
conversing that felt a lot |ike being pelted with rocks.. She shook
her head. The pungent scents of the newborn day rose powerfully, wet
thatch and burni ng oak) the nist-soaked feathers of her cape. Severa
peopl e were up and about. Two



girls wal ked toward the opening in the palisade, water jugs cupped in
their brown arns, their voices loud in the nmorning stillness. A dog
trotted happily at the heels of a boy with an arm oad of wood.

An odd pain spread across her chest as she wondered at Panther's | ast
statenment. Did it mean that he had never learned to nurture the

di stance? Was that why he wasn't married? Wy he lived on his island
in the mddle of nowhere?

As Pant her neared the opening in the palisade, Sun Conch suddenly
realized he intended to go outside. She grabbed her war club, sprang
to her feet, and dashed across the plaza, calling, "Panther? Wit!
Don't go out there alone! 1I'm comng!"



The Solitary

Bl essed gods, ny gods, | am so al one.

| stare at the fire lit roof above ne, and try just to breathe.

How curious that the sudden awareness of ny com ng death has awakened
me to the fact that | have no one, that | spent ny life discarding

| oved ones |ike broken pots al ong the way.

Faces flutter across ny soul, and guilt overwhel ns ne when | nust
struggle to put names upon their smles. Images whirl |ike snowfl akes

around each face, falling, falling.

Now | even understand how | did it.

As | grew ol der, piece by piece, | chose to nmove outside nyself those
i deas and people that cluttered ny solitude. Ad friends. New
friends. They were all the same. | did not have the stanmina for them

| truly believed that. Like bits of granite, they weighted ny soul
demandi ng attention, gobbling nore and nore of ny precious interna
monents. | was fighting for nmy life! For the lives of other people!
I could not afford such draining ties. | thought that if | set them
aside | would have the strength for greater, nore profound efforts.
Not just for nyself, but for everyone.



But that is not how it happened.

You see, | was a solitary for the sake of the work, and the work
required me to create a magnificent self. Al of my strength went into
that. The splendid inpostor.

For many Comi ngs of the Leaves, | have been telling nmyself that doing
battle with himis too difficult, I amtoo old and tired. Surely | can
post pone the battle for another day. A day is nothing. Tonorrow I

will begin the hunt. Tonmorrow | will stalk himuntil he leads ne into
nysel f.

But as | blink up at the firelight dancing on the ceiling, | realize
there may be no tomorrow. . There may be no tonmorrow, and | am

condemed to spend ny last nmonents with a nman | do not know at al
A soft desperate | augh escapes ny throat.

Bl essed gods, ny gods. Wiat a vast sparkling wasteland | carved in ny
heart.

For the sake of the work.



Hunti ng Hawk hated nornings like this. She stepped out of her G eat
House and squinted up through the naked nyrtle branches at the gray sky
of nmorning. The misty chill already pierced her thin flesh. Her

rickety old bones soaked up cold the way ol d fabric absorbed rai nwater.
And once it |eached into her bones, she couldn't seemto get warm no
matter how many hours she spent next to the fire.

Pat ches of | ow cloud hovered over the arched roof of her hone |ike

vul tures over a dead deer. How close they were: a strong warrior could
have shot an arrow into their fluffy bellies as they drifted above the
frosted palisade posts. She didn't need her breath puffing whitely

bef ore her nose to know that winter lay heavily on the |and.

Hunti ng Hawk fl exed her aching fingers and took stock of Flat Pearl
Village. People did norning chores. Sone ran errands. O hers wal ked
beyond the palisade to relieve nature's demand. G rls haul ed water
fromthe inlet while the tide was | ow and the water fresh. A group of
sl eepy eyed boys pl odded toward the gate, no doubt sent out to scout
for firewood. The old lightning-riven oak woul d be scavenged yet again
for its dwi ndling supply of fuel

She took a deep breath, nose and throat rebelling at the cold air, and
tapped the frozen ground with her sassafras wal king stick. Her hips
ached, and her knees and ankl es pai ned her, too. Even the small of her
back gave her twinges. Wnter did that to her, nmade every joint



ache. Not even rubbi ngs of hem ock and teas of roasted and chopped
poke root seened to help anynore. Perhaps |ater today she woul d cal
Green Serpent to the sweat house and have hi m perform an herbal steam
cure of cedar, bull thistle, and dwarf sunac.

She waddl ed toward the House of the Dead to offer tobacco and corn to
Ckeus, and her ancestors.

Lost in such thoughts, it took her a moment to recognize the
gray-haired el der who stepped in fromthe palisade gate, his lanky form
shadowed as usual by Sun Conch

Hunting Hawk tw tched her lips, considered, and changed course to

i ntercept The Panther. She was within hailing distance when he saw
her, stopped, and sml ed.
"Greetings, Weroansqua," he called respectfully. He had his old fabric
bl anket wrapped around his bony shoul ders, and raccoon-fur |eggings
covering his calves and the tops of his nmpbccasins. "A good norning,
woul dn't you say?" -She snorted, annoyed. "Good? My |egs ache, ny
fingers ache, ny feet ache. The col der and danper it gets, the worse

| feel."

The Pant her gave her a knowing smile and raised his thick eyebrows.
"Ah! Been taking the usual cures, | suppose?"

"Them and others. That

ol d heel bone, Green Serpent, said he was fixing to rub nme all over
with sturgeon oil and sweat me until my neat cooked."

"Sturgeon oil ?" Panther fingered his chin. "That's a new renedy."

Hunti ng Hawk narrowed an eye. "If you ask nme, he's tried everything

el se. Lightning Cat told Flying Weir, who told Wal ks-By-Trail, who

told Yellow Net, who told nme, that G een Serpent had nuttered sonething
about never seeing a sturgeon that had bone-joint disease." She



gave hima crafty look. "How woul d you interpret that, old wtch?"

He huffed at her to show his displeasure at being called an old witch
then said, "I'd say he's run out of renmedies and doesn't want to tel
you so."

"I think that, too."

Pant her studied the swollen joints on her fingers. "I want you to try
somet hi ng. Send one of your youngsters after willow Strip the bark
dry it and pound it, then nake a tea fromit. It will help you for a
while. It will taste vile, but it works on nost pain. The Power in

the willowis very strong. Don't take too much of it, or it will
affect the stomach.”

"Ch, yes. Always the stomach." Hunting Hawk rubbed her gaunt belly.
"That's anot her problem"”

"Perhaps | can help."

"Where did you | earn so much about healing? Fromthose Serpent Chiefs
on the other side of the nountains?" '

"Fromthem yes, and others as well." He tilted his head. "You seem
to be well informed of ny doings. The War Chief is reporting,
suppose?” "Qddly, he's not tal king about you with as free a tongue as
I"mused to." She made a-face. "I think he likes you. And, to tel

the truth, Nine Killer has never been the trusting kind. It nakes ne
suspect that you really do travel by night."

This time, The Panther smiled in anmusenment. "He's a good man,
Weroansqua. |1'd use himwi sely. Such as he don't just pop up like
ears of corn in a well-kept field."

Sun Conch stood to the rear, her attention apparently on everything but
the two of them

Hunti ng Hawk gestured toward the girl. "Your compani on doesn't seem
the trusting kind. That wouldn't be related to Flat WIllow s threats,
woul d it?"

"Who told you Flat WIIlow had threatened nme?"



"Ch, he was bragging that if you didn't |eave him al one, he'd be
roasting your body in the bonfire some night soon. Funny thing is, |
was wat chi ng Copper Thunder at the tinme. The Great Tayac was seated at
my fire, apparently nore entertained by Flat WIlow than he was by
Shell Conb."

"I ndeed, and is he entertaining her?"

"They are talking." Hunting Hawk left it at that, wondering at The
Pant her's conpl ete | ack of concern about Flat WIllow s threats.

"I see." The frown lines tightened on the old man's face. "And
Greenstone Can thinks this marriage is a good idea?"

"What

Greenstone thinks is of no concern to you, Panther. In fact, |'ve had

peopl e asking around. No one seens to know anythi ng about you, who you
are, where you conme from It's as if you came out of thin air."

"Been | ooking for o feathers in ny bed?" he asked mildly.
"Should | be?"

He | aughed. "No, but you have been sending Streaked Bear to peek into
Nine Killer's doorway off and on for the [ ast couple of nights. Has he
reported that |'ve been in ny robes each tine?"

"He has," she growed to herself, irritated that the young priest had
been so clunsy as to be discovered.

The Panther's lips twitched, as if controlling a grin. "Tell himthat

next time he mght want to sneak over to the hole on the south side of
the | odge. That's where the girls go to gossip with their friends when
t hey' ve annoyed Rosebud into punishing them That brown-and white dog

of Nine Killer's sleeps over by the doorway, and he growl s every tine

Streaked Bear sneaks up."

"No wonder Nine Killer likes you. You have the same foul sense of
hunor." She paused, evaluating him "Have you found ny
gr anddaught er' s nurderer yet?"



"No. "
"But you have suspici ons?"
"OfF course, but so do you."

"You talked to Flat WIlow yesterday. Do you think he did it?"
"Perhaps." Panther cast a sidelong glance in the direction of the |ong
house where the' young hunter lived, a ramshackle thatch buil ding just
behi nd the Wnen's House. "You saw himon the day they brought Red
Knot in. Tell ne, how did he | ook?"

She sucked at her cheeks, renenbering that day, seeing the grim
processi on approachi ng through the fields, Red Knot's body swaying from
the pole. And there was Flat Wllow, following... "He was last in
line." That thought hadn't occurred to her then. "And that is
significant?"

"For Flat WIIlow, yes." She nodded, one eye narrow ng. "Normally,
he'd have been right up front, smacking his chest and maki ng a show of
hi msel f."

"He does strike me as that sort. And during the cerenony marking Red
Knot's womanhood? Did he act oddly?"

Hunti ng Hawk t hought back, fingers to her lips. She renenbered seeing
him didn't she? Wiere was it that he'd been? Sonething a little odd
had caught her attention, but... "He did, conme to think of it. Had you
not mentioned it, | wouldn't have given it a second thought."

"Wl |, odd how?" Pant her demmnded.

"That's just it." Hunting Hawk gestured helplessly. "I can't
renmenber. Somet hing about that |ast night at the dance. He was ... He
was ... Oh, bat dung! It will cone to ne. These things always do. It

just didn't seeminportant at the tinme." "Did it have to do with Red
Knot? Or nmaybe Hi gh Fox?"

"No, of that I'mcertain. But | can tell you that | saw



H gh Fox and Red Knot together that |ast night. They were tal king off
to the side. It was just before her |ast dance. At the tinme, |

thought little of it, since, after all, she had a right to say farewell
to her friends."

"What other friends did she have? Flat WI I ow?"

Hunti ng Hawk hesitated. She realized that he read the tracks of her
t houghts as if they'd been made in fresh nud. "You know sonet hi ng,
don't you?"

The Pant her shrugged, expression veiled. "I may, and | nay not.
Weroansqua, |'mnot going to contribute to your problenms by revealing
my every suspicion to you. Were | to do so, you' d be | ooking askance
at everyone in the village."

"I would, would I?"
"I ndeed, including yourself." H's sudden snile sent a shiver down her
back. "Where were you that norning, Wroansqua?"

"Me?" She stiffened, mnd racing back to that norning, to the things
she' d done before she entered the House of the Dead. "I was around. In
nmy house, checking on things. Taking care of ny guests. You know as
well as | that there is a lot to do with a village full of..."

H s face had turned oddly blank, eyes intent as if to probe past her
sudden def ense.

"I was!" she declared heatedly, unsettled for the first tine. She
felt her control beginning to slip. "Look, you don't cone in here and
guestion me! | am Weroansqua!"

She put a hand to her heart, aware that it hanmered agai nst her thin
breastbone. Her blood raced, and in that instant, her bal ance deserted
her. Only Panther's quick hand stabilized her. As quickly, the

di zzi ness passed.

"I--1"mall right." She shook off his hand, and glared at him "Ckeus
curse you!"

"But you see, don't you," he replied calmy, "that you, too, could have
killed her."

"That's ridicul ous!"



"I's it? The Weroansqua has made an agreement to marry Red Knot to
Copper Thunder--but, when she reconsiders, she finds herself in water
over her head. How does she stop this alliance without angering the
Great Tayac? She can see no way out, but, with the stakes so high, and
driven by desperation, she orders her granddaughter killed the norning
she is supposed to | eave with Copper Thunder. In the process, Hi gh Fox
is sacrificed, but how great a price is that? Black Spi ke can fune for
a noon or so, until the arrival of canoe |oad after canoe |oad of
tribute, along with an apol ogy."

He fingered his chin, glancing up speculatively. "I'd word it
something like this: "Mst honored Wroance, | wi sh to beg your
forgiveness. The grief of my granddaughter's death drove ne to rash
actions. The counsel | received fromthe Great Tayac, and from ot hers

close to ne, led me to believe your son had murdered ny granddaughter
Pl ease, take these gifts and forgive an old wonan a foolish m stake!"

Hunti ng Hawk swal | owed hard. By dint of her |eather tough will, she
kept control of herself. keus eat his soul! How does he know ne so
wel | ?

He wat ched her w thout change of expression, as though he already knew
what she'd say. "All right," Hunting Hawk grow ed, goaded by self
disgust. "If 1'd had her killed, | would have said sonething |ike
that."

"\Wer oansqua, assum ng she hadn't been killed, but had run off with the
boy, what woul d you have done?"

"Sent Nine Killer and every whol e- bl ooded nan here to drag her back!"
"And Red Knot knew this? Knew you woul d react that way?"

"OfF course! She's ny granddaughter! She knew I'd be angry enough to
uproot trees to get her back. The wonen



inm family face up to their responsibilities. W do our duty."

"Apparently, Red Knot didn't agree with you. After all, she was
runni ng off to meet young Hi gh Fox."

"Or to tell himshe wasn't going with him" Hunting Hawk uttered a | ow
grow . "l can't believe nmy granddaughter woul d be fool enough to think
that she could escape the net of warriors I'd send after her."

The Pant her cast a curious |look at Sun Conch, and said mldly, "Well
one never knows about the gullibility of young love." Sun Conch

| owered her eyes, but her face flushed hotly. Turning back, Panther
said, "And when they'd been returned to you, what then?"

Hunti ng Hawk narrowed her eyes. "It would have cost me plenty, making
restitution to Copper Thunder, paying for the affront of Red Knot's
running away |ike that. That girl should have cut off her right arm
rather than disgrace her clan that way." "So, once the act was
conmitted, assuming that she was running off with H gh Fox, perhaps it
was better that she cone back dead than in disgrace?"

"By Ckeus' wooden balls, you're a crafty one." And it came to her
Perhaps too crafty. A story like that could ruin her, filter off al

t he respect she'd worked so hard to earn over the years. Rot and
death! The old fool had just speculated hinself into an. early grave.
Besi des, The Panther was believed to be a witch. Wiile Nine Killer

m ght not have the stomach to brain him she'd seen Flying Weir's
reaction. At a word fromher, that hardy warrior ... "Don't even think
it," Panther said gently. "It will nmake natters worse for you."

"Thi nk what ? Make what worse?" The screaming spirits take him did he
truly see into a wonan's soul ? Anot her cold shiver crept down her
achi ng back.

Pant her gave her a chiding |ook. "Don't you think that



t he Mamanat owi ck and that fat old Stone Frog will have already thought
of that story? They aren't fools, either one of them If | can think
it up, so can they. And, yes,

your situation will be worse with me d ad. Every chief w th hol di ngs
along the Salt Water Bay will be saying,

"When The Pant her got close to the truth, Hunting Hawk had him
killed--just like she did her granddaughter!™ "

Angrily, she drilled her sassafras stick into the frozen nud. "And use
it against ne, they will!"

"Only if | find out that you ordered her death," the Panther rem nded.
"I'f you have me killed, you will have proven it in my place. And

def eat ed your own purpose, since Copper Thunder will hear of it, and
you'll have all three alliances against you, for | doubt the Geat
Tayac, Grass Mat, will forgive you for what you've done to him At

| east, the man | once knew wouldn't."

"Then |I'd better keep you alive," she muttered dryly.

He shrugged. "I'man old man. Death is a longtime compani on of mne
W know each other well. Besides, in the end, what are another couple
of winters, nore or |ess?" "Go on, get out of mnmy sight! And you keep
that silly story all to yourself! You hear nme?" She poked at himwth
her wal ki ng stick, a new rage born inside her

The Pant her grabbed the end of her stick with a quick hand, neeting her
stare. "So, tell ne, Wroansqua, did you have Red Knot killed?"

"No! No! And, NO"

"Then, you shouldn't be so worried about what 1'Il find, should you?"
And with that, he released her stick, turned on his heel, and set off
across the plaza, the nervous-1looking Sun Conch followi ng. "Ch'V he

call ed over his shoulder, "don't forget to send soneone for that w | ow
bar k!"

"I won't!" she snapped, then, under her breath, nmuttered, "Lick dog
spittle, you old crank!" And imagi ned



all the ways she could get Flying Weir to snuff the pesky life from
t hat bony ol d body.

Shoul d you have goaded her so?" Sun Conch peered over her shoul der at
the angry Weroansqua. "You didn't really nean that she coul d have
killed Red Knot... did you?"

"Why not ?" Pant her studied her. "She had every reason to act just the
way | said. Put yourself in her position. What if you had nade the
marri age proposal, and then found out just how dangerous Copper Thunder
really is? Like a boulder rolled off a ridge, this marriage alliance
had picked up speed and was rolling toward the bottom How could she
stop it without ending up in a war with the upriver villages?"

"But her granddaughter?" Sun. Conch shook her head in bew | dernent.
"She couldn't just tell soneone to beat the brains out of a nenber of
her own fam ly! Red Knot was born of Shell Conb's wonmb. By all that's
holy, Elder!"

"Well, if you're still thinking of Okeus as holy, he'd |like the idea.
Real |y appreciate it, in fact. It's just the sort of thing he'd do."

"But, Elder--"

Pant her raised his hand, stopping short to stare into Sun Conch's

di sbelieving eyes. "Way do you still surprise me, girl? | thought

you' d seen and heard enough in the | ast few days to begin to understand
just how people think and act. Wuld Hunting Hawk kill the girl to

save the Independent villages? Yes, in a heartbeat."

"How do you know?"

Pant her rubbed his brow, sensing a brew ng headache. "Because |'ve
seen it often enough. Seen it. Lived it.



Been part of it. Wiy, in the name of Chona, do you think |I went out
there to that island in the nddl e of the bay? It was to get away from
the plotting and scheming that cones with authority and influence. When
the stakes are that great, nmen and wonen becone obsessed, driven to the
poi nt that they know nothing but the need to control others. Life
becormes ... well, skewed, like looking at the world fromthe bottom of
a clear pond. Everything is distorted, unreal fromthe outside, but,
oh,so real on the inside. Do you understand that?"

Sun Conch gave him a cl ear-eyed | ook and shook her head.

"No, | suppose you wouldn't, would you?" Panther threw his hands up in
di sgust. "Why am | stuck with you? You' re so pure and honest, you
m ght have been born of GChona's right testicle! |I worry about being

close to you! You're bad for ne!"

"I thought | was hel pi ng you, El der, by watching your back. | gave you
my life. No matter what it takes, | amyours--"

"Enough! " Pant her waved her down, searching for any thread of
understanding in Sun Conch's eyes. "Wat | was trying to say is that
being close to you is starting to affect the way | think."

"The way you thi nk?"

"Sun Conch, if you were | ooking for Red Knot's killer, you'd never find
her. You are conpletely incapable of doing so."

"I anf"

"You are. Goodness runs through your blood. It blinds you to the

flaws in people. Take your friend H gh Fox. On his word you canme to

me and offered your very soul to save him But, Sun Conch, |I'mnot the
slightest bit sure that he didn't kill the girl! He's a | eech. Don't



you understand? For the rest of his life, he'll live off of others,
forever medi ocre at what he does. He takes, but he never gives
back. "

Sun Conch's face fell. "Please. Don't tal k about himthat way.

"I'n the name of evil Okeus, girl. Do you realize that because of you,
| almpst didn't accuse the Weroansqua?"

"I can't believe you did."

"That's the whole point. | almpst didn't. | was having such a

pl easant conversation, and you were there right behind nme, and | knew
it was going to disturb you. Because | knew you woul d be upset,

almost didn't say it." He winced, rubbing his tenples. "And that
bothers ne a great deal ."

"El der, she's the nost, respected of the chiefs. In every village they
speak well of her. She sent food to Three Myrtle when | was a child
and we were starving. And to the other villages, too. Her warriors
have pl aced thensel ves between us and the Mamanat owi ck countless tines.
At her word, G eenstone O an has adopted orphans into their househol ds,
and--"

"Quiet!" He raised a hand to the gray sky. "All of my life, | have
beseeched Chona for aid. And now | have himwal king in nmy shadow. " He
rolled his eyes and sighed. "Cone, let's see how Nine Killer has made
out with his inquiries."

Behi nd his growi ng headache, he considered Hunti ng Hawk's reacti on when
he questi oned her whereabouts. Cunning old | eader that she was, she'd
barely controlled hersel f. Panther couldn't convince hinself that

she'd acted that way out of indignation that a stranger dared to doubt
her .

You' re hiding something, Wroansqua, and before this is over, |'m going
tofindit.

Unl ess, of course, she made good on her threat to have himkill ed.



The girl was working on henp when Nine Killer found her. White Qter
used a short wooden club to pound the | ong stens, |oosening the silken
fibers before stripping themfromthe |ong stal ks. These she laid

strai ght beside her. The lengths of fibers would then be sorted,
separated into threads, and twisted. Half were twisted to the right,
and half to the left; then the threads were in turn twisted together to
make cordage for nets, snares, "and bindi ngs.

Nine Killer smled in greeting and dropped down besi de her, crouching
on his haunches. "That |ooks |ike good cord. Making a new net for
your uncl e?"

She gave hi mone of her special smles, eyes sparkling.

"Why woul d |

give hima newnet? If | made you a net, you'd fold it up and forget
it until the mce chewed it up."

"Well, maybe. | always seemto be busy." He cocked his head, suddenly
realizing just how long it had been since he'd been able to while away
a couple of days netting mullet fromthe canoe, or taking a party and
sneaki ng up through the ridges in search of deer, bear, or turkey.
Instead, his warriors had been giving himgifts of fish, neat, and

fow --enough that, now that he thought about it, he had been shirking
his duties to his fanily.

"Busy? Wth the negotiations with the Great Tayac? The busi ness over
Red Knot? White Star was nentioning just the other day that she hadn't
seen you in ten days' time. You mght want to spend sonme tinme in her

| ong house, Uncle. Mdther always says that first a woman conpl ai ns,
and then she acts.”

Nine Killer gave her a suspicious squint. "Wen did you gain such
i nsi ghts about men and wonmen? You're



not even ..." But then he noticed just how fully budded her breasts
were, and now t hat he thought about it, her hips had begun to round.
Wthin the year, she would be visiting the Wnen's House for her first
nmenstruation.

"I'"ve survived fifteen winters, Uncle." She arched a slim eyebrow
"Adults never want to believe a child is as old as she is. Wiy is
that? Wy do you want us to stay little for all of our lives?"

"And why do you want to grow up so quickly?" he countered,

She shrugged. "Who wants to be treated like a child forever? | want

to be a woman and take on my responsibilities.” "I wouldn't get in a
big rush, Wite Oter. You mght think that you take responsibility.
It's nore like it takes you. Once you have it, you can't get rid of it
again."

"Most of ny friends have grown into wonen." She had al ways been a
precoci ous girl, and Rosebud had remarked nore than once that her
friends were all ol der

"That's one of the things | came to talk about. That norning that Red
Knot died. How well do you renemnber it?"

"Very well." She gave him a sober gaze, unsettling himwth her big
brown eyes. "I hadn't slept well. | should have been dead tired, but
nmy stomach bothered nme. | think | ate too much and then danced too
hard."

"When did your nother send you out, just after dawn?" She hesitated
and gl anced down at the soft threads in her delicate brown hands.
"Yes, Uncle."

Nine Killer's browlifted. "Wat's this? Cone, girl, look at ne."

She raised her pretty face, expression subdued.

"Don't be coy with nme, Wite Oter. This is your uncle. Renenber hinf?
| always told you to come to me if you had a problem"



She pursed her |ips, saying nothing.

"Ah, let me guess. You had just barely conme in, hadn't you? You were
out with your friends, perhaps? Maybe you went in, rolled out in your
bed, and then sneaked back out?"

He could read the truth in her guilty eyes. "l see."
"Uncle, | didn't... | nmean ..."
He sighed, then chuckled. "I was young once, too. Besides, you are

al nost a woman--but not quite!™

She'd | owered her head again, so he raised her chin with his fingers to
| ook into her eyes.

"My father said it was all right." Her eyes pl eaded.
"Your father isn't responsible for your behavior. As your nother's
brother, I am Are we understood?"

She nodded.

"I can tell White Star's children anything | want, but their discipline
is up to Half Moon. He's responsible for raising them and |I'm
responsi ble for raising you. That's how we do it. W're not |ike sone
of those people out west where responsibility for the famly lies with
the father." "Sonmetinmes | think that would nmake nore sense.”

Nine Killer quirked his lips. "They're barbarians. Qur ways were
given to us by First Wnan, who bore the children. Responsibility lies

with the clan. In your case, that nmeans your mother and ne." "I know,
Uncle. But Red Knot was leaving, and we just... Well, | wanted to be
with ny friends is all. My time is coming soon. | just wanted to be
out, hear what people were saying. | didn't do anything wong, |
just--"

"You were supposed to be in bed." He snmiled then. "Let's nmake a
bargain, you and | agree, you are alnost a wonan, but, until the day
when you wal k out of the nenstrual house, you still answer to ne.
Under st ood?"

"Yes." She squared her shoul ders. "What bargai n?"



"In the future, if you want to spend tine with your friends, you cone

to ne. Unless | have a very good reason, I'Il let you stay out." He
paused. "Provided you can still attend to your responsibilities the
next day."

She gave himthe old famliar smle. "Thank you, Uncle.” "Now, let's

get back to the problem You were out, and then sneaked back in before
everyone awakened."

"That's right."

"What did you see?"

She gl anced around and | eaned close. "It was just before dawn. Stil
dark, but the bonfire hadn't burned down. It cast enough light that |
could see the plaza. | was wal king back to the | ong house when | saw

the Great Tayac. He was tal king to sonmeone by the palisade gate. |
couldn't see who it was, but | know it was a young warrior."

"One of his?"

She shook her head. "One of ours. | could tell by the way he dressed,
and his hair. The Great Tayac's warriors have taken to wearing their
hair |ike he wears his. This man had his hair wapped in a bun and

pi nned on the left side of his head."

Nine Killer frowned. "One of ours? The Great Tayac's men are staying
in our village, after all. W' d been dancing together all night |ong.
It's only natural that we'd be talking to each other."

"I know." White Oter's browlined. "It was the way they were

tal ki ng, heads close together. It was like, well, Iike they were being
sneaky. "

"CGo on."

"That's what made ne suspicious. | ducked into the shadows and

wat ched, and the warrior slipped out of the palisade. Then Copper
Thunder | ooked around as if to see if he'd been observed. He wal ked
over to the side of the Wroansqua' sGeat House and listened for a
nonent



with his head against the wall. Then he | ooked around again, and
hurried for the gate. He took one |ast |ook, then trotted out through
t he passageway."

Nine Killer sat back, puzzled. "Why would he be furtive? He's a guest
here.”

"Maybe he didn't want anyone to know he was talking to that warrior?"
But what did it nmean? Who had the warrior been?

"I see. Anything el se?"

"No. Not then. | cane hone, and nade sure that no one had m ssed ne.
Everyone was asleep. | didn't think anything of it, because no one
el se mentioned that Copper Thunder was gone, or that anything was
wrong. Not until Red Knot was found mssing. But then, | couldn't

tell because..."

"... Your nmother and | would have known you slipped out,"” he finished
for her. "Wiite Oter, there's a lesson in this for you. Wen you do
these things, it's like toying with a jellyfish. You re not supposed
to do it, and periodically you'll get stung when you do."
"I"'mlearning that, Uncle."
fingers, conbing them out.

She ran the soft fibers through her

"All right, what's past is past." He fingered his chin, thinking,
seei ng Copper Thunder sneaking out in the predawn. "So, the G eat
Tayac slipped out of the palisade on the norning when Red Knot was
nmur dered? | wonder if she'd already left Flat Pearl Village by then?"
"No. She was behind the House of the Dead tal king to Quick Fawn just
before that. | think they were having an argunent. | could tell that
they wanted to talk alone, so | left them That was just before | saw
Copper Thunder. Red Knot had to | eave after Copper Thunder did."

"But he was here the next norning. He ate--"

"But | saw himcone back! It was when Mther sent ne for water. | had
stepped out of the long house with the water pot, and he cane through
the gate."



"Did he | ook suspicious?"

"Not really. He just | ooked as if he'd stepped out and nade water.
But, well, | don't know for sure ..."

"Go on."

"When | saw him | thought he had been out the entire tine. He just,
well, he didn't look ..." She nade a face.

"Look |i ke what ?"

"I't's nothing | can be certain of. | think what | want to say is that
he didn't look as if he'd slept. He was, yes, too alert. You know, he
didn't have that sleepy | ook a person has when they just get up."

Nine Killer tucked that thought away the way a squirrel did a plunp
nut. "Wat else did you see?"

She cl osed her eyes. "Let's see. A d man Mockingbird was wal ki ng
across the plaza. And Hunting Hawk's dog was sitting by the
Wer oansqua' s doorway. Then Shell Conb cane out of the House of the

Dead and wal ked toward the Weroansqua's Great House. | passed her
goi ng across the plaza. Then, | wal ked down to the canoe | anding and
di pped the pot full of water. After that, | carried it to Mother. Just

like every norning."
Nine Killer shrugged. "That sounds pretty normal."

"What about Shell Conb being out? She usually sleeps |ate. She was
coughing, too, as | recall. Od man Mckingbird told her to be careful
of her health in the cold."

"Ni ece, Shell Comb's daughter was being married that day. Shell Conb
had been responsible for a great many things. Wth the visitors in the
Great House, she m ght have been in the House of the Dead for any
nunber of reasons."

"You' ve al ways been too easy on her, Uncle. Mther says it's because
you wi sh she was from anot her clan."

Nine Killer narrowed an eye and shook a warning finger. "Don't even
j est about such a thing! She's a friend, that's all. And |I'd never
even think of her in any other



way. Shell Conb is ny cousin! Even the thought woul d be the npst
horrible calamity that could befall our clan.”

Neverthel ess, Wite Oter's words unsettled him Shell Conb had al ways
had an effect on him and his interest ran so far beyond friendship

t hat he nade extra sure never to be alone with her for nore than a
moment's tinme. It wasn't that he didn't trust hinself... but, well,
when it came to Shell Conb, he didn't trust hinself.

VWhite Otter's |lips mght have been nmute, but her eyes said, |'ve seen
how you | ook at her when you think no one is watching.

"You' re changing the subject," he growl ed. Then he paused, sudden
inspiration coming to him "Wit! Who was guardi ng the gate?"

She shook her head. "No one. | didn't think it strange because of the
dance the night before. The whole village was up for nost of the
ni ght."

Nine Killer frowned fitfully. "Stone Cob woul d have set the guard that
ni ght. Maybe, with all the excitement, he forgot."

Nine Killer didn't like things to be forgotten, not when it cane to
keeping the Flat Pearl Village safe.

"Thank you, Wiite Oter. If you think of anything el se, please, cone
and tell nme." She smiled up at him "Yes, Uncle, | wll."

Nine Killer rose to his feet, and clasped his nuscul ar hands. So,
Copper Thunder had followed a warrior out into the night? \Wich
warrior? Al the men fromthe Independent villages wore their hair
tied off on the left side of the head.

Then a chill ran down his back. Yes, all the nen. Even the
Mamanat owi ck' s warri ors!



Twent y

The ridge turned out to be steeper than Panther had anticipated. Each
foot had to be placed with care on the narrow trail that |ed straight
up through the trees.

"Ch, be assured, War Chief, Gass Mat--or Copper Thunder, as he calls
hinsel f now-is entirely capable of arranging a marriage with
Greenstone Clan at the sane time he's schenming with the Mamanat ow ck, "
Pant her decl ared between puffs as he stopped to catch his breath.

Sun Conch wasn't even breathing hard, nor was the War Chief. Only
Pant her's | ungs | abored.

Nine Killer didn't seemto’ see the forest, or the steep ridge they
clinmbed. He stood there, expression clouded, his right hand resting
"on the war club that lay over his broad shoul ders.

"Schem ng what with the Mananat owi ck? The destruction of his new

wi fe's people?" N ne Killer shook his head. "That doesn't make sense.
Wiy marry Red Knot at all? If he was schem ng, why not just ally with
t he Mamanat owi ck, and crush us?"

"Then the man Wiite Otter saw had to be one of yours."
"I just can't make myself believe it."

"War Chief, only your heart doesn't want to believe it. Your head
knows better. You, and your allies, have shared the war trail, taken
care of each other. If one of your men is dealing with the G eat
Tayac, you feel betrayed. Such a betrayal frays the very fiber of your
soul ,



but you nmust never forget that nothing lies beyond human capability."
Pant her propped his foot on the steep slope and | ooked up the gane
trail. "You need only remenber your |oyal |ieutenant Stone Cob. Who,
I rem nd you, was supposed to post the guard that night."

They had clinbed hal fway to the top of the ridge, following the route
of Red Knot's ill-fated nmorning journey. Panther w shed he hadn't

i nsisted on seeing the spot for hinself.

"I can understand Stone Cob warning Three Myrtle Village." Nine Killer
fingered his war club and gl anced reassuringly at Sun Conch. "He had
kin there. Everything we do is for the clan." "Everything for the
clan," Panther nused as his eyes roamed the old trees that rose from
the steep slope. The way the naked branches wove together over his
head, he mi ght have been in a huge | odge supported by a thousand m ghty
posts.

Fromthe inlet, he could hear geese and ducks. Wthout seeing them he
knew t he | oons were diving for young nenhaden in the shallows. The
forest around hi mechoed in birdsong. Not the boisterous chatter of
sumer, but a nellow chittering that filtered through the trees. He

wat ched a nut hatch prance up the bark of an elm which led his eye in
turn to a flight of tundra swans wi ngi ng overhead, the air rasping with
each beat of their powerful w ngs.

The girl whose trail they now foll owed woul d mi ss the mgration of her
nanesake come spring. She wouldn't see the hordes of red knots
swarm ng the beaches for hel net crab eggs. She woul d never see the
return of the ospreys in the new year's third nmoon. Such visions had
di ed just up above him

Everything we do is for the clan. He resuned his clinb, pondering that
terrible truth. The clan was everything: the rule and gui de of the



peopl e. That thought needled him as if a thread lay in it, sonehow,
some way. All he had to do was pull it, and the knot woul d cone
unravel ed for him

Nine Killer |ooked preoccupied, unhappy with the thoughts circul ating
behi nd his eyes. He clinbed easily, the nuscles rippling in his short
| egs. Sun Conch foll owed al ong behind them | ooking through every gap
in the maze of trees, peering up the trail to ensure that disaster
didn't descend from above.

Pant her's |l ungs heaved, his old heart thunping solidly against his
breast bone. The age-flaccid nuscles in his |legs were already sapped,
and now they conplained in unison with his joints. Despite the chill,
he wore his bl anket open, thankful that he wasn't clinbing this ridge
on one of those sticky hot mdsumer days that rolled over the Salt
Water Bay country. But then the forest woul d have been alive, the
buzzing of insects covering all hint of approaching sound.

Pant her had |iked the summers as a boy. On those warm ni ghts he'd

wal ked out beyond the palisade and felt the world pul sing and vibrating
with life. Wth it came the swarnms of npsquitoes that had fl oated
around his greased body |like a personal mst. Gease kept themfrom
sucking a man dry, but it didn't stop themfrom cl oggi ng nostrils or
filling his throat when they flew into his open nouth.

Maybe winter was a better season after all. The harvest was in, the
bugs were gone, and white perch could be collected fromthe fish weirs.
The hunters had traveled up the peninsulas to drive deer into their
surrounds. Big baskets of nuts had been collected fromthe ground or
shaken fromtrees. During those cold, blustery nonths, a nman could sit
by the fire and tell the old stories, gossip with his friends, and
watch his fam |y through contented eyes.

But not me, oh no, | had to |l eave all of that behind.



Irritated with his sudden | onging, he pushed hinmself that nuch harder
From what hi dden corner of the soul had all of these long-stifled
desires arisen? Was it sitting by Nine Killer's fire that stirred the
enbers of nenory?

He was gasping for breath as he clinbed up next to a great spreading
beech tree, and finally topped the ridge. There, he bent doubl e,
puffing Iike a toadfish hauled fromthe water

"This is where it happened,” Nine Killer said as he stepped past

Pant her and | ooked around the flat ridgetop. He tapped his war club on
his left palm making a smacking sound. "Are you all right, Elder?"
Sun Conch asked, bending down to peer at him She laid a cool hand on
hi s hot shoul der, and patted Tri m encouragi ngly.

"Lost my wind." Panther waved her away and strai ghtened on his rubbery
l egs. "Youth is wasted on the young. Red Knot no doubt ran up that,
conpl etely unaware of how desperately some of us would crave that
ability."

"Few know what they have, Elder, until it is taken away fromthem"
Nine Killer concurred. "You're not going to fall over dead, are
you?"

"No. 1'd hate to make you carry another corpse back fromthis place."
Pant her coughed, his throat rasping fromthe effort.

"You're assuming |'d carry you back.” Nine Killer prodded the |eaf mat

with his war club. "I nmight just |eave you here for the crows and
raccoons. "

"They'd have a poor feast, | assure you." Panther had caught his
breath. "Very well, show nme where it happened."”

Nine Killer followed the shallow rut of the trail. He stopped about

m dway across the narrow ridge. "We think she was killed here. That
someone stepped out from behind that tree." He indicated a gray-barked
wal nut .



Pant her stepped up to the walnut, its trunk so thick he couldn't quite
reach around it. If the hard wood knew any secrets, they renai ned

hi dden in that cracked and |ined bark. Then he wal ked back to the big
beech tree, and studied it. The thick roots had knotted and fl exed
fromthe bottomof the wide trunk. "Look here, War Chief. Since the
tree is perched on the lip of the edge, a person could crouch down here
in this hollow and watch the trail below "

Nine Killer and Sun Conch canme over and studied the little leaf-filled
hol | ow between the thick roots. Fromthere, the trail could be seen
snaki ng down into the trees, and the branches overhead woul d have
broken a watcher's silhouette. Nine Killer bent down, wth Panther

| ooki ng over his shoul der, and carefully picked out sone of the |eaves

that had drifted into the hollow "I think this is fruitless. That
nor ni ng was danp, so the |eaves would have been flexible. None of them
are broken or crushed froma person's weight, and | can't tell if the

ones that are stuck together are that way from bei ng stepped on, or
from being frozen and thawed since they blew in here."

Pant her pointed to a spot where the smooth gray bark had been slightly
poli shed. "Did someone | ean there?"

"Maybe." Nine Killer shrugged. "Do you know of a way to tell if that
was rubbed by Red Knot's killer, or by children playing around the tree
over the | ast noon?"

"No, | don't," Panther straightened and stepped thoughtfully back
| ooki ng between the beech and the wal nut. No nore than six paces
separated the two. "The beech is a big thick tree. But rather than
wait there, the killer retreated to the wal nut."

"I would,"” Sun Conch volunteered. "It's closer to the trail, and being
but little wider than a person, the victimhas less time to react when
the attacker steps out from behind cover. Not only that, the victim
woul d let his



guard down after having topped the ridge and deterni ned the way was
clear."”

"You're |l earning." Panther approached the wal nut and studied the

rel ati onship between the tree and the trail. "Sun Conch, cone here.
Pretend you are going to anmbush Nine Killer. War Chief, you're a
little shorter than Red Knot was, but | want you to drop over the crest
of the ridge, and then act as if you were Red Knot crossing toward
Oyster Shell Landing. Can you do that?"

Nine Killer gave hima skeptical shrug and trotted past the beech and
over the edge.

"Now, Sun Conch, you know she is comi ng, so hide yourself and anmbush
himin the nost |ogical way." Panther stepped back, watching.

Nine Killer clinbed up to the crest, couldn't help but glance around
the beech tree, and then trotted across the ridge. Panther noted the
sounds as his noccasins rustled the | eaves. Wen Nine Killer passed,
the wal nut tree was no nore than two paces on his right. It wasn't
until he was past that Sun Conch stepped out and m ni cked bashi ng him
on the head.

"Hol d!'" Pant her cane forward, studying the situation. "Where was the
bl ood spot, War Chief?"

Nine Killer frowned, and gl anced about. "A step or two behind ne."

Pant her pulled thoughtfully at his chin. "Sun Conch and | woul d have
struck you right where you stand, War Chief, As Sun Conch just

pret ended, she woul d have bashed you right in the top of the skull.
From t he monentum of the blow, the knees woul d have buckl ed, and you
woul d have fallen on your face. The bl oodstain woul d have been at

| east a pace in front of you."

Nine Killer turned around, seeing where Sun Conch stood, how she held
her club. "I see what you nean. So, if the bl oodstain is back there

"I ndeed." Pant her rubbed his hands together. "Let's



do it again, but this time, Sun Conch, | want you to step out from
behind the tree just before he passes.”

Once again, Nine Killer retraced Red Knot's path across the ridge. This
time as the rustle of Nine Killer's trotting noccasi ns cane cl ose, Sun
ConcTi stepped out frombehind the tree, war club raised.

Nine Killer cane to an i medi ate stop

"Hold still, right there." Panther stepped forward, comnparing where
Nine Killer stood and where he said the bl oodstain had been. "Now,
step out, Sun Conch. Just one step, as if you were talking to him
That's it."

Sun Conch cl osed the distance.
"Now, " Panther said quietly, "strike himdead."

Sun Conch swung the war club slowy through its arc, the deadly
st one-wei ghted end reaching just past Nine Killer's head.

"Cl ose enough,” Nine Killer said. "And, if Sun Conch were truly
talking to me as she stepped out, | would have turned, thus." He faced
Sun Conch, the extended war club next to the left side of his head.

"I'f Sun Conch were to strike you down, the bl ow would pop your head to
the right, setting you off bal ance as your knees buckled. You'd fal
in.a heap ..."

"Ri ght where the bloodstain was." Nine Killer stared down

specul atively at the leaf mat as though seeing it again in his nind
fresh and red. "So she did know the killer. He stepped out and said
something to her. Then struck before she could react."

"Only soneone

Red Knot trusted could have wal ked that close to her.
to his haunches, picking through the | eaves.

Pant her dropped

"You won't find any bl ood, Elder,"” Sun Conch said. "Wth the rain and
storns, it's | ong washed away."

"Ch, | know. " Panther continued lifting the | eaves away and brushing
his fingers over the ground. "Here, let's sift this anyway. It would
surprise me if we found



anyt hi ng, but perhaps Red Knot had sonething in her hand besides the
shar k-t oot h neckl ace. "

As they picked through the | eaves, Nine Killer said thoughtfully, "She

expected to neet Hi gh Fox, so he would have .. . What's this?" N ne
Killer lifted a small wedge-shaped chunk of wood and held it up to the
light. It was no longer than a thunbnail; one side had been rounded,

obvi ously carved and pol i shed. The wedge shape came fromthe fact that
it was broken, splintered off of a l|arger piece of wood.

Pant her settled next to him taking the piece. "Wll, if | was a
guessing man, |'d say that was hi ckory wood, War Chief. And part of a
tool. That rounded side was worked."

Nine Killer exam ned the grainy side where it had broken off. "And not
so recently, Elder. Look. The worked side is dark, stained. Were it
broke, the wood is light, as if freshly cracked."

"Anyone coul d have dropped that," Sun Conch said, pointing to the
trail. "This trail is used a lot. It's the quickest way from Oyster
Shell Landing to Flat Pearl Village wi thout paddling all the way around
the neck. It's customary to drop a runner off here to let Flat Pearl
know t hey have conpany coming. The runner will be in the village two

or three hands sooner than the fastest canoe can nake it. |'ve run

this nyself nore than once for Bl ack Spi ke. Anyone coul d have dropped
that."

Nine Killer shrugged, on the verge of tossing the chinp.

"No," Panther said thoughtfully. "I want to keep it. It may come in
handy. "

Nine Killer handed it over and Panther dropped it into his belt pouch
before continuing to sift through the | eaves. The rest of the search
proved fruitless.

Pant her stood, snmacking his hands cl ean. "Enough of this, War Chief.
Show me where the body was dragged to."



Nine Killer rose and pointed northward al ong the ridgeline. "Over
there." He led the way no nmore than thirty paces to a shall ow
depression behind a hickory tree. There, |eaves were still scattered
fromwhere Red Knot's body had been

Pant her cocked his head, squinting back toward the trail

"This doesn't tell us much, does it?" Nine Killer propped his hands on
his hips. "Anyone could have dragged her here."

Pant her said nothing as he studied the spot, then studied the shagbark
hi ckory that bl ocked the view fromthe main trail. Like the walnut, it
remai ned a mute witness. The hol |l ow had been forned years past when a
tree had bl own down, the roots tearing a hole in the ridgetop. Over
the many years since, the deadfall had rotted back to the soil from
whi ch the tree had once sprung. Even the earth had, for the nobst part,
heal ed the scar.

Once agai n, Panther crouched down and searched the | eaves for anything
that Red Knot or her killer m ght have dropped--and found nothing. He
si ghed and rubbed his sore knees.

"Anything el se?" Nine Killer asked.

Pant her wi nced as his bones crackled through the effort to stand. He
hobbl ed painfully back to the trail and stared down the east side
toward Oyster Shell Landing. "Yes, | suppose so. | should go down
where Hi gh Fox says he was waiting."

"I'f you wish." Nine Killer tapped his fingers rhythmcally on the
handl e of his war club. "The only thing down there are huge pil es of
oyster shells. It is said that they date back to the days when First
Man wal ked the earth.”

"I can believe it," Sun Conch agreed. "It would take lifetimes to eat
t hat many oysters."

Pant her nade a face as he stared down that |ong sl ope.



"Once down there, | suppose I'll have to clinmb all the way back up?"

"We could send a canoe around for you." N ne Killer gave hima crooked
smile.

"I'f you have trouble, | think |I could carry you up, Elder," Sun Conch
said seriously. "You're not that heavy, and I'ma strong girl."

"If it comes to that, Sun Conch, | may let you." Panther took the
first step onto the steep descent. Aspects of determining the identity
of Red Knot's killer--like clinbing such slopes--just didn't fit him

anynore. "Who knows, perhaps we shall find Flat WIllow s m ssing
arrow?"

Hunti ng Hawk sat beside the fire in her |ong house and breathed deeply.
Pounded wi | | ow bark! What a godsend! She flexed her fingers. Not in
years had she been able to clench her fist tight--let alone do it

painl essly. No matter what other trouble he might be, The Panther had
brought her the first relief she'd had in years. For that, she could

al nost forgive himhis accusation

But not quite.

Sl aves and servants bustl ed about behind her, feeding Copper Thunder's
remai ning warriors. Qut of courtesy, the Geat Tayac had sent hone

t hree canoe | oads of his nen, reducing the demands made on Hunting
Hawk' s food stores.

That was tactfully played, for not even at threat of death would she
have conpl ai ned about his nen eating her winter food supply. To do so
woul d have deneaned herself in the Great Tayac's eyes--insinuated that
she couldn't care for honored guests.

Normal Iy, this wouldn't have been a problem She



woul d have sent out messengers asking for donations fromthe

I ndependent villages, but at this strained time, with the bad bl ood
between Flat Pearl and Three Myrtle Villages barely patched, she had no
desire to push her [ uck.

The ten men who remai ned with Copper Thunder had been hel ping to make
their own way by scouting, hunting deer, raccoon, opossum rmnuskrats,
and rabbits, as well as working the fish weirs and casting nets for the
killifish that invaded the shallows on warmer w nter days.

Copper Thunder sat across from her now and used a pi ece of danp | eather
coated with sand to polish the gl eam ng copper spike on his war club
Wth each novenent, his thick nuscles rolled under his snooth bronze
ski n.

To her right, Shell Conb wove a section of cloth at her small |oom She
had dyed the fibers different colors, red from puccoon, black from
squid ink, yellow fromwoodl and sunflower, and purple from bl ack
cherries. Her ninble fingers worked each thread through the warp

bef ore she packed it tightly with a fine-tooth bone comb. Hunting Hawk
was nore than aware of the sidel ong gl ances Shell Conb and Copper
Thunder kept casting toward each ot her

"So, the old man went to see where the girl was killed today." Copper

Thunder chuckled. "Tell me, what has he found, poking under rocks here
and there? Any delightful norsels?" "He found nmy wath," Hunting Hawk

snorted. "He had the nerve to say that | would have benefited from Red
Knot's death! Me, her grandnother!™

"Surely, Weroansqua, you shouldn't have to put up with that kind of
i nsol ence. "

Hunting Hawk bit off a hot retort, needled by the Great Tayac's voi ce.
A hint of nockery lay just below the point of perception. As a result,



it took her a nonment to recogni ze the odd | ook in Shell Conb's eyes.

"Don't stare at me with those wide eyes, girl," Hunting Hawk grow ed.
"I won't have it. | had nothing to do with the girl's death."
Shell Comb's expression cleared. "I--1 know that, Mther. |I'mjust

surprised, that's all."

"Il tell you what I'd do." Copper Thunder squinted at the gl eaning
spi ke on his war club. "I'd have himrenmoved frommy village. He was
al ways trouble."

Hunti ng Hawk sighed. "As a witch, he could cause ne nore than a few
probl ems. Especially if he shouted out a curse as we were shoving him
out the gate."

Copper Thunder cocked his head as he ran his hand al ong the snooth wood
of his war club. "He could indeed if you shoved himout the gate.
There are other ways. He could be carried out. Feet first."

Hunti ng Hawk considered that. "Qdd as it may seem the man | usually
depend on for such things appears to be unwilling to take such a step.”
"War Chiefs can always be replaced. Especially if their loyalty is
conprom sed. "

Hunti ng Hawk stared into the crackling fire. Had the old buzzard truly
blinded Nine Killer to his duty to clan and famly? If he had, should
she replace her War Chief? Or try to talk himout of his delusion?

"I'f you allow the old man to stay," Copper Thunder continued, "he wll
slow y poison your people. Turn them against you. He can't help it.
It's just the way he is. The way Ckeus made him"

She worked her hand again, remenbering his advice. "Wat did he do for
t he Serpent Chiefs?"

"War Chief, and advi sor, anobng other things. Mstly he skul ked around

their councils sowing discord. The thing |I remenber about himthe nopst
was how his enem es al ways seened to conme up dead. Somnetinmes without a
mark on them" Copper Thunder tapped his fingers



on his war club. "It was said that he knew plants, and their
properties. | heard once that he was particularly fond of water
hem ock. But he knew the uses of other plants as well. Sone that
killed instantly."

"I don't think I'lIl share a neal with him" Hunting Hawk ran her
tongue over toothless gunms as she renenbered his words. "But poison
cones frommnore than plants.”

"He has a way about him" Shell Conb declared. "But | don't think he's
t hat dangerous."

Copper Thunder chuckl ed. "Never underrate him™

"If he is so dangerous, what's he doi ng here?" Shell Conb asked, an
eyebrow arched. "Wy isn't he a chief sonewhere?"

"Probably fled for his life when one of his little plots was
uncovered." Copper Thunder shrugged. "It wouldn't be the first tinme a
man fled just ahead of a Serpent Chief's wath. And one thing about ny
old friend Raven, he was always cl ever enough to save his own skin, no
matter how many of his friends lost theirs.”

Hunti ng Hawk propped her chin on her hand and frowned. "He did save us
froma war with Three Myrtle. Like it or not, that would have been a
di saster."

"But, at what price, Weroansqua?" Copper Thunder smled at her, the
action automatic and hunorless. "So you | ose an old ally? You have
other options now. Different strengths to | ook toward." She kept her
face straight. "I am always open to new alliances, Geat Tayac. At
the sane time, why ruin old ones? The future is a perilous place at
best, especially these days."

Then she saw the | ook traded between Shell Conb and Copper Thunder. Ah!
He' d taken the bait. And suddenly, the old plan had new |life bl own
into it. Maybe, just naybe, she could sal vage sonething for G eenstone
C an--and the future.



"Daughter?" Hunting Hawk asked, her stonach oddly queasy.

Shell Comb shrugged, struggling to appear at ease. "The G eat Tayac
and | were tal king the other day."

More than talking, I'd say, fromthe | ook of you. Hunting Hawk
st rai ght ened.

"Wth Red Knot's death, we have no other eligible woman wi thin our
clan. Quick Fawn would be a candidate for nmarriage, but she is not yet
a wonan, and may not make the change for some tine."

"So, naturally, you thought of yourself." Hunting Hawk decided to cut
short the elaborate tale Shell Conb would have told.

"Copper Thunder is willing, Mther." Shell Conb tilted her head
seeking to regain the advantage. "And so aml|l."

The only sounds were the chatter of the slaves serving the warriors
behind them and the netallic rasp of the sandy | eather on the copper
spi ke.

Hunti ng Hawk studied the G eat Tayac through half |idded eyes. He
seened conpletely at ease, careless of her response to so sudden a
proposal . What gane was he playing? Wiy did he wish a wonan of Shel
Conb' s age? She might bear hima child. Perhaps two, but her Ioins
had al nost dried up

"Shell Conmb would bring a great many advantages to my people,"”
Thunder said at last, |looking up fromhis work. "She knows the
I ndependent villages, understands the nachi nati ons of the Mamanat ow ck.
Wil e Red Knot woul d have given me youth and many bearing years, Shel
Conb brings experience."

Copper

And you think she "Il be Weroansqua after nmy death. Hunting Hawk felt
the final piece fall into place. A marriage to Shell Conb woul d pl ace
Copper Thunder that nuch closer to the center of Greenstone dan and
its influence over the |Independent villages. So, she wasn't



going to have to maneuver himinto an agreenment after all. Instead,
his testicles were | eading himright where she wanted hi m

"I suppose | could appoint Yellow Net as Weroansqua in your absence,"
Hunti ng Hawk said to gauge her daughter's reaction. "You' d be too far
away to serve here."

Shell Comb nodded, apparently undi sturbed, but Copper Thunder shot her
a neasuring glance. Hunting Hawk nodded to hersel f. Copper Thunder

was pl aying a deep ganme that she still didn't quite understand, but
Shell Comb, as usual, was ruled by her passions instead of her head.

"I shall think about it," Hunting Hawk said. "In the neantinme, The
Panther will stay and poke about under the rocks."

In her heart, she wasn't happy with this new pernutation of an old
pl an. Using Red Knot hadn't been as nmuch a ganble as sending the

i npet uous Shell Cgnb off with Copper Thunder. The problemwith
sumoni ng a stormwas that you never knew where |ightning would
strike.

Twent y- one
Pant her stepped into the diminterior of the House of the Dead and

stanped snow fromhis feet. On the heels of the mld clear days had
cone a cold west wind that blew a bank of clouds down fromthe



nmount ai ns. The tenperature had plunged, and the first flakes of snow
spun out of the sky.

Pant her | oosened his wet threadbare bl anket before nearing the fire
that burned in the central pit. He shook it out and rewapped it over
hi s shoul der. @ ancing around, he could find no one in the anteroom
so he approached the mat divider and called down the hallway, "Hello?
Anyone here? Kwi okos, could | have a word with you?"

Tall, lanky Lightning Cat appeared, trotting down the hall. The
guar di ans wat ched hi m pass with expressionless faces.

"El der?" Lightning Cat said. "May | help you?"

"I have cone to see Green Serpent. Perhaps | night have a word with
him I1t's about Red Knot, and what we found up on the ridge where she
was nurdered. "

Li ght ni ng Cat gl anced around, uncertain, then bobbed a quick nod.
"Come. This way." He | ed Panther back down the hall. Cddly,

Li ght ning Cat ignored the guardi ans, but Panther nodded to each in
greeting. He could sense their appreciation that a stranger offered
what a familiar servant did not.

Once past the storeroonms with their piled goods, he was |l ed again into
the sanctumwith its statue of Okeus and the platform of G eenstone
Cl an ancestors.

keus seened to glare at him his eyes shining with nmalice. H s copper
neckl aces gleamed in the firelight, and his painted |linbs seened
possessed of the strength to spring. The corn in his |left hand | ooked
wi lted, brown, and desiccated--but the war club in his right, with its
twin war heads, |ooked polished. A copper skewer glinted in the light
where it ran through the hair bun on the top of his head. H s nouth

m ght have been nocking, or filled with hunor. Panther couldn't quite
tell which.

"Greetings, Dark Lord," he murrnured ritually, and



bowed to show his respect. Only then did he turn to the formlaid out
to the right of the fire.

Red Knot's body lay supine on its mat, as it had the last time Panther
had seen it, but now only a skeleton remai ned, the flesh having been
carefully cut fromthe bones. The joints remmined attached; bound by
wraps of brown l|iganent that had dried hard in the heat of the fire.
That was as it should be. Red Knot's skeleton would serve as the
framework for the reconstructioti of her body as soon as the skin was
tanned. Grass straw would fill out her body where once nuscle and

vi scera had been.

Pant her stopped short, glancing at her skull. Something about the
girl's irregular rictus bothered him prickling uneasily at his soul
as if famliar.

"Pant her?" Geen Serpent asked, rising froma |arge round-bottoned pot
that he oversaw. "You have come back?"

"Yes, Kwi okos. | was wondering ... But, what are you doing there?"

Green Serpent glanced back at his pot. "Tanning her skin, of course. |
was just attending to the mxture, seeing that the juices were right.

had a pot spoil once. Terrible thing to have happen to one's kin. In

that case | was able to dry the skin before nold discolored it. But

now, in the dead of winter, that would be inpossible.” "Indeed it
woul d, and worse, it's snowi ng outside." Panther jerked a thunmb back
at the door. "lI'mafraid your work woul d freeze solid."

"You' re not supposed to be here," G een Serpent said, bending down to
wash his hands in yet another pot. "The Wroansqua said that we were
not to help you anynore. Apparently, you angered her."

Pant her gave the old man a disarmng snile. "Apparently she didn't
tell you the rest.”

"The rest?" Geen Serpent's forehead winkl ed. The



action nade his mousy white eyebrows |ower. "Wat rest?"

"Ah, well, | had no choice but to hint that she mi ght have benefited
fromRed Knot's death. | have ny reasons, you see. The killer nust
thi nk that everyone is suspect. Even the Wroansgjua. How el se can
snmoke hi m out ?"

Green Serpent's frown deepened. "Well, I'mnot sure. But | do know
that the Weroansqua was infuriated. Is that what you di d? Accused her
of murdering her granddaughter?" '

"Do you think she could have had the girl killed? After all, it was a
way to avoid having the G eat Tayac marry into Greenstone O an. She
m ght have figured out just what a col d- bl ooded spider he really is."

Green Serpent raised his hands hel plessly. "I've known her for years,
since she was a little girl and | was an even littler boy. She was

al ways smart. Like a crafty bobcat. It wasn't just her birthright.
knew she woul d be Weroansqua one day. Everything she did was right. No
m st akes like so many of us make. When her uncle, the old Wroance,

di ed, and he had no brother, |eadership fell to Hunting Hawk as the
heir of G eenstone C an. She accepted the duty and became Weroansqua.
At the time, some anong the | ndependent villages scoffed at her. She
was so young, you see. Barely out of the Whnen's House after her first
menstruation.” "It nust have been difficult for you," Panther

agr eed.

"Ch, yes, but Hunting Hawk, she wasn't |ike nmost women. Not at al

like that daughter of hers." Green Serpent touched his forehead with
an index finger. "She was centered, Panther. Here. Her soul knew

what it was about, what it wanted, where it was goi ng, and how to get
there. Before we could even get the skin off of her father's body, she
sent out war parties. That was under old Bl ood Heron. He was \ar

Chi ef then. He spread the



word that Hunting Hawk was in charge--and then he raided the
Mamanat ow ck. "

Green Serpent grinned, seeing back through the years. "Yes, she was
somet hing. There wasn't anyone who thought that little girl was
anyt hi ng but Weroansqua, clear down through her blood and nuscle to her
bones."” The Kwi okos shook his head. "Bl ood Heron brought back
prisoners fromhis raid on the Mamanat owi ck. Two warriors, cousins of

t he Mamanat owi ck's. Hunting Hawk cal |l ed everybody together and wal ked
up to those two warriors. They stood there, being brave, and sneering
down at her. They called her nanes, told her that no little girl could
kill the Iikes of them"

Pant her gl anced away. "But she had them burned,
didn't she? Thrown on the fire out there in the plaza. |

"heard they screaned and withed, and one actually got up on his feet
before his hair burst into flames and he fell kicking and screaming in
the coal s.”

"Yes. It was just like that. Were you there?"

"No. | just heard about it. That's all." Panther indicated Red Knot.
"What about her? Do you think Hunting Hawk woul d have had the girl
killed to stop the alliance with Copper Thunder?"

Green Serpent sucked at his lips while he inspected the skel eton that
stared sightlessly up at the sooty roof high overhead. Then he slowy
shook his head. "No. Not her. Hunting Hawk, hard woman that she is,
woul d have just said no. Maybe offered another girl. Maybe one of

Yel l ow Net's brood, or some other clanswoman. And she woul d have sent
enough canoes of food and gifts that Copper Thunder's pride would have
been satisfied."

"What about in revenge? Puni shment for running off and disgracing her
clan in front of Copper Thunder? | can't inagine the Wroansqua

enj oyi ng the prospect of telling the G eat Tayac that Red Knot had run
off with a callow youth on the eve of her narriage."



"Ch, mny, Panther, that would have been bad. Bad indeed, but the
children woul d never have escaped. No, no, Nine Killer would have had
themw thin the day, no matter that Hi gh Fox had a day's head start.
Knowi ng Hunting Hawk, as | do, |I'd say that she'd cast Red Knot out,

di sown her, and give her to Copper Thunder as a slave rather than kil
her. The Weroansqua is never one to let an opportunity pass to teach a
| esson to her enemies. And, had she wanted the girl killed for

di sobedi ence, it would have been a nost public execution. Not what we
have here--all |oose ends and suspicion." The Kw okos paused. "You
see, the Weroansqua is smarter than to do sonething like this."

"But, someone, it seens, did it anyway."

Green Serpent nodded, crossing his arnms. "So perhaps you need only
find someone stupid? That's not the Weroansqua." Panther sniled
grimy. "To kill in this fashion, Kw okos, isn't a matter of being
smart. No, no, you misread the nmind of a nurderer. Red Knot wasn't
killed because of craftiness.”

"What then?"

"Tell me, Kw okos, have you ever seen the Wroansqua desperate?" G een
Serpent gl anced uneasily at Lightning Cat and Streaked Bear where they
wai ted by the doorway. He made a subtle gesture, saying, "You two.
Check the fire in the front room | wouldn't want it to go out. And
after that, nake sure we have a good supply of wood in. This snow

m ght [ast awhile."

Rel uctantly, the two younger men gl anced at each other, nodded, and
left.

"Desperate?" Geen Serpent said when the priests had retreated beyond
hearing. He waved his gnarled old finger back and forth. "Ah, yes,
Pant her, | have seen that in her eyes, but only when she | ooks at Shel
Conb. The



Weroansqua's only great fear is turning the affairs of Greenstone C an
over to her daughter."

"Shel |l Conb?"

Green Serpent stepped over by the fire and seated hinsel f, gesturing
Pant her down opposite him Fromthe pouch at his side, G een Serpent
produced his pipe, and with his other hand, pinched tobacco froma
bowl . This he offered to Panther, who in turn retrieved his own pipe
and tanped it full.

The Kwi okos raised his pipe in hunble offering to the statue of keus,
then used a twig kept for such purposes to light his bow . Panther
repeated the offering to Ckeus and Iit his own pipe. Smoke sanctified
words, sent themto the Spirits, and validated conversations such as
this.

"If any single thing has disappointed the Wroansqua it is Shell Conb."
Green Serpent gave Panther a knowing look. "OF all the quickness of

wit and craftiness that runs in Hunting Hawk's veins, none of it was
passed to Shell Conb. She is like the wind, blow ng one way one day,
and anot her the next. As focused as the Weroansqua is, Shell Conb is
scattered, forever slave to her passions and desires."

"l see."

"Do you?" Green Serpent puffed, blue snoke curling about his head in a
wreath. "Hunting Hawk is |ike a sharp chert blade, cutting through
life with a single purpose. Shell Conb is |like an otter, playing here
and there, forever hunting new gane. Take themto a cerenony, and
Hunting Hawk will be appraising each of the participants for their

val ue to her, and what she can gain fromthem Shell Conb will be
assessing what lies under their breech clouts and what trinkets they
would be willing to string around her body."

Pant her gl anced sidel ong at Red Knot's naked bones. "Then Shell Conb
has al ways di sappoi nted her not her?"



Green Serpent shrugged. "Only in the last couple of years has Shell
Conb seemed to show the slightest interest in ruling. | think it was
because she finally realized just how old her nmother was getting. In
the I ast year, Shell Conmb has really tried to show sonme responsibility.
But, were | to guess, 1'd say she's not going to be a very good

Wer oansqua. "

"That worries you."

"I will be dead soon." Green Serpent stared pensively at the fire.
"The problemw |l be Lightning Cat's, or maybe Streaked Bear's." He
gl anced at Red Knot's supi ne skel eton. "Sone of us thought that

per haps Red Knot would be nore |ike her grandnother. But what | saw,
she was another one like her nother, letting her desire outwei gh her
good sense."

"The Weroansqua coul d name Yell ow Net as her successor." "Mybe she
will." Green Serpent studied the clay bow of his pipe where the
tobacco had stained it. "It is being said that Shell Conb night marry
Copper Thunder. "

Pant her strai ghtened. "lIndeed? And the Weroansqua has agreed?"

Green Serpsnt bl ew snoke out through his nose. "I have heard that she
will think about it. So, if she says yes, then it woul d appear that

one of your reasons for Red Knot's murder is gone. The Weroansqua
really did want an alliance with Copper Thunder and his fierce
warriors." "she agrees." Panther's pipe stemtapped the few teeth
left in the front of his nmouth. "She m ght not want to say no too

qui ckly. The Great Tayac mght take offense. Wth time, she has room
to maneuver." He glanced at Red Knot's skel eton again. "Wat of it,
girl? Does any of this make sense to you?"



"She tried to tell nme," Green Serpent said, his sad gaze on the
rendered bones.
"Tried to tell you?" Panther asked gently.

"When?"

"The morning she died." Od Geen Serpent rubbed his face. "Her ghost
wal ked t hrough the House of the Dead. | was asleep in the front room
and she wal ked past ne. | saw her in ny dream | think she cane to

join her ancestors. She's been here ever since." He | ooked up at the
pl atf orm of bodi es encased in their wappings. "She's up there now
Sonetinmes, when |I'm hal f-awake and the soul |oosens, | hear her. She's
trying to tell me sonething, but she's sobbing so hard that | can't
make out the words."

Pant her stared up at the platform w shing mghtily that Red Knot woul d
simply appear and speak out. If only she would, he could name the
mur derer, and have Sun Conch return himto his island.

Too many nenories are stirring. You' ve your own ghosts to worry about,
Pant her. But unlike Red Knot's, yours are mnal evol ent.

Pant her snorted in irritation and stood, thinking that the tinme had
cone to leave. It was then that he saw Red Knot's skull again in the
flickering firelight. He stepped cl ose, bending down. "D d you do
somet hing to these teeth?"

Green Serpent was staring into the fire, his eyes unfocused --seeing
t he ghosts, no doubt.

"Kwi okos, did you do sonething to these teeth?" Panther said, a little
| ouder.

"I, ah, what? What did you say?" G een Serpent blinked to clear his
vi sion. "Wat was that?"

"There is sonething wong with these teeth," Panther repeated. "Here,
| ook. Right here in front. She's supposed to have those two big flat
teeth. But the one next to it on the right side ought to be smaller
and flat, like



its match on the other side of her mouth. Instead, it is just a peg.
Did you break it?"

Green Serpent stooped over the girl's skull and squinted down his nose.
"Ch, no. That's not broken. | noticed that tooth when | was cl eaning
her skull. It just grew that way."

Pant her bent close, aware of the odor of decay that hung on Red Knot's
pi cked bones. Now he could see that indeed the tooth wasn't broken
but rather just malforned.

"Well, good." Panther straightened. "I thought for a mnute that she
m ght have been hit in the nouth. A blow that we mssed.” "No, no.
There are only the dents in the side of her head." G een Serpent
tilted his head to peer at the fractures. "I had to be very careful
when we pulled the brain out. You said you wanted those wounds | eft
just as they were. | did my best to | eave them unaffected."

"You did just fine." Panther straightened. "In fact, | couldn't have
done better nyself." He cocked his head, still studying the girl's
grinning skull. "So, Red Knot, your nother is going to marry Copper

Thunder? Isn't that a curious turn of events."

"I't would keep the alliance," Green Serpent rem nded.

"Yes," Panther said thoughtfully. "But an alliance with what?" And
his gaze fixed on the two indentations in the side of Red Knot's
skul I'.

Pant her wal ked behind Nine Killer, placing his feet in the footprints
the short War Chief left in the snow Sun Conch followed a pace

behi nd, her wary attention fixed on the ground that rose to their
right. To their left the water of the inlet rippled, cold and gray in
the reflected



light of the clouds. Across the inlet, Panther could see the distant
tree-covered shore.

Pant her puffed out a breath that rose frosty before his face. The snow
crunched underfoot. The only sign of life was the ducks that huddl ed
in tens of tens on the water

"Elder, | am asked to escort you to Shell Conb," Nine Killer had told
him "She said for nme to take you to the sweat house. She will talk
with you there."

"I ndeed?" Panther had said, interest kindled within. And so he had
cone here to the low structure next to the water. As they approached
t he buil ding, he could snmell snoke fromthe fire out front and see
smal | streamers of steam slipping around the gaps in the roof.

Nine Killer slowed and called out, "Shell Conmb? | bring you The
Pant her, as you instructed."

She answered frominside: "Thank you, War Chief. That will be all.
You are dism ssed."”

Nine Killer lifted an eyebrow, gave Panther a | ook of worried
anusenment, and whi spered, "Good luck," as he passed by.

Pant her nodded to Sun Conch, who gave himan equally worried | ook, then
t ook her position beside the building.

Pant her pul | ed back the hangi ng and ducked inside into the nuggy heat.
For the first couple of steps, breath stuck in his throat, the steam
choking him As the flap fell back in place, his snow bright vision
could see nothing in the blackness. A hand reached out and took his.

"Cone, Elder, sit here beside nme." Shell Conb led himto a mat and
hel ped himto be seated.

Pant her gasped for breath, fighting the snothering steam and slipped
his old blanket from his shoul ders. "Excuse nme," he rasped. "It's
been a while since |I've been in a sweat lodge. It will take a while
for ny old skin to adjust."

"I come here a lot," she told him "It helps ne to



think." Then she added, "You might want to undress. You'll roast.
O worse, step out into the cold in danp clothing and becone sick."

He grunted, and pulled his hide shirt over his head before pulling the
flap of his breech clout out of its belt. Shell Comb took his garnents
and set them outside the door flap as he renmpved them

He rubbed his hands over his arms. "The stories tell us that in the
begi nning, First Woman lived in a place bathed by steam that it

cl eanses the soul, and renews the body. It is said that a person can
never be truly refreshed unless they sweat in the steam and wash in
cold water."

"Do you believe that's true? About First Wnan?"
"Sonetines. "

"I believe it," Shell Comb said. "I think that's why |'ve kept ny
heal th, and ny youth." She paused. "Tell ne, Elder, do you think |I'm
an attractive wonman?"

He chuckled. "At my age, | think that all wonmen are attractive. But
that's all | can do .. just think."

She | aughed with him then was silent. Panther took the nmonent to
catch his breath, his skin prickling fromthe heat. Misture had begun
to bead on his bushy eyebrows, and he could feel the heat working into
his old joints.
"You sent for me," he finally said. "Since the charnms of ny body have
| ong since faded, | assune you have sonething else in nind?"

He coul d al nbst see her now, a dimfigure in the darkness and swirling
steam She seened hunched, head down. "Have you di scovered who ny
daughter's murderer is?"

"No." He tilted his head back. "The curious thing is that everyone
talk to appears to have a reason for killing her. This daughter of
yours seenms to have stirred a great many people's passion." He turned
his head to | ook at



her. "I hear that you wanted to go to war with the Mamanat ow ck the
nmorni ng she was killed."

"I was upset, Elder. Desperate to do anything, to strike back. W nged
Bl ackbird was out there. It seemed only logical that he'd killed her."
Shell Comb paused. "What would you think if it was your daughter? I'm
still not sure that he didn't do it. The way she was | eft, unnol ested,
that m ght have been cl everness on Wnged Bl ackbird's part."

"You sound like you are still trying to convince yourself, Shell Conb.
Why is that?"

She shrugged. "It would make things a great deal easier, wouldn't

it?"

"Wuld it?" He waited for her to answer her own question. "Wy?"

"Because .. . well, we wouldn't have to face the truth." She sounded
uneasy. "I wish we could just start over, make believe this never
happened, and gi ve everyone a second chance to do things right."

"G ve the nurderer a second chance?" Panther frowned. "Wat nakes you
think he wants one? Red Knot's killer was driven to an act of
desperation, Shell Conmb. That's why Red Knot was killed. She was
doi ng somet hing, or knew somet hing that conpelled sonmeone to kil

her."

He heard Shell Conmb's breath stop short, and her shoul ders sl unped
m serably. A nonent later, he heard sniffling sounds and reached out
to pat her shoulders. "There, there. Gief, like all things,
eventual | y passes.”

"I--1"msorry," she nunbl ed, and sniffed. "All this time, | keep
trying to be the dignified woman that everyone expects nme to be. \Wat
you said ... it just..."

He snorted hal f-derisively. "Wll, to tell you the truth, your |ack of
apparent grief had begun to bother nme. A nother generally doesn't |ose
a daughter w thout weeping, hair-pulling, and hysteria."



"Not when you are the Weroansqua's daughter,” Shell Conb said wearily.
"Such things are for others, not for the pride of G eenstone Clan."

At the tone of her voice, Panther asked, "So, tell ne, do you think
your nother could have had Red-Knot killed?"

Shell Comb's head renmai ned bowed. Only after a | ong monment did she
say, "No."

"And why not? Surely she understood just how dangerous a marriage with
Copper Thunder would be."

"Dangerous?" She shifted, staring at himthrough the darkness. "You
don't understand, do you? W're |losing, Elder. Cycle by cycle, the
Mamanat owi ck tightens his control on our southern borders. Stone Frog
and his Conoy raids fromthe north are taking a toll. W can no | onger
spare the warriors to send on punitive expeditions. Wth the growh of
the Great Tayac's strength on the upper river, the bal ance has been
changed. "

"The way Okeus nade the world, it is supposed to change." He paused.
"And, | think if you decide to go ahead and marry the G eat Tayac,
you'll have plenty of opportunity to live dangerously. In a very short
time, you'll regret that decision.”

"I"ve lived dangerously all of ny life, Elder." She straightened her

back, arnms braced on her knees. "l've paid for ny m stakes. Ch, have
| paid. Soretines, | wonder how | managed to do the things |I've done,
but I tell myself, 7 amthe Wroansqua 's daughter!" | do what | have

to. The cost has been greater than you could know "

"So, you will add another nistake to a long list?" He paused, wei ghing
his words. "Copper Thunder isn't any different than the Manmanat ow ck.

I f anything he's nore anbitious than the other chieftains. He's seen

t he Serpent Chiefs, and pictures hinself as one."

She paused thoughtfully, then asked, "What happened between the two of
you?"
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"Many years ago, | killed his father and captured himand his nother
H s father was a Trader. The man's timng was bad. He was visiting

and trading in a village | overran for ny chief." Panther shrugged.

"If Copper Thunder's father had stayed out of it, | mght have let him
go. Instead, he felt an obligation to stand by the chief, a man called
Stal ks-By-Night. Grass Mat's father picked up a war club and j oi ned
the fight. He killed my lieutenant, and | killed him After the

battle, | claimed Copper Thunder and his nother for nyself. They went
back to ny house as sl aves."

"How di d he get here?"

"Ran away nost likely. I'"msure he's not keen on having the know edge
spread that he was once a slave." Panther sighed. "I mght have done
you a favor, that |ong-gone day, by cutting off his head instead of
taki ng hi mback to carry water and firewood."

"That's why he hates you?"
"I car't blanme him | ruined his |life."
"And hi s not her?"

"She served ny needs while | was there. After | left she went to
another and | don't know what happened to her. Dead | suppose.
Oiginally, she was a woman fromthe upper villages. The Trader
arrived one day and they fell in love. She went with him back across
the nmountains to trade on the great rivers. She was used to being well
treated, and never adapted to being a slave. Grass Mat was stil

young. A boy is nore flexible, but those days of beatings and |iving
i ke an ani mal soured sonething inside him made himwhat he is

t oday. "

She cl apped her hands together and | eaned forward to spill nore water
on the hot rocks. As the steamrose, she asked, "Wat about all of
those tattoos? Da they have a meani ng?"

"Those are the marks of a

Serpent Chief. Your Copper Thunder is trying to make hinself into the
very man he



hated so passionately as a boy. Envy, like the bite of a copperhead,
can di spense the nost deadly of venons."

"He says that you poi soned your enenies, that you were very good at
maki ng your rivals disappear."”

He took a deep breath. "You have told ne that in your life you have

made nore than your share of m stakes. As a young man, so did |I. And
like you, | have paid for them" He barked a harsh | augh. "Anything
t hat Copper Thunder tells you about ne, well, if it's not true, it
ought to be."

"So, you were a great, influential War Chief. Wiat did you do? Dally
with the Serpent Chief's wi fe? How does a feared War Chief end up as a
witch on an island in the Salt Water Bay?" He closed his eyes, seeing
hi nsel f as he had been, tall, strong, wearing brightly dyed fabrics,
hi s body decked in necklaces of shining copper. From his house, high
on its nound on the western end of the plaza, he could see out over the
shining Black Warrior River, across thatched houses anpong the
cornfields beyond. H s ranks of slaves knelt at his feet, heads down.
H s hair was festooned with feathers of blue, yellow and orange, held
in place with a burnished copper hairpiece. There, at the foot of his
hi gh square nmound, stood a pyram d of hunman heads as tall as a man, al
rotting in the bright sunlight. Even now, so nany years after, and so
many days' journey away, the smell cloyed his nostrils. He could stil
hear the buzzing of the flies.

He wi ped at the trickling sweat on his face, |ooking back into the
past, into that dark room the nmoonlight streaming in through the
little square wi ndow. He could hear the hooting of owms out in the
forest, snell the dank water and nud of the Black Warrior. "I had a
dream First Man, Wl fdreaner, came to ne. He said, "Wo are you
Raven? What have you becone?"

"I answered him "I amthe mighty Raven, War Chi ef



for the renowned Wiite Snmoke Rising, Lord of the Three Rivers. Before
me, all the world trenbles, for I amny lord s sweeping right arm"

" "You are polluted,” the Wl fdreaner told me sadly. "You were born
under the sign of the Wlf, and here you are, perverted by the Raven.
Look inside, great nman, and tell ne what you see.” "

Pant her wet his lips, staring into the darkness of the sweat house. "So

| did, brash and headstrong as | was. Wat did I, of all nen, have to
fear? 1... | looked inside and saw what | had becone." He shook

hi nsel f, casting off the dangerous nenories. "That night, | argued
with ny chief. Then | went a little crazy. And later... later that
night, | wal ked away. Told no one I was going. | just wal ked out of
the great gates, across the cornfields, and into the forest. | never

| ooked back. Hungry" dirty, and alone, | traveled north, follow ng the

Bl ack Warrior River to the crest of the nountains, and then foll owed
them east, from peak to peak. Fromthem | descended to the |lands of ny
birth. Alone, in defeat and silence, | cane hone."

She waited patiently.

"That's about it." He smled grimy at the hot swirling steam "I
went out to nmy island to find nyself."

"And did you?"

He worked his fingers. The stiffness, of old age had been driven from
them by the heat. "Ch, yes. It frightened nme to ny very bones." She
shifted unconfortably. "So, why are you here?"

"Because of innocence," he replied.

"l don't understand."

He straightened. "I wouldn't expect you to. You can't find yourself
until you've becone lost. In order to see, you nust becone blind. To
seek goodness, you nust becone evil. To achieve great wealth, you mnust

seek poverty. To be truly free, you nust first becone a slave."



"That makes no sense."

"It nakes all the sense in the world." He cast a sidelong glance at
her. "Wat about you, Shell Comb? Have you ever | ooked deeply into
your soul ?"

He could feel her fear when she said, "OF course."”

"You are a liar,'
heart."

he told her evenly. "But then, nost of us are at

"l know," she said, voice low. "But, sonetines it hurts too nuch to
tell the truth."

Twent y-t wo

Ni ne Killer hunkered down on his heels in the snow, watching the clouds
scud eastward toward the ocean. The spot he'd chosen gave hima good
view of the inlet. On its slate-colored surface, choppy waves narched
relentlessly toward the narrow beaches, where they would curl, slap the
earth, and die. He rested with his back against an elm the rough bark
scarred by the years and the periodic fires his people used to clear
weeds fromtheir fields.

From here he could see over to the far shore with its gray-furred
winter forest, but his attention centered on the sweat house and the
girl who stood guard before the doorway.

After the Panther entered, Nine Killer had | oitered beside Sun Conch
and heard nost of what had passed within. Only when Shell Conb had
stepped out into the weak afternoon |ight, her naked body glistening
with sweat, did he step self-consciously away. She'd tw sted



her danmp hair into a thick knot and wal ked out to splash in the cold
wat er just bel ow the | odge entrance.

For the briefest of nmonents, Nine Killer had let hinself admre her
lithe body. Those athletic curves woul d have bl essed a worman hal f her
age.

What was it about her that captivated himso? O all the wonen he'd
ever known, her body, the sultry look in her eyes, attracted himlike
no other. Was it the way she noved with sensuous grace or the rapt
attention with which she listened to a man talk that nade her so
irresistible? She'd enchanted himnore than once when he spoke to her
He'd seened to fall into her gaze, his heart racing as he becane the
center of her attention. Then her |ips would part the slightest bit,
and his senses would swm As if she could discern his attraction
she'd smle at him teasing himjust beyond his ability to respond.

She' d stepped fromthe water, dripping and shivering, her nipples taut,
and w apped a bl anket around her shoulders. Only after she'd dressed,
caught his gaze on her, and given himone of those flashing sniles, did
she turn and wal k toward the palisade. At that point, Nine Killer had
retreated to the old elmto sit and think

Wth an effort, he dragged his thoughts from Shell Conb, and settled on
the fascinating things he'd been able to hear through the thin sweat
house door hangi ng.

The Pant her had been a war | eader for the Serpent Chiefs? He would
never have guessed. The inplications startled him N ne Killer mght
pride hinself on being a responsible war | eader for the Wroansqua, but
fromthe stories told by the Traders, the Serpent Chiefs nade a
different kind of war--one where entire tribes were pitted agai nst each
other, and warriors nunbered in the tens of tens. Al those warriors
did was practice their art. Wen they marched, their bodies were
bedecked with bright feathers, w cker shields, and finely made arrows.
Those warriors, he had been told, left on dedicated battle



wal ks, each group traveling |ike an appendage of the whol e.

And The Pant her had been the brain for an organization like that? He
chewed thoughtfully on his lip, recalling the defeats Copper Thunder
had inflicted on the Mamanat owi ck, and Stone Frog, the Conoy Tayac. Ws
that the sort of chieftainship Copper Thunder was buil ding on their
very borders?

What fate would befall Nine Killer's people if Copper Thunder
consolidated his territory? That thought rolled around in his mnd
How could his warriors--a collection of hunters and fishernmen--conpete
with those nearly nythical warriors of the Serpent Chiefs?

Down by the sweat house, Sun Conch turned suddenly, and reached out
with a slimbrown hand to hel p The Panther through the | ow doorway. The
old man shivered in the cold air, blinking in what was, to him
blinding Iight.

Nine' Killer rose, winced at the stitches in his knees and ankl es, and
wal ked down to the shoreline, where The Panther splashed -water on his
antique fl esh.

Nine Killer gave hima skeptical inspection. Wthered skin, now
flushed with heat, hung from a bony skeleton. Strings of nuscle were
only a nenory of what had once been strength. Here and there, an old
scar still puckered whitely. Even the testicles seemed to hang tiredly
beneath the gray thatch of pubic hair. Had this old man really been
that kind of War Chief?

"I'"ve not done this in years," The Panther said, rubbing his shivering
hide with his blanket. "I think it's time for a cup of warmtea and a
nice fire."

Nine Killer gestured toward the village as The Panther pulled on his
old hunting shirt, arranged his breech clout and slung his bl anket
around hi s shoul ders. Sun Conch took up her place behind them For a
monent, Nine Killer wal ked, |ost in thought.



Then he caught Panther's knowing eyes on him as if the old nan were
peeling away the |layers that protected his thoughts.

"Yes, War Chief?"
"I couldn't help but overhear."

Panther's lips quirked. "I expected as nmuch. It nust have been the
heat, it ate into ny self-control."

"You served a Serpent Chief? The one called Wite Snmoke Rising? Even
| have heard of him"

"It was a long tinme ago."

"I heard you say that Copper Thunder was trying to be just like the
Serpent Chiefs. You said that was why he adopted their tattoos."

"A great many people want to be what they are not. Wth Copper
Thunder, | think it goes back to when he was boy." The Pant her
hesitated. "You heard that | captured hin? A child is such a curious
creature, strong and resilient, yet so very fragile. Gass Mat was al
of those."

"l don't understand."

The Panther gave hima thin smle. "Wien |I killed his father and
captured young Grass Mat and his nmother for slaves, nmy warriors and
destroyed his whole world. Fromthose shanbles, he had to nake a new
one, one that he could understand."

"That doesn't nmke sense, Elder," Sun Conch said from behind. "He
shoul d have hated the Serpent Chief who took himcaptive. | would
have. "

"Ch, Grass Mat did, but he admred him too." Panther gl anced over his
shoul der at the girl. "Sun Conch, you nust put yourself in the boy's
pl ace, see the world through his eyes. Can you imagi ne that?"

"I think so, Elder."

"Well, sone of us have problenms with that." He cast a sidelong | ook at
Nine Killer. "Despite what the Kw okos clains, that he can beat the
boy's soul froma body, and chase it away with his rattle, if a man
can't renenber



his life as a child, he is either aliar, or was hit on the head
harder than he recalls."”

Nine Killer grinned at that, knowing full well that after being

Bl ackened, no man woul d consciously tal k about anything that happened
i n chil dhood. The Panther was picking at another of his people's

sel f-inposed rules. Aloud, he said, "lIs nothing sacred to you,

El der ?"

"Many things, War Chief. But not the rituals of men." Panther took a
deep breath. "So, what do we have? A boy whose whole world is
crushed. His father is dead, and for that, the boy will never forgive
him"

"Why?" Sun Conch asked. "His father couldn't help being killed in
battle."” "Does a young boy understand that?" Panther asked. "Sun
Conch, Grass Mat's father was a very influential Trader. He didn't
have to join the battle for Stalks-By Night's town. The boy worshi ped
his father--thought the man invincible--and no matter how he died,
Grass Mat couldn't forgive himfor not living up to expectations.
Children do that, especially if they are taken into slavery along with
their nothers--whomthey also love. It has to be someone's fault."

"So the boy turned all that rage against his father?" Nine Killer
shook hi s head.

"Bei ng dead, and unable to defend hinself to his son, he nmade the best
target." Panther glanced at Sun Conch. "And, naturally, G ass Mat
hated me, and my chief, Wite Snmoke Ri sing, but because we won, he
couldn't hate us too much. After all, the one thing Copper Thunder
wants today is to win." "I heard you telling Shell Conb about the
tattoos. If he hated the Serpent Chiefs, why try to | ook |ike thenf
And, if he did, why cone back to Fish River and the Salt Water Bay?"

"War Chief, answer me this: What would you say if



| told you | wanted to be the next Wroance for Flat Pearl Village?"

"I"d tell you that you were crazy. It's inpossible, and you know
it."

"Absolutely."

"You're not Geenstone Clan, Elder," Sun Conch rem nded. "Exactly, and
Grass Mat didn't belong to any of the ruling clans anong the Serpent
Chiefs. He was forever an outsider."

"So, when he cane back to his nother's people on the Fish River," Nine

Killer nmused, "he had a place."

"Now he wants to build a chieftainship on the Salt Water Bay that will
be li ke the ones he knew on the Black Warrior, or the Serpent River, or
the Father Water." Panther kicked at the nelting snow. "Can he do

it?" Nine Killer asked.

Pant her shrugged. "I would think, War Chief, that the answer to that
lies with you, the Mananatow ck, and Tayac Stone Frog."

Nine Killer tightened his grip on his war club. "I heard you say that
anyt hi ng Copper Thunder accused you of was probably true."

Pant her peered intently into Nine Killer's eyes. "I told you once that
the hardest thing to share was honesty, War Chief. | haven't forgotten
that | made that bargain with you. | said that to Shell Conb for a
definite reason: | want her to know exactly what sort of man | was."

n W]y?ll

Pant her shrugged. "In due time, War Chief, | will tell you. |I'm not

ready to yet, and I'mnot even sure why that is. Just a hunch--an itch
that tells nme it will be the right thing at the right time. But
getting back to the point: Yes, | did nurder, assassinate, poison, and
otherwi se elimnate ny enenies. Unfortunately for us, here today,



Copper Thunder knew, or at |east suspected, nost of those terrible
nmurders. "

"But that was part of your duty as War Chief, wasn't it?" Nine Killer
asked.

Pant her snorted irritably, rubbing his chilled arns for warnth. "Sone
were killed on orders fromny chief. Others | killed because | feared
them or disliked them or w shed them puni shed from sone slight or
another." Hi s gaze hardened. "The point is, War Chief, | killed them
And yes, sonetinmes a man can kill fromduty, and it is all right. But
nostly those people died--sonme horribly --because | wanted themto."

Sun Conch pal ed, a stricken | ook on her face.

Pant her noticed and turned. "You may relax, my friend. None of them
died by witchcraft. Those that | killed, | killed deliberately, with
weapons, poison, or suffocation. None of themwere w tched, or had
their souls driven away by sorcery. | give you ny word." Sun Conch
whi spered, "Thank you, Elder."

Nine Killer swallowed hard, shaking his head. "You told Shell Conb
that you had a dreanf? That First Man cane to you?"

Panther's lips twi tched, voice softening. "Yes, that part was true,
too." He glanced at Nine Killer. "You heard those things | told Shel
Conb, about |osing everything to find everything? | meant that, War
Chief. That is the nost inportant |esson | can teach anyone." He
smled wistfully. "But so few peopl e understand just how i nportant
that lesson is.”

The old man gestured for silence and continued pl oddi ng his way through
the snow for the palisade. Sun Conch Hesitated | ong enough to give

Nine Killer a questioning |ook. He frowned, then raised his shoul ders
in a vague shrug. The original bond had been forged between the two

of



them |f Sun Conch didn't understand, Nine Killer couldn't be
expected to, either.

"Qddly enough,” Nine Killer whispered for Sun Conch's ears, "I stil
trust him |I'mnot sure why, but | do."

"I think it's because he's seen through the eyes of Okeus," Sun Conch
whi spered. "And what he saw there sent lightning bolts through his
soul . "

Hal f Moon, Nine Killer's brother-in-law by narriage, was waiting for
himinside the palisade gate. Nine Killer gestured to The Pant her
saying, "This looks like fam |y business. Wiy don't you and Sun Conch
go and warm yoursel ves. Rosebud will have tea for you."

Pant her nodded gratefully, shivering fromthe cold. Then he shuffled
of f across the plaza toward Rosebud' s | ong house Sun Conch wal ked j ust
to one side, casting about as usual for any sign of danger

"Busy day?" Half Mbon asked. He stood a full two heads taller than
Nine Killer. Long ropy rnuscles covered his |linmbs, and his shoul ders,

t hough stooped, were built for endurance rather than brute force. Half
Moon's lower lip tended to stick out, and his rounded nose and

per petual squint gave hima perplexed | ook that caused people to
underestimate himon first acquai ntance.

Nine Killer fingered the handle of his war club, tied to his breech
clout "Very. It started first thing this norning with errands for the
Weroansqua; then | had to carry some baskets of corn out to Aunt

W ndl eaf. She refuses to live inside a palisade now, clains the air
loses its spirit, whatever that neans. | guess she thinks it gets worn
out being breathed by so many people.”

"And hin?" Half Moon twitched his lips to indicate



The Panther. To Nine Killer's anmusenent, no one seemed to grant Sun
Conch any recognition. As the witch's servant, she m ght have becone
i nvi si bl e.

"I just took himto a neeting with Shell Conmb. She wanted to talk to
him"

"About what ?" Half Mbon crossed his arms, uneasy eyes watching the old
man hobbl e past one of the Guardian posts outside the House of the
Dead.

"I don't know," Nine Killer lied. "I don't listen to the Wroansqua's
busi ness. "

"Ah, the Weroansqua's business!" Half Mwon grinned. "So, Shell Conb
wasn't just being sociabl e?"

"Brother, | don't know. Maybe, or naybe not. She wanted to talk to
himin private. | serve ny clan, just as you serve yours. Now, what
can | do for you?"

"Go and see your wife." Half Moon scratched at his ear |obe. "How
long has it been? A week, maybe two? VWiite Star is starting to think
she's a widow. You've been spending all of your time at your
sister's."

"Red Knot's nurder unsettled too many things. That's clan business.
Then we had the raid against Three Myrtle Village. You know how t hat
went . "

"Add friend, if we never find ourselves in that kind of ness

again, it will be too soon. That raid should never have taken pl ace.
It was wong--ill advised fromthe beginning. Only that old man saved
us ... saved us everything, in fact."

Nine Killer smiled up, at his hr other-in-law. They' d been conpani ons
and warriors | ong before they'd becone kin through marriage. In fact,
had they not been such good friends, Nine Killer wouldn't have married
VWhite Star. She was nearly six years older than he, and a wi dow. After
her husband's death, it was found that part of his intestine had broken
t hrough the gut wall and into his right scrotum There it had choked
itself, and ruptured, and rot had festered throughout him



White Star should have remarried to a nore prestigious nan than a
young unknown Greenstone warrior. At that time, Nine Killer was a nere
yout h, and hadn't even earned his name in that daring raid on the
Mamanat owi ck' s Weroance at Mattaponi Village. But, because of Hal f
Moon's influence, and because he canme from G eenstone O an, the

marri age was arranged. The youngster who woul d become War Chief Nine
Killer married the nost beautiful woman in the village--save, of
course, Shell Comb. But in those days, his cousin was still married to
Monst er Bone, and was living at Three Myrtle.

"Friend, | have to tell you, | don't know about this Panther." Half
Moon crossed his long arns. "He m ght have saved us at Three Myrtle,
but people are nervous. Wat's he doing here? What is he after

br ot her ?"

"I'f I told you, you wouldn't believe ne."

"Ch, cone on. This is your brother-in-law that you're talking to--if
not your ol dest friend."

Nine Killer gave Half Mon a conspiratorial |ook. "He's here because
of Sun Conch."

"What ?"

"I told you you wouldn't believe it."

Hal f Mbon gave him a di sappoi nted | ook

"Al'l right, I'm supposed to come home and warm White Star's robes
tonight. Good, tell her I'Il be there. Late, but I'lIl be there." He
wi nced. "Unless, of course, sone kind of problem pops out of nowhere
to anmbush my best intentions." "Like your sister throwing the witch
out of her house? Don't you dare bring himto your wife's. Wite Star
| oves you, but she doesn't want her children exposed to the |likes of
him I1t's bad enough that you do that to your sister's children.”

"Ch, even | amsmarter than to bring himinto Wiite Star's |ong house

Hal f Mbon hesitated, kicking at the dirt.



"What is it, brother? Speak up. The tinme for minding one's tongue is
| ong passed for us."
"I't's my nephew, Rabbit," Half Mon said, neaning Nine Killer's son
"He's got it into his head that he's going to run off and join the
Great Tayac's warriors. Apparently there is some story goi ng around
about Shell Comb marrying Copper Thunder. If so, there will be an
alliance. Rabbit thinks he's going to pack up and travel upriver so he
can fight for the Geat Tayac."

"Tell himno."

Hal f Mbon sighed. "Ch, | did that. Wiite Star and | both told himno
He is adamant, alnobst to the point of insolence. You can see the
defiance in his eyes. He is your son, Nine Killer. Just as
buck-strong and thick headed Wen | told himthat, |I saw the
satisfaction in his face. That's when | got to thinking, perhaps, if
you had a word with him.. . ?"

Nine Killer pursed his lips as Half Moon tal ked, and nodded. "I wll,
old friend. If you think it will do any good. | can't forbid him I
don't have the right. It's your clan business, what he does."

"Yes, | know. But he admires you nore than anyone. In spite of the
fact that you spoiled himrotten, turned himinto this incorrigible
nmonster, he still thinks you' re the nost inportant man on earth. At

| east, he did until the Great Tayac showed up. Now, he wants to be
tattooed |like that--that forked eye design--when he's Bl ackened. As if
the Sun Shell d an designs weren't good enough!”

Nine Killer chuckled and crossed his arnms. "I'll speak to the boy,

tell himthat if he doesn't listen to his uncle, 1'll hunt himdown and
whack him-even if he is sprung fromny loins. And, after |'ve done
that, I'lIl trade you straight across. Rabbit for White Gter."

"No, you don't." Half Mbon raised his hands in defense. "Your seed
grew not hi ng but boys in White Star's wonb, but, thankfully, no
daughters!”



"Grls aren't so bad."
"Aren't they? Says who?"
"And whose house do you think you'll live in when you get. old and

outlive your wife? Do you think the woman Rabbit marries is going to
| et you freel oad when your teeth have fallen out?" Nine Killer thunped

his chest with a fist. "Now, ne, | can wear out Wite Qter's
hospitality, and then go nmooch off of Slender Bark, and when she
finally throws me out, | can go to Little Shell's. If I'mstill alive

when she's tired of feeding me, there's always Sea Rice. See the
benefits of four nieces? You al ways have a place to live."

"Then, as an old man, | shall curse you for giving Wite Star no
daughters, and, since it's your fault, I'll come live with you and your
ni eces.”

"Done!" Nine Killer reached out and shook Hal f Mbon's hand.

They chuckl ed together for a nmonent, happy with their well-established
friendship, rocking back and forth on their heels as they watched the
doings in the plaza. Nine Killer studied the people who went about
their duties.

She woul d have gl anced back fromthe palisade gate, taken a | ook at the
pl aza. Nine Killer turned enough that he could see the gate. Yes, she
woul d have stopped here, just in the shadow of the post, and | ooked
back. What did she see?

"What's that?" Half Mon asked.

"What did she see?" Nine Killer repeated. "Red Knot, that |ast

nmorni ng. She left through the palisade gate. Stood right here where
we are. What did she see when she | ooked back? If only | could see
t hrough her eyes. Was anyone there, watching her go?"

"The man who killed her, perhaps?" Half Mwon shrugged. "I don't know.
No one will ever know. The dead are dead, brother. Wat they know
dies with them™

"l suppose.”



"Rabbit wants to cut his hair like the Great Tayac's." Half Mon made
a face. "He wants to cut it all off on the sides. He's still a boy. |
told him when he goes through the Huskanaw he can do any silly thing
he pl eases, but so long as he lives in our household, he must foll ow
Sun Shell Cdan rules. Is that too much to ask?"

"He's just a boy."
"Ch, he's all of that." Half Mdon agreed. "He's too nmuch your son
that's what. Al that energy, and I'mthe one who has to turn himinto

a human being, not a wild weasel."

"Weasel s are great hunters. You'll never have to worry about hi m being
hungry. "

"Weasel s are savage fighters, and bl oodthirsty to boot!"

"I"ll talk to him" Nne Killer said in reassuring tones. "But, keep

in mnd. He doesn't have to listen to me. I"'monly his father."

"I know, but | think he will." Half Mon reached out and cl apped Ni ne
Killer on the shoulder. "I think your wife would appreciate it if you
weren't too late tonight. | think she'll cook up sonething special for
you. "

"Thanks. 1'Il be there."”

Nine Killer watched Hal f Moon wal k away, headed toward his sister's

| ong house He had been neglecting Wite Star, but then, the needs of
famly and clan came first. Hs w fe knew that; she'd al ways
understood the things he had to do. He was one of the |ucky ones. Ever
since their first night together, they'd grown to | ove each other

A man coul d do worse

And--when Nine Killer considered the union of Red Knot and Copper
Thunder--so could a woman. How had she felt, being prom sed on a
nmonent's notice to a nman |i ke Copper Thunder? He started rethinking
the entire problem of Red Knot.



As he worked through each of the little clues he and The Pant her had
uncovered, the voice in his soul whispered:

He's got it into his head that he's going to run off and join the Geat
Tayac's warriors .. . to be tattooed like that--that forked eye

desi gn--when he's Bl ackened. As if the Sun Shell C an designs weren 't
good enough!

Was there a key in this that would help unlock the riddle of Red Knot's
death? O, was this just another blind trail in the woods that would
| ead hi m back to the begi nning?

Pant her was sipping rose hip tea when Nine Killer ducked through the
doorway, a perplexed | ook on his face. The short War Chief strode
across the matting, shrugged off his feathered cl oak, and untied his
war club. Dropping theminto a pile, he seated hinself to Panther's
ri ght.

"You | ook preoccupied,” Panther noted as the War Chief reached out and
war med his hands at the crackling blaze. "You're still not nulling

over if I'mreally a witch, or perhaps poi soning the Wroansqua's broth
so | can step into her nmobccasi ns when she keels over dead, are you?"

"Hm? No. At |east, not at the nmonent."
"Well, perhaps you will in the next nmoment."
"What's that?"

"Worry about if I'm poisoning the Wroansqua so that | can take over
and step into--"

"Yes, yes, | heard that." Nine Killer's expression cleared, and he
lifted an eyebrow. "Wat are we tal ki ng about ?"

Pant her sipped his tea, and started over. "\Wat has you so perpl exed?
| thought perhaps you were still rum nating on what you overheard this
afternoon. About



what a bl ack-hearted and evil serpent | used to be."

Ni ne Killer shook his head, the frown deepening again. "No, well, yes,
| suppose it's related." He reached out for an enpty gourd and di pped
up sone of the tea that steamed beside the fire in a ceramic pot. "I
just came fromtalking to nmy son. His nane is Rabbit."

"Cood name for a son."
| ap at the edges.

Pant her rolled his gourd, watching the weak tea

"He's perhaps a year shy of his Huskanaw, but he's been listening to
Copper Thunder. It seens as if the Great Tayac has been spending a | ot
of his time here visiting with the boys."

"I ndeed?" Panther squinted into his tea. "I never knew himto be
interested in youth."

"Apparently he is." Nine Killer sipped at the hot liquid, nade a face,
and sucked air to cool his scalded lips and tongue. "And what he's
telling themis that when they beconme nen, they are nore than wel cone
to go off and join himand his warriors. After all, he tells them
each of the clans have nenbers in the upper river villages. Further

he of fers them weal th, advantage, and pronotion. Lands for the taking.
To hear Rabbit tell it, Copper Thunder has al ready given away hal f of
the Ma manatowi ck's territory.” "I see." Panther pulled thoughtfully
at the | oose skin on his chin. "I'll bet Gass Mat forgot to tell this
to Water Snake."

Nine Killer set his tea aside to poke at the fire with a snoking stick
"He's got nobst of the boys ready to cut their hair into his roach. Not
the traditional people's cut, with the right side shaved and the |eft
pi nned up. According to what Copper Thunder told Rabbit, the Serpent
Chiefs cut their hair that way so that it can't cone undone in war."
"There's sone truth to that," Panther nuttered. "But those warriors
drill and practice all day |ong. They don't



take time off to hunt and fish, unless it's just for the pleasure
of.it. Al they do is practice war."

Nine Killer gave hima clear-eyed stare. "That's exactly what Copper
Thunder tells the boys. If they will cone to him they can be
full-time warriors, and live as such, their every need net."

Pant her put down his gourd and steepled his fingers. "My, ny, little
Grass Mat is anbitious indeed. But how on earth does he suppose he's
goi ng to support this arny of his?"

"Pardon?" Nine Killer gave hima grimstare.

"The Serpent Chiefs have many warriors, it is true, but anong them
only one in ten tens is a full-time warrior. He must be supported, War
Chi ef . He nust be given a house, a wife, and his food, clothing, and
adornments. For that, it takes nearly thirty farnmers and craftsnmen.”

"Way not three warriors for every ten tens, then?" N ne Killer asked.
"You coul d have an even bigger arny." "Ah, but who flakes the
arrowheads, nakes and fires the pots, attends to the rituals, nonitors
the cel estial observations, organizes the workers, supervises the

sowi ng, weeding, and harvest of the fields, builds the canoes, raises
t he nounds, cuts the trees, and repairs the houses? War is but a small
part of a great chieftainship. The priests, carvers, Traders, weavers,
and others all nust do their part, and nmany of these nust al so be
supported by others."

Nine Killer made a face. "Then, Copper Thunder really can't do things
as he wi shes--at |east, not right now "

Pant her shrugged. "I'mnot sure he can ever do them The |ands around
Salt Water Bay are not |like the great river flood plains in the
interior. Their cornfields | ook endless, all tended by |aboring clans
people Here, the land is a-junble with ridges and steep sl opes. The
rich soil is



often restricted in extent and depth, easily exhausted. The bottomns
are swanpy, and flood often. No, the difference here, War Chief, is
that we rmust collect so much of our food. The Serpent Chiefs have
masses of people to grow theirs for them They don't rely on the
fickle nature of the fish, the deer, the nuts, or the shellfish. To
them cornis life--and they can grow a great deal of it."

"Then we shoul d di scount the Great Tayac's stories?"
"I"'mnot sure." Panther frowned at the gourd he picked up in his

gnarl ed hand. "You know, this would be pretty if you painted it. Mybe
a picture of a deer?"

"I"ll consider it. I'mnore worried about Rabbit wanting to run off
and become a warrior for the Geat Tayac." N ne Killer jabbed his
stick into the fire, rolling it in his fingers, watching the flamnes
char the end. "He's doing the same thing that happened to himas a
boy, isn't he? Trying to inpress the little boys. Seeking to make
themwant to be like him"

"I believe so." Panther glanced down the length of the |ong house to
where Rosebud was bustling around the cooking fire. "Do you think
she's nmaki ng squash again tonight? That stuff that she made | ast night
was wonderful. | could have eaten that until | burst w de open."

"You al nbst did."

Pant her sighed, returning his attention to the fire. "I think, War
Chief, that we've cone to the point where we have asked the normal
guestions, and found enough nornmal answers. Lots of people have
reasons for murdering your cousin Red Knot. H gh Fox because she m ght
have deci ded to expose his dalliance with a girl forbidden to himby
age. Flat Wllow for thwarted | ove. Hunting Hawk because the girl's
death eased her out of a dangerous relationship with an anbitious

spi der. Copper Thunder .. . well, he's still a random cl ap of
[ightning-we don't know if he struck, but if he did it could be for a
mul titude of reasons."



"And the Mamanat owi ck's warriors? Wnged Bl ackbird was here to stop
the nmarri age."

Pant her narrowed his eyes. "Oh, | don't know. Perhaps, War Chief. But
somrehow, no. | think I'd know his odor if it were involved in this,
and | can't snell him"

"Easy for you to say, Elder. 1've been living too close to himfor too
long." Nine Killer glanced to the rear where Rosebud was addi ng the
final touches to dinner. "You should know, Elder, that |I'm going homne
to ny wife tonight. I'"mleaving you in the capabl e hands of Rosebud.

| doubt that she's as skilled in the arcane uses of plants as you, but
| think she's over the urge to poison you."

Pant her raised a hand, gesturing Nine Killer to be off. "No, indeed,

War Chief, | think she's rather come to like nme. But, well, don't you
worry. | think you can |leave me here with a clear conscience. Unlike
so many of these ill-mannered serpents these days, | respect the hearth

and hospitality of nmy host, and woul dn't dare creep into your sister's
robes unless she invited me nost adamantly."

Nine Killer, halfway to his feet, stopped short in a half crouch
expression startled. Panther |ooked up blandly, refusing to betray the
smle that tugged at his lips.

Twenty-t hree

Frost silvered every blade of grass, every twig and weed, with a white
crystalline lacery. Thick nmist had rolled in fromthe warmer waters of
the Salt Water Bay, pushed up Fish River, and billowed through the
trees and over



the fields. Nowit hung lowin the air, masking Flat Pearl Village in
ghostly gray.

The Pant her could barely see across to the palisade as he passed the
Guardi an posts set around the plaza with its ritual fire pit. Each of
the carved faces | ooked gloony, as if their spirits, too, were danpened
by the thick fog. Frominside the House of the Dead, he could just

snell the snoke fromthe eternal fires. Lightning Cat and Streaked

Bear had been dutiful in fueling them

Pant her wal ked unsteadily this nmorning, his joints aching fromthe danp
cold that, despite the fires Rosebud had maintained, had still nanaged
to penetrate his old hide.

As he wal ked, he could hear Sun Conch's wary tread behind him The
girl was keeping an eye on his back, as usual

Pant her m ssed Nine Killer's company. The sawed-of f War Chief had
proven a good conpanion. Not only insightful, the man had a

wel | - bal anced sense of hunmor, and a genui ne concern for his people and
what Red Knot's death neant for them And, to be honest, that
expression on the War Chief's face as he'd left for his wife's had been
priceless. To Panther's absolute delight, the War Chief had seriously
worried that an ol d chunk of human flotsamlike himmght crawm into
Rosebud' s bl anket s.

A figure materialized out of the mst, tall, muscular, and it took
Pant her a nmoment to identify Flat WIlow The hunter had his head
down, his expression anxi ous. Panther came to a stop. Flat WI I ow
al nrost wal ked into him and started, his eyes going wide with
recognition. "Ch, it's you."

"Sorry to intrude. You |ooked as if your clan had just di sowned
you. "

Flat WIlow gave hima disgusted glare. "Are you stil



around, stirring the pot to see what floats to the top?"
"I found you."
"Yes. Now, |eave nme alone.”

Flat Wllow started to step past, and Panther said, "If you didn't kil
her, why don't you tell ne what you were doing out there that norning?
| find it curious that you would have picked that norning, of al
nmor ni ngs, to pack up and go hunting."

"That's what real nen do, Elder. W hunt. Sonmeone has to bring in
food. Men hunt and fish. | realize you never have to. You just nove
i nto soneone's house and they feed you. But for sonme of us, it's a
full-tinme occupation.”

"Ch, 1've done ny share of hunting. It's good practice for war."
Pant her studied himin the half-light. "Wy, you' ve shaved the left
side of your head. If |I was to guess, I'd say it was to | ook like the

Great Tayac's warriors."

Anot her bit of the puzzle dropped into place. But, did it fit? "How I
cut ny hair is ny business. |I've been through the Huskanaw. No one
tells ne what to do."

"Yes, |'ve heard." Panther |owered his voice. "And | think
under st and. "

"Understand what?" Flat WII|ow crossed his arnmns.

"Living without parents, being passed around the clan |ike a basket of
wal nuts. It's a lonely way to live, never quite being one with a
famly. Al ways apart.”

Flat WIlow s expression softened, then the hardness returned. "You
have nothing to tell ne, Elder. You and your fawning puppy, Sun Conch
can dive to the bottomof Salt Water Bay and be fish bait for all
care."

Sun Conch crossed her arms, glaring malignantly at Flat WI I ow

"You could help me, Flat Wllow. |I'mnot your eneny. |'d say, right
of f hand, that none of this would have



happened if Copper Thunder hadn't arrived. You're msplacing your
loyalty."

"The Great Tayac recogni zes talent when he sees it. Unlike so many
around here, he has vision, a plan for the future."

"I see, but have you asked what the Independent villages will be |ike
when his plan ripens?"

"Like the fields in fall, old man, we'll be a |ot better off than
before the harvest." He took a quick breath. "W're stale, all of us.
The Mananat owi ck and the Conoy are squeezing us between them | don't
want to end up with my skull resting in sonme Wroance's House of the
Dead with the other war trophies. | have kin in the upriver villages
that will welcome nme." He glanced around at the rolling mst. "l1've
listened to the Weroansqua, heard her ranblings in council. This

pl ace, well, it has had its day."

"What about your duty to your clan? They were the ones who took you
in, fed you, gave you a place to live, and filled your belly. Don't
you owe your famly sonething? That's part of every warrior's honor
and duty."

He narrowed an eye. "If you're so intent on stirring the pot, Elder
why don't you try stirring Greenstone Clan's? If you're so interested
in honor and 'right' behavior, see what you dig up in the rmuck they
hi de behind all their forthright speeches."” k

"For example? Go on, 1'd like to hear it fromyour mouth."

"Il bet you would, wouldn't you, witch? Well, then listen, |ike
did. You're just as enanored with Hunting Hawk and Shell Conmb as the
rest of them 1'Il tell you what's at the center of Geenstone O an

Rot, that's what."
"And you wanted Red Knot? To marry into that clan?"

"She ..." He hesitated. "I thought she was different.



At least in the beginning. But then T found out differently, and it
was right before my eyes the whole tinme. Like nother, |ike daughter.
found that out the night | saw her rutting with High Fox. It's in
their blood, Elder. They can't help it."

"What's in their blood? Just what are you trying to tell nme?"

He gave Panther a bitter smile. "lI'"mnot going to make it easy for
you. You're so smart, you figure it out. See, if you can, just why

t he Weroansqua was so interested in going to war with Three Myrtle.
After all, if Black Spi ke was dead, the last traces of the crine could
be buried. What better cover for last year's tracks than a fresh |ayer
of ash?" Flat WIllow snorted his disgust and wal ked of f.

Pant her stood where he was, feeling the cold noisture on his face. "Sun
Conch, what did that nmean, about the ashes?"

She | ooked up at him her eyes wi de and perplexed. "I don't know,
El der. But, |'ve heard about Flat Wllow It is said that he often
creeps around at night, listening at the walls. There is no telling

what he overheard, or where."

Nine Killer studied the horizon as the canoe pitched on the gray waves
of Fish River. He kept a careful watch in all directions. The

m dnor ni ng breeze had blown the fog into patches, sending it inland to
rise into ragged clouds. He and Flying Weir had taken the opportunity
to paddl e out to the center of the river. Beside them Many Dogs and
Crab Spine bobbed in their canoe, paddles flashing in the light as they
maneuvered into position. They had | ocated thensel ves by |ine of

sight, navigating by points



of land that jutted into the water. The canoes had to be at just the
ri ght spot.

In mdwinter, the tides were the | owest of the year. Midflats that
were nornmally covered by water |ay exposed for shellfish collecting.
Whil e the wonen and children attended to them the nmen paddled out to
fish the deep channels. Now, their canoes at just the right place, the
men could |lower their nets into the deep hole where the fish had
retreated. The water was warmer down deep, and the white perch
concentrated there. If they did this right, they could net a canoe

| oad of fresh fish in a short time, but the nets had to be worked
perfectly.

Flying Weir stood at the front of the pitching canoe, hel ping N ne
Killer sort out the folds of net with its stone sinkers. As each fold
dropped over the side, the two nen kept the net fromtangling. Across
fromthem My Dogs and Crab Spine reeled in the ropes that pulled the
| arge net between them

The chore was conplicated, for along with the intricacies of the net, a
man had to keep his bal ance, and each canoe had to be headed into the
waves. Wth each freshening of the breeze, Nine Killer glanced
apprehensi vely out toward open water. If the swells grew too high

t hey woul d have no choice but to reel in their net and paddle madly for
shore before the canoes were swanped.

"That should do it," Flying Weir said as the last fold of henp net
slipped over the side. He caught up the guide rope as Nine Killer got
a grip on his. Now he had to hold the rope, let it out coil by coil
and use the paddle to keep their course and the proper distance from
t he second canoe.

Bit by bit the long rope played out, and Nine Killer took his bearings
fromthe point of |land that narked the deep water. The breeze at their
backs was taking themright over the deep hole with its winter-torpid
fish. This



had to be timed correctly. Precisely at low tide the currents were
still. The net acted as big sea anchor, slowing their drift as it
settled in the water. If the tide were running, the net would drag
them along with the current.

Flying Weir had been nonitoring the Il ength of rope that played out, his
practiced eye judging the angle at which it trailed into the water.
"Back water!" he cried. And Nine Killer back-paddl ed, gl ancing across
to neasure his progress against that of Crab Spine in the rear of the
second canoe.

"There," Flying Weir called as the ropes hung down at the proper angle.
"Anot her three coils to go, and we should be right on top of them"

Ni ne Killer nodded, checking his position. They were on a straight
line between the point on one side, and the old gray tree that marked
t he skyline of the peninsula occupied by Flat Pearl Village.

The I ast of the rope played out and Flying Weir clutched the knotted
end. He judged the distance between the two canoes and said, "C ose up
alittle, let the net settle to the bottom"

Nine Killer used his paddle only to keep them noving with the waves,
all owi ng the weight of the net to pull the two canoes closer. He could
feel the change in the drag as the net settled on the bottom

"Paddl e!" Flying Wir called, taking up a | oop on his rope.

Nine Killer clanped his rope to the canoe bottomw th his right foot,
and took a deep bite with the paddle. Across fromhim Crab Spine did
the sane, angling his canoe away. A fine sweat broke out on Nine
Killer as his nuscular arns propelled them forward.

He coul d i magi ne the net down below, the top held up by the forward
ropes, the stone wei ghted bottom skimi ng the nmud. Like a giant nmaw,
it scooped the fish into the netting.



Flying Weir had |ikew se clanmped his rope and plied his paddle to
drive themforward and away fromthe other canoe.

Stroke by stroke they pulled their net ahead, each paddl er panting as
he struggl ed onward. Paddl e as he m ght, the weight of the net pulled
the battling canoes inexorably together

"That should be it," Nine Killer called as the net |ined out behind
them "Let's haul it up." He could feel the freshening of the wi nd.
When he | ooked over his shoul der, he could see how it scall oped the
waves.

Hand over hand, they pulled up their catch, the canoes crabbing
si deways toward each ot her under the | oad.

Nine Killer strained until the nuscles knotted in his arns and

shoul ders. His fingers began to cranp fromthe cold water, and the
snell of wet henp mixed with the salt breeze blowing in fromthe bay.
From|long practice, he laid out the rope in soggy coil after soggy
coil. Water was puddling in the canoe bottom

The corner of the net appeared fromthe depths, and Nine Killer stole a
qui ck glance to see that Crab Spine, too, had reached netting.

Toget her, they began pulling the knotted cord into the canoes. The
vessel s were al nost knocki ng gunwal es, only the thick cluster of |oaded
net keeping the boats apart.

"Watch it," Flying Weir renmi nded. This was the point when people | ost
their bal ance and ti pped over

Bet ween them they began putting the net into the center of the canoes,
and the first wiggling fish could be seen as they splashed and fought
the restricting nmesh.

"Al'l right," Many Dogs called. "Half and half."

In unison, they heaved, the bulk of the net, heavy with fish, caught
bet ween the canoes. Nine Killer reached into the cold water and lifted
t he burden past the gunwale. Silver scales gleaned in the light as
they spilled netted fish into the canoes.



"Looks good," Flying Weir said through a smle. "W filled a | ot of
bellies with this |oad."

"And | for one," Many Dogs crowed, "amtired of snoked fish."

"Well," Nine Killer joked, "with as many hungry nmouths as you have in
that m sbegotten Star Shell Can, | think your part of the catch is
spoken for. But don't be disheartened, 1'll save a skeleton or two for
you. "

"You just have to renenmber to ask himnicely," Crab Spine joked. "O,
he m ght just let you have the heads."

"Ch, be quiet," Many Dogs answered, "or |'ll slap you with a wet
fish!"

Nine Killer found the bottomof the net and turned it inside out,
spilling perch, rockfish, and at |east one winter jellyfish. N ne
Killer paused | ong enough to skewer the beast and flip it overboard. He
could even see a couple of catfish--lured into the depths by the
fresher waters of lowtide--squirmng in the mass at his feet.

Bal anci ng carefully, they transferred the net, heavy with water, to
Crab Spi ne's canoe.

For a long nonment, all they could do was bob on the waves and grin at
each other as fish fl opped ankl e-deep in the canoe bottoms. Then Nine
Killer glanced back at the open bay. The wi nd had picked up enough to

raise the swells they rode. "I think it would be prudent to head for
hone. If these waves pick up, it will be the fish eating us for
supper.” Nine Killer snaked his paddle up fromthe bottom and turned

hi s canoe for shore. As "he paddl ed, he took a noment between strokes
to club this or that particularly vigorous fish that threatened to flip
itself overboard

Now they paralleled the swells, each heavily | aden canoe cresting the
waves with but a finger's width to spare at the gunwal es.

Fromthe bow, Flying Wir said, "You' ve been spending a lot of tine
with the witch."



"We' ve been working together on the matter of Red Knot's death." Nine
Killer glanced at the shoreline, nmeasuring the rising waves and wi nd
agai nst the distance they had to travel to the inlet bel ow Fl at Pearl
Village, and safety. Could they make it?

"Well, what's he doing? Everyone's tal king about it. The stories are
ranpant, that he's accused the Wroans qua, that he's going to
chal | enge Copper Thunder, all kinds of things."

"I"msurprised people haven't said he's turning hinself into an ow at
ni ght and flying around."

"They have." Flying Weir shook his head. His eyes were riveted to the
rough water.

"Well, he's staying in Rosebud' s |ong house |'ve been there nost
nights. | haven't seen himbeconme any ow, and, to tell you the truth,
for the anpbunt of squash he eats every night, he couldn't fly if he
wanted to."

Flying Weir chuckled. "Well, it isn't often that we have a witch who's
| ooking into a nurder to tal k about. You've got to expect these
t hi ngs."

"I know." A wave sloshed water over the gunwal e as they crested the
peak. Many nore like that, and their fish would be sw nming again.
Nine Killer paused to whack a rockfish as long as his arm The paddl e
made a sodden sound as it thunped the purple-striped body.

"So, there's nothing to report?"

"Not really, but I have a question for you."

"For me?" Flying Weir Jooked back across the nass of writhing fish.

"That |ast night of the dance, a warrior should have been appointed to
guard the palisade entrance. Do you know who?"

Flying Weir paddled in silence for a noment, and Nine Killer could tel
by the set of his shoulders that he was suddenly tense, nore so than
t he rough water would warrant.



"Yes, | know." Flying Weir said at last. "Stone Cob was responsible
for posting guards that night. He told nme about it later, griping
about Flat Wllow ..."

"Flat WIIow?"

"The sane--our bit of bright sunshine. Stone Cob told me that when he
asked Flat WIllow to guard the gate, he was al nost insolent. | think
Stone Cob's words were "I thought | was going to have to smack himin
the head. He said he had things to do." O sonmething like that."

"l see."

Flying Weir spared a gl ance over his shoulder. "The Panther's been
talking to him hasn't he?"

"Just do nme a favor, all right. Keep this between you and ne."
"Way woul d Flat WIIow want to--"

"Flying Weir?"

"Yes, yes, between you and ne."

They crested a tall wave, the wi nd kicking spray to soak Nine Killer.
The exertion of his body al nost evened the cold bite of wi nd. Water
trickled down his greased skin, slowy winning the battle for his body
heat .

"Well, it looked like a good chance to fish, but we could have had a
better day,"” Nine Killer nmuttered. He gl anced back, seeing the second
canoe plowing along in their wake, their situation just as peril ous
wi th the heavy net nounded am dshi ps.

"Good thing we didn't go out into the bay, we'd be swiming. And in
water this cold, not for long." Flying Weir w ped spray fromhis face.
"Do | need to take the gourd and bail yet?"

"No, but some of the fish are swiming again.” Nine Killer cracked
anot her rockfish with his paddle. "I think if we push hard, we can
make cal ner water before we have to bail."

I f things becane serious, they could pitch some of the



fish, but Nne Killer decided he'd rather sink first. The catch had
been as good as he coul d renenber for a deepwater netting.

They made the shallows just as rain began to pelt them fromthe dul
sky. Around his feet, half the fish floated on their sides; the

others, smaller, splashed about in the shallow canoe bottom The water
was up above Nine Killer's ankles, and his flesh was pebbled with cold.
He suffered through his first shiver, and tightened his grip on the wet
paddl e. When he gl anced behind him he could see angry white caps on
the water.

"You know, we just nmade it." Nine Killer grinned in spite of hinself.
Fi shernmen plied open water at their own peril in winter. Rough water
swanpi hg canoes wasn't the only risk. Fishernen had been known to grow
so cold that their wits deserted them Disoriented by shivers, they
forgot to bail their boats, or would be swept out to sea on the tide.
Sone died, and others, luckily rescued, couldn't even name their

cl ans.

Flying Weir snared the bailing gourd as it floated by and scooped wat er
over the side. Behind them Mny Dogs was doi ng the sane.

Nine Killer shivered again and bent his back to the chore of sending
t hem honewar d

"Thi s Copper Thunder," Flying Weir noted, shivering hinmself, "he's been
tal king to the younger warriors."

"Uh- huh, prom sing themglory and fane on the war trail."

"What do you make of that? |Is there anything to what he's been sayi ng?
Can he really push the Mamanat owi ck out of his |ands and cl ai mthenP"

"Not according to The Panther. Did you hear that the el der was a War
Chief for the Serpent Chiefs once? He says that Copper Thunder m ght
train his warriors, but he can't support them"

"Why is that?"



Nine Killer pointed at the fish sloshing in the bottom of the canoe,
then realized Flying Weir couldn't see the gesture. "Because we have
to spend so nuch time fishing. Like today. Qur people can't be
full-tine warriors."

"That makes sense, but who are the young going to listen to? The
Pant her, or Copper Thunder?"

"WIIl it matter in the end?"
"I don't know, WAr Chief. | just don't know. "

"Flat WIlow was on guard that night?" Nine Killer considered the
inmplications. "White Otter told ne there was no one guarding the gate
when she went through just after dawn. So, if Flat WIlow wasn't at
the gate, where was he?" "He was the one who found Red Knot's body,"
Flying Weir added. "Renenber? He said he'd been hunting, seen High
Fox, and backtracked him™"

"Yes," Nine Killer added grimy. "I remenber."

"I think you should add a little nore squash," Panther said. "Maybe
one or two at least."

Rosebud si ghed and gave Panther a cross look. "I think the hominy wll
be fine for tonight. I've seasoned it with beechnuts--you like
t hose--and added m nt | eaves for good neasure."

"What's boiling in that pot over there?" He peered anxiously down his
| ong nose.

"That is what's left of two nuskrats | was given today. | cut them
into pieces to boil with chinquapins. And, lastly, |'ve spent the
entire day boiling acorns until they were | eached. | spent the | ast
hour pounding theminto flour. That's the bread baking there in the
ashes." She crossed her arnms. "And, just for you, | burned sone
stickweed root. Wien the acorn bread is ready, I'll mx



the ashes with deer grease so you can slather it all over the acorn
bread and eat |ike a Wroance... . Any conpl aints?"

Pant her sat back and screwed his face into its npst pensive expression
"Well, | suppose not. For acorn bread covered with stickweed grease
suppose | could pass up squash for just one night."

Rosebud smi | ed and shook her head. "Didn't anyone ever feed you out on
your island?"

"The only person who fed me was nme. And, after you've eaten oysters
and cl ans, and clans and oysters, and oysters and clans, well, |
suppose you can inagi ne what a wonder it is to cone into your house,
Rosebud." He sighed wistfully. "The problemw th being a warrior al

of your life is that you learn how to boil corn, nmeat, and fish. O her
than that, everything you eat is dried or snmoked. Food, especially

food like this, is just--well, you can't imagine the effect it has on
me. | can't tell you how rmuch | appreciate these neals."

She chuckled then. "I think | see it in your face. It is a pleasure
when your smile lights up like that." She paused. "Didn't you ever
have a wife?" He spread his hands. "Somehow, | never quite got around
toit."”

"Surely your clan would have nade you marry."
He hesitated, unsure what to say.

She read his sudden wariness and cocked her head, an arched eyebrow
aski ng the question.

He gl anced across to where Sun Conch was neticul ously tw sting henp
into a cord.

Rosebud | owered her voice. "Panther, you' ve lived here for days, and
|'ve never asked. Anbng our people, the nost inportant question is:
Who are you? A hunman being has a clan, and relatives. Surely you
didn't just appear out of smoke. Who are your people? Runor has it
that they threw you out, that you are a pariah whose



relatives won't even claimyou. Is that true?"

He | ooked into her probing brown eyes, neasuring his response. Gul
droppi ngs and bat dung, she had a right to know. He'd been living
under her roof, and because of her brother's respect for him she
hadn't asked the nost burning question these peopl e had.

He lowered his voice. "I wasn't thrown out by ny people. | left. It
was mmy decision ... my fault. | found nyself trapped in a situation |
couldn't stand. | was young, barely nore than a boy. One night |
packed up and wal ked away. It was that, or kill nyself. I'msure that
they gave me up for dead |ong ago. | doubt that my people even
renenber ny nane."

She reached out, placing a synpathetic hand on his arm concern
mrrored in her eyes. "Panther, that doesn't nean you don't have a
clan. It was a long time ago. You could go back, you know. A famly
doesn't cease to exist just because of a m stake made when you were a
young nman."

He patted her hand. "Precious Rosebud, how naive you are. That angry
youth died that night. He turned his back on his world and went out to

find a better one. Ch, | tried, believe nme, | did. My travels took ne
a great many places. | rose ampong the highest, and fell to the | owest,
and look as | might, | found people to be the same every place | went.

Sonme might be a little neaner than others, sone braver, others happier,
but as a whol e, people everywhere are people. W are indeed the
children of Okeus, all wetchedly flawed and noble at the sane tine."
He chuckl ed. "Even when we're at our best. VWich isn't often.”

"ls

t hat why you never married? Because you were a nman without a fanily,

wi t hout relatives? Wuld no one nake a place for such a man?"

"Hah! Gain enough fane, Rosebud, acquire enough wealth and influence,



and people will forgive you anything. They see only the gauds of a
War Chief, not the man beneath the feathers and copper. But a man
ought to be able to stonmach hinself. | awakened one norning with the
know edge that what | had become was a | oathsome nonster. In the end,
the only person | betrayed was nyself."

"You still didn't answer nmy question. You're very good at that, you
know. Avoi di ng answering." She | eaned over, checked the acorn bread
with a fingertip. "Wy didn't you marry? You hinted that you could
have if you'd wanted, that people would have overl ooked your being kin
| ess

Once again her patient gaze defeated him "I |oved a wonman.
couldn't have her. She was prom sed to another. Unlike Red Knot and
H gh Fox, | didn't have the courage to run off with her."

He gl anced down at his callused old hands, knotty with swollen joints

and flaccid skin. "I could never see beyond her. No other wonman woul d
do. She becane, well, an obsession. People with obsessions are never
quite sane, not whole, like a bird flying with only one wing. In the

end, they tend to fall out of the air."

She nodded. "So this affair with Red Knot is nore than just a sinple

puzzle to you, isn't it? It's still part of your obsession." She gave
hi ma measuring glance. "Does Nine Killer know?"
He shook his head, eyes still on his winkled hands. "Sonetines I

t hi nk Chona sent Sun Conch to ne on purpose. If | can solve this
t hi ng, make sense of it, perhaps | can lay ny obsession to the side for
once."

"And maybe it will blind you. Have you thought of that?"

"Ch, yes, | have, Rosebud. |If anything, it has nade ne nore cautious
in dealing with Red Knot's death."

"l see."

He finally net her eyes. "I would appreciate it if you



woul d keep this conversation between the two of us. There are al ready
enough runors passing fromlip to lip. What | have just said is
because of the kindness you have shown ne. | thought | owed you an
expl anation. "

"I will keep your confidence, Panther." She gl anced cautiously at Sun
Conch, still obliviously tw ning her cordage. "And the nanme of your
cl an?"

He shook his head wearily. "They are dead, Rosebud. In reality, if
not in fact. No, I'Il suffer your belief that | am a pariah rather
than allow that name to cross ny lips again.”

"As you wi sh," she said in clipped tones.

He wondered why her words stung, and why the open wound in his soul
hadn't closed, even after all these years.

Twent y- f our

Snow fell fromthe sky in big fluffy flakes as Panther wal ked across

t he plaza, Sun Conch at his heels. The cold ni pped at Panther's bones.
The snow fell so thickly it coated his shoul ders, and whitened his

al ready gray hair. Each step crunched underfoot.

Around him the | ong houses | ooked |ike hunped whal es, their arched
roofs bl anketed in white. The sooty thatch around the snoke hol es

| ooked as if the nonsters puffed blue weaths of snmoke through their
bl owhol es.

"I have my doubts about this, Elder,” Sun Conch said uneasily.

"It was inevitable," Panther confided. "The biggest



surprise is that the summons was this long in comng."

"I still don't like it. Why now? Why in the Wroansqua's Geat House?
It doesn't seemright."

"Because there is no other place, Sun Conch. This neeting nust occur
where authority can be denpnstrated. G ven what's between us, we nust
nmeet in a setting that at least hints of equality."

Pant her paused outside the Wroansqua's door flap |ong enough to knock
of f nost of the snow, and bent down to duck into the warm snoky
interior.

A big fire crackled in the hearth. The front roomwas enpty, save for
its single occupant. The sl eepi ng benches were made, every robe laid
out neatly. The storage baskets were all hung, and supplies stacked.

Panther smled grimy to hinself as he strode forward, well aware of

Sun Conch following so protectively close that her toes brushed

Pant her's heel s.

Copper Thunder had pl aced a single section of 1og behind the fire and
covered it with finely tanned deer hides. This he sat on like a
Weroance, his arms braced on his knees. Wth a stony expression, he
wat ched Pant her cross the mat-covered floor. The firelight gleamed and
danced on the polished copper necklace, and cast a ruddy light on the
spi der gorget. Perhaps to make his appearance nore form dable, the
Great Tayac had greased his thick roach of hair so that it stood up
straight, contrasting with his shaved scal p. H s heavy war club sat
propped within easy reach of his strong right hand.

"Well, you've come at last, Raven." Copper Thunder gestured to the
mats spread on the ground across the fire fromhim "Be seated. You
and | nust talk."

Pant her gl anced around nonchal antly, renoved his blanket from his
shoul ders, and snapped the nmelting snow fromit. Sun Conch stood to
the side, her war club clutched in both fists. Panther cocked his
head, taking his tine. "Thank you



G ass Mat, but | believe that | shall stand. It's this weather..

hard on the joints. Funny, isn't it? You'd think that joints would
nove nore easily with age rather than stiffening. Mdst things tend to
| oosen with time and use."

"I want you to sit!"

"But I will stand. O, is that all that you wanted? Just for ne to
sit? If that's it, | shall return to Rosebud's and sit there. Not
only will I not have to rise again, but she cooked a wondrous breakfast

this nmorning. Nine Killer made a good catch yesterday. Fresh fish
roasted to perfection, the succulent white neat steamng as | plucked

it fromthe bone. If I'"'mgoing to sit, | want sonething like that to
pick at."
Copper Thunder's enraged eyes seenmed to burn. "I warn you that |'ve

had enough, Raven. All you are doing is naking trouble. Up to your

old tricks. These people don't know you as | do. They don't

understand that where you go, you spread your poison until it eats away
at all that is good and peaceful ."

"Pardon me if I'mwong, Grass Mat, but isn't that a spider that you're
weari ng around your neck? Last time | watched a spider, it killed its
prey with a venonous bite." Panther's faulty nenory fl ashed, and he
said, "l've seen that spider nmotif before: it was being worn by a

Nat chez warrior, as | renenber. Ni ght Spider society, isn't it? Are

you one of them Grass Mat?"

"Raven, you try my patience. | ordered you here to--"

"Ah! You just copied that design!" Panther took a step to the side,
maki ng Copper Thunder turn his head to keep himin sight. "I didn't
think you'd voluntarily undergo the initiation. It takes years of
brutal training. To be a full initiate and wear the N ght Spider
gorget, you nust kill eight nen in one-to-one conbat--one for each of
the spider's legs--and then drink a tea made of



datura to be granted a vision. Those few who survive are bl ed,
scarified, and tattooed. Once they take a vow on a battle wal k, none
will retreat until they are killed or they kill their opponents. |
think that's why there are so few Night Spiders, and why they are so
honored and revered up and down the rivers."

"Enough! " Copper Thunder bellowed, rising to his feet. The coal s of
anger had burned free now, his face contorting, jaw ruscles junping.

The last time you entered nmy life, | swore I'd kill you. By the
Longnosed God, | wanted to." He raised a knotted fist, his face
twisting the forked eye tattoos. "Then | conme here and find you, a
broken old man, but still spinning your little intrigues. Dung and

fire, you old bl oodsucker, you disgust ne."

Pant her | ocked hi s hands behi nd his back, casting a reassuring gl ance
at Sun Conch, who seened strung tight enough to vibrate. The nostrils
of her short beak of a nose quivered. "D sgust you, do |I? Wy, G ass
Mat, at least | don't cone here under fal se pretenses.”

"I cdme to claima wife. Now |l find you defending the man who killed
her. Curious coincidence, isn't it?"

"As curious as the fact that the daughter is dead, and now you seek the
not her as wi fe?" Panther raised a taunting eyebrow. "That was her

i dea. Shell Comb's. She cane to ne! These people want this alliance.
They need it! Wthout it, they are dead. It's only a matter of tine.
Better to ally with a winner than to be crushed by a conqueror. You

of all people, should know that." H's eyes narrowed. "O have you
forgotten how we et that day?"

"I remenber it quite clearly, Grass Mat. That was the day you and your
not her becane ny slaves, wasn't it?"

Copper Thunder stepped around the fire, thrusting his face within a
finger's width of Panther's. The firelight danced eerily on his forked
eye tattoos and the bl ack



stripe around his mouth. "lI've lived and relived that day, Raven.
When, | close ny eyes to sleep, it's to have that nightmare bl eed
itself into ny dreanms. And finally, here you are, delivered to ny
hands, as if by Ckeus hinself."

"I don't quite understand what you're doing with the young nmen here."
Pant her, unconcerned, waved Sun Conch back wi th one hand while he
pulled at his chin with the other. "Are you trying to sell themon the
idea that you're a Night Spider so that they'll follow you? But how?
If that was your plan, why nurder Red Knot? She was your key to the
youngsters here."

"Murder Red Knot?" The question caught himoff guard. "I cane to
marry the girl. Wiy would | kill her?"

"That's what | just asked." Panther gave him a sober |ook. "G ass

Mat, you' ve al ways been the | ogical one. Try this: You kill Red Knot,
and then make it | ook as though H gh Fox did it. Confusion spreads,
old alliances are suddenly suspect. The | ndependent vill ages fragment,
tear thensel ves apart, and you sweep in before the Ma manat ow ck's
warriors snap themup. You unify them under your protection w thout
having to risk your fake Night Spider identity."

"You old fool!" Copper Thunder shouted. "The marriage was enough! Wy
do by war what | could by marriage? To think | killed her, that's ..
well, it's insane! You're even crazier than | thought you were."

"Then, who killed her? Surely you don't believe that sleight about

W nged Bl ackbird's warriors doing the deed, do you? It wasn't their
style to | eave her like that. | know those people. They'd have at

| east wanted to take the head back to Corn Hunter. He in turn would
send it-with due cerenony and substantial groveling--to Water Snake."

"Hi gh Fox killed her!" Copper Thunder backed away to stonmp of f around
the fire. "Wo el se?"

"Ch, | can think of lots of people. Flat WIllow, for



one. He could have done it for you. He wanted Red Knot, and |l o and
behol d, she's promi sed to you. A bruised |over mght have been j ust
t he person you needed for the deed. Desperation makes people do odd
thi ngs that don't make sense on the surface. It twists the logic."

"Flat WIIlow?" Copper Thunder stopped short, a puzzled | ook on his
face. "But he ..."

"He told nme he'd have done anything to win her |ove. He even thought

of killing H gh Fox--or at |east exposing the fact that she was letting
himwarmhis favorite arrow inside her. But Flat WIlow was afraid
she'd hate himfor it. You were the unexpected stone cast into his
pond. "

Copper Thunder frowned, his confusion pal pable. He | ooked at Pant her
as if casting about for explanations, and then a slow snile spread
across his lips. "Sone things never change, do they, you old weasel ?
Al ways casting your dung into other people's drinking water. Then, you
see just how rmuch you can stir it up before people realize they are
drinki ng your shit." He shook his head. "Wy, you even had the gal

to accuse the Weroansqua."

"If it wasn't you, why not her? She has as nmuch notive as anyone el se.
She m ght have finally figured out what a vile little serpent you are
at heart, Gass Mat. Wth a dead Red Knot, she avoids |osing her
territory to your expanding chieftainship. | know this is beyond your
ability to believe, but there are people who will do anything wthin
their neans to keep clear of your filthy intrigues."

Copper Thunder said nothing, his hands alternately grasping and
flexing. H's nmouth had thinned to a bloodless line. "So, you see,"”
Pant her sumed up, "the shit in the water isn't mne. But by stirring
it, the innocent may di scover who fouled the water in the first

pl ace."

Copper Thunder gl ared at Panther from across the fire.



""] called you here to tell you that 1've had enough of your ganes.
Two of my warriors will take you back to your island when this storm
br eaks. "

"The Weroansqua agrees to this? She has ordered ne to | eave? Ch, |
doubt it, Grass Mat. She has nmore self respect than that. Were she to
throw ne out, it would cause her a great deal of grief in the end. She
knows that, and she's smart enough to avoid those pitfalls.”

"I ndeed, old nman? And why is that?"

"Because too many people know that The Panther is here. The story has
al ready circul ated through the Independent villages, and no doubt
beyond to the Mamanatow ck, and to Stone Frog and his Conoy

Conf ederacy. If she throws me out before | nane a nurderer, it wll
appear to the other interested parties that | uncovered sonething so
rotten that she couldn't let it out. Now, think, Gass Mt--though
know that's not your strength. \What reason do you think will circul ate
frommouth to ear? HmP"

"l could not care |ess."”

"You could not care | ess? Ah. O course. Anything that upsets the

| ndependent villages works to your advantage, doesn't it? Even if the
story is that the Wroansqua was at the bottom of her granddaughter's
murder. The problemis, Hunting Hawk knows that the only way out is to
| earn who nurdered her granddaughter. Once the culprit is identified
and puni shed, she can nmend strained relations with the other clans and

villages. If she doesn't, the Mamanatowi ck will be collecting tribute
fromwhat's left of the |Independent villages by spring planting. The
only difference is that his Wroances will be sitting in the G eat

Houses directing its collection.™
"You al ways have the answers, don't you, old nan?"
"Not always. But | tend to find themeventually."

Copper Thunder tugged angrily at his copper necklace. "I didn't kil
the girl." He made a fist. "But tonorrow



you'll be leaving. My warriors will take you home." , Panther

chuckled. "Yes, I'msure they will, so long as ny 'hone' is at the
bottom of the Salt Water Bay. Once out past shore, they could whack mne
in the head, weight ny body with rocks, and pitch me over the side.
When they return a couple of days later, who is to doubt that they
delivered ne safe and sound to ny island?"

Copper Thunder narrowed an eye, making the tattoos | ook especially
fierce. "You' ve pushed ne as far as | will be pushed."

"I doubt it." Panther cocked his head. "The mere fact that |I'mstil
upright tells me just the opposite. O all the people alive, you want

to kill me the nost. You blane me for your father's death, for your
nmother's slavery. That | amstill breathing indicates a weakness on
your part. No, Grass Mat, | don't think the Independent vill ages need

you nearly as much as you need them O herw se, why would you stay
her e?"

"I warn you, old man ..." Panther stepped over to inspect the baskets
hanging fromthe wall. Some were woven fromsplits of cedar, sonme from
supple willow, and others from sl ender sunmac branches. Mst contai ned
nuts, dried fruits, and other foodstuffs that would nold inside a
seal ed | eat her sack. "You know, | could be m staken." He turned

specul ative eyes on Copper Thunder. "You m ght be smarter than

t hought. You have finally cone to understand, haven't you?"

"Under st and what ?"

"That you can't build a chieftainship here |like the ones you so

obvi ously adm red anong the Serpent Chiefs. You ve figured out that
you can't maintain a full time warrior class, that your warriors have
to hunt and fish part tinme. You can't produce the food surplus to
support them The soil won't grow enough in this hilly land with its
narrow fl ood pl ains Like the |ndependent



vill ages, you need allies. Yes, you' ve whipped the Mamanat owi ck's
warriors, and Stone Frog's Conoy, too, but you understand now that in
the end they will wear you down. Like sand rubbed on steatite, over
time they'll hollow you out, gut your forces."

"No one can stand before nmy warriors!"”

"Maybe not, not when they are massed for an attack, but the eneny keep

com ng back, bleeding you a little nip at a time. It's like killing
nmosquitoes with a war club. If you could just connect, you could
squash themall. But all you can do is flail the humm ng cloud while

they bleed you bit by bit until you're sucked dry."

Pant her shook his head. "My poor little G ass Mat, still a puffed-up
boy with dreans of greatness, and no way to rmake them happen.”

The Great Tayac's throat worked, the veins standing out in his neck
"CGet out, Raven!" He seemed to be choked on the words. "Get out of ny
sight!"”

"As you wish, Grass Mat, But |'d--"

"You'll never call me that nane again! You hear ne ?"

"Nanmes are transitory things." Panther shrugged. "One's as good as

anot her." He swung his bl anket about his shoulders. "But, as | was
saying, |'d take a hard look at Flat Wllow | think he's unreliable.
Cone, Sun Conch, we should see if that fish is still hot and steam ng

Qddl y, despite the conmpany here, ny appetite seenms to have cone
back. "

When Pant her cast a last | ook over his shoul der, Copper Thunder's face
had turned purple, contorted. And then Panther was outside, walking
t hrough the veils of snow

"El der," Sun Conch whi spered. "Why do you do these things?" "Wat
t hi ngs?"



"Enrage himlike that. He was ready to kill you!"

"Sun Conch, he was ready to kill me the nonent he knew | had entered
the village. It is an old thing between us. The issue is not whether
he woul d kill me, but when. And, as for today, | was perfectly
safe. ™

"Saf e?" Sun Conch rushed around to stand before Panther. "He needed
but to reach out to break your neckl™"

"Ch, but had he done so, everything would have been in ruins for
him"

"l don't understand."

"Then you don't know t he Weroansqua." He veered around Sun Conch and
kept wal ki ng. Sun Conch followed. "You don't think she'd | eave him
alone with me, do you? No, no, ny brave young woman. This was a
careful ly planned event. Copper Thunder told Hunting Hawk he was goi ng
to have it out with me, put ne in my place as a denmponstration of his
authority. He hoped I would trip nyself, say sonething that would
condemrm me as a witch or troubl enaker. Grass Mat was never clever at
these things, and he's no brighter now that he calls hinself Copper
Thunder . "

Sun Conch opened her nouth, then closed it.

"The Weroansqua handl ed that particularly well, don't you think?"
Pant her blinked as the snowfl akes caught on his eyel ashes.

"She di d?"

"Ch, yes. Hunting Hawk is no one's fool. She was there the whole

time, hidden behind the mat divider, listening to the entire exchange.
That's why Copper Thunder couldn't just kill me. It would Iook |ike he
was trying to silence ne, and that would have strengthened Hunting
Hawk's position. She'd use the know edge |ike a club against him"

Sun Conch took a deep breath, including a snowfl ake,



and coughed. "You play dangerous ganes, Elder."

"Yes, yes, but Sun Conch, I'mtoo old to live carefully." Panther
proceeded on his way. In his imagination, he was already picking at a
warm y cooked fi sh.

Twenty-five

Nine Killer stopped before the door flap of Yellow Net's |ong house and
called, "It is your cousin, Nine Killer. Mght | speak to you?"

"Cone, War Chief," Yell ow Net call ed.

Ni ne Killer ducked through the doorway and stanped the snow from his
noccasins. It took a nonment for his eyes to adjust to the dimlight.
Pungent smoke filled his nostrils, along with the snells of cooking
corn, boiling wal nut mlk, and roasting tuckahoe: the root of the arrow
arum To prepare tuckahoe properly, the roots needed a | ong roasting

to |l each the acids fromthe pul py flesh.

Wth a warmsnile, Yellow Net rose from her seat behind the main fire.
"You are wel come to ny house, War Chief. What can | do for my cousin
t oday?"

Nine Killer wal ked across the matting and slicked snow water from his
brow. "I had hoped to speak with Quick Fawn. |s your daughter
her e?"

Yel | ow Net studied himw th suddenly guarded eyes. She started to say
somet hi ng, paused, then called out, "Quick Fawn? Wuld you cone
her e?"

From beside the warnming fire in the rear, Quick Fawn's slender figure
rose. A loop of cord hung fromher [ong brown fingers--she had been
pl aying the string



gane with her younger brothers and sisters. That ganme occupi ed npst
of the children when the weat her was bad.

Nine Killer watched the girl approach, her hair swinging with each
step. She wore a deerskin apron decorated in patterns of shell beads
and knotted on the left hip. A fringed deerskin mantle was fastened
over her l|eft shoulder, |eaving her budding right breast bare.

Qui ck Fawn's face was a mask of apprehension. She | owered her dark
eyes, and funbled with the string, as if unsure what to do with it.

In all of his days as War Chief, Nine Killer had never had trouble with
the girl. Rather, if anything, she seened to avoid the behaviora

snares that her peers often entangled thenselves in. Nine Killer
twitched his lips at Yellow Net, and tilted his head slightly. She

read his nmeaning and | eft them al one, saying, "Quick Fawn, keep an eye
on the food, please.™

Nine Killer seated hinmself on the matting, gesturing Quick Fawn down
besi de him She sat cautiously, hands cl asped around the string in her
I ap.

"It's a good snow," Nine Killer told her. "W were lucky to get our
catch in before the stormhit. W filled a canoe with fish yesterday.
| think your nother got sone."

"Yes, Elder. We ate several last night." She sounded subdued.
Nine Killer sighed, "Do you know why |'m here?"
"About Red Knot ?"

"Yes, cousin. | need your help." He studied her, but she didn't raise
her eyes to | ook at him

"You were with Red Knot that night. White Qter told ne that she |eft
the two of you al one."

Qui ck Fawn nodded.

"Cousin, please, tell me what you did that night. \Wat



she told you. | need to hear everything, even if it doesn't seem
important. Any little detail mght help."

Qui ck Fawn hesitated, then said, "Elder, she's dead. Does it make a
di fference?"

"I think it does. You've heard the runors. You know that we al npost
went to war with Three Myrtle Village. It's a dangerous tinme for us.
If we can determine who killed Red Knot, the clan mght avoid naking
anot her ni st ake."

She nodded reluctantly. "I understand."
Nine Killer steepled his fingers thoughtfully. "I already know that

VWhite Otter slipped out that night. Did you? Did Yell ow Net know that
