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In nenory of George H. Davis

August 21, 1921 to Cctober 21, 1992.

He | oved el k, horses, high country,

and, above all,

fam ly and friends.

CGeorge, we hope they have a crackling-warmfire,
a jar of jalapenos, a plate of backstrap

and a strong cup of coffee

ready when you get there.

W miss you
And this one's for you and Shirley.
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For ewor d.

Around the time of Christ, Mddl e Wodland peoples |lived

t hr oughout eastern North America. Remmants of their nmagnificent
cultures are scattered fromOntario to Florida, and spread

as far west as Texas and W sconsin. W know the sites of these

cul tures by many names: Adena- Hopewel |, Havana, Copena,

Mar ksvill e, Point Peninsula, Crab Orchard, and others. Archaeol ogi sts
summarize themwith a delightfully obtuse technica

term the "Hopewellian Interaction Sphere."

These people remain a nmarvel --and an eni gna. Sophi sti cat ed
traders, artisans, and monunment buil ders, they neverthel ess appear
to have had no chiefs, built no cities, and conquered no

vast territories. Rather, they traded everywhere, traversing the
rivers; and through their trade, they spread the traits of zone

i nci sed pottery, geonetric earthworks, exotic burial tonbs, and
stone and netal trade goods.

Their gigantic cerenonial earthworks and | avish tonbs are

found throughout the eastern half of the continent, but fewer

than a dozen of their domestic sites--the |ocations where they
built their houses and lived their daily lives---have been | ocated
or excavat ed.

Hopewel | i an cul tures domesticated many plants we now consi der
noxi ous weeds: goosefoot (Chenopodi um berl andieri),

mar sh el der (Iva annua), knotweed (Pol ygonum erectun), may

grass (Phalaris caroliniana), and, in some places, little barley
(Hordeum pusillun). O their donesticates, only sunfl ower THE

i ant hus annus) and squash (Cucurbita pepo) remain as nodern
Crops.

I sol ated traces of corn appear around two thousand years ago,

but the crop didn't really catch on until about 400 A.D., at the
end of the M ddl e Wodl and period; noreover, sone researchers
bel i eve that corn m ght have contributed to the dem se of

t he Hopewel lian world by producing such food surpl uses that

the traditional social structure--founded upon small, independent
farnmsteads and transcontinental trade--collapsed and reforned

i nto what archaeol ogists call Late Wodl and peopl es

(400 to 800 A.D.). The Late Wodl and period is characterized

by a sharp decline in mound building and in the absence of

exotic trade goods, but villages began to appear. Many of them
were fortified by earthen or |og encl osures, undoubtedly indicating
soci al stress, perhaps even warfare. The luxury of a food
surplus may have nade these Wodl and peoples targets for raiders
fromless fortunate cul tures.

PEOPLE OF THE LAKES is sonething of a Hopewellian

travel ogue that nmoves fromthe American Gulf Coast to Rice

Lake in Ontario, Canada. W want the reader to experience both
the simlarities and the differences in Mddl e Wodl and cul tures
two thousand years ago. In the story, we call the classic GChio
Adena peopl es the Hi gh Head, and the Chi o Hopewel|l we designate
as the Flat Pipe. Adena is the older culture, dating back

to nearly 700 B.C. Hopewel| seens to have nerged syncretically
wi th Adena to produce a gol den age begi nning around 1 A. D.

Anot her center of activity is found in the Illinois and upper



M ssissippi river valleys. W call this Hopewellian group Havana,
and their social organization appears to be the closest to

a hereditary chieftainship of any of the Mddle Wodl and societi es.
The elite burials at the core of the nmounds are al nost

exclusively nmale; we assune, therefore, that these were patrilinea
clans. In places such as Tennessee, M ssissippi, and Loui siana,
femal es were accorded hi gher status, and were generally

buried with nmore and richer burial goods. This probably indicates
a matrilineage in what are known as the Marksville and

MIler cultures.

One of our major goals in witing this series of novels is to
portray different personalities in the Native American world.
Readers of our previous books have net Dreaners, berdaches,

Heal ers, and shamans. The Contrary, one of nany forns of the
sacred clown, is uniquely Native Amrerican, and uses the hunorous
and the profane to communi cate deeply serious and sacred

| essons. The revelations of Contraries are often as stunning

as they are profound. As you cone to know G een Spider, we

hope you will gain a glinrering of the Contrary's incredible
power as a teacher, nystic, and reconciliator of the very duality
he represents.

Finally, witing a novel about the Hopewell is a sobering

experi ence for professional archaeol ogists. The data accumul at ed
in the past century come alnost totally from excavations

at spectacul ar burial nmounds and geonetric earthworks, not
fromthe nundane sites that portray the everyday lives of the
people. This is not primarily the fault of the researchers, but
rather a fact of life in the struggle to find funding for archaeol ogi ca
work. It is sinply easier to gain financial backing for the
excavation of a grand architectural marvel than for the hunble
house of a farmer. Unfortunately, this leaves a critical gap in
the information, which nmeans that attenpts to portray a dynanic
series of interacting cultures may take us so far out on a linb
that we end up clinging desperately to |eaf tips.

Neverthel ess, in the foll ow ng pages, we've attenpted to give
you a reasonabl e reconstruction of Hopewellian |ifeways. If we
have pi qued your interest in the Mddl e Wodl and peopl es, we
encourage you to consult the bibliography in the back of this
book, to visit your nearest archaeol ogical park or nonument,
and to | earn nore about this rare and precious era of our North
Ameri can heritage.



I ntroducti on.

State Park Supervisor WlliamL. Jaffman clutched his hands behind his
back and inhaled a deep breath of the fresh, storm scented wind as he
wal ked the nature path that | ed around the northeast end of the park
opposite the earthwork called

"The Circle."

Three peopl e sauntered in a knot just ahead of him an adm nistrator, an
engi neer, a political appointee. They |laughed and tal ked, quite
oblivious to the magnificence of the Circle, where, two thousand years
bef ore, ancient astronomers had charted the cycles of stars that npst
nodern Anericans barely knew exi st ed.

When Bill had explained the Circle to themearlier, they had stared
blankly at him slightly irritated by his exuberance.

This was a sinple matter for them The state needed thirty five acres of
land. A nere thirty-five--one third of his park-- for a new hi ghway
project. Their strained smiles had infornmed himat the outset that
not hi ng he said woul d change their mnds--obviously the future had to

t ake precedence over the past. So all day his heart had been pounding a
staccato against his ribs, and now, as they neared the central nound
besi de the park office, he. thought it just m ght break through and ruin
hi s new khaki uniformshirt.

He cal ned hinmself by studying the maple trees. Every leaf glistened with
rai ndrops fromthe gentle afternoon shower that had fallen an hour
before. Like tears, they dripped down upon hi mwhen the wi nd gusted,
splatting on his high forehead and pointed nose, pearling over his brown
curly hair.

Was it his imagination, or did he hear soft, pitiful cries conmng from
inside the Circle? He cocked his head, listening nmore closely. The

whi npers slid around the trunks of trees and crouched anongst the
branches. Murnuring to him Pleading with him He shouldn't be
surprised. O course the ghosts knew

They had heard today's conversations.

Bill had to jamhis hands into his pants pockets and clanp his jaws to
keep fromshouting. All he really wanted to do was to tell these
dammabl e bureaucrats to go straight to hell, to | eave himand his park
al one.

But they'd just fire him and then there would be no one left to fight
for the rights of the faithful souls who still Iived and worked here.

Ahead, four shiny new state vehicles, Chevy Bl azers--one conplete with
an aerodynamic police-light bar--stood in a short row Behind them and
across the parking lot, hul ked the gal vani zed-netal mai ntenance shed. As
usual , the garage door hung open, revealing the nose of the tractor
where Billy Hanson was no doubt struggling with the bent PTO again. One
of the sumer tenps--a college kid up fromthe university--had backed it
into a concrete guard post.

Jaf f man had been a coll ege kid once, and his father had never forgiven
himfor settling on a degree in archaeol ogy. But that had been a
different era, before the coveted MBA rose to such gaudy prom nence, an



era when kids went off to school to nake a difference, to follow their
hearts and | earn about wonderful new things--not just to |learn to make
noney.

"You're wasting your life," his father, a CPA, had told him

"What's with this? Archaeol ogy? Son, you've got to think about making a
living, doing sonething for your future."

"But, Dad, how can you know where you're going unless you can see the
path you wal ked to get where you are now? | want to know where we cane
from What nakes us human!"”

Even at such a young age, he'd known in his heart that if human bei ngs
destroyed the past or continued to deny its relevance to the present,
t he species was doomed. Civilization was a fragile flower, with a
shal | ow root system Wthout vigilant protection and care, the roots
woul d wi ther and die.

"Hey, Bill? Wake up!" Ed Snmith, the state Departnment of Transportation
engi neer, called, breaking Bill from his thoughts.

"What is it, Ed?"

Smith had been sent up fromthe capital, dutifully arned with maps,
surveys, and a stack of different-col ored notebooks. Smith al ways wore
an off-white shirt--one with a plastic pen guard in its pocket. He kept
his gray hair short, and thick, black- franmed gl asses dom nated his thin
face.

Anne Seibowitz, state director of Parks and Recreation, and Bill's boss,
stood to Smith's right, arms crossed. She wore a | avender twill skirt
that hung to mid-calf, and a maroon-and gray sweater. Her nose al ways
attracted Bill's attention; it |ooked |like soneone had pinched the sharp
end of it closed with pliers. She wore her black, silver-streaked hair
in a short, wavy cut conpletely in fitting with her status and age. Now
she rocked on her Italian boots, unaware of the grass, of the trees,

and, no doubt, of the pleading of the ghosts. Her real business, outside
of cadging funding fromthe |egislature, was that of scrutinizing
visitation nunbers, use-fee collection, and the cleanliness of public
rest roons.

Across from Anne stood the suit, Roy Roman, the governor's aide. Around
forty, he had blond hair and wore a pale blue shirt, dark blue tie, and
had el ected a brown tweed sport coat with | eather patches on the el bows:
the ultimate for an expedition into the paved-trail hinterlands of a
state park.

Roman propped his hands on his hips and said, "All right, let's get this
started. The governor is very interested in finding a solution to this
little problem W' ve been getting a |ot of heat from people about this
hi ghway i nprovenment project. Unfortunately, it has been so bl own out of
proportion that we've started to get calls from Native Anerican

organi zati ons. Maybe because this Soap group got involved."

"Soap Group?" Ed Smith blinked, the effect anplified by his thick
| enses. "What does soap have to do with anything? W're building a
hi ghway, for God's sake." "SOPA, " Bill explained. "The Society of
Pr of essi onal Archaeol ogi sts.



Look, you can't expect to bulldoze an Adenahopewel| site of this

i mportance without stirring up a hornet's nest. This park exists solely
to protect the earthworks." "W are protecting the earthworks,"” Ed said
forcefully.

"The highway right-of-way is exactly twenty-eight feet and seven inches
fromthe edge of the earthwork. Look, we've been out there. There's
not hi ng but grass in the area we plan to bull doze.

W're not going to hurt the earthworks!"

Bill folded his arnms across his chest, trying to | essen the ache that
swel led with each new gust of wind. "Please," he said.

"I"ve explained this over and over. Just because you can't see anything,
it doesn't mean it's not there. W're tal ki ng about archaeol ogy, not--"
"That's ridiculous," Seibowitz responded. "Either there's something
there or there isn't! | personally wal ked over that area with Ed, and
didn't see anything but grass either. There's not even a tiny bunp out
there. It's as flat as a pancake."

"There are houses out there," Bill insisted in a precise voice.

"We had a field school up two years ago, renenber?" She should, she'd
tried to do everything she could to stop it. The only reasons Bill had
managed to get his state excavation permt were that it didn't cost
anything and that the prestige of the university lent status to the
Parks Department. "They opened an exploratory trench across that part of
t he park--right where you want to run your road, Ed. Several donestic
artifacts and features were uncovered fromthat trench. You know,

pot sherds, stone tools. They even hit a fire pit." Wen he drew annoyed
| ooks from everyone around him he added, "You can't see the houses. But
they're there. Underground!"

"Show me a house]" Smith retorted. "What are we tal ki ng about?
Foundat i ons? Basenments? It had better be good, to stop a
twenty-mllion-dollar highway inprovenent project!”

Bill ground his teeth for a monent. "Listen, Ed. M ddl e Wodl and
donestic activities are the | east understood aspect of one of the nopst
i mportant cultural periods in the prehistory of the world!"

"Wait a minute." Roman raised his hand. "M ddl e what ?"

Bill exhaled tiredly. How many tines did he have to repeat hinself?

"M ddl e Wodl and. That's what archaeol ogi sts call the cultural period
into which we fit all the Adenahopewel| sites like this one. The period
| asts from about two hundred B.C

to about four hundred A.D. Mddle Wodland is extrenmely inportant, but
it's largely an enigma."

"What do you mean, an eni gma?" Sei bowitz asked, frown |lines etching her
forehead. "To hear the archaeol ogists talk, everything is an enigma."

Dam you, woman! All the archaeol ogical parks in this state are under
your supervision--and you don't even know why they're inportant! Bill
forced hinself to remain calm professional



"Al'l right, think of it like this. These peopl e devel oped trade

rel ati onshi ps that exchanged silver, copper, and furs fromOntario for
sharks' teeth, conch shell, and barracuda jaws fromthe Florida keys.
They inported obsidian fromas far away as Yell owstone Park in Woning
M ca was traded from North Carolina, greenstone from Al abama. Fi nished
goods like platformpipes, and raw materials like Flint Ridge chert,
were traded out of GChio and then up and down all the major rivers. Had
white settlers not built the city of Newark, Chio on top of the
earthworks, it would be one of the premi er archaeological sites in the
wor |l d today. The Hope well people there covered four and a half square
mles with earth alignments. They built the first road in North America,
from Newark, Chio, to Chillicothe."

"Yeah, but so what?" Smith asked. "W ve got a bunch of weird piles of
dirt, huge circles, octagons, squares ... what were they used for?"

"They seemto have been places for worship and scientific study, as well
as social centers. W're just beginning to understand them Mst of the
conpl ex earthworks were built to chart celestial events--the novenents
of the sun, noon, and stars.

Archaeoastronony is still inits infancy. | think we're in for a series
of shocks as we begin to find out just how sophisticated these people
really were."

"So, it was like an enpire? Simlar to what they did in Rone?" Seibowtz
asked, her nose | ooki ng even nore pinched.

"No. It wasn't an enpire. And that's one of the big problens." Jaffman
pressed his toe into the grass as he thought.

Birds sang in the trees, but the whinpers still continued, seenming to
foll ow the entourage around the park, rising and falling with the w nd.
"The culture appears to have been focused around trade rather than on
mlitary conquest. At Pinson Mounds in Tennessee, people piled up over a
hundred thousand cubic neters of earth. At the

"Hopewel | site, in Chio, they nmounded al nost fifty-four thousand cubic
neters of earth. The amount of earth at Newark woul d have been anyone's
guess, probably well over a hundred thousand cubic meters. The point is
that it took generations--and considerable planning--to undertake such
extraordi nary engi neering projects. You can't stand on the Eagle Mund
inside the Geat Circle at Newark, or |ook across the Qctagon there,

wi t hout being awe struck."

"Right," Smith said. "Awestruck. Big deal. Sonme chief told his Indians,
boys go dig here, and pile there,' and liking their scalps on their
heads, they did."

Bill tightened his arms, hugging hinself. He wondered if Hopewell

engi neers, two thousand years ago, had that same single-mnded | ack of

i mgi nation. ' ' chiefs, Ed. Like |I said, just farmers who cane together
on special occasions to build some of the nost remarkabl e earthen
nonunents in the world."

Roy Roman shook a strand of blond hair away fromhis face.
"I don't get it. If these folks were so great and they were spread al

over the eastern half of North America, why haven't | heard about then®"
He pointed to the | ow nound of earth near the park office. "That nound



doesn't |l ook all that high and mighty."

Bill answered, "You haven't heard about them because our educationa
system al nost conpletely ignores the contributions of the native
peoples. And ... " He exhaled heavily. "In the past four hundred years,

we' ve systematically destroyed just about every major nound site in
North America. For centuries, we couldn't even allow ourselves to
bel i eve that native peoples built these nonunments. It had to be | ost
Wl shren, Vikings, the lost tribes of Israel, Phoenicians, anyone but
our own American |ndians. We--"

"You're not gonna turn politically correct on nme, are you, Bill?"
Di sgust twisted the set of Smith's lips.

"I"'mproviding you with historical fact, not political opinion."
"So why is it that we've only got dirt? Circles like this one?"
Roman pointed across the park. "Didn't they do anything el se?"

"OfF course they did. But their buildings were made of wood, thatch, and
bark, and you know how | ong wood lasts in this climte. Certainly not
for two thousand years. The soils all across the eastern half of the
continent are wet and highly acidic.

If | buried Ed out here and dug himup two thousand years from now, al
we'd find would be the lenses fromhis glasses, the fillings fromhis
teeth, those brass eyelets in his shoes, the snap on his pants, and his
zi pper. The rest would be gone." "Then what's the point?" Anne Seibowtz
asked as she snoot hed her |avender skirt. "If nothing' s left, why--"

"Because there is sonething left. W recover the copper, sil-

ver, stonework, charred remains of nmagnificent textiles. Tool stone from
all over the continent. Pollen grains, charred seeds, charcoal, bits of
burned bone, broken pottery, phytoliths, and burials. W've got better
tools now W can even lift blood proteins--thousands of years ol d--from
stone tools. W can isolate the DNA to see if the people were hunting
manmot hs or ot her human beings. We can trace each piece of copper we
recover right back to the original vein it cane from-the same with the
chert." "Chert?" Roman asked.

"Most people call it flint." Bill clenched his fists at his sides.

"The point is that we need nore excavations before we can truly grasp
who these people were. W especially need informati on on their everyday
activities. Can you imgi ne archaeol ogists trying to reconstruct our
North American culture two thousand years fromnow? If they' ve only dug
up our churches and synagogues, or the Wrld Trade Towers, what do you
think they'll say about us?"

Smith tipped his head back, staring at the dark clouds that drifted
across the afternoon sky. "Sounds |ike you want to dig up the whole
eastern half of the continent. You park adm nistrators are al ways--"

"No. That's not what | said. | said that ninety-nine percent of it is
al ready gone. You've flown over the entire M dwest, Ed.

What do you see when you | ook out the plane wi ndow? One plowed field
after another! Then city after city. W have a few tiny, undisturbed
pl aces left to look at. That's all we have. This is one of those



pl aces." -.

"Listen, Bill, that's not ny problem okay? My problemis that |I've got
to run a highway across a corner of this park. The survey is conplete;
we' ve condemmed and bought up the private ground on either side. W
can't save every potsherd in Americal" "No," Bill sighed. "W can't. But
this site, this site, is very inportant. We--"

"Come on, Bill! You're talking about a big circle and a nmound inside a
little postage stanmp of green grass."

The wi nd had di ed down and, with it, the nourning sounds of the ghosts,
but he could still feel themthere, watching, |istening, praying. "Yes,
and they were probably the focal point for a clan, or for a group of

cl ans that occupied over six hundred square mles of this river valley
and its tributaries. W have one hundred acres left, and you want to

bl ade up thirty-five of thenP"

Ed Smith adjusted his black-rinmed gl asses and took a step closer, his
jaw set. "Why don't we face some facts, pal? W' ve got thirteen point
six mllion dollars of Federal highway noney going into this new

bel tway. The beltway is going in because all those nice yuppies have
bought houses in the suburbs, right?

They don't like waiting in traffic, burning up expensive gasoline in
their expensive cars. Now, M. Roman here, fromthe governor's office,
was called in because i/we can get this beltway in fast, a big conputer
manuf acturer is going to build a sixty mllion-dollar plant out on

O chard Road." He raised a finger.

"Are you following nme, Bill? Your entire park budget is fifty grand a
year. Getting the picture here? It's priorities we're tal king about."

Bill shoved his hands into his pockets again, straining at his feeling
of utter inpotence. "It's always noney, isn't it?"
"Wl come to the real world, friend." Bill smiled hunorlessly, took a

deep breath and | ooked out across the park, neeting dozens of invisible
eyes. "We're supposed to be able to excavate cultural resources as part
of Federal highway noney."

"Yeah, well, that hasn't been budgeted," Snith stated sinply, and began
a diligent study of his fingernails. "Any final decision on such
expenditures will cone out of the governor's office, but I'Il tell you
this. DOT has al ready conpromnm sed. W guarantee we can nmiss the circle
out there. You' ve got to nmeet us in the mddle, Bill. Gve alittle."

"Gve alittle? ... Al right, I will." Bill turned to Anne Seibowitz.
"I need twenty thousand dollars to test that thirty-five acres before
it's bladed. In six nmonths, with a crew of ten-- nostly students and

vol unt eers--we can recover rraybe ten percent.

That's at |east enough for a statistical sanple of the donestic
activities represented there."

Her primmouth pursed into a white line. "Were do you suppose Parks and
Rec could find that kind of nobney?"

"You spent two hundred and twenty thousand paving the parking lot up at



Mal | ard Lake. You nmean you can't find--"

"Be serious!" She | ooked himup and down. "Recreational visitors mnust
have a place to park so they can go in and spend nmoney at the tourist
centers. Parking lots are essential to our operations, M. Jaffman. Now
if you were asking nme for funding for a parking lot, and your visitation
nunbers coul d support it, which they can't, 1'd consider--"

"My God," Bill Jaffrman softly replied. He dropped his face into his
hands and briskly rubbed his forehead. "You'll give nme noney for a
parking lot, but not a cent to excavate--"

"Tell me sonething." Roy Roman cracked his knuckl es.

"Way woul d this house site be so inportant?"

Bill swallowed--it was |ike choking down a knotted sock-- and turned to
him "Once again, it's because M ddl e Wodl and houses are so very rare.

W' re tal king about a society that |asted over six hundred years, traded
across the continent--and didn't build | arge urban conpl exes."

Roman gl anced af Sei bowitz, but spoke to Bill. "Well, 1'lIl let the
governor know what we're dealing with here. I'msure he'll make the
right decision.” He paused. "If you just had something here. You know,

somet hi ng that people could see besides piles of dirt. Maybe then--"

"I"ve been trying to get funding for an interpretive center for that

very thing for the last three years,"” Bill replied passionately, and saw
Anne's eyes narrow as she readied herself for conmbat. "Wth just two or
three thousand dollars, | could use ny sunmer volunteers to put in a

goosef oot - and- maygrass field, build a charnel hut--maybe construct
interpretive exhibits |like the superb ones they have at the Cahokia site
inlllinois, or at Poverty Point in Louisiana. At Saint Marie Anong the
Hurons in Ontario, they have a conplete Huron | ong house and a living

hi story program W could do that here! Make it all come alive!"

Anne Seibowitz turned away, | ooking out past the trees to where the
peaked roofs of apartnent buil dings could be seen

"Bill, you know that visitation has been down here. |If your nunbers were
up, if the public seened at all interested in your little park, the
budget m ght be--"

"How can | attract visitors without an interpretive center to tel
peopl e what they're looking at and why it's inportant? | need fundi ng,
Anne! "

She turned, lifting a thin eyebrow. "Bill, 1'Il be honest. | can't see

how this freeway expansion is going to hurt. Look on the positive side.
It might just give you nore exposure. People will see the greenery from
t he hi ghway, and, well ... who knows?

They might just want to stop. Wien your visitation goes up, perhaps we
can find the funding to put in some interpretive exhibits.”

O course thirty-five acres of precious archaeol ogy woul d be gone by
t hen.

Roy Roman's eyes wi dened suddenly, as if the light of escape had just
been turned on for him "Yes! It'll help visitation!"



Bill felt the final straw settling on his back like a ton of |ead.

"There are laws to protect state antiquities, you know If the governor
sides with you, M. Roman, you won't just have SOPA on your back. The
regional tribes will throwa fit. This is a sacred site for them and
once they hear--"

"That's not a threat, is it, Bill?" Anne raised that eyebrowa little
farther, and he understood only too well her own threat: It's easy to
get rid of troublemakers |ike you, buddy boy. "I know you were trained
as an archaeol ogi st, but our state parks are nore than just single-use
sites. We've got to be responsive to everyone's needs. Joggers, hikers,
bi rd-wat chers--" "Freeway buil ders!" he hal f-shouted. "Forget it, Anne.
I was hired by your predecessor just before she resigned. It was her

m sgui ded idea that it made good sense to put an archaeol ogist in an
archaeol ogi cal state park designed to protect some of the | ast

Adena- Hopewel | nounds in this part of the state.”

"Bill, you're pushing your--"
"No, I'mjust telling it like it is, Anne. |'ve beaten ny head agai nst
the wall and the systemfor years. | still have interpretive signs out

here that were witten in the fifties by little old ladies fromthe

| ocal historical society. They claimthese earthwrks were forts, for
God' s sake!"

"At |east you've . signs,"”
have that |uxury."

Roman said. "Some of our parks don't even

Bill raised his arnms as if inmploring sense. "All right. If we can't
interpret this site for the public, we can at |east protect it, can't
we? G ve me sone noney to test that area before you blade it! O has the
governor decided that this state's prehistory isn't inportant? Is that
it? Is that what we're really tal ki ng about ?"

Anne Seibowitz gave hima cold stare. Roy Roman had backed away and was
scrutini zing the mai ntenance shed as if it had becomne inordinately
fascinating.

Sei bowi t z- - her expression |like marble--said, "I'msorry to | ose you,
Bill. 1'"ll have personnel announce the position vacancy in the next
mai l i ng."

He shoul d have been angry, should have raged, tranped up and down and
cursed. Instead, only an enpty sense of futility opened within him A

wi nd gust whi pped around the park, and the cries rose, shrill and
desperat e.
Bill stood alone on the nature trail, watching the dignitaries as they

got into their vehicles and left. Rain had started again, falling in
m sty drops, beading on his hot face.

He turned around and wal ked back toward the Circle to stand at the entry
that led inside. He could i mgi ne the shamans, resplendent in col orful
costumes, watching himthrough holl ow eyes, knowi ng in the manner of
spirits that another part of their world had been condemmed.

"Forgive me," Bill whispered. "I'msorry."



The soft roar of traffic in the distance, the barking of dogs, and the
occasi onal slamming of a door, carried across the chain link fence to
this quiet corner of the park. Here, in another six nonths, there would
be a different roar, that of bulldozers, earth novers, and graders.

He dragged his feet through the grass, noting that it needed to be cut
again, and to his surprise, spotted sonething protruding fromam dst the
green bl ades.

Kneel i ng down, he renpoved his folding knife fromhis pocket and chisel ed
the soil away, exposing polished stone. Wth careful fingers, he freed
the object. It felt cool and heavy in his hand.

The piece had been crafted from banded slate; it was dark and | ustrous,
probably fromthe quarries in southern Onhio.

Hopewel | peopl e had made pendants, gorgers, pipes, all sorts of
beauti ful stonework. \What he now i nspected represented sonme of the
finest artistry he'd ever seen

It was a canoe, with an unusual fox head carved on the pointed bow Four
peopl e sat inside. The second in line faced backward. Now, what did that
signi fy? The specimen was roughly fifteen centineters long and five
centinmeters tall.

In the trees behind him a crow cawed angrily.

Bill |ooked up and saw the bird perched on the edge of a beech tree that
overhung the circular earthwork. "Don't worry," he said wearily. "After
all, that noron DOT engineer insisted they would miss the circle by

exactly twenty-ei ght feet and seven whol e inches."

The crow flapped its wings in the slanting sunlight, the sheen from

the feathers seenmed to gl ow radiantly.

He gazed down at the canoe again. He couldn't help but think of the
carvings he'd seen at Petrogl yph Provincial Park, in Ontario.

Along with Gtchie Manitou and Nanabush, there were many, many canoe
figures. But none like this. None with a fox head prow

He had studied Hopewel|l culture ever since graduate school and knew its
artwork. Stylistically, this was new. Around him the grass waved and
bobbed, hiding the wealth of information just down under that root nat.

"Dam you, Anne Seibowitz."
The crow nade a | ow, nournful sound, cocking its head, Dblinking.

Bill sat back on the wet grass, not caring if he stained his uniform
Tonorrow he'd conme out with the transit, shoot in the |ocation of the
effigy carving, and mail the little canoe down to the university for
curation. Then anyone else finding a simlar artifact could
cross-reference it fromthe conputer curation files--and maybe one of
t hese days, soneone would bitch |like mad because the key to one nore
puzzl e had been stripped away for a slab of asphalt.

Maybe ... A pathetic |augh shook his chest. Wo? And by then, Anne
Sei bowi t z woul d have been pronmpbted to a nore influential job. The
governor would be in Congress. No one would have to be responsible.



Braci ng a hand on the grass, he rose and started back toward the office
and the row of shiny trucks, any one of which would have paid for the
test excavation he'd pleaded for.

The crow followed him flying frombranch to branch, People of the Lakes
Id squawki ng. As he wal ked, he | ooked down at the four travelers in
their canoe. Traders? |Is that what they were?

Hopewel | traders had crisscrossed the continent, follow ng the
rivers.-carrying goods all over. It nust have been both terrifying and
wonder f ul .

But that was an age of heroes ... He stopped by the adm ssion booth, the

"Cestapo Box" as he called it, and opened the mailbox to pull out the
daily supply of advertisements and junk mail. The SAA Bulletin, the
newsl etter of the Society for American Archaeol ogy, huddl ed anong t he
dross. Bill chucked the rest into the garbage can and headed for the

of fice, flipping through the newsletter as he wal ked. In the classified
section, jobs were |isted.

He paused to read one: "Navaj o Nation archaeol ogi cal preservation
project is currently seeking applications for full-tinme enpl oynent "
A car horn blared in the distance. The crow had gone silent, but now
flew down to |land on the stack of orange-and-white traffic barricades
propped against the rear wall of the office.

"W ndow Rock, Arizona," Bill mused. He gl anced at the crow, which peered
back at himintently. "Do you think | could do it? Just throw everything
into the truck and go? Uproot my whole |ife?" The thought frightened
him Way out there, alone, surrounded by a strange people in an alien

l and. So, what's keeping you here? His relationship with Marge had

br oken up weeks ago.

He | ooked down, thinking about the Hopewell traders who had carried
entire canoe-loads of obsidian down the river systens.

I magi ne that, from Yell owstone to the heart of the eastern woodl ands.
They did it. Two thousand years ago!

He inspected the stone canoe and the faces of the people sitting inside.
What would it have been |ike? Wio were they?

Heroes? They'd inspired this carving, whoever they were.

The crow hopped to a wheel barrow handl e no nore than an arm s di stance
away. It clucked to get his attention and studied himw th one round
bl ack eye, then the other, as if neasuring his soul

The stone canoe felt warmer in his fingers.

To the crow, Bill said, "I've spent ny entire life studying the Hopewel |
people, always living in my head with the ancestors, M Kathleen O Nea
Gear and W M chael Gear trying to hear their ghosts, to learn from
them" He smiled faintly. "Maybe it's time | go and share ny efforts
with some |iving people who care about sonething besides noney. Do you
think the Navajo will want to know about the Hopewell|? Their roots are
At hapaskan, fromthe Northwest, not Eastern Al gonqui an



Tell me, crow WII they care ... and can | do it?"

The crow | aunched itself and dove right in front of Bill's face, forcing
himto backpedal. Then it flew one big circle around the adninistration
of fi ce before headi ng due west.

Bill gazed back out across the site. The ghosts had gone quiet, somnber.
H s eyes narrowed with thought. "Thank you," he said, "for guiding nme.".

He tightened his grip on the stone canoe and thought about the adventure
that lay ahead. In his heart, he sensed that these heroes fromthe past
envi ed him

A very, very old story was told in the dead of winter, |late at night,
when OM hooted across the frozen forests. Like all stories, it carried
a lesson and a truth for the people. Sone say the story cane fromthe
H gh Heads; others, that it was born of the wind and nurtured of the
soul ... Once, long ago, in the time of the ancestors, people had
refused to care for the Dead, and the earth was filled with ghosts who
conmitted every kind of mischief. Finally, in desperation, the ghosts
had appealed to First Man, explaining their plight.

First Man heard their plaintive cries and sent his twin brother, Many
Colored Crow, to help them In those days, Crow possessed feathers so
bright they made the painted bunting | ook dull and lusterless.

Many Col ored Crow wal ked across the land, telling the people about the
Dead and their troubles. He explained that if the people would honor and
care for their ancestors, the Spirits would reciprocate. They would help
the Iiving by bringing nmessages fromthe Spirit Wrld. The ghosts woul d
cease harm ng people and quit playing tricks on them Everything would
be better.

The peopl e heard the words of Many Col ored Crow and began to care for
the Dead. But so many ghosts wal ked the |land that Many Col ored Crow had
to do something nore. He had been passing through the forest when he
found a high hill.

Around the base of the hill, he gathered piles of dry brush. Then he
clinmbed to the top and built a fire in a clay pot. He prayed for four
days, Singing to the four sacred directions, and the ghosts heard. They
cane fromall over the world to see what Many Col ored Crow was doi ng. On
the day of the winter solstice, all the ghosts had finally arrived.

At last, one of the ghosts--a warrior who had died in battle and whose
body had been cut up--asked Many Col ored Crow, "Wat are you doi ng up
here on top of this mountain, Singing and Danci ng? We have all come to
see. "

Many Col ored Crow rai sed his hands to the norning sun, saying, "l have
brought you here to Sing you to the Land of the Dead. But you cannot go
as you are now. You are full of anger, trouble, and evil. You rnust be

cl eansed of this before | Sing you to the Land of the Dead."

And saying that, Many Col ored Crow picked up the pot with the fire
burning inside it and whirled it around his head, scattering the burning
enbers into the dry brush. The brush instantly caught fire, and the
whol e nountain was engulfed in flanes.



The ghosts cried out and tried to escape, but the fire conpletely
surrounded them In the end, all that remai ned were ashes.

These, Many Col ored Crow collected and carried with himto the Land of
t he Dead, where the souls were finally freed. Al the w ckedness had
been burned away.

In the process, however, Many Colored Crow s brilliant feather colors
had vani shed, all of them burned a deep black-- which is why, to this
day, Crow has bl ack feathers

Prol ogue I was young then, foolish and wild. | traveled into the
forbidden territory of the Hi gh Heads. There | clinbed their sacred
nount ai n.

Searching ... | knew not for what. The voice in the Dreamtold ne to go

to search for something. | found a rock overhang on the northern
side of the nountain where the sandstone had been undercut. A dead man
sat there ... long, longtinme dead, and dried out."

Grandfather's words filled Mca Bird's nenory, mngling with his fear

The young warrior wal ked in a world of dappl ed green, where the forest
floor cushi oned each step. Danp | eaves, yellow, brown, and matted,
crushed under his noccasined feet. Around himrose the sturdy bol es of
trees, thick and dark, creating an interwoven nmaze on the steep slope he
climbed. The musky scent of the forest intensified. Vines of wild grape
hung |i ke inpossible strands of rope, sone of themas thick as a man's

| eg.

M ca Bird stopped, panting, sweat glistening on his brown skin.
Overhead, the leafy canopy of the forest interlaced in an enerald
mracle; but in this place, where he paused to catch his breath, Mca
Bird stood like a waith in the broodi ng shadows.

Here, so far into the hills, the oak, hickory, maple, and wal nut giants
prevail ed. He placed a hand on the snooth, silvery bark of a beech
sensing the eternal Power of the ancient tree.

The humi d air pressed around him breathlessly hot, even for this tine
of deep summer. Though he gasped, the air seened to offer no relief for
his laboring lungs. An earth oven m ght have been this searing, this

m ser abl e.

H gh overhead, birds chirped and called. The trill of a redstart carried
magi cally. In the distance, the sacred crow cawed and cl ucked.

Late at night, they had been in the clan house. Mca Bird renmenbered
Grandfather's rasping words: "l thought it was cy- rious that his people
hadn't buried this dead man. That they had just left himsitting there.

| stepped under the overhang, |ooking at the nmoss that hung down. Not a
bl ade of grass grew in that place of darkness. It was cold--even in the
sunmer heat.

My heart beat with fear. Perhaps he had called nme, sent his ghost to
bot her ny Dreans."

At the sudden scurry of sound, Mca Bird wheeled, frantically funbling
to nock a dart in the hook of his atlatl, then saw the gray squirre
that seemed to defy earth as it | eaped up a dead sapling, junped to a



branch, and shot across open air to reach another tree.

Mca Bird wi ped the beading sweat fromhis forehead with a trenbling
hand. This wasn't his country, this land of the H gh Heads. Here, he was
unwel come--an intruder in this om nous forest.

This place had a strange feel, unlike the rich bottom ands he knew so
wel I . From chil dhood, he had |l earned the winding trails that |ed al ong
t he sluggi sh waters of the Monshell River. In those fanmliar haunts,

t he ghosts of the ancestors watched over their clansnen. At any one of
the farnmsteads in the Mionshell valley, he could trace a

rel ati onshi p--soneti mes back four tens of generations--and claim

ki nshi p.

In this forest, people did not live. On steep slopes such as these,
fields couldn't be cleared; the land wouldn't produce rich harvests of
goosefoot, sunflower, marsh elder, or squash. This place the H gh Heads
kept to thenselves, calling it sacred ground.

Peopl e travel ed the forests, of course, but generally to hunt, or to
coll ect wal nuts, acorns, pluns, or nedicinal plants. In tines of war,
the clans fled to hilltop fortifications. This nountain, however,
remai ned inviolate; even the H gh Heads avoided it.

But Grandfather had cone here, and so nmany years later, he'd told Mca
Bird: ' ' fabric bag lay beside the dead man, and | could tell that it
was sonet hing inmportant, something precious.

The corpse seened to | ook at me, pleading. | felt that pleading, even
t hough the eyes were gone--all shrunk away into pits in the skull. Its
j aw had dropped open, as if crying out in death.

"One dried-out hand, like a claw, you know? It |ay on that bag.
t hought the bag rmust hol d sonething very val uable.”

In the clan-house firelight, G andfather had | ooked away, seeing back
into the past--into that rock shelter

Barely twenty winters in age, Mca Bird had grown wiry and tall. As the
son of an inportant man in the clan, his forehead had been tattooed wth
a black stripe, which accented the firmlines of his jaw and his broad,
straight nose. Normally, a serious intent filled his dark brown eyes,

but here, in this haunting place, fear glinted instead.

He traveled light, wearing only noccasins and a breechcl ot h.

A mca pendant hung froma | eather thong around his neck. H's small
pack, made fromthick strands of double-tw sted cord, hung over one
shoulder. In his right hand he carried the atlatl, a supple stick a
little longer than his forearm The grip had been carved fromthe main
beam of a white-tailed deer antler. A small black stone carved into the
shape of a crow had been | ashed to the center of the shaft to act as a
counterwei ght. Finally, a bone hook capped the end.

In his other hand he carried four war darts, each |onger than he was
tall. A crudely flaked point of black chert tipped each thin shaft,
crafted fromthe arrowwod plant. Turkey feathers fletched the shaft and
kept it stable in flight. The butt had been hollowed to fit into the
hook at the end of the atlatl.



The atlatl itself acted as an extension of the arm Wth it, Mca Bird
could catapult one of the darts with enough force to drive it the
conplete length of a bear's body--as he had proven in the past.

A bear would be easy to deal with conpared to the strangeness of this
unfam liar forest. He sensed a presence far nore om nous lurking in this
shadow dappl ed wi | der ness.

Skin prickled on his neck the way it would if unseen eyes were watchi ng.
Ghosts? Is that why the H gh Heads feared this place so much? Feverish
wi nds brushed his bare chest, and he spun around, searching. The
presence seened to pulse with the wet heat, studying, gauging.

A man had to know how to see in the forest. An odd angle, a shade of
color, or a break in the uneven |l atticewrk of saplings and tree trunks,
m ght be the only clue available to the hunter

Now he scrutinized the patterns of trunk and linb, of leaf and vine. In
the crazy warp and weft of forest, he could find nothing out of place.

Mca Bird swall owed hard. The thick bitterness of thirst coated his
t ongue.

He eased around a beech tree. Sweat trickled down his chest, refusing to
dry in the danp heat.

He proceeded carefully, inspecting the steep sl ope above him

The old man had to have cone here. The stories echoed in Mca Bird's
menory. He could hear his grandfather's age-scratchy voice over the
crackle of that |ong-dead fire: "So | stepped closer, farther under the
overhanging rock ... and | could hear Singing. | swear it. | could hear
the voice of an old woman Singing. Like this:

"And anong the Peopl e?

Cone the Brothersl!

Born of Sun. One is slaved.

Here, by the long trail, his corpse is |aid.

Bl ood is spread, fromthe head.

Bl ack one goes ... aye, he's dead.

He who loves is |ost and gone.

Render of the fair heart's Song.

Wman, weep, for naught you know.

Lose forever--or live in snow"

M ca Bird shook hinself free of a sudden shiver. Yes, those were the
words--as clear to himnow as they had been that night.

"I was afraid,” the old man had said. "I began to shake, and | coul dn't
stop. It was as if Power possessed me. | couldn't help nyself from
reaching for the bag, taking it fromthe dead man's grasp



"I stepped back then, and tried to breathe, but a col dness had entered
nmy lungs and spread through ny soul. | backed away, legs trenbling Iike
a newborn fawn's.

"When | was outside, beyond the covering of rock, | opened the bag and
| ooked inside. There, as perfect as if it had just been nade, lay the
Mask. "

Mca Bird sniled greedily at the very thought of the Mask-- and of what
it would mean to him The Mask of Many Col ored Crow had been a thing of
awesome beauty. He had seen it only four times in all his life. The |ast
ti me had been that night.

Grandfat her had pulled the worn sack over to his side and opened it with
reverent ringers to expose the Raven Mask before lifting it free.

In the firelight, it had gl eamed. The wooden beak had been carved by a
mast er and stai ned black. distening feathers covered the sides of the
oval head, each feather lying flat, as if preened despite the confines
of the sack. Funny, could this huge Mask really have appeared so snall a
bundl e when bound by the sack?

Grandfather's arms had begun to trenmble, and the old nan groaned as if
in a struggle. The Mask turned, and the holl ow eyes, |ike two openings
into another world, stared at Mca Bird.

The sensation created by those enpty orbs had jolted him A thrill,
tingling with the intensity and pl easure of orgasm had bolted along his
nerves, while a sense of enpty loss had | eached into his soul, hollow ng
it out.

Since then, that Spirit face had | urked behind his every thought. In his
Dreanms, the Mask stared at him-and the eyes glowed w th Power.

"He who | ooks through the Mask," G andfather had stated solemly, "sees
t hrough the eyes of Many Col ored Crow. That |ong-ago day, | raised the
Mask and | ooked through it. | never saw the world the sane way again. It
made ne--made this clan--all that it is today."

Mca Bird scal ed the steep slope, his legs aching. He paused in the
consum ng shadow of a shagbark hickory.

Sonet hi ng had happened to G andfather, had driven himto take the Mask
away. For he had worn it for the last time at the Feast of the Dead--the
cerenony that marked the sumer sol stice, when the clan gathered to
attend to the ghosts of the ancestors, to bury their dead, and to care
for the mghty earthworks of the clan grounds.

Afterward, the old man hadn't been the sane. He'd stared with vacant

eyes, nore bent and crippled than ever. Hs |last words, too, lingered in
Mca Bird's ears: "it has eaten ny soul
| should never have taken it. Back ... it must go back. This is not a

thing for nen."
And the next day, the old man had di sappear ed.

Mca Bird steeled hinmself and attacked the sl ope again, fighting upward
inthe still air. How high was this mountain?



As he clinbed through the wavering green shadows, sweat beaded and
sl i pped down his nuscul ar | egs.

Why hadn't the Hi gh Heads ever nentioned the Mask? Only now did the
guestion fasten itself in his thoughts. Surely they must have heard that
Grandfather had it; but no one had come | ooking for it, demanding it
back.

Why not ?

The Rattl esnake C an had gone to war with the Many Paints when their
sacred Deer Headdress was stolen. For three years, the two cl ans had
warred upon each other, until a peace was brokered by the Goosefoot C an
and the Headdress had been returned.

Why hadn't the High Heads--with all of their clans and influence --ever
nmenti oned the Mask's di sappearance?

Stop thinking about it! Mca Bird sucked in a steadying breath. You'l
drive yourself crazy.

Per haps he was crazy already. It had surprised himwhen he'd realized
that he had to have the Mask! Wth it, he would be the next |eader of
the Shining Bird Can, and would raise his clan above all the others in
t he Moonshel |l vall ey--even above the clans to the north.

Tumbl ed boul ders, angul ar fragnents of weathered sandstone, poked up
through the leaf mat. Mca Bird struggled to catch his breath. The top
had to be cl ose now.

Way did it have to be so hot and humi d? The very air seemed to sap his
strengt h.

Step by trenbling step, he continued his clinb.

Through the mass of trees, he could nmake out the irregular line of stone
that marked the mountain's cap. Cose, yes. It had to be here sonewhere.

He searched for any sign the old man mi ght have made in passing.
Grandfather didn't walk so well these days, his body crooked and bowed
by age. How had the old nan nmade this steep clinb?

Panting and gasping, Mca Bird picked his way over roots and vines unti
he reached the sullen scarp. The sandstone had bl ackened with age where
it thrust out of the nountain's side.

Sundered and cracked, it neverthel ess provided a serious obstacle to any
further progress.

Squi nting agai nst the burning sweat that streamed down his face, Mca
Bird studied the rise. Ahill like this would have been fortified in his
own territory. War didn't plague the clans often, but when it did,
people liked a place to retreat to. The isol ated farnsteads m ght be
efficient for fanning, but not for defense.

Placing his feet carefully, he worked his way al ong the broken rock,
st eppi ng around hol es where trees had fallen, their nmassive trunks
rotting away on the ground.



On one flat surface, a pile of fresh bear manure still drew flies. Mca
Bird' s grip tightened on his atlatl. Bears didn't usually attack a man,
but they could be dangerous if surprised.

The cawi ng of the crow sounded | ouder.

So where was this shelter? How far did the sandstone | edge extend?
O had the old nan been blowi ng wind? Was that it? Had it all been a
story? Was that why the H gh Heads had never mentioned the Mask?
Grandf at her was cl ever enough to make up such a story. He could have
kept his authority by lies as easily as by the truth.

Feel i ng suddenly weary, Mca Bird settled on one of the boul ders.

Mushroons grew in the nolded | eaves at his feet. Had the old man hoaxed
the clan? Was his Power nothing but illusion?

Had his terrifying personal aura been a trick to keep the peopl e under
his control ?

Stories passed fromlip to |lip about how G andfather had | ooked at a
rival through the Mask ... and killed hi mdead.

Coul d that have been feint? Perhaps a little water hem ock slipped into
a drink?

Mca Bird licked his dry lips, renenbering the burning intensity in the
old man's eyes. No, it couldn't have been a trick

He coul d not--would not--believe that.

St andi ng, he forced hinmsel f onward, searching for the dry overhang. He
di sciplined hinself to pay attention, battling to remain vigilant
despite his weariness and thirst.

The Mask of Many Col ored Crow had to be here. The old" man had al ways
done what he said he would do, whether it was the destruction of a rival
or the offering of a sacrifice. He must have brought the Mask here,
returned it to the shrivel ed hands of a dead man.

Despite his keen eye, Mca Bird al nost m ssed the place.

Cedar trees had grown in a green web over the mouth of the overhang,
hiding it. Only the curious odor of nusty air caused himto backtrack

M ca Bird pushed through the supple branches and stared.

The weat hered sandstone caprock, splotched with noss and water stains,
jutted out fromthe hilltop to create a small cavern

The roof of the hollow had been stained black by fires, and the rear
wal I | ooked rough and irregular. Bare ground |lay before him dark and
dry fromdung and old fires.

When M ca Bird stepped into the recess, a sudden chill ate into him
Blinking in the gloom he could make out two shapes | eani ng agai nst the
rear wall. He forced his weak | egs to nove and stepped into the

dar kness. The air seemed to swell and billow around him



"You' ve cone." The old nman's voi ce sounded weary, defeated.

" @& andf at her ?"

As Mca Bird' s vision adjusted, he |ocated his grandfather's wthered
formwhere it hunched against the rock in the back

How bent and crooked he appeared. Was this the sane man Mca Bird
renenber ed? Wiere had the broad shoul ders gone?

What had happened to that arrogant Power that had radiated from
Grandfather |ike heat froma glowing rock? This man, this dried pod of a
human, couldn't be the sane, could he?

Mca Bird turned his attention to the hunched form propped next to his
grandfather. A shriveled corpse. The dead man fromthe story. The body
was just as Grandfather had described it: hollow pits where the eyes had
been, mouth open, the expression pleading. One rigid hand hung over
enpty air, as if patting something. For a long noment, Mca Bird stared,
haunted by the desolation reflected in the corpse's posture. As if

yes, as if its soul had been | ooted away and only enptiness renai ned.

Mca Bird summoned his courage. "I ... | cane for the Mask."
' Gandfather's stick-thin arnms closed protectively around the famliar
fabric bag that lay on his |ap/Wen the old man tilted his head to | ook
up, his face appeared wilted, as if eaten away fromthe inside. Through
the shining white hair and the sunken flesh, the outline of the skul
coul d be seen

G andf at her whi spered, "Leave here. Now, boy. There is nothing here for
you. Only sorrow ... pain."

"l must have the Mask. You can't take that fromne."

The old man hunched in silence, staring at the dust before his feet.
Finally, he asked, "And what would you have fromit?

Power? The ability to rule the clan? No, Mca Bird. Leave it here. This
thing ... this cursed thing destroys."

Mca Bird couldn't keep his gaze fromstraying to the hi deous corpse.
Brown strips of flesh cleaved to the brittle bones. Dry tufts of dusty
hair still clung to the hardened scalp. Once-pliable lips had dried to
| eat her and shrunk to a leering rictus, exposing broken teeth. The
tattered remains of brightly dyed clothing-- dust-coated and faded--fit
t he dwi ndl ed corpse |ike sacking.

M ce and wood rats had frayed the fine weave. Here and there, beads had
fallen fromthe magnificent breastplate. What had once been the
trappi ngs of wealth and status now reeked of mold and decay.

Mca Bird hesitated. Where was its ghost? Hovering in the air? Was that
the cold presence Mca Bird sensed?

Finally, he forced hinmself to neet his grandfather's haunted eyes. "Wy
did you cone here?"

"To die, boy. To die as | have lived. Al one, eaten away with hatred and
sel fishness. This Mask, its Power is that of death and m sery. Don't



followin my footsteps. You'll destroy yourself."

"Then why didn't you bring it back before? Wiy did you keep it if it's
so horri bl e?"

The old man chuckled evilly. "Because'it wouldn't let ne.

You nust understand, boy, that when you | ook through the Mask, Many
Colored Crow |l ets you see. |Is that what you want?

To see through a Spirit's eyes? To see nothing but the weakness in
others? To see how you can hurt people? Use themfor your benefit? You
will lose all of the beauty in the world. You will never see a sunrise
and admire its colors--you'll see only the possibilities that particul ar
day m ght bring you. Is that what you want ?"

Mca Bird straightened. "I would have that Power."

Grandf at her nmade a huffing sound. "You don't know what you ask. Go hone.
Live your life. Be a farmer, and be happy.

Don't ruin yourself. Don't become another victimof the Mask."
"Victin? I'1l be the npost Powerful man anong the cl ans.

Wth the Mask, Star Shell will marry me. | will becone the | eader of ny
people. | shall construct the greatest nmonunments ever built. My nane
will be spoken fromthe |lips of generations still unborn.”

Grandfather's head slunped forward. "Yes, it will give you Star Shell.
But hear my words. You will never see her through | oving eyes. Wen your
children are born, you will see only what they can do for you, or what
threat they nmight be to your status or your goals. You will never see
your friends as they are, but for what they can gain you. You will |ose
that part of you which is human."

"I don't believe you."

"I don't suppose you would. But then, | have seen you through eyes
di fferent than anyone else's. Fromthe tinme you were little, |'ve seen
this comng."

"Then why did you ever show nme the Mask?"

"Because it forced nme to." He coughed and wi ped his dirty sleeve over
his mouth. "That night in the clan house. | couldn't stop nyself. It
wasn't | who showed you the Mask. Raven Hunter ... he did. He possessed
me, as he's possessed me fromthe nonment | first | ooked through his
horri bl e Mask."

"Raven Hunter ?"

"Many Col ored Crow, Bird Man, call himwhat you will.

The Dark Twi n, boy. The bl oody brother of First Man. For everything
there is an opposite. Wthout both sides, there could be no bal ance. No

har mony. The Mysterious One nmade the world that way."

"So, if you are possessed by Many Col ored Crow, why does he let you tel
me this now?"



"Because |'mdying. For the first tine since | |ooked through the Mask,

he's let go, freed nmy soul. | can see now, see what |'ve done. Terrible
things. Only now, as | die, do | see the m stakes." G andfather sighed
wearily. "But you don't care, do you? Nothing | say will nake any

difference. That's why the Mask allows ne to speak so freely. It knows
you' ve al ready nmade your decision. You don't hear ny words."

Mca Bird glanced at the dried corpse again, struggling to keep from
shivering. "You just want to keep the Mask, that's all. A prize you
can't give up."

Grandf at her grunted and | ooked up, pity in his eyes. "The Mask has

al ready taken your neasure, boy ... like an engineer |aying out an
earthwork. It knows what it will gain fromyou." "G andfather," he said,
suddenly uncertain, "why didn't the H gh Heads ever ask for the Mask
back?"

The old man could barely shrug. "Wy would they? They know that it
carries its own curse. Having the Mask was puni shment enough for what |
did. If a man hides a rattlesnake in a pot and a thief steals it, do you
warn hin? O do you let justice followits own course?"

Squaring his shoulders, Mca Bird forced confidence into his voice. "I
amtaking the Mask with ne."

"So you can build your nonuments? Be a great |eader?"
"That is the way it will be."
A bitter smle curled the old man's lips. "Is it? Hear me, boy.

If you take the Mask, it will destroy you. Any monunment you build wll
be as fleeting as a swallow s song on the wi nd. Were you wal k in your

false pride, one day the trees will grow tall and thick. Those whom you
would love will flee in terror. What the Mask gives, it takes back
threefold."”

Mca Bird wet dry lips. Did the corpse have to stare so? It seened to
nmock him exposing the few brown teeth left in the curled weckage of
nout h.

Mca Bird forced his attention to Gandfather. "You ... you tell nme this
to keep me fromtaking the Mask, to keep ne from becom ng greater than
you. That's it, isn't it?"

"Believe what you like. But |eave. Now And never come back. Pronise
ne!"

The passion in the old man's voi ce al nost persuaded him- but not quite.
"Die in peace, Grandfather. Die knowing that | will |lead our people to a
greatness that you can only inagine."

"No! Get out of here! Run, boy. Run ... "

"You can't stop nme." Mca Bird stepped cl oser

Lackl uster eyes stared up at him The old man's chest rose and fell, the
bones visible through the thin fabric of his beautifully woven shirt.
"You ... you must believe ne. You're not as strong as | was. Many



Col ored Crow knows this. Leave the Mask, Mca Bird. Leave it here with

nmy ghost, or it will devour you before you know what's happened. You're
weak ... too weak. | saw that fromthe nonent you were born."
Mca Bird cocked his head. "If |I'mso weak, why would the Mask choose ne

the way you say it has?"

"I't only needs you for a little while, boy. It only needs you to take it

back to the people ... yes," . said, and his eyes widened as if with
realization. "That's it. A strong man will cone al ong, someone
anbitious. Then the Mask will break you. Throw you away the sane as a

man di scards a dull flake when it has fulfilled its need."

M ca Bird reached down, closing his fingers around the heavy fabric of
the bag. "Farewell, G andfather. | will Sing your praises at the Feast
of the Dead. And bring your body back with me for proper burial."

"No!" the frail voice shrieked. "Leave ne here! Don't make ne watch!"”
"Wt ch?"

"My ghost will tornment you, hound you to ... to ... " Wwen Mca Bird
tore the sacred sack away, G andfather's body stiffened.

A croaki ng sounded fromthat ancient throat. Then the body went |inp,
li ke so many sticks broken | oose inside.

"Yes," Mca Bird whispered to hinmself. "I'Il take you back, G andfather
Lay you out in uie charnel house ... have your body oiled and snoked.
["lI'l build a tonb for you. A magnificent tonb. You'll be there. Wth
each Feast of the Dead, you'll watch nmy greatness grow. |'ll lay

of ferings on your tonmb. You'll be proud of ne."

In death, the old man's face had taken on an expression of horror
Mca Bird stared into those dead eyes, nenorizing the expression

Then he straightened and studied the finely woven fabric that covered
the Mask. The sack had been beautiful once.

He woul d have anot her nmade, even nore beauti f ul

Wth anxi ous fingers, he opened the bag, reverently raising the
magni fi cent Mask to his face so that he could stare out at the world
t hrough those eye holes. The Mask's cool surface seened to conformto
his face. He could sense the Power welling, growi ng around him as he
gazed through the green wall of cedar trees.

He blinked. What was happening? Colors ... all the colors were draining
fromthe world, bleeding anay like life froma body with a nortal wound.
The gol den rays of sunlight that streaned through the branches paled to
a dusty white, bleaching, sucking at the greens and blues until nothing
remai ned but the nottled shades of thunderheads, and yet ... Yes, fee
it! Power, flow ng through ne. Changi ng, meking ne great!

Through the eye holes of the Mask, he glanced back at his grandfather's
corpse, seeing a blackened, shriveled thing. Crow Caller, the name rose
unbi dden. Just like Crow Caller's soul when Wl f Dreaner Danced it away.

Mca Bird | owered the Mask, awed by the >vords within him



H s grandfather lay next to the desiccated corpse, but different now
Not the grandfather he'd always admired and feared, but a husk--like a
maggot casi ng:

It would be difficult to haul the body back, but the inpression it would
create on his people would make it all worthwhile. He had to think |ike
a | eader now. Everything rmust be cal culated for the greatest effect.

A faint whisper of his grandfather's voice seened to echo in the holl ow
of the rocks. No! it repeated over and over. No, don't do this thing.'
Don't nmake ne watch your destruction

Taking a deep breath, Mca Bird replaced the Mask in its sack

When he turned to the task of bearing his grandfather's body, he thought
he heard an old woman's voi ce Singing:

Taken by sea, their father came, Born of Sun, of Sun the sane.
One nust live and one nust die.
See the souls rise to the sky.

One The naked young nan | ay facedown on the split-cane matting of the
temple floor. H's nane was Green Spider, but now he | ooked nore like a
pl ucked bird than a spider. Hi s arns stuck out like wings, his |legs were
cl ose together. He m ght have been dead, so linp did he lie.

Only on close inspection could the faint rise and fall of his bony back
be detected. Smooth, coppery skin sparkled with beads of sweat. Arching
fromthe middl e of each shoul der bl ade across to the collarbone, three
deep cuts marred his flesh. The bl ood--an offering to the Spirit
Wrld---had trickled down the strips of nmuscle and bone that conposed
hi s sapling-thin body.

A bone skewer, split froma deer's cannon bone and ground sharp on both
ends, pinned the tight bun of thick black hair in place at the base of
his skull. He | ooked young, no nore than twenty-five winters in age
Despite the awkward angle of his head, part of his face could be seen
Br oad cheekbones accented a high brow, and the nose appeared narrow and
hooked, like a raptor's beak. Thin shells-- each delicately carved into
t he shape of a spider and dyed bright green--dangled fromthe | obes of
his ears; For four |ong days--deprived of food, sleep, and water--he'd
lain thus: sweating, praying, falling into the hole in his soul

seeking, seeking ... ... and the Vision had begun to form that of
flight ... sailing ... twisting on the predawn currents of cloud and
wi nd.

Far below, the earth waited, gray and sonber, locked in the grip of
wi nter. Patches of ice-crusted snow nol ded around the boles of trees and
contoured the nottled yell owbrown |eaf mat of the oak-hickory forest.

H s strangely acute sight |located the wi nding course of the Father Water
and followed the famliar sinuous shape to the nouth of the Deer River,
then turned eastward, up toward the divide. Nestled in clearings, small
thatched huts clustered, awaiting the winter solstice sunrise.

There, along the north bank of the Deer River, blocky earthen nounds had
been constructed on the high terraces above the swanpy bottons.



Sone--centrally placed--rose higher than the trees and had an unbroken
vi ew of the distant horizon. Each capped with yell ow sand, they
glistened in the predawn |ight.

O her earthen nmounds had been pl aced al ong the sol stice and equi nox
lines that radiated out fromthe towering central nound.

These were rectangul ar, and capped with white sand in preparation for

t he Dances and offerings. Yet other nounds, smaller and rounded, bore

t he bones and ashes of the Dead. These mpbunds had been placed al ong the
lines of the constellations.

"Do you know this place?" a voice asked fromthe hazy gray distance.
"The City of the Dead."

The hunped shapes of charnel houses clustered in the flats between the
nmounds. Young trees had been harvested for their construction, the butts
pl aced in pest holes and bent to stress the wood into firm bows before
saplings Wre woven into the framework and | ashed together. The whol e
had been covered by tightly |laced shocks of grass.

On this special day, the Spirits of the Dead waited, already anxious and
hungry for the feast in their honor

' 7 amgiving you a special gift," the voice told him ' 7 will let you
see through ny eyes ... the eyes of Many Col ored Crow. "

And the sense of flight changed, altered, gaining Power and the menory
of times long past and places far away. Green Spider circled, draw ng
the clouds around himlike a thick cocoon

In one scaled foot he clutched the Power of lightning, ready to strike.
Wth his keen Spirit, Vision, he studied the scene bel ow

"Many Col ored Crow?"

"[ have heard you crying for a Vision."

"But | ... it's so ...

down! (bserve. This is one of the two holiest days of the year."

Despite the sullen cold of winter, people had braved the chill to
journey fromisolated farnsteads or fromthe | oose aggregates of oblong
houses where they gardened, hunted, and gathered food during the year
Fromas far away as a six-day wal k, they had converged on the nound
center of the City of the Dead.

They came wrapped in blankets, their feet bound to shield themfromthe
crusted snow. Their backs were bowed, burdened by pots full of food,

of ferings, or the ashes of those who had died during the preceding year
Sone had cone along the rivers, paddling canoes through the icy waters

of still swanps and meandering streans.

Peopl e congregated here four times a year, on the solstices and
equi noxes. Some cane to bury their Dead, others to honor their
ancestors, to bring themfood or gifts--to renmind the Dead that the
living remenbered and cherished them To beg for help in the com ng
year.



Still others cane for the feasting and dancing, for on this wnter

sol stice, the shanmans woul d wel cone the new year and invite Father Sun
to begin his trip northward. Cbservances woul d be kept, and sacred
artifacts would be cleaned, their Spirits ritually fed and cared for
before being stowed in receptacles within the tenple buil di ngs.

The cerenoni al societies would Dance and performthe rituals that woul d
ensure a good year for all. The young who sought initiation would be
tested. Those who passed the ordeals would be accepted into the secrets
of their societies. The structures and encl osures w thin which these
events occurred would be inspected and plans laid for their upkeep. The
sacred grounds of the Gty of the Dead woul d be policed, and invading
sapl i ngs chopped out.

During the four days of the cerenonies, clans conducted nost of their
busi ness. The fenmal e clan | eaders woul d deci de whi ch crops woul d be
planted in spring. Fields needed to be rotated and farmnsteads noved.
Hours woul d be spent in serious council regarding soils, seed crops, and
where the forests should be cleared. Internal matters woul d be dealt

wi th: disputes settled, marriages negotiated, and in sonme cases,

di vorces granted.

"WIl this Vision give ne the Power to call the storns? To contro
nature and peopl e?"

' ', Green Spider. You seek order, and you will find only Truth. Look at
them See the people? You will never see themthe sane way again."

As Green Spider gazed down from above, nost of those people slept. He
turned his attention to the long, thatched tenple that stood just south
of the highest nound in the central group

There, five nen remni ned awake despite the hour

Four old men, the Can Elders, sat inside the tenple. They hunched |i ke
shrivel ed toads as they watched a naked young man prone on the fl oor

"Me ... that's ne!" Geen Spider's sensel ess body still |ay facedown on
the mat-covered floor. How pitiful his flesh | ooked, inert, little nore
t han warm cl ay.

"Yes, you ... as you were. Wio are those old nen who watch you so? Is
their faith in you justified?"

"They are the Can Elders, the old nmen who see to the rituals.
They are the Spiritual guardians of ny people."

Green Spider studied the famliar Can El ders. Summer suns and winter

wi nds had deepened and enriched those wal nut conplexions with a patina
of age. Copper ear spools hung fromstretched earl obes, and the wrinkles
canouf | aged faded tattoos.

Mout hs puckered around toothl ess jaws, but their eyes remai ned bright,
sharply focused on Green Spider's inert body.

They wore long winter coats, fringed shaw s, and fur-1lined noccasins
that rose to mid-calf. The cloth, woven from processed nettle and
m | kweed, had been spun into the finest of fibers before master weavers



had strung thread over loom G eat artistry had gone into the weaving,
and intricate patterns decorated the carefully dyed cloth. The col or
represented each Elder's clan affiliation

The Red Bl oods were the clan of the east; to them the color red was
sacred. They dyed it into the stunning fabrics they specialized in
produci ng, and painted it on their bodies for the cerenonials.

Bl ood represented the Power of life that was shared by all living
things. Wth it, the clans renewed the fields in spring and painted

t hensel ves after a successful hunt to thank the Spirits of the animals
upon whi ch they depended. A d Man Blood carried a conch shell, the
synmbol of his office.

The Sun C an held the bench along the south wall and wore the col or
yel  ow - synmbol i zi ng Father Sun and the life he brought to all |iving
things. This clan maintained the sacred fires in the tenples and lit
themin the surrounding clan houses for the seasonal rituals. The Sun
C an carried burning brands when new fields were to be cleared or old
ones retired, for fire cleansed. A d Man Sun carried fire sticks.

The western bench represented the Sky O an, who donned blue for their
sacred rituals. Blue was the color of water as well as the sky, for the
two were interrelated. The sky provided rain for the fields and
repl eni shed the rivers for the fish, turtles, and waterfow . Blue was
the color of renewal. O d Man Sky carried a small jar of water

The northern bench belonged to the Wnter C an, and their col or was
bl ack, that of war, the hunt, and the wi nter storns.

For what good were bl ood, sun, sky, and water w thout courage, strength,
and death? Life could not exist wthout death, nor could the day w t hout
the night. Al things--be they yearly cycles or lifetines--nust
eventual ly end. And from endi ngs canme new begi nnings. O d Man North had
rattles--crafted fromsections of human skulls--tied to his knees so
that each step he took rattled the passing of time and the inevitability
of deat h.

Had it not always been so?
"I will be strong enough." Geen Spider's soul chilled.
Strong enough for what?

"Before | grant you what you seek, | mnust test you," the voice of Many
Colored Crowtold him ' ' you fulfill the needs of Power?"

Al of Green Spider's life, he'd prepared hinmself to be a Dreaner. He
could al ways sense Power just beyond the fringes of his soul. He craved
it, wished to savor it. Wth Power, he could heal injury, bring ram

cure illness, and encourage crops to grow.

"I will do anything you ask that | may fulfill the needs of Power."
"You seek Truth, Green Spider. If you are strong enough, | will let you
experi ence the essence of Power. Look ... look at this tenple you | ove
so. See it,, learnit, remenber it."

Fl anes | eaped and flickered in the rock-filled fire pit in the center of
the room The orange gl eam washed the magnificently painted walls with



their colorful imges of First Man, Wl f, Fal con, Spider, Raccoon
Turtle, and Bear. Handprints created a |line across the top of the wall,
whil e spirals shone redly between the effigy draw ngs.

Large pottery jars with conical bases and cord-marked sides rested
beneat h the | ow benches upon which the old nen sat. The jars lay canted
on their sides, each capped with fabric and tied shut with henp cordage.
Wthin themlay ashes: the cremated remains of the ancestors. Their
Spirits had been called by prayers, the rhythm c clacking of rattles,
and the Singing of the Can Elders. Now they hovered about, watching the
young man, hearing his desperate prayers.

Faces of Spirit Aninmals and peopl e had been carved into four heavy cedar
posts that supported the thatched roof overhead.

Firelight danced across the faces, and they seemed to change
expression--ranging fromintense sorrowto a nocking | eer as they, too,
studi ed the naked supplicant.

"The tenple is the heart of the people,” Geen Spider said.
"The sacred objects are kept here. It is the nobst holy place of all the
clans.”

"And very sacred to you, Green Spider. It has becone the center of your
life. The clans have nurtured you, cared for you, given you everything
you needed to becone a Dreaner. WII| you becone nore. G een Spider? Look
at those old men. Feel your love for them Yes, that's right. Savor the
warnth rising in your soul."

Green Spider | ooked down, [oving each of the old nmen, remenbering the

| essons they had taught him They remained faithful, trusting him G een
Spider loved themw th all of his heart as they watched over his

sensel ess body, stoic in their vigil.

is Powerful, Geen Spider. Are you strong enough to deny it?"
"Deny it? Wy?"

"Love can distract us from T Truth--fromthe reality of Power.

Love is a Trickster."

The fire had burned down, and O d Man Sun slowy stood, reached for

anot her piece of firewood, and softly chanted as he added it to the fire
pit. Then he traced the pattern of a web in the air. According to the
beliefs of the people, the Sun dan had been founded by Spider, who had
brought fire to human beings just after the Creation. , The piece of
cedarwood crackl ed and sparked, catching fire.

The ghosts shifted as they floated around Green Spider's sensel ess body
and whi spered anong t hensel ves.

A Song rose frombeyond the walls of the tenple. The sol stice was

dawni ng. The Red Bl ood O an stepped out of their houses and into the
chilly winter nmorning, Singing their welcone to the light. People lifted
their hands to the east, staring up with expectant faces as they chanted
the ritual greeting.

The old men in the tenple stirred uneasily. The cerenonies were



begi nni ng, and each of the El ders had responsibilities.

How | ong woul d this vigil last? Four |ong days had passed since young
Green Spider had prostrated hinmself in the Dream Quest.

A d Man Bl ood sighed, the action little nmore than a wheezi ng exhal ati on
He fingered the | arge conch shell and thought for a nonent. "W nust
stay. W prom sed.”

Accept ance brought the barest bobs of heads. They woul d stay.

"These are honorable friends," Many Col ored Crow decl ar ed.

"Al'l the better to test your deternination. Are you preparing yourself,
Green Spider?"

"Preparing nysel f?" What did Many Col ored Crow nean?

Hadn't he al ready done that?

"Ch, Green Spider, you' ve barely taken the first step. | have all owed
you to fly, to slip into nmy Spirit wings. If you are strong enough, |

will allowyou to act in nmy place. You have made a request of Power. |
will grant what you seek ... if you will grant me what | w sh. The way

is long, hard, dangerous, and pai nful
What will you sacrifice to Power?"
"Anyt hi ng. Just as my people are now sacrificing."

If the an Elders would forgo their responsibilities on so inportant a
day, didn't that serve as a |l esson for G een Spider?

The clans knew the rituals; others--the nmen . would eventually succeed
t hese anci ent El ders--would nmake the offerings and | ead the cerenonies.

"I will do as you wi sh, Many Colored Crow. Tell me what you desire. You
can have anything that is mne to give."

"Not yet," the voice of Many Colored Crow called to himfromthe
distance. ' ' is just the beginning. You have a |l ong way to journey yet.

Green Spider's soul turned its attention to the stirring of the people
who shivered and tugged brightly dyed bl ankets around thensel ves. Their
breath frosted in the icy air.

From the cerenonial huts around the clan nounds, Dancers energed into
the crystal cold of the purple norning. Dressed in

their finery, they | ooked, one by one, toward the tall nound where the
El ders shoul d have been. Finding no fanmliar forms outlined against the
heavens, they turned their attention toward the square building at the
mound' s base. The tenple hunched in the gray light; its |ow palisade and
tight cane walls obscured any hint of the Elders' doings. Wispered
guesti ons passed back and forth as people clutched their blankets and
clinmbed the nounds to initiate the cerenonies that would bring the birth
of a new year.

Faces rose to the gal ena-gray sky, a wary squint in their eyes as they
bl ew i nto cupped hands and stamped cold feet. The clouds twi sted in the



| abor pains of a stormbeing born. Wuld snowfl akes fall--or would
freezing rain sheathe the bare, black tree linbs that transformed the
rolling horizon into a fuzzy gray bl anket?

"Your people seemworried,"” Many Col ored Crow noted.
"They are wondering what has becone of the C an El ders.
They know of my search for a Vision."

Green Spider could sense the growing anxiety. Wwuld the rituals be
carried out correctly wthout the guidance of the old men? Wuld the
com ng of spring be affected? What did this nmean to the lives of

ordi nary men and wonen?

Green Spider's Spirit flipped and soared in a spiral over the earthen
mounds. Didn't they understand? It woul d nmean that he woul d be granted
his wish; he would be able to intercede, to help them to control the
weat her and the storms, illness, and injury. He tried to see it all, the
entirety of the clan holdings that would be his responsibility.

Beyond the limts of the City of the Dead, occasional clusters of houses
and irregular plots of fields lay under a nmantle of frost. They nade a
pat chwork before giving way to the winter bare forest. Three nore noons
woul d have to pass while Father Sun worked ever higher to drive the

bl ackness of winter into its northern lair once again. Then the rich
soil could be tilled, the squash planted, and the maygrass and narsh

el der gathered during the spring harvest. Knotweed, and goosefoot seeds,
woul d be carefully inspected before being stabbed into the rich, red
brown earth with sharpened di gging sticks.

Al ong the southern border of the City of the Dead, the Deer River
nmeander ed t hrough swanpy bottoms where drying racks and duck blinds
stood. Fish weirs poked up like pickets, and shell beds |ay beneath the
ice-clotted brown waters. Crusted patches of snow mantled the | eaf nmat,
reeds, and cane that |ined the banks of the murky river. Canoes, side by
side like pointed pegs, had been pulled up onto the | andi ngs where the
bluffs sloped gently to the waters. Drying ricks of spindly poles

awai ted the next harvest, when they would be taken fromthe neandering
channel and back swanps.

Across those sullen waters lay the Sun O an hol di ngs, random dots of
houses and coni cal storage huts interm xed with the helterskelter

pat chwork of fields. There, too, people stepped through door hangings to
greet this special norning. Many offered their prayers to the sun and

gl anced northward toward the high, central mnmound that doni nated the
opposite shore.

g them as if each
i ndi vidual felt the weight of Power in the winter air.

"Don't worry," he pronmised them "I'm Dream ng for you.

I will care for ... make your lives easier."

"I'f you' re strong enough," Many Col ored Crow rem nded.
"' were | you, Dreaner, |I' d not nake a promise | didn' t know | could
keep. My brother tells me I'ma fool to bet on a man--but he is naking
his own bets. He has no nore sense than |."



"I will keep ny pronises."
"And hel p Power keep its own?"

"Yes! Yes!" The joy of flight surged through him rapture pulsing with
each beat of his shining sable wtings.

Wthin the snug shelters, people scooped the daily meal of hickory nuts,
dried berries, or nmlled goosefoot seeds fromthe large ceramic jars
stowed under the sleeping benches. Some lifted squash from storage cysts
cut into the earthen floors as others heated piles of cooking clays for
the earth ovens.

Here and there, a canoe passed across the runways in the swanp. Wrd of
the mssing Clan El ders was traveling. Exclamations of wonder passed as
wi dened bl ack eyes turned in the direction of the tenple.

"It's all right," Geen Spider cried, his voice lost in the clouds. "I'm
being granted my Vision! Things will be better! | can make them better!"

"Yes, perhaps you can. It would only be fair to tell you, G een Spider
that if you are truly strong enough to do as | ask, you will never be
the same again."

"I want Power!" he cried again. "Anything! Just let ne see the Truth!"

"To know the Truth, you, and all that you are, nust die. Can you destroy
yourself to find what you seek?"

Despite the growi ng buzz of worried chatter, those who had traveled to
the City of the Dead fromoutlying clan territories huddl ed about their
fires, either telling--or listening to--the winter stories. Stories of
Many Col ored Crow calling the ghosts, tricking themonto the nountain of
fire.

The Dead knew so nuch nore than ordinary fol k. People glanced reverently
at the beautiful pots that contained the ashes of famly menbers who had
di ed during the preceding year. On this day, they would nix the renains

with those of the ancestors in the clan commons of the City of the Dead.
None of their |oved ones would ever be |onely again.

Ashes cane fromas far away as the gulf coast. Kin who had died in those
di stant | ands had been cremated, the renmains carried up the waterways
and over the divides in the packs of Traders. Now the remains were hone,
inthe land of their birth, to rejoin their famlies.

The charnel houses waited sonberly, their roofs hoar-frosted.

Wthin these structures, nmany corpses had been cared for during the
precedi ng noons. Now the souls would be freed to mingle with the other
ghost s.

Excitenment swept the people, all of themdressed in their finest
fabrics. deaning shell, polished copper, or finely ground stone gorgets
hung fromtheir necks. Strands of bone, stone, and shell beads rattled
gaily on proud chests. Feathers of shocking brightness had been woven
into silky black hair, and faces had been painted with pai nstaking care.

As the Dancers on the nounds gyrated and Sang their prayers to the



Spirits, relatives removed corpses fromthe pole benches in the charne
houses and carried themto the crematories--shallow clay pits filled
with ricks of dried hardwood. There the desiccated bodies would be laid
out and fire brought fromthe Sun Can's tenple on the south of the
mound conpl ex. The flames woul d crackle up, returning the flesh into the
not hi ngness from whence it cane.

Reverent relatives would pray and Sing to the souls of their departed.
The ghosts knew they were renenbered and had no reason to linger in the
land of the living. Then food, drink, and gifts would be offered on the
mound tops, or attached to the poles that canted out at an angle around
t he bases.

O ferings would al so be made to Crow, the carrion bird, the tricky

hunt er. Because Crow knew the Dead and did them favors, he could bring
nmessages to people here in the world of the living. Therefore, Crow was
revered, and his image was often carved on pipes, pounded into pieces of
copper, and cut from sheets of mca.

"Yes," Green Spider said, feeling haunted and uneasy. "I will die if it
will grant ne Power. | will do anything | nmust to |learn the secrets of
Power . "

"Are you sure? After all, you're only Dreaning, your soul drifting free

fromyour body. You' ve lain there on the matting for four days and
ni ghts without food, wi thout water. You've forced yourself to stay
awake, to enpty your soul of thoughts.

Per haps you're raving."

"Are you telling ne that this is all illusion? | can see everywhere ..
the way Crow can see when he circles in the sky!"

" " is illusion. But you will have to die before you understand." A
pause. "You will mss the feast."

Only after the Dead had been cared for could the mourners relax and turn
their thoughts to the living and their concerns.

War m houses and anxious famlies awaited their return--and, of course,
the news of the cerenmpnials. After all, winter was the time of talk
around cheery fires, and of socializing. Lapidary work on celts, adzes,
atlatl weights, and pipes continued as the people waited for the

Pl anti ng Moon. Weavers created their works of art. Hunters stal ked the
upl ands, seeking to snare the white-tailed deer, or to anbush turkey or
grouse, entangling themw th bolas--five thongs tied together at the top
and weighted with stones on the ends.

Peopl e journeyed to the Gty of the Dead for other reasons, too. Many
cane to ask their ancestors for advice, or to plead for help fromthe
Spirit Wrld. thers asked for courage and victory in war, or for the
ability to heal the sick and the injured.

The I ove-smitten young often cane seeki ng success in marriage or
seduction. Sometines a person mght ask the aid of the an42 Kathl een

O Neal Gear and W M chael CGear cestors when sonething was |ost, hoping
that while they slept, the location would be revealed to themin a
dream Visions of the future might be granted--or warnings of coning
troubl e.



"I's that all you ask? | will Trade a feast for Power."

' '? Afeast for Power? You' d make a poor Trader, Green Spider. And if
you will do as | ask, you'll make a Trade such as you never bargai ned
for. A clever Trader would beware."

Green Spider couldn't help but glance down at the Traders' canp that sat
just up fromthe canoe | andi ng. Humans were the sane everywhere. Traders
and artisans displayed their wares whenever opportunity presented. At

sol stice, rare goods were exchanged: fine textiles woven fromcarefully
prepared fibers, brightly colored dyes, sharks' teeth and conch shel
fromthe southern seas, effigy pipes fromthe great earthworks of the
Serpent chiefs, copper and silver fromthe country north of the Fresh
Wat er Seas, delicacies such as maple syrup fromthe far northeast--even
obsidian froma mythical land far to the west where the grizzly bears
l'ived.

"Any Trader worth his calling would do what I"'mw lling to do."
Many Col ored Crow answered with sil ence.

Sol stice cerenoni al s acconplished nmany things for the living, as well as
for the Dead. Young nen met young wonen, and they smiled at each other.
A d worren wat ched the young with appraising eyes, ever alert for new
alliances with different kin groups. Negotiations over territory,
squabbl es, and other frictions were settled. Conpetitions were held and
ganbl ed over.

And, of course, after the Dead had been feted, the living feasted and
| aughed, and cel ebrat ed.

Green Spider hovered in the chilly air, watching the sun rise over the
pl atform mound to the southeast. Menbers of the Bl ood C an danced their
greeting, peering back occasionally, searching in vain for the wthered
El der who normally Sang the bl essing and call ed benedicti ons down upon
t hem

"Poor Green Spider," the voice twirled out of the dawn.

' ' brother refused to answer your call. You shall not be forsaken
After all, |, too, was once as human as you, and just as anxious to
experi ence Power. | know how your soul seeks."

Green Spider had heard the old adnmonition that no one wanted to be a
Dreamer. The desperate crying in his soul belied it. "I want Power to
call the storms and to help ny people. |I have this craving ... to find
the reason of things. To know everything in its place/’

"To know? Ch, Green Spider, | promise, | shall show you everything. Look
down there, just above the canoe | anding. Do you see that house?"

"A great warrior lives there. A horrible and brooding man."
"', Geen Spider. | will allow you one of the gifts of Power. You wll
be able to see into his soul."

At the edge of the bluff, overlooking the precipice | eading down to the
mar shy fl oodpl ain, a | ow mound had been raised to guard one of the canoe
| andi ngs. Before it stood a single oblong house. Protruding fromthe



four center posts, wooden effigies of Crow, Rattlesnake, Snapping
Turtle, and Vulture glared out to the four cardinal directions. On the
south side of the big house, two tall posts thrust upward. The wood had
been intricately carved to mimc the zigzags of |ightning. Faces of the
ancestors stared outward, as did the Spirit Animals of War: Eagl e,

Ratt| esnake, Snapping Turtle, and Bobcat. To the top of each pole, a
human skul | --dyed soot bl ack--had been fixed, the jawbones attached wth
sinew. The enpty orbits stared out over the entrance to the City of the
Dead, m ndful of the Power and fame of the house's owner

He was called the Black Skull. Hs past had been filled with terrible
deeds--both inflicted and suffered. Sone thought him possessed by
mal i cious Spirits. Ohers suspected that a nore nalignant evil lingered
in Black Skull's soul. Mst believed himto be the greatest warrior who
had ever lived. Al considered himthe nost dangerous man alive. No one
called hima friend.

Green Spider shook his head as he watched. "He's haunted, terribly. He
doesn't like nme much. He doesn't |ike anyone."

is amn in pain, searching, as you are. As | am"
"What coul d Many Col ored Crow be searching for?"

"A hero, a Dreaner willing to travel north and recover a sacred Mask.
Are you that hero? I will show you Power and Truth, allow you to
experi ence what few ot her humans have ever experienced, if you will
conmit yourself to ny cause.”

Green Spider stared uncertainly at the brooding warrior, the first seeds
of doubt cast in his soul. Did he only Drean? O did he truly fly Iike
the Spirit of Many Col ored Crow?

"Concentrate on the warrior. Geen Spider. Look into his soul."

As the norning Songs of the Red Bloods filtered through the City of the
Dead |i ke predawn mst, Black Skull---armed with his deadly war

cl ub---ducked through the | ow doorway and stepped out to stand between
the carved poles. Miscles rolled under the sun-bronzed skin of his
massi ve shoul ders. He perched on the balls of his bare feet, poised on
powerful |egs that corded as he shifted his bal anced wei ght.

Scars crisscrossed his flesh, some ' them puckered, others ragged. H s
face, too, had taken its share of abuse. A Copena war club had crushed
the I eft cheekbone, |eaving his face | opsided.

The jaw had been broken and had nmended askew, which added to the
of f - bal anced effect.

Hefting his war club, Black Skull bounded to the top of the platform
nound behi nd his house.

Despite the weckage of his face, keen black eyes catal oged the famliar
scene, checking, as he did every norning, that everything occupied its
pl ace, that nothing had been disturbed in the night.

The doorways remained cl osed on the storage huts, the mi sty haze of
snoke rose lazily over the charnel houses bel ow the death nobunds. Here
and there, fires crackled up fromthe crematoriuns, accomnpani ed by the
chants of nourning rel atives.



He nodded, shifting his gaze to the east, where the sunrise renai ned
hi dden behind thick clouds. Hi s wealth of blue-black hair had been
knotted into a single tight bun at the nape of his neck

H s scarred right hand gripped the heavy war club, made fromthe stout
wood of an ol d hickory. The weapon had been carefully crafted, thinned,
and polished. The warhead consisted of a stream cobble the size of a
goose's egg, ground to a sharp point on one end, then grooved. G een
sinew had been used to bind it to the rectangul ar wooden, shaft. When
the sinew dried, it had shrunk tight around wood and stone. Inset

i medi ately bel ow the cobble were two copper bl ades--each sharpened into
a nurderous spike.

As he stared out at the Gty of the Dead, Black Skull began swi nging his
club, loosening the nuscles in his shoulders. He switched the club from
hand to hand, twirling it ever faster as he listened to the weapon's
whirring song. Waving and feinting, he began to leap fromfoot to foot,
shifting and spinning as he twi sted and swng his club. Wth the grace
of a dancer, he pirouetted around the terrace on his nound top, aware of
t he harmoni c perfection of his body as he noved.

"l would have to travel with that killer? It is said that he nurdered
his own not her."

"He did. Her ghost continues to torment him Like you, he seeks to
surround hinmself with order, with predictability. Unlike you, he is
unwi I ling to | ook beyond his rage."

Wth one final |eap, Black Skull vaulted into the air, dropping into a
crouch as he | anded; the wicked club flashed down to stop within a
finger's width of the sandy surface of the nmound top

Panting, Black Skull straightened, raising the war club to the blessing
[ight of the new day. Fromunder his feet, he could feel the approval of
t he ancestors, hear their faint voices as the ghosts of the Wnter C an
mur mur ed. Throughout the night, the ancestors had slipped through the
wal I s of his house and |urked about Black Skull's bed, irritating his
Dreanms, blowing eerily across his face, and whispering into his ear

Bl ack Skull filled his lungs with the chilly air and watched his breath
condense into a frosty cloud. The odor of cook fires carried to him and
he coul d sense the eyes of the people checking on him know ng he
practiced with his club every norning.

A dog barked, and the crying of a child carried to Black Skull's
position atop the Spider nmound. In the gray norning, the central tenple
where the Elders waited seened particularly om nous.

So they continued their vigil--despite the significance of the day.
Bl ack Skull shook his head. No good woul d cone of this.

Green Spider heard Many Col ored Crow whi sper, "Go ahead, Black Skull.
Wrry. It costs nothing nore than little pieces of the soul. The tine
has al nost cone for me to give ny Vision to Green Spider. And,
afterward, lonely warrior, your life will never be the sane."

The sun ascended hi gher in the cloud-strewn sky as the sacred Songs
resonated across the hills and the ghosts were freed to their eterna
future. Through it all, the young man. Green Spider, continued to lie



facedown on the split-cane mat ... lost in the Spiral

"Green Spider, hear ne. If you are willing to die and give up all that
you love, | will grant you know edge known to no living man. You nmay
climb the tree of the world, walk the Land of the Dead, and finally I
will open your eyes to the Mysterious One. You will have your Truth,
Dr eaner, "

"And I will go and find your Mask."

"Prepare yourself. The noment has al nost arrived."

When the sun reached the highest point in the sky, Geen Spider blinked,
his aching, tortured body lying on the split-cane mat. He knew what was
happeni ng beyond the walls of the tenple. As the Feast of the Dead was
| ai d out, people began reaching into steam ng cook pots.

Time to die. He could feel Many Colored Crow tighten a taloned foot on
the Iightning, take aim and cast. The flickering bolt crackled through
t he cl ouds, blasting asunder the tenple where Green Spider's body I|ay.
Peopl e whirled, stunned. In the echoes of the thunderbolt, silence fel
over the Gty of the Dead. Tongues of fire crackled in the weckage of
the tenple as dry wood ignited. Wthin seconds, flames |eaped and
roared, and piteous cries rang out.

Two My first sensation is of unimaginable blinding light, hot, searing.

My eyes are closed, of that | amfairly sure, yet the Iight penetrates
nmy body like tens of tens of slivers, piercing clean through ny soul

My thoughts are disjointed at first, firmng like crystals of ice on a
puddl e. What ... what is happening to ne?

"You were crying for a Vision," a disenbodied voice answers froma great
di st ance.

"Where am | ?"

"I'n the place between life and death."

| amafraid. | twist and turn, seeking to hide fromthe terrible
brilliance. "I can't see! It's burning ny eyes out!"
"Of course. Brilliance always blinds. Light gives birth to Darkness. And

Dar kness gives birth to Light. Al the time, back and forth, back and
forth. Never ending. Remenber that. G een Spider, you can only see Truth
if you look at it backward.

I am shaking now. | don't understand. Al | knowis that | feel ny flesh
burni ng, burning ... Mon Wman's face shimered silver-white through
the thin filmof clouds that rode down out of the northwest. A faint few
of the Star People shimered around her, bright enough to penetrate the
nacreous veil. Pale white light bathed the land, illum nating the
riverbank and the canoes that |lay canted on the beach like fat black

| ances.

A lone man, tall and nuscular, stood with braced feet and stared out
over the mghty river. Awi nter shirt woven of heavy fabric dyed yell ow
and red hung down past nmid-thigh. Leather |eggings kept his | egs warm



above tall noccasins. A foxhide coat draped open over his shoul ders--too
warm for even this cold time of the year, when the noon deepened after
the winter solstice. Hs breath puffed out in ragged white bill ows.

H s people--the Wiite Shell Can--called himQter. Up and down the
river, however, he was known by anot her nane: the Water Fox. And what
nore conplinmentary nane could a Trader have?

The river ran smoothly before him waves pushed out onto the bl ack
surface by the wind that blew across his left shoulder |ike a sash, and
onwar d, southeastward, across the giant river and onto the breaks that
rose in flat-backed, nottled hunps on the far bank. In the faded
nmoonl i ght, the trees created a hazy dove-colored fur on those distant
east ern upl ands.

Oter's attention, however, centered on his obsession: the river. H's
life had been altered by the roiling Spirit of the Father Water. On this
night, of all nights, he knew the extent of its Power over his soul

Wth reverent fingertips, he bent down to touch the gentle |lap of water
on sand. The surface stretched bl ack and forbidding, and only as his
vision travel ed out toward the channel did flecks of nmoon gl ow dance
silver across the waves. He could feel the strength of the current as it
fl owed southward toward the sea

Feel it? Feel the call of the river? Powerful, beckoning, |like a wonan's
soft touch, like ... It all came back to wonen, didn't it? For him it
cane back to one woman: Red Moccasi ns.

Oter took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the famliar heady
musk of water, the tang of sandy nmud, and the pungency of the backswanp.
The backswanps were critical to the river people. Oter knew the swanps
qui et ways--ghosts of the old river channel--the water still and spotted
with ice that clutched at the brown reeds, cane, and cattails. The
snooth mottling of the ice nocked the bul bous bases of the tupelo and
moored to the Iined colums of cypress trunks.

Sonmewhere, to his right and behind him a night predator disturbed the
ducks, who quacked warily. Qut of the darkness, OM hooted as he drifted
on silent wings. A fish thrashed the water in pursuit--or escape.

The bitter threat of stormtraveled on the night wind. Oter could sense
frigid air rolling dowmn fromthe north, and he shivered at the
i ncreasing col d.

A cold to nmock the chill in my soul. He stuck his hand farther into the
icy water, his fingers burrowing down into the cold, dark nud

Faint | aughter carried on the night breeze. He stood, knotting his fist
so the sticky nud squeezed out between his fingers in wedge-shaped
curls. Turning, |ooking westward into the wind, he could see the Tal
Cane cl an houses--the source of the |aughter

Oter had just come fromthat place, had wal ked down to the |anding
where his long, sleek canoe waited with its prom se of freedom

The Tall Cane O an celebrated for the fourth night with Singing and
Danci ng, feasting and storytelling, and the exchange of gifts. This
marriage was a | ucky union between the White Shell C an and the Tal
Cane Clan. Al of the lineages were linked now, as if this fina



marri age created one people out of two.

The clans, their territories facing each other across the river, had
been enenies in the distant past. In the beginning, the Wite Shell  an
had built its clan house and burial nmound on the eastern bluffs

overl ooking the river. The Tall Cane clan house and earthen nound had
been built later, when the clan noved down river. They had chosen to
settle on a small rise on the western bank. Wite Shell warriors had
gone to drive the interlopers out of their territory. The Tall Cane O an
had been just as determined to hold their new hone. Somewhere, back in
the tine of the Grandnothers, that feud had ended with a marri age, and
so it had been since.

Oter had taken the first opportunity to escape the festivities.

He desperately needed tine alone to nurse the aching wound in his heart.
He had | oved her so deeply, so passionately. Here he could | ook back at
the ruins of that |ove.

How many tines had he nade his way to this settlenent?

Those trips had been wondrous with the know edge that she was waiting,
anticipation in her eyes.

Al'l gone now.

Sparkling fires honeyed the thatched roofs and pale walls of the clan
house. The light danced and flashed at the incitement of the breeze.
Here and there, despite the distance, he could make out the forms of
peopl e nmovi ng between the fires, casting shadows in his direction

Her marri age strengthened the bonds between the people, tying the clans
closer together. Villages in the central valley didn't realize the
frightening changes taking place in the world beyond.

Oter had seen them The nunmber of canoes passing the clan territories
had grown by tens of tens over the last year. Young nen |ike hinself
sought the chance to feed the growi ng demand for goods above and bel ow
the central valley.

W have entered an age of alliances--and, thereby, an age of great
danger.

He turned again to the rippling black water. Even now, in the dead of
wi nter, the river whispered, calling to him drawi ng at his soul the way
it ate at the sandbars and nuddy banks.

"Qtter?" The soft voice caught himby surprise. He wheeled to find his
twi n brother standing ghostly in the veil ed noonlight.

Four Kills | ooked dashingly handsorme in his wedding garb of brightly
dyed yell ow, black, and red fabrics. A copper hairpiece had been tied
into the thick bun at the base of his skull. Alternating |ayers of bone
and shell beads lay thickly across his chest.

The hal f-wash of noonlight gave his fine-featured face a pale
del i cacy--the eyes shadowed by the promi nent brow ridge.

Oter found his voice. "Sorry, brother. You startled ne.



The wind, | guess ... it covered your approach." He sel fconsciously
rubbed the tips of his wet fingers on his fox coat and gl anced back
longingly at the river.

He shouldn't have been surprised. Four Kills would have known he'd cone
here. They had al ways shared a bit of soul

So alike, so different, but then, the Father Water had determ ned that
| ong ago. Perhaps that faraway night on the river had led directly to
this nmeeting. A man coul dn't know the workings of Power--they just went
on around him throwing himthis way and that, like a stick in the
river's roiling brown current.

Four Kills wal ked down the nuddy sl ope, stopping beside Otter, staring
out over the river with him but seeing the dark bluff, where the Wite
Shell clan house and earthworks stood on the other side. That difference
marked them For Otter, the river centered the soul; for Four Kills, it
was the clan, and his obligations to Grandnother, that lay at the
center.

"I"ve been feeling your hurt,"” Four Kills said gently.
Oter reached out to drop an armaround his brother's shoul ders.

"What woul d you do? Break the marriage? Defy the clans? Ruin your life,
and happiness ... and hers as wel | ?"

Four Kills paused for a noment, his dark eyes searching Qter's in the
moon glow. "If you wanted nme to."

Oter tightened his grip on his brother's shoulders, his heart warning
"Yes, you would, wouldn't you? You know, for a nan as snart as you are,
you can be a real fool sonetines.”

"I wouldn't hurt you for anything. G andnother came to ne saying that
Red Moccasins had asked for me." He gestured the futility of it. "I
haven't slept. |'ve been torn between happi ness and anticipation ... and
tortured by a horrible dread about what you'd say ... what you'd think

I didn't know what to do. Otter

Do you under st and?"

"I understand very well, brother. Twi ns have Power that way." Oter felt
the tug on his soul--the river calling, rem nding himof strange pl aces
and different peoples.

He pried his thoughts away fromthe lure and added, "But you should al so
know t hat she | oves you. |'ve seen it in her eyes ... the curious guilt
and pain when she | ooks at me, the stubborn | ongi ng when she | ooks at
you. "

"But, Oter, she--"

"Wait! Hear ne out. Listen to me, brother. Go to her and People of the
Lakes 51 "

|l ove her. Sire her children. You're the nman she needs, already listened
to in the councils. A solid man who understands the changes in our
wor |l d. The peopl e here need you. She needs you."



Four Kills nodded sadly to himself. "Yes, | know duty, responsibility,
honor. But, Oter, what about us ... you and ne?

| can't stand the thought of |osing--"
Oter pushed his brother back to face him "You won't. Not ever. But

your place is here, at her side. She's intelligent, brother. She's going
to be a very shrewd | eader. You're the right man for her."

"But you and I ... Things will change between us."
"Yes, they will. W will manage." "I had hoped you would say that," Four
Kills paused, his head down. "I'mglad you canme back when you did. It

woul d have seened like a betrayal if you' d come honme after the
marri age."

"I'"d never feel betrayed. It's our way, brother. G andnother makes the
al liances, negotiates the marriages. And besides, you really didn't want
to refuse, did you?"

Four Kills continued to stare at the danp ground. "No. You know as wel |

as | that 1've always loved her. |'ve always watched from your shadow.
You were the great Trader, Oter, exotic and romantic with your stories
of faraway places and wonderful things. Me? | was just a ... a ... "

"A strong, capable man who woul d be there when she needed him" Qter
finished. The river's current entwined itself in his soul like a lover's
caress. The night pressed down upon him

Again the oW hooted into the darkness--the hollow notes |Iike a dead
man's flute. "That's why she initiated the negotiations, brother
Grandnmot her told ne the day | arrived that Red Moccasi ns had asked for
you--first choice." He nodded into the darkness. "She's smart. You'l

al ways be there, while | ... well, she could just as soon count on the
wind."

Four Kills chuckled softly. "Couldn't you have stayed hone for once?
Built a house? Cleared a field? It's not so bad. | do it all the tine."

"I'd die, brother. My soul would wither |like a plucked squash bl ossomin
the sun.” Oter used a thunbnail to scrape the drying nud from his hand.
"I was changed that night I fell into the

river. W both know it. \Watever | would have been was washed away. |
bel ong to the Father Water."

"It's calling you, isn't it?" Four Kills asked. "I can't sense the
river's call, but I can feel your need to answer it. You'll be going
away again, won't you?"

"Yes, brother. Very soon."

"And it's partly because of ne and Red Mccasins. | can feel that, too.
The pain it will cause you to be near us."

"That will eventually heal, Four Kills. |I've loved her with all of ny
heart--as have you. | need tine to make ny peace with the way things
will be."

H s brother bent down, scooping up nud and packing it into a ball before



he threw it out into the river. A satisfying splash sounded. "Sonetimes
it's not easy to share souls with a person.”

Oter kicked at the nud with a nbccasined toe. "No, | guess it isn't.
That's anot her good reason for me to go. It's not as bad when |I'm gone.
We don't haunt each other's dreams as nuch, don't sense each other's
feelings."

“I"ll mss you ... again."
"And 1, you."

Four Kills touched Gtter on the shoulder. "You know that you al ways have
nmy love ... and Red Moccasins' as well."

"I know." Otter pulled | oose, stepping to the side of his broad canoe.
"Actually, | cane down here to get sonething."

He gl anced up. "Judging by the laughter, it's about tine for the
exchange of gifts."

Four Kills crossed his arns against the chill of the night wi nd.
"Yes. In fact, 1'd better be getting back."

Oter bent over the gunwal e of his canoe, fished around, and found what

he was | ooking for: a heavy, flat slab wapped in thick folds of sturdy

brown fabric. "Here it is. Cone on. You' re supposed to be at your wife's
side. "

Four Kills squinted in the darkness. "Wat is that?"
"Your wedding gift fromme. | think you'll like it."
" Somet hi ng useful ?"

"Hardly, but you'll have the wealthiest household in Tall Cane
territory." And Oter would incur Gandnother's wath by giving away
such a fabulous prize to his brother's wife's clan. The copper plate he
now fingered stretched as long as a man's arm and half as w de. The
heavy metal had been pounded to the thickness of a turtle's shell and
polished to a bright luster.

Oter would, avoid | ooking into Red Moccasins' eyes as he uncovered the
pl ate and handed it to her. He would only allow hinself to smile at her
not her--and then politely step back

Oter tucked the heavy plate under one armand gripped his brother's
shoul der. "Come on, let's get you back before G andnother cones raging
down on us like a winter storm"

And 1'Il enjoy watching the Tall Cane Clan's eyes go round at the sight
of this much copper in one piecel

Perhaps -it was an arrogant act--but it brought satisfaction.

Gving a copper plate like this would bol ster himenough to bear her
presence and to snmile as if this were the happiest night of his life.

He gl anced si deways at his brother, who watched himwarily.



Four Kills would understand--and forgive himthis little bit of pride.

That same ni ght, many nonths' journey to the northeast, sunset had cast
gol den hues across the hilly, winter-gripped | and of the Flat Pipe
people and their allies, the H gh Heads. It was said that of all the
peopl es on earth, none were so influential as the Flat Pipe, and no
cerenonial centers so grand as theirs. O all the mghty works in the
Fl at Pipe world, few would argue that Starsky city wasn't the nost
spectacul ar of all.

Starsky nestled anmong the rolling, forested hills in a west
east-trendi ng vall ey, bounded on the north by the ice-choked Flying
Squirrel River and on the south by the smaller Duck River. Their
channel s joined on the eastern edge of the site, where the canoe | anding
was situated. A patchwork of fuzzy gray trees and irregular fields
covered the slopes to the north and south of the rivers--the beginning
of the farnsteads. Sunflower and goosefoot stal ks protruded in enough

pl aces to give the snowy fields a tawny | ook

Starsky had gone quiet in the cold and grow ng darkness.

Footprints crisscrossed pat hways through the deep snow and onto the

eart hen monunents contained within the enbanknent of the great solar
observatory with its huge Octagon. To the southeast, the Geat Crcle,
with its eagl e-shaped central nound and high gateway, |lay enpty this

ni ght, none of the Star Society astronomers braving the chill to use the
huge | unar observatory.

Clustered throughout the |long, |inear earthworks, nounds, circles and
squares, were the clan houses, society houses, and charnel huts. Threads
of snoke rose fromthe snmoke hol es, piercing bark-and-thatch roofs
before spiraling into the night sky.

One charnel house stood out. It was oblong, peak-roofed with bark, and
bl ack snoke curled out of the snoke hol es. Such snoke poured out only
when a cremati on was underway. Bl anket-w apped people had gathered in
knots around the doorway.

The brightly col ored bl ankets contrasted with the glaring world of
white. Headdresses of copper, nica, and glistening beads offset rich

bl ack hair, carefully washed and, for the sonber occasion, pulled into
severe buns and pinned with conch shell-whorl pins. As the people stood
silently in the new darkness, their frosty breaths intermngled, as did
their grief.-

One young wonan stepped out of the snoky interior and into the cold. She
pul | ed her bl anket tight about her shoul ders, as if seeking protection
from somet hi ng besi des the col d. Many thought her the nost beautiful
worman in the world. Full [ips balanced the proportions of the firm

strai ght nose and strong brow Those eyes--1large and dark--should have
sparkled with | aughter, but now they betrayed the deep sorrow of a

brui sed soul. Hands like hers were nmeant for holding, the fingers |ong
and sl ender. Even as they clutched the blanket, they did so tenderly.

Long bl ack hair, shimering in the fading light, was pulled back now,
pinned tightly in nourning instead of billowing in raven waves down her
back. One need only glance at her to know that the chill in her soul was
col der than the frozen air she now breathed



Star Shell noted the synpathetic expressions cast her way by grieving
rel atives. She stopped, staring up at the fading sunset and huggi ng her
bl anket even nore tightly around her. Her gaze shifted across the broad
valley to the northwest, to the heights where the Flying Squirre

eart hworks stood to mark the constellation for which the nound had been
built.

She knew this valley well. Had the charnel house not bl ocked the view,
she coul d have seen the trail that led up to the fanmous chert
quarries--placed there by First Man when the world was new. The surface
on that high ridge was riddled with huge holes, for countless
generations of nen had dug the sacred chert fromthe rocky ground. Part
of Starsky city's political strength cane fromcontrolling those chert
deposits. Traders arrived fromall over the world to obtain the |arge
nodul es to Trade up and down the river systens.

According to the story, just after the Creation, First Man had battled a
m ghty nonster. Wth lightning, he killed the beast, and its bl ood ran
into the ground, becoming the multicolored chert. Because of the sacred
nature of the stone, it was used only in special cerenonies. A person
who petitioned the Spirit Wrld mght use the sacred chert to cut off a
bit of flesh for an offering, or perhaps to pierce hinself and offer the
bl ood. Such offerings were nmade for the safe return of a relative or
very close friend, for success in Trading, or sonetinmes in hopes of
curing a | oved one.

Warriors flaked the stone into potent dart points. The secret societies
made tools fromit with which to carve pipes, atlatls, or mca effigies.
In the Potters' Society, blades struck fromsacred chert were used to

i nci se the design zones of the ceramic jars and pots.

Star Shell heard the approach of her father; his nmoccasins crunched in
t he packed snow as he canme to stand beside her

Pol i shed copper ear spools hung fromhis earl obes, and his tattooed face
| ooked puckered fromthe cold. He had snugged a yel | ow and- bl ack bl anket
about his shoulders. For the first time, Star Shell noticed that those
once broad shoul ders had sl unped.

When had he aged so?

But then, she too had aged. Not so nuch in the body, for she was still a
young wonan--just two tens and four years ol d.

Despite the three children she'd borne Mca Bird, she retained her
| egendary beauty and her physical endurance. Only her soul had withered.

"It's al nbst over," her father, Hollow Drill, told her. "When this | ast
fire burns down, we'll collect the ashes. Then |'ll build a tonb. Wen
' mdead, you can bury me there beside her."

"Il mss her."

He bowed his head. "After all these many winters, it's hard to think of
bei ng away from her--even for the short time |I have left."

"Don't speak like that, Father, | can't bear to think of both of you
gone." She shivered lightly. "I'll be back for Mdther's burial. It wll
be hard for you. Especially at equinox and sol stice.



I won't |eave you al one."

"It's a long way." He paused. "And what wi |l your husband say if you
mss the rituals at Sun Mounds? You have other responsibilities, Star
Shel | . "

"He'll understand." How easily the lie came to her |ips.
"Wl he?"
She shrugged, defensel ess against his penetrating gaze.

Hol low Drill sighed. "I'msorry, ny daughter. | could have stopped it
Kept you here. Married you to sonmeone else."

"No, Father. He wears the Mask. Nothing can be denied to someone who
wears the Mask. It was the same with his grandfather before him" She
shook her head, hating the thoughts that clung to her |ike fungus on a
rotting tree. She feared Mca Bird. Feared himso nuch it paral yzed her
soul .

In the past four years, he had used the Mask time and agai n.

He donned it in heated clan meetings--and his opponents died within
days. Tension had divided many of the |ineages. Sone peopl e had packed
up and left, noving to distant places where they had kin. Qthers stared
at himadoringly, in awe of his Power, and did his bidding wthout
guestion or hesitation

Since Star Shell's youngest daughter had died, nmatters had grown worse.
Not just the beatings, but other things. He insisted on wearing the Mask
before coupling with her. He said it gave Power to his seed. And then

as he covered her, the Mask woul d be propped beside the bedding--to

wat ch.

If she protested, he beat her into subnission before spreading her |egs
and driving hinself painfully inside. H s ejacul ati on made her
physically sick

Do | have to think of this now? She rubbed her cold face to clear her
head.

Hol low Drill said nothing. She caught a glinpse of the lines tightening
around his broad nouth. She knew that expression---the one that marked
deep and serious thought.

“I'"ll be all right, Father. It's you I'm-"

"Star Shell, | want you to do something for ne. I want you to talk to
someone. A man arrived here several days ago. His nane is Tall Mn--an
El der of the Hi gh Heads. Sone call him'the Magician.' "

She just stared at Hollow Drill. Who hadn't heard of the Magician?

Stories circul ated everywhere about the H gh Heads' nost fampus and
Powerful dwarf. If an infant in the wonb was exposed to Power, a dwarf
woul d result. Sone said that the Magician was the nost Powerful of all
Rurmors cl ai ned that he could change hinself into an ow or a lizard.
O hers clai med-- often whispering behind shielding hands--that the
Magi ci an used t he darker Powers of witchcraft to his own benefit.



Mysterious deaths were attributed to his Power, as were mracul ous
cures. Wnen, So the story went, could not resist his advances.

More than one angry husband had died nysteriously after seeking redress
for such indiscretions.

Hol low Drill placed a hand on Star Shell's back. "He says he came here
to see you."

Star Shell gl anced sideways. "What would | want to talk to the Mgician
for? What does he want with ne? | haven't done anything."

"Daughter, the H gh Heads know all about the Mask. They are an ol der
peopl e than we are. They know about these things.

The Mask ... it was theirs once. Tall Man knows the | egends, knows the
hi story of the Mask. Please ... see him"

At the tone in her father's voice, she nodded. Hadn't she al ways done

hi s biddi ng? The chill increased. "If | talk to the Magician, Mca Bird
will know The Mask will tell him I1'll suffer for it."
"The Mask won't know." Hollow Drill sounded so sure of hinself. "There

are other Powers in the Spirit Wrld besides the Mask." Hollow Drill
hesitated. "The Magician, Tall Mn, he arrived on the day your nother
died. He's been waiting ever since."

Star Shell shifted uneasily, aware of the di stance her other relatives

had been keeping. Aware of the oily snell of snmoke hanging on the stil

air--smoke fromthe cremation fire that burned the |ast of her nother's
bones into ash

Dread filled her, as if she had just stepped upon a dark forest trail

One fraught with peril. "Al'l right, Father. I'lIl see him But it won't
do any good."

"You don't know that. See Tall Man tonight. Then tomorrow we'll coll ect
your nother's ashes and you can | eave. Your brothers will acconpany you

down the Holy Road, back to Sun Mounds and the Monshell valley."

She followed in his footsteps as he picked his way al ong the slick path.
Where so nmany noccasi ned feet had trod, the snow had been beaten into
i rregul ar hunmps of ice.

Once this land had bel onged to the Hi gh Heads, They had built the first
Sacred Circle here, and buried their dead in the conical nounds. From
this rich floodplain at the confluence of the Flying Squirrel River and
the Duck River, they had charted the path of the stars and sent Traders
out across the world.

According to the | egends, three clans had come down fromthe hills and
united to drive the Hi gh Heads fromthe valley.

They sei zed control of the Chen quarries. Great Star, the | egendary clan
| eader, had forged a peace. After that, the H gh Heads married with the
Fl at Pipe and they lived together, sharing sacred sites, and slowy the
peopl e began to grow cl ose.

Wrds from both | anguages had fl owed around each other, and many of the
| egends had mi xed, along with the bl oodlines.



Tall Man--the Magician--wanted to see her? | haven't done anything
wr ong!

Star Shell winced. Didn't she have enough to fear? Life with her husband
had grown into a nightmare from which she never awoke. At night, in the
dar kness, she could feel his Power welling around her. He tossed and
turned |ike a man possessed, tortured by dreans she could only guess at.
Awake, he wal ked with his head cocked as if listening to sonething. At
the slightest provocation, he flewinto a violent rage.

After hearing of her nmother's death, he'd beaten her, a crazed | ook in
his eyes--as though in guilt. The brui ses on her body had heal ed, but

t hose on her soul remained. Had he killed her nother? Wy? How coul d he
have done such a thing?

What had becone of the young man she'd | oved? Only the nmenory of his
handsome face remai ned. Now, when she | ooked at him she saw a stranger
He'd grown thin, his muscles sinking into bone. When he | ooked into her
eyes, she could see the strain in his glassy stare.

Only her first daughter, Silver Water, coming up on her fifth year, had
lived. The next two babies had died at birth; it was as if their souls
had energed, seen the horror that lived in that house, and fl ed.

/1 only | could escape as well.

For this journey, Star Shell had left Silver Water with her

not her-in-law. The girl would be safe there, out of her father's way for
the tine being. Poor Silver Water ... the sweet days of carefree
chi I dhood had vani shed |like |eaves froma w nter-bare tree. Were

gi ggling delight should have filled those | arge brown eyes, dread
haunt ed that once-innocent face.

Twi | i ght had dwi ndled by the time they reached the Hi gh Head cl an house.
Al t hough the Hi gh Heads no longer lived in the Flying Squirrel vall ey,
they kept a clan house here. The old nmound stood to one side of the
clearing, a low, conical dome of earth. Beside it, pairs of posts, set
out at angles, fornmed a Sacred Circle. Oferings hung fromeach of the
posts: colored bits of cloth, strips of hide, bundles of herbs, and

ot her precious objects.

Hol low Drill nuttered a greeting . the Spirits that dwelt here, and
touched his forehead in respect. Star Shell followed his exanple,
feeling the ancient Power of the place. She barely noticed the fluffy
snow t hat crunched underfoot.

The Hi gh Heads built perfectly round houses, |ashing bark to a pole
framewor k. A heavy fabric covering draped each doorway.

» >
"Greetings!" Hollow Drill sang out. "Hollow Drill and his daughter, Star
Shell, have conme to see the venerable Tall Man, respected El der of the

H gh Head peoples.”

A young nman appeared at the doorway. "Greetings, Hollow Drill and Star
Shell. | amto tell you that Tall Man offers you his wel cone, and that
he shares the terrible grief at the death of your gracious and kind w fe
and not her. Please, enter. Be wel come here.”



Star Shell hesitated as the young nman hel d the hangi ng asi de.

Icicles had fornmed like silver |ances on the thatch walls of the clan
house. The cold had intensified, or was that only her inmagination?

Resi gned, she ducked in after her father. The young man all owed the
hanging to fall. After the biting cold, the warnth

made her nose and cheeks tingle. The air snelled of mnt and rose petals
m xed with a pungent and soothing incense she couldn't quite place. What
Star Shell had m staken for a distant drum now betrayed itself as her
poundi ng heart.

She stood in a large, high-ceilinged room A nodest fire crackled in the
central hearth and cast a rosy glow over the walls. Mtting woven of

bl ue-stemgrass lined the walls; behind it, she knew, nbss had been
packed for added warnth.

Decorated pottery lined the walls, and wooden backrests had been pl aced
around the fire pit. Bedding, nostly deerhides and bl ankets, marked the
sleeping area in the rear. A bear skull adorned the southern wall, and
medi ci ne bundl es of unknown use hung fromthe soot-encrusted rafters.

Tall Man, the feared H gh Head shaman, sat on the opposite side of the
fire. He rose on stubby legs and spread his arns in greeting. The top of
t he Magi ci an's head reached no higher than Star Shell's navel. His short
| egs bowed, as if they'd grown around a river cobble, and his face

rem nded her of a turtle's, the nose rounded, with the nostrils
forward-facing. After his teeth had fallen out, the jaw had receded,

whi ch augmented the turtle-like winkles on his throat. Hi s skull had
been flattened by his having been bound into a cradl eboard as an i nfant
to nold the high, broad | ook for which his people had been naned.

H's gray hair formed a bun at the back of his head, and stone ear spools
hung from his earl obes.

Only when she gazed into his faded eyes did she feel the man's Power, so
shrouded in nysterious secrecy. And sonething el se--sonething dark
hi dden, and terrifying.

Tall Man wore a magnificent bl anket nade of interwoven strips of fox

fur, rabbit, and feathers. Copper bracelets jingled on his stick-thin
arms. His small hands had curled with age, the long nails grown I|ike

t al ons.

"I share your grief."
| ong speech.

The sinple statenment proved nore el oquent than any
Hol low Drill nodded. "Thank you, Wse One. It has been a trying noon
since her soul passed fromher body. The final fires have been Iit."

The Magician |laced his fingers over his stomach. "W would offer a gift.
Pl ease, place this token of our respect with her ashes so that her ghost

wi || know of our deep affection. The nenory of the time she nursed
Broken Di sh has not faded." He glanced to one side as a gust of wind
shivered the wall. He went slightly pale, then whispered, "No ... indeed
it has not."

Star Shell remenbered. Broken Dish was one of the H gh Head clan El ders,



a noted Trader who had devel oped a swelling of the face. Her nother had
gone to care for him-and there, she had actually net the Magician. No
one el se had gone to help. hers feared that whatever horrible thing
grew i nside Broken Dish's head m ght also growin theirs.

The-yout h, unbi dden, stepped forward with an engraved stone tablet. The
H gh Heads val ued such tablets, using themto mx ritual body paints for
sacred events.

"Her Spirit is honored," Hollow Drill said reverently as he accepted the
tabl et.

Star Shell gazed at the piece of worked slate. The artist's skill showed
inthe intricate flow of the engraving. She could make out images of a
worman, a man, and a wolf, all |inked together

On the back, strange synbols had been inscribed. Stains had perneated
the slate, some having the rich bl ackness of old bl ood, others the
crusted silver-white of dried senen.

The piece drew her irresistibly, as if it sucked at the soul

The Magi ci an explained, "It is the story of ny clan, the Wl f People. It
tells of the first days after the Creation of the world.

aOd Wman is there, along with First Man and his Spirit Hel per." He
smled. "You probably know, Star Shell, that your nmother's |ineage cane
fromthe H gh Heads, |ong ago. Her ancestors married into Geat Star's
Can. You, therefore, are a distant relative of mne."

"I remenber,"” Star Shell replied, fighting to pull her gaze away. She
al nost si ghed when her father placed the tablet into his belt pouch
Didn't he sense the stone's draw?

"Pl ease, seat yourselves. Drink will be provided."

Tall Man settled against his backrest and folded his short |egs beneath
him Star Shell and her father seated thenselves across the fire from
the El der, as was proper.

The young man arrived again, bearing a | arge conch shell full "of
st eam ng yaupon. Each in turn drank fromthe lustrous pink shell. As the
bitter black drink settled in her stomach, a warm flush spread through
Star Shell's cold body for the first tine since she'd heard of her

not her's death. Yaupon did that, renewed the body and sharpened the
wits.

"May all of your ancestors be praised,” Tall Man began

"And may your descendants cherish your Spirits. May First Man shed his
bl essi ng upon you. May your fields be fertile, and hunger far from your
door. "

"And yours," Hollow Drill returned

The Magi ci an drank again fromthe shell cup and passed it around. The
ritual of greetings continued until the shell was enptied. At that

point, Tall Man took a tubul ar stone pipe fromhis belt pouch. It had
been carved into the shape of a dwarf, |long of body, with a decorated
sash at the waist. The hair had been parted in the mddl e and worked



into two buns. Hollow ear spools filled the ears.

Tall Man filled the pipe, his novements deliberate. Wthout spilling a
single flake of tobacco, he tanped it with a blunt piece of bone. The
youth arrived at just the right noment and offered a snoldering stick
with which to light it.

The pi pe went around, each person inhaling deeply and bl owi ng snoke out
at the ceiling in four puffs.

"May First Man hear our words. May the ghosts of nmy ancestors speak not
of what passes here."” Tall Man knocked the dottle fromthe pipe and
rel oaded it.

Once again the pipe noved around the circle, until a blue haze filled
the room

"Now t hen," the Magician began, turning his soft gaze on Star Shell,
"you are worried. The Power of the Mask has begun to eat at . soul."

Star Shell gl anced uneasily at the youth, who stood to one side,
apparently oblivious.

"You may talk, young Star Shell." Tall Man raised a thin eyebrow. "This
pl ace is safe.”

Star Shell sought to still her pounding heart. "How do you know about
t he Mask? About ne?"

"Power is |like snmoke." The Magician sucked on his pipe and exhal ed a
puff. Waving one hand, he set the snoke to swirling.

"Stir a part of the snmoke, and the other tendrils are affected.
The Mask has been stirring Power for many generations of nen.

Now it is stirring again." , "Wy did you cone to see ne? You did cone
here for that, didn't you?"

Tall Man's expression sharpened, and as quickly resuned that veiled

tranquillity. "It was not an easy journey for me at this tinme of year,
but yes, | cane because | knew you woul d. Renenber, girl, we are of the
same bl ood. | Dreamed one night last sunmer. | saw you huddling in fear

as your husband donned the Mask and | ooked down at you. The baby girl
you carried in your wonb was stillborn three days later. Mca Bird wants
a son--one with a piece of Raven Hunter's soul ."

"Who? Raven Hunter?"

"The Dark Twin, First Man's brother. You know hi mas Many Col ored Crow.
It is he who caused the Mask to be nade in the first place. Through it,
his Spirit can act in this world. It does so by capturing the soul that
| ooks through the Mask. That is why your husband wears the Mask just
bef ore he couples with you."

"He has changed." Star Shell chewed at her lip. "He is not the man |
knew. He has become a stranger. Brooding. Dark."

"Mca Bird isn't strong enough to cope with the Mask." Tall Mn cl asped
hi s hands. "Hi s grandfather was stronger. Nevertheless, it destroyed



him too, in the end. Now, in addition to the Mask's influence, the
grandfather's ghost is tornenting Mca Bird. Your husband shoul d never
have brought the body back and buried it in the clan grounds."

"I's that what he hears? Is that why his Dreans are tortured?"

"The old man knew that the Mask should not fall to his heirs, but the
Mask under st ood what he planned. Before the old man coul d take the Mask
back to the place where he found it, the Mask spoke to your husband,

t hereby ensuring it would be recovered.

"But what can | do?"

"For the nmoment, nothing. As long as Mca Bird wears the Mask, he is too
Powerful. His time, however, is limted."

Star Shell stiffened. "I don't understand."

The Magi ci an' s expression of synpathy deepened. The conpassi on of the
ages m ght have been staring at her through those gentle eyes. "Neither
does your husband. He is caught in a struggle he can't conprehend. It is
tearing himapart."

"Yes, |--1 know. But isn't there a way to stop it? To save Mca Bird?"
She gl anced at the honeyed color of the matting and the bundl es hangi ng
along the walls. The H gh Head designs on the |arge pots seened to waver
inthe light.

Tall Man sighed wearily. "Power discards people it no | onger needs. \Wen
Power acts, young Star Shell, you must be ready."

"Ready? For what ?"
Tall Man's eyes seemed to expand in the shrunken face.

"Whet her you like it or not, Power needs you to restore the bal ance."

She shook her head slowy, a heaviness, like a cold rock, in her
stomach. | just want mnmy husband cured of this. Please, can't | have ny
husband back the way he was? "No ... no ... not ne. |I'mnot the one you
want . "

"There is only one solution, young Star Shell. The Mask must be taken

away, placed where nmen can never retrieve it. First Man has told nme of
such a pl ace."

"Il burnit!"

The wi se old eyes neasured her. "You have just cremated your nother--to
free her Spirit. Burning will only free the Mask's Spirit. No, First Man
has given ne a Vision, shown ne a place. W nust take the Mask there.
You and |I. Far to the north--at the Roaring Water. There the Mask wil |
be safe, and bal ance restored."

"Bal ance?" Her voice had gone faint.

"The Mask is not evil, though its Power cones from Darkness.

Young Star Shell, you rmust understand. At the time the Mask was created,
it was necessary. It kept the world in bal ance.



The Mask changed the Hi gh Heads, brought theminto a new age. But then
you will learn these things in due tine."

Star Shell sat in msery, unable to think

"The problemis, young Star Shell, that Many Col ored Crow knows we w ||
seek to remove his Mask. As | told you, when Power is stirred, all the
tendrils are affected. Many Col ored Crow has chosen hi s chanpi ons,

t hough they know not what they are called for. W are in a race, Star
Shell --you to renove the Mask, they to keep it. | nust ask you, are you
strong enough to see this through?”

Star Shell's lips parted, but she couldn't speak

"I will help you," Hollow Drill added

"No, old friend. First Man has taken a cal cul ated ganbl e.

Were he to increase the stakes, we could tear the world apart in nuch
the sane way Mca Bird is being driven to madness. | have seen the way
it must be. This nmust be done in secrecy.

The Mask has touched Star Shell, shown her the terror it holds for those
unable to withstand its Power. You, ny friend, and your clan, can have

no part in this. Power has spoken. It has chosen Star Shell."

As she watched, the fire sputtered, sending snmoke twisting as it rose
toward the dark roof.

Three My gut tightens as | fall through dark nothingness. | spin,

wei ghtl ess, out of control. | amgoing to die ... "Hold on," a voice
conmmands.

"A man can't hold on to nothing!"

"Try, just ... try."

| throwny arms wide, feeling the rush of air as | plunge downward. Then
| draw nmy arms together, enbracing ... the wind. And | slowy tunble

si deways, and catch nyself by curling ny toes.

"But how can this happen? There is nothing here in this terrible
darkness to hold to."

"Things work differently here. Green Spider. You have crossed fromthe
worl d of the living, brought here by Power."

"Where am 1 ?"

"In the Gty of the Dead."
"Then ... | am dead?"

"' a while, Dreaner.”

"l don't want to be dead ..

"You won't be. Not for long."



| tense the muscles in nmy arms, and | feel feathers bite into the air.

Nerving nyself, | stroke powerfully, and shoot forward.
What wonder ... have | always shared the soul of a bird?
"This being dead isn't so horrible. I thought it would be, well, a great

deal different."”
' ' are not finished with [ife. | have chosen you for a special task.
And for that task, | will give you a special gift."

"And what gift is that?"
' ' Spider, all of your life you have sought quiet, discipline,, and
order, and the search has led you in the wong direction

You nust turn around and | ook through those things to find their beating
hearts. | amgoing to give ' the chance.

Your eyes are closed now, but when you open them the patterned
illusions of the many worlds of Creation will slip away, and the chaotic
wast el and of reality will remain. Open your eyes, Green Spider. Do it
now. See!"

Fear clenches ny stomach. | open ny eyes, and the blinding darkness
di es.

Il ... 1 don't ... nmy mouth falls open and | scream The |ouder | scream
the nore terrible the silence beconmes, until | can no | onger hear
anything at all. And | feel ... | feel nyself disappearing.

It is as if my breath is ny soul, and it is escaping into the scream...
becom ng the scream

A d Yell ow Reed sat hunched behind the carved fox head in the bow of the
big canoe as it rose and fell on choppy waves. The | eaden norni ng sky
reflected off the river with a sullen brilliance.

Fromthe tine she had been a little girl, sixty winters past, she'd
| oved sitting in the front of a boat. The way it |anced the water had
delighted her, and despite the passing of years--

and numerous travels in canoes--it still did.

The storm had unl eashed its fury with the norning, sending down veils of
frigid rain. The heavy canoe di pped and bucked as it bore Yell ow Reed
and her daughters across the river toward the White Shell clan house.
Crani ng her neck, the old wonman could | ook back and see Oter's pointed
paddl e flashing as it propelled themtoward the east bank

She lifted a small, tightly woven reed mat to shield her right side;
there the mat caught the brunt of the icy rain that fell fromthe sky in
slushy silver drops. Her hold on it was tenuous. Wth any |uck, a gust
of wind wouldn't roar down and rip it right out of her aching fingers.

She wore a heavy shawl about her shoulders, and a thick winter dress
beneat h that. Neverthel ess, cold had seeped into Yell ow Reed' s bones,
and for a wonman her age, that neant utter m sery.

She sucked her |ips over toothless guns and battled the need to shiver



violently, wincing at the cold trickle of water that ran from Her mat,
down her hand and forearm and dripped persistently from her el bow onto
her 1 ap.

"Mbt her ?" Blue Jar asked. She | eaned forward under her own nmat..

"I"'mfine. Just cold and wet, but that will pass as soon as we nmake
shore and | can hobble up to the house. Spider Above knows, | hope that
wor t hl ess husband of yours has the fires going."

Bl ue Jar squinted against the storm "After all these years, Many
Turtles is wary of you. | imagine he'll have the house as hot as
m dsunmer . "

Yel | ow Reed chuckl ed. Blue Jar had just passed four tens and two
wi nters. Her broad face and nose gave her a mpon faced | ook, and she'd
al ways had heavy eyelids that hinted of sleepiness.

Bl ue Jar, however, was anything but sleepy, lazy, or slow in the head.
She had taken over many aspects of the admnistration of the Wite Shel
d an.

Water sl apped at the hull as the canoe sliced a path through the river,
and Yell ow Reed snmiled at the white splashes of spray that disappeared
in the choppy, greenish-brown patterns of w nd-pushed wave.

"You did well by your husband." Yellow Reed | eaned to the side to hold
her reed mat hi gher agai nst a changing slant of rain.

In doing so, she had a better view of Gtter paddling in the stern

He seened oblivious to the weather. Oter wasn't such a bad nane for the
boy--it fit him

"I hope Four Kills will be as happy with Red Moccasins as Many Turtles
has been with nme." Blue Jar hunched under her mat. Rain was dripping off
the corner of the plaited grass and into the river, where the rings

di sappeared in the nmaze of pat68 Kathleen O Neal Gear and W M chael
Cear terns cast by rain, wind, and wake; The breeze caught their mats,
as if struggling to push the canoe sideways.

In msery, Yellow Reed peered back at Gtter. Wth his usual acumen, he

corrected i medi ately, grinning and paddling. The |light of challenge lit
his eyes.

"Yes," Yell ow Reed answered, "he'll do fine. Red Modccasins is no one's
fool. Neither is her mother, or grandnother

After all, the girl was smart enough to ask for Four Kills, not for his
dashi ng brother."

Yel | ow Reed squinted, nore in thought than against the rain.
And what was that silly stunt last night, Oter?
She sucked at her lips the way she did when she was preoccupi ed.

That copper plate had sparked gasps of amazenent fromthe watching
peopl e. Red Mbccasi ns had stood speechless, as if rooted.



Four Kills, for his part, had sinply nodded, that worshiping snile
beami ng love at his twin brother--as if he were handed a clan's ransom
on a regul ar basis.

Oter continued to paddle with the deliberate stroke of a naster.

The wat er had beaded on his foxhide coat and trickled down the broad

pl anes of his face. He had a strong jaw, firm cheekbones, and the
powerful nose of his famly. At the nonment, a faint smile hung on his
generous nouth, and his hair was pulled back in a tight braid. Despite
the layers of his clothing, Yellow Reed could sense the powerful nuscles
that rolled in those shoul ders as he pushed the heavy canoe toward the
neari ng shore.

Yel | ow Reed said, "Red Mdccasins has that younger brother ... what's his
name?"

"Bl ack Water."
"Yes, Black Water. Perhaps we mght want to give hima good | ook."

Bl ue Jar cocked her head.'"Thi nki ng about marrying himto Cay Bow ?"
She paused for a nmoment, raising an eyebrow.

"Or are you just hoping to get our copper plate back?"

Yel | ow Reed gave her a sidelong | ook. That plate would rankle for a tine
yet. She flinched under a gust of driven rain.

Woul d sumer never cone? A brittle chuckle canme up her throat. Age nust
have, addled her. No one with sense longed for sumrer. Al summer
brought was hard work in the fields, heat, npbsquitoes, chiggers, ticks,
flies and ants, and centi pedes.

She turned her mind back to the problem at hand. Black Water and O ay
Bow ? O should she be thinking in other directions?

"Do they like each other?"
Bl ue Jar shrugged. "She let himinto her blankets |ast night.

| think it was her first tine. They spent every spare nonent staring at
each-other afterward, so it nust have been good between them"

"Huh! What do young boys know about being good in the robes?"

"I think they're planning on practicing." Blue Jar shrugged.
"Many Turtles and | did--a lot."

"Alot of good it did you! Twins! And you kept producing boys."
"What about Bl ack Water and Cl ay Bow ?"

"What would it hurt? Tall Cane C an has access to that ridge area to the
north. Remenber when it fl ooded so badly | ast year?

That ridge was above the water. It might be a good place to plant
squash. Not only that, but that backswanp out behind themis al npst
filled up with silt. In another four, maybe five years, that will be



farmable. Wth the right nmarriage, we could benefit."

"Unl ess they keep digging pottery clay out of that back swanp at the
rate they are doing now " Blue Jar studied her nmother with bland eyes.

"Let themdig. They strain the clay through fabric to keep it fine ..
and they make good pots fromit. A person can't have too many pots. Not
the way ny granddaughters keep dropping them Either way, we're ahead."

Bl ue Jar renmi ned pensive for a nonment before she asked, "Do you think
it's wise to link Clay Bow to the Tall Canes?

W mght be better served with a narriage to the Gty of the Dead.
Per haps anong the Black O an."

Yel | ow Reed worked her toothless jaw back and forth, her eyes slitting
"It's an idea. What pronpted you to think of it?"

Bl ue Jar | eaned forward, gesturing to the rear of the canoe.
"The story of that copper plate will travel. Not only that, |'ve

listened to Oter. He's right about the changes on the river. Mre
peopl e are passing each year. The river can carry nore than peacefu

Traders. It can also carry warriors. The future ... it's an uncertainty.
An alliance with the Black Can mght be worth a great deal. Raiders
would think twice ... and if the worst cane true, we'd have a place to
go."

Yel | ow Reed squinted at the nuddy | andi ng they approached

Wien she | ooked back at Blue Jar, she asked, "Wrried about the runors
of war among the Serpent O ans up north?"

Bl ue Jar gave her a shrug. "Maybe. W need to talk to OQter

Per haps he heard sonething on the river. Not all of the Traders stop
here to tell the news. Wth the marriage and all the excitenent, well,
there hasn't been tine to really hear what he has to say."

Yel | ow Reed nodded. "As soon as we're home and |"'mwarm let's talk to
him" She grinned. "Assuning, of course, that nmy worthless son-in-|aw
has the fire roaring."

"I don't think ny husband would I et his nmother-in-law suffer the chills
if he could help it. He knows who his friends are."

Yell ow Reed jerked a stiff nod of approval. "You did well by him girl."
The canoe ' themall forward as it snubbed into the beach. OQter was
al ready over the side, sloshing forward to help' Yellow Reed to her
feet. Wthout even straining, he lifted her free, setting her on her
feet on the nuddy bank.

"I need to see you," she said sinmply. "Wait until we get settled, then
cone. "

The thinly veiled delight that had possessed himon the river evaporated
as he | ooked down at her, his face turned as gray and gl oony as the day.
"Yes, G andnother."



She stared at the nuddy path that Ied up the slope to the clan house.
The t hought of clinmbing all that brought bile to her gut, but Blue Jar
of fered a steadying arm In the meantinme, she would concentrate on
Oter. He'd be wanting to | eave soon, to travel north despite the
season. Well, perhaps that would be for the best. Young men went crazy
when the wonen they | oved married others. Better to send himoff than to
have hi m around causi ng troubl e between Red Myccasi ns and Four Kills.

Several weeks' journey to the south, four slimwar canoes travel ed
upriver. Powerful arms plied the paddl es that bore the craft
relentlessly northward, away fromthe crystal-blue gulf waters and the
warm breezes. No one could mistake these nmen--four tens of them These
were Khota warriors, feared throughout the north. Tattooed, scarred,
they wore their hair in tight buns, scowing out at the river with hard
eyes. In the | ead canoe sat a | o'the woman wapped in a bl anket The bow
wake rippled out in silvered chevrons across the brown water as the slim
Khot a war canoe raced forward. From her seat in the bow, Pearl watched
the smooth water with a detached indifference. Today, at |east, she
could be happy that the wi nd had stopped.

To think any further, to attenpt to understand the sudden change that
had ripped her fromher famliar world, was to realize the enormity of
what had happened to her. Better to sinply sit and watch wi th vacant
eyes as the wi nter-brown vegetation passed.

Yes, and pretend you are living a curious sort of dream That life wll
return to the way it was.

And the noon might rise in the west.
She was only fooling herself.

Pear|l had | earned to close her ears to the sound of the Khota warriors
as they sang and rhythmically drove their pointed paddles into the
river--a nmelody of swirling, sucking waters, punctuated by tinkling
drips. The paddles rose and fell, endlessly lifted for yet another bite.
Each stroke propelled her forward, upriver, toward a future she could
scarcel y i magi ne.

Pear| sat straight-backed, staring at the wooded banks they passed.
Cypress and tupelo waited patiently for sunmer, while the vines tw ned
t hrough their branches |ike bl eached ropes. The world had dulled to

wi nter shades in response to the cold stornms that rolled down fromthe
nort h.

Perhaps it would work out satisfactorily. Wnen had traveled the | ength
and breadth of the continent before--and even been happy with their
marriages and fanmilies. The unsettling dread had to be honesi ckness.
That was all.

Her veins pulsed with the blood of the Anhinga O an: the Snakebird
people. Wth her marriage to the Khota | eader, WIf of the Dead, she
woul d ensure her clan's wealth and prosperity.

She lifted her head. Anhinga, yes, that's what she was.

Proud, strong, cunning. A hunter. That know edge had been instilled into
her very bones. In the distant past, Anhinga--the hunter bird that swam
with its body submerged--had mated with a beautiful hunman woman, and
from her wonb had sprung the people who woul d becone the Anhinga d an



Her peopl e had al ways shared behavioral traits with their totenic
ancestor. They hunted with serrated spears--like the bird' s beak. As the
bird spread its wings to the sun, so did the Anhinga spread their arns
to its renewing warmh. The Anhinga Can controlled the nmouth of the
Great River, known to northern peoples as

"The Father Water."

I am Anhinga. | nust show these Khota what it neans to have the
snakebird's blood run in ny veins. She felt better at the thought.
Stories did that, strengthened people.

The seventh daughter in a matrilineal clan, she should have had the
right to choose a mate. Her fate, however, had been seal ed when the
Khota | anded at her village. They called thensel ves Traders, who,
despite their warlike appearance, had come down fromthe north. But nost
i nportant of all, they had arrived bearing | oads of copper plate, sheets
of mica, and greenstone celts.

The young Khota nmen had been | ooking for conch shell, mar ginella for
beads, sharks' teeth, and stingray spines--all of themworth a great
deal in the north. As they had becone famliar with the Anhinga, their
haughty manners began to creep past the initial unease of being in a
strange | and and anmong strange peopl e.

Bartering for the Trade goods had taken days, especially with the

| anguage difficulties--and G andfather's penchant for |ong, drawn-out

di ckering. Despite the sound the strangers nmade--a sort of swall ow ng of
their words--they'd picked up sonme of the river pidgin, the universa
tal k of the Traders, and coul d nake t hensel ves under st ood.

Pear| had caught the eye of one of the young men, the apparent | eader
He'd finally pointed at her and pushed forward all of their renaining
copper: sone plate, a few ear spools, a hairpiece, and sonme bracel ets.
To that they added several ground-stone adzes and nade the sign

i ndicating that a Trade was desired.

Pear| could understand male interest. She had a heart-shaped face franed
by I ong black hair that gleamed with bluish tints in the sunlight.
Havi ng passed ei ghteen sumers, she'd filled out into a full-figured,
lithe woman. She'd seen admiration gleaming in men's eyes as they

apprai sed her high breasts, nuscul ar waist, and smooth thighs. Wre it
not for her peculiar aversion to clan obligations, she would have been
married | ong ago and surrounded by a squabbling brood of youngsters.

Sonehow, the role of dutiful wfe had never carried any appeal; she
preferred to spend her days standing in the prow of a dugout
canoe--atlatl and dart in hand--as the boat prowl ed the swanps in search
of alligator. Her thrill came fromtying a bloody bait to a |l ength of
brai ded-henp line and dropping it into the deep water to draw Snappi ng
Turtle fromhis nmuddy lair. No one could stay underwater for as |long as
Pearl in search of freshwater clans, or of conchs out beyond the surf.
Her cousins grudgingly adnmtted that she could outswimdd Man Catfish
hi nmsel f.

Four noons ago, she'd returned from her nost audaci ous achi evenent:
acconpanyi ng sone of her cousins on a Trading venture to the Island
peopl es across the sea. Not many Anhinga nen, |et al one wonen, could
make such a claim



She'd heard the joke that no sane nan would marry Pearl

After all, who wanted to marry a wonan who was better at being a nman
than a man was? Nor had the Anhinga dan cared nuch what she did. She
hel ped keep the pots filled with crawfish, crab, and other delicacies
fromthe swanpl ands and beaches. Besides, her ol der sisters had married
successfully, and their daughters were now bringi ng new nmal es and

ki nship alliances to the-clan.

Until the day the stranger had pointed at her, Pearl had been considered
eccentric, and was ignored.

The sight of all that copper had unhinged sonething in G andfather's
soul . H's eyes had gleaned in anticipation. By dint of extraordinary
effort, he'd finally managed to inpart that Pearl could he had--but only
in marriage. By this neans. G andfather would establish a kinship
relationship with the people in the far north. Thereafter, he could send
his canoes full of oyster shell, snoked fish, conch shell, sharks

teeth, palmetto-frond matting, "swanp-tree noss, alligator skins,

yaupon, colorful feathers, and other goods, to exchange for copper

chert, galena, steatite, obsidian, Knife River flint, quartz crystals,
greenstone, effigy pipes, and other exotics. And all that w thout having
to depend on unaligned Traders plying the river

Days of haggling ensued, much to Pearl's initial anmusenent.

They wanted to marry her to a young man--an inmportant warrior's son--in
the far north. Surely this was just G andfather's way of extending a
lucrative Trading session. Only after the agreenment had been struck
finalized by the ritual exchange of blood and gifts, did Pearl realize
that the Anhinga Can not only neant to stick with the deal, but hoped
to reap substantial benefit fromit.

She'd gone to Grandnother, furious at being sold to a bunch of northern
barbarians--only to find the old woman gleefully imgining the wealth
that woul d accrue as a result of the union

"Go, child. You'll bring us fortune."
"Go?" Pearl had demanded, flinging her arms out. "He should conme here\"

The ol d woman had shaken her head. "Up north, they trace descent through
the man. A worman who nmarries goes to the nan's village. To us, it was
worth all that copper to send you there. Think, girl. Wth that copper
we can Trade all along the coast. For each piece of copper plate, the
coastal people will fill a canoe with conch shell. Those | oads of shel
will be follow ng you upriver as soon as we can get them"

"But, Grandnmotherv The old wonman had studi ed her from under hal f-I| owered
lids.

"But what? Pearl, who will you nmarry here? You' ve been of age for four
years! Men smile at the nention of your nane.

They respect you, like you. But marry you? That's a different thing.

What man wants to cone here, sire a child in you, and have you | eave him
in the clan house to raise the infant by hinself while you chase around
wrestling alligators and teasing water noccasi ns?"



"But to send ne off into the north--"

"You have a duty to the clan--and | wouldn't want to waste you on sone
backward swanp hunter. Who, after all, is about the only inmagi nabl e
prospect for you." She'd shaken her head.

"No, girl. This is better. W all serve the clan. That is the |ot of
worren. Responsibility. The Mysterious One nmade nmen to be irresponsible,
to play through life without a care. But a woman nust carry out her
duties to Jier people. Bearers and maintainers.

When the Mysterious One made the world, that is how he fashioned us." A
wi t hered hand had risen, shooing Pearl away.

"Now, | have spoken.™

As Pearl stood to | eave, G andnother absentm ndedly fingered the new
copper bracelet on her thin brown wist. And a beautifully carved effigy
pi pe lay beside the fire anong G andnother's things--the ones that would
be laid into her burial nound when she and G andfather died.

Pearl's anger had flared, and it continued to snolder |like a buried
enber .

As she stared at the flat brown river ahead, she wondered: Wuld | have
been so different? Wuldn't | want to take exotic itens with me when
journey to the Land of the Ancestors?

Wthin two tens of days, as soon as Trade goods, wedding gifts, and
provi si ons had been coll ected, she had nustered all the dignity she
possessed and settled herself in the Khota canoe.

She' d consi dered runni ng away; no one woul d have been able to catch her
But to have done so woul d have shanmed her fanmily and stained the
reputation of her clan for the foreseeable future.

Wth hollow eyes, she watched the muddy bank sliding past and stared at
t he huge oak trees that rose in spreading majesty beyond the waving
grasses. Tunbl ed cl ouds, shot through with sunlight, patched the hazy
sky.

Pear| rubbed her face where the spray had dampened her snooth skin. This
was going to be no good. Unconfortably, she shifted on the coarse fabric
bag upon whi ch she sat and wished it were filled with anything but seed
corn.

Oter stood in the rain watching his grandnother, Yell ow Reed, hobble up
the path toward the clan house. The old woman clung to Blue Jar's arm

pl aci ng each step carefully on the slick mud. The cold w nd gusted,
driving waves onto the

shore to sl ap agai nst Wave Dancer as the big canoe |lay canted on the
bank.

Wth the help of five of his cousins, OQter nanaged to haul the heavy
Tradi ng canoe up on the rmud bank, and together they turned it over,
leaving it to rest on | ogs enbedded in the bank

Rain continued to fall in bitterly cold sheets fromthe gal ena sneared
sky. Water had puddl ed on the silty sand, flecked here and there by



charcoal fromthe bonfires they Iit for night fishing.

Angul ar fragments of pottery fromthe inevitable broken pot stuck out at
odd angl es, or had been mashed flat into the nud.

The drying racks--spindly constructions of slimpoles-- perched like
skel etal storks just above the spring flood Iine. In fall, those racks
had bowed under a burden of fish, turtles, ducks, and geese. Now they

| ooked ghostly and forlorn, nocking those warm autumm days when peopl e
had | aughed, fed the fires, and Sang while brightly col ored | eaves
tunmbl ed down fromthe bluffs above. Beneath the racks, long fire pits
had been dug, where hickory and other hard woods were used to snoke the
catch. Now the pits gaped |ike enmpty nouths that drooled black stains
across the ground as the runoff carried ash down the sl ope.

The last of the White Shell canoes had | anded just downstreamfrom Qter
and his party. H's cousins called and waved fromwhere they pulled their
canoe up onto the beach--then hurried up the path to the clan ground
with its earthen nound, tenples, and storehouses.

"Let's go get warm " Jay Bird cried, hugging nmuscular arnms to his wet
coat. He squinted against the pelting rain, his wide nmouth pressed into
a thin-lipped grimce that made his broad face | ook oddly flat. Droplets
of water had beaded in his thick black hair, now pulled tightly into two
brai ds.

"Go on!" Otter pointed to the trail that |led up past the drying racks.
Shi el ding his eyes against the slushy rain, he could see that
Grandmot her' s party had already reached the top.

Oter hesitated, running fingers dowmn Wave Dancer's curved hull. Too
much noss. No wonder she'd felt sluggish on the way up fromthe
Al ligator villages.

The swanmps to the south tended to grow nbss on anything-- even on the
turtles and alligators. The only place worse was the Southern Ccean
itself. There the Traders fought a constant battle w th, barnacles, and
with saltwater worns that ate holes in their vessels' wooden hulls.

Wth the touch of a lover, Qter caressed the thinning bow

H s soul had gone into building the big Tradi ng canoe. For an entire
sumer, he and Uncl e had searched the forests for the right bald
cypress. Bald cypress was a durable wood that resisted rot and
splitting; a well-made canoe crafted fromthe heartwod woul d | ast
through a man's lifetime, provided that he cared for it.

When they had found the right tree--a towering nonster Gtter had said
the appropriate prayers and begun the arduous task of felling the swanp
giant. To kill the tree, he'd ringed it, using a hafted adze to chip
away the gray bark and expose the wood. Next, because the tree stood in
a backwater swanp, he'd built a platformof mud and brush around the
base of the tree to support his fires. Then he'd burned the ringed area,
maki ng sure the flames ate deeply into the green wood.

He'd returned in late fall to find the huge tree dead and partially
desiccated. For days, he'd alternately burned and chopped at the base of
the trunk, working around it like a beaver. Wen the tree finally
cracked with a thunderous roar and teetered in the breeze, he'd whooped
and junped. The giant seenmed to hang for a nonment, as if in disbelief



that it could reach in any direction but the eternal sky. Slowy it had
gat hered speed, crashing down and smashing its | esser rivals before
smacking the water so hard that it sent white breakers rolling.

Then came the task of linmbing the giant. Afterward, with help fromhis
kin, he'd paddl ed the thick trunk out of the swanp, into the river
channel , and onto Wiite Shell territory. Through fall, wi nter, and
spring, he worked, using fire, ground-stone adzes, and hafted chert

bi faces to hollow out the interior of the canoe and shape the hull

Under his hands, she'd slimmed--a sort of oversized gar-- sleek, fast,
and agile. Despite the extra effort, he shaped the high prowto

wi t hstand rough water and worked it into the shape of a fox's head so
she coul d spot trouble and be clever enough to avoid it. To smooth the
hul I, he used bl ocks of coarse-grained sandstone. He kept the hull Iines
straight with cords for guidelines, and listened as Uncle advised himon
t he proper shape so the heavy canoe woul d plane the water just right
when ten strong nen were paddling against the current.

Above the waterline, he'd carved the clan totens: faces of the ancestors
and images of Spirit Animals |ike Many Col ored Crow, Spider, \Water
Serpent, and Snapping Turtle. These he painted, using the brightest
colors. Wth each stage of progress, he ritually poured river water over
the wood to ensure that the Power of the Father Water soaked into the
grain along with his own sweat, and yes, nore than a little blood, too.
H's soul had joined with that of the wood. He'd felt the canoe's spirit
taking form grow ng under his hands.

He' d sensed the essence of her spirit and named her Wave Dancer, from
the way she took to the water, riding high and ski pping across the chop

Fi ni shed, she lay pale and sleek, with a beamw de enough that two big
men could sit side by side, and | ong enough that four nmen could lie head
to toe. Fully | oaded, she could carry as nuch as fifteen strong nen
could manage in the stoutest of packs.

As the rain trickled down his face, he stroked the polished wood.
Perhaps if he'd | oved Wave Dancer |ess, Red Moccasins m ght have | oved
hi m nmore. He should have suffered a pang of guilt at that secret

know edge, and it did sadden him But if only she could have experienced
t he splendor of the river, perhaps she would have | earned to | ove Wave
Dancer and the Father Water as he did.

Wth a critical eye, he glanced down the keel, a strip of oak fastened
to the centerline of the hull by neans of wooden pegs that had swollen
to fit tightly. That trick he'd learned fromthe saltwater Traders, who
carried tobacco, colored feathers, and other goods up fromthe south.
Wth such a keel, a canoe worked better against the wind and held a
truer course. On the other hand, the keel made crabbing against a
current considerably nore difficult, and sonmetines, in fast water,
treacher ous.

"Tormorrow we' Il see about this noss. Wave Dancer. W'll be gone soon
girl." He stared along the curving bank. "Northward, taking the shells
and feathers upriver. Maybe we'll search out nore copper this time ..
or silver. Pan pipes are in demand in the south. They don't wei gh nuch,
and we can get nany tinmes their weight in conch shell, tobacco, and
sharks' teeth."”

He gave the pointed bow one | ast pat, then wound his way through the



ot her beached canoes before foll ow ng the nuddy path upward.

The White Shell had placed their clan house on the high terrace

overl ooki ng the Father Water. According to the stories, Od White Shel
had been the | eader when the people traveled here fromthe east. It was
here that Many Col ored Crow appeared in the Elder's Dreans. Wite Shel
had been both a valiant warrior and a pious nmenber of the Star Society.
As a result, he gave orders to his daughters that they bury himin a
tomb--as Many Col ored Crow decreed--and cover it with earth. Since that
time, two layers of soil had been added to the burial mound, with Yell ow
Reed' s grandnot her and not her buried there along with their brothers.
That rmound | ooked sonber in the slanting rain, the sloped sides tawny
with flattened grass.

Beyond the clan grounds, irregular fields had been cleared fromthe

vi ne-thick tangle of oak, hickory, and beech. The fields waited, frozen
and still; the stubble of last year's knotweed and goosef oot stal ks
canted this way and that, yellowed and broken

Nearly a third of the fields were grown over with weeds and grass, shot
through with slimshoots of newy sprouted trees.

These fallow | ands woul d be burned after the next dry spell, and their
soi | hoed before being replanted in sunflower, amaranth, bottle gourd,
and squash.

The White Shell, like nost of the farm ng peoples Oter knew, lived in
i sol ated houses, dispersed over the clan territory. Each househol d
tended its own fields and--after obtaining approval fromthe

El ders--coll ected the forest bounty within the clan's territory. Large
storage pits were excavated into the soil and lined with grass. Bark
coverings kept themdry, and often half shelters were used to protect
themfromthe el ements.

Down al ong the floodplains of the tributaries for a two-day canoe trip
up and down the river, simlar fields had been cleared for maygrass,
tobacco, and little barley. In selected marshes, cane and cattail stands
were groomed. Cane provided dart shafts, flooring, and drill stens.
Cattail roots were eaten along with the pods, and the | eaves were used
for matting. Hi ckory, acorns, walnuts, wld grape, hackberry,

sugarberry, wild plums, raspberries, and nore, reflected the bounty of
forest and river.

Only inmportant structures had been built here, near the mound: the clan
house, a large, oblong building with a bowed roof of thatch; a charne
hut--enmpty for the nmonent--built of |ogs, then roofed w th bark-and-cane
matti ng, which was al so hung inside for walls; and several storehouses,

i ncluding the one that now sheltered Gtter's Trade goods. Around the
peri phery lay the |ineage houses, where cousins, or cousins' cousins,
stayed during the cerenonies, crafting offerings and conducting fanily
busi ness.

As Otter watched, snudges of snopke rose fromthe peaked roofs of these
houses, indicating that fires burned within. Few would be venturing back
to their farnsteads on this stormy day.

To build the lineage houses, fanilies had sunk digging sticks into the
fertile soil to carve out holes before setting poles as thick as a man's
arm G een branches, stripped of |eaves, had been woven between the
poles to stiffen the walls, then shocks of grass had been carefully tied



in place. Some roofs had been made from sections of bark stripped from
ringed trees, while others used grass thatch collected fromthe flats
around the creeks.

Oter slogged his way through the nud toward an opening in the | ow
wal | --an earthen enmbanknment as high as his chest-- that surrounded the
clan grounds. Prior to construction, a peg had been driven into the
ground i medi ately in front of the clan house. A strong cord, nearly a
dart's cast in length, had been tied off fromthe peg. Wth it, a
perfect circle had ' scribed around the entire conplex. Breaks in the
wal | marked the | ocations where the sun could be seen rising and setting
on the sacred days.

He paused, | ooked back across the swollen river. Fromthis height, the
Tall Cane clan grounds were barely visible, only a dark swath situated
in a weath of blue snoke curtained by rain.

Four Kills would be learning his newlife now, faniliarizing hinself
with one-tinme friends who had becone rel atives. Fromthe nonent of his
marriage, his relationship with his nother in-Ilaw had changed forever.
Gone was the old joking and sparring that had anused them by the hour.
Now, Four Kills would studiously avoid her. He would refuse to neet her
eyes, and never speak directly to her. Even her possessions would be
shunned. Any communi cati on between them woul d be acconpli shed through
internediaries.

Such was the way of the people. By avoiding one's nother- in-Iaw,
donestic tranquillity could be maintained. And if a man really becane
fond of his wife's nother, he could work like a winter-wary squirrel and
buy the right to talk directly to her. It would be Iike Four Kills to do
exactly that.

Oter muttered the ritual greeting to the ancestors who prow ed the
grounds, then let out a wavering whistle as he started forward.

Cat cher--his shaggy ., white, and tan dog--appeared, charging fromthe
st oreroom

Oter caught the animal in md-junp and suffered through the exuberant
greeting of wiggles, licks, and whines.

"Did you guard the storehouse? Make sure the pack rats didn't get in and
pi ss on the tobacco? No thieves stole our conch shell?"

Cat cher yipped and squirmed, pawing at himw th nmuddy feet. The dog's
thick coat was silky black over nost of his body, the bib and collar
white, with tan trimon the | egs, nmuzzle, and eyebrows. A good Trader's
dog knew his duty to the packs and goods that meant livelihood and
prosperity. He would guard his packs to the death, making sure that no
pests, four-footed, two footed, or w nged, bothered the goods.

Cat cher was one of the finest dogs Oter had ever known. For six years
now, he and tter had traveled the I ength and breadth of the rivers,
even goi ng down anong the sandy | agoons in the Land of the Manatees to
Trade with the people who lived there.

Oter scratched the floppy ears, until Catcher's wi ggling nose sought
out the strip of fried turtle meat ter had hidden in his belt pouch

"What's this? Ah! Yes, a bit of feast fromthe wedding, isn't it?" He
reached in and plucked the tidbit fromthe pouch



Catcher trenbled with anticipation, his tail lashing the rain.
Del i ghted brown eyes studied the bit of neat, and the ears pricked.

"You sit. That's it. Now ... wait." OQtter placed the brown strip of meat
on the top of Catcher's pointed nose. The dog's tail wagged
ent husi astically, sw ping an arc through the nud.

Catcher's eyes started to cross as he tried to focus on the treat
tormenting his quivering nose.

"Ckay!" Oter clapped his hands.

Cat cher made a qui ck movenent of his head, and the jaws snapped | oudly
in the blur. The turtle neat vani shed. Catcher expl oded into happy junps
and circled Oter with pattering feet.

"Good work!" Otter praised as he westled with the dog.

"You'd better be just as quick with a thief's fingers!™

"Hey!" Jay Bird called fromthe doorway to the clan house.

"G andnot her wants you to get in here. Everyone's waiting on you!"
"I'"ll be right there! Let ne check my packs."

Wth Catcher dancing beside him Oter hurried to the storehouse al ong
the western curve of the embanknment. The round buil ding sat on raised
posts. The walls had been made fromsplit cane |laced together wth
cordage. Shocks of grass thatch effectively shed the rain. The structure
protected his goods fromsun and storm and the raised floor discouraged
m | dew and fungus.

H s packs remained in the carefully arranged pile he'd left themin. Al
appear ed secure.

Cat cher watched with serious brown eyes, his tail slapping back and
forth in slow arcs that slung nud this way and that.

Oter snmiled, knowi ng that expression: anticipation of the nonment when
Oter would begin carrying his packs back down to the river--a sign that
they'd be off again.

"Cat cher? You guard the packs, now. Al right?"

Cat cher made a grunbling sound and scanpered up the pole |adder to
settle hinself on the packs in the doorway. He snorted a sigh, hee'dl ess
of the water and nud that dripped on the brightly painted fabric of the
packs. OQtter raised an eyebrow, gave it up as a |lost cause, and turned
his steps toward the big clan house.

The cl an house served as a neeting place as well as sleeping quarters
for visitors to the clan grounds. As |eader of the clan, Yellow Reed did
little in the way of nmanual |abor. Her needs were supplied by her
descendant s.

The structure was square but had rounded corners. The interior neasured
twenty paces long and fifteen across and had been divided into three



rooms by cattail matting. A fabric hangi ng kept the storm from bl owi ng
in through the south-facing doorway.

Oter paused, wi shing he could sinply slip away and nurse his heart. If
only he could take sonme tine to think about Red Moccasins and Four

Kills. To think about hinself. That practical side of his nature could
wrap itself around the swelling sense of loss and slowy squeeze it back
i nto not hingness. He could reorder his life the way a shaman ordered the
bones before a cerenmpbny. He could put his soul back in harnmony.

Resi gned, Oter ducked through the | ow doorway.

Foui Fromwhere | soar. | can | ook down on a green | and that gives way
to incredibly blue water. A crescent of white beach, the shoreline
undercut by waves, |ances off toward the horizon on the west. Couds, a
pil ed magni ficence of fluff, fill the sky, dazzled by the high, blazing
orb of the sun

"There," the voice tells me. "Just out fromshore. Do you see. Geen
Spi der ?"

| tuck nmy raven's wings and drop like a hunting falcon until | can make
out the canoe, a beautiful craft with a fox-head prow rising above the
water. Three nmen and a wonman paddl e the boat.

"Those are mnmy people!™ | cry in delight.

"Yes. And if you look to the east, across the land ..

| have to twist in the air to see, arching gracefully away fromthe huge
| ake, crossing endless forest. At this height, the | eaf canopy billows
like small green clouds.

"I see," | answer. "The woman -and her daughter. Yes, and there's the
sack on her back! So. It is as you said, Many Colored Crow. Yes, at |ast
| understand. | know the way now and can--"

Hard hands grab ne from not hi ngness. Fingers work al ong ny nuscl es,

squeezi ng, prodding, massaging. | snell flower scented hickory oil
In terror, | flip over in the air and wheel around, choking out, "Wo
are you?"

But the hands are so Powerful. They seize me, rip me from

nmy journey through the vast blue sky and hurl nme downward |ike a bl azing
net eor .

And from sonewhere, sonewhere far below, | hear the faint voices of
people I know ... " time to lay himin his tonb.' Poor boy. How could
Power have let himdie so young?"

| snell fire, hear the Songs ny people Sing for the Dead ... The Holy
Road had been built straight south from Starsky to the valley of the
Moonshel | . According to the | egends, it had begun as a H gh Head Trading
trail that clinbed up over the divide fromthe Flying Squirrel valley
and wound t hrough the wooded hill ocks before foll owi ng one of the creeks
to the Moonshell River

Over the years, the Hi gh Heads had refined the route as Trade in exotic



goods increased. Despite the distance, the trip could still be nade on
foot inless time than it would take to paddl e a canoe down the Flying
Squirrel to the Serpent River, thence downstreamto the nouth of the
Moonshel | and back up

Cenerations ago, as the Flat Pipe peoples mgrated fromtheir
traditional grounds in the hills, they had absorbed the H gh Head
obsession with stars and earthworks. Perhaps, as a young people, their
vigor had led themto inprove on things the H gh Heads taught them O
per haps the giant nonuments resulted fromthe Sacred Societies, whose
menbership crossed clan lines. Wthin the secret walls of the societies,
the Elders studied the path of the stars, the ways of the plants and
animals, and the arts to which each society laid claim

A young person's vision, as well as his or her predisposition, would
incline himor her to apply to one of the societies. After years of
observing the rituals and studying at the feet of the Elders, the youth
woul d nenorize the ways of the masters.

The Weavers' Society taught the arts of the loom textiles, and dyes.
The Potters' Society ingrained the ways of finding clay, mxing the
right tenper, incising designs, painting, and firing. Stoneworkers
learned to drill, carve, and polish. Healers had their own very small
soci ety, where the Powers of plants, colors, and rituals were instilled
and propagated. The influential Warriors' Society trained for the
defense of various clan territories and inparted the techni ques of
war f ar e.

But the greatest of all was the Star Society, which watched and charted
t he heavens, and next to it, the engineers, who recreated their
observations on earth. The engi neers coordinated the building of the
great earthworks, each a reflection of the sacred patterns in the
heavens. At Starsky, all of the najor earthworks served specific
functions in the grand naster plan

The Geat Circle, along with its central bird nound, charted the rising
nmoon at its highest point on the northeastern horizon. The |inear
enbankments charted the rising and setting of the sol stice and equi nox
sun. The observatory, in the western end of the great Octagon, faced the
poi nt on the horizon where the summer-sol stice sun rose.

From the H gh Heads, the people had incorporated the Circle, often
intermxing it with the square design of their own heritage.

The Circle, so the |legend said, represented the sky, and the Square the
earth and its four corners.

Enpl oyi ng sticks and strings, the alignments were |aid out by engineers.
Measurenments were kept exact by using knots in the string to mark
certain distances. Courses of stone would be placed to check the
calculations, and if in error, could be adjusted before the societies
directed the actual construction of the earthworks during the m dsumer
cerenonies. At that time, people fromthe surrounding clans woul d cone,
their harvest of maygrass and marsh el der finished. For the two weeks
around the solstice, nmen, wonen, and children would excavate with

di gging sticks, loading fresh earth into baskets and piling it on the
stone courses. Depending on the purpose of the earthwork, the society

| eaders insisted on certain kinds of soil, such as clay of the right
color. Everything was planned to the | ast detail Year by year, the work
proceeded, the know edge passed from generation to generation within the



soci ety. Meanwhil e, other societies nanaged the grounds, pruning back
the ever eager forest saplings that rooted in the newly disturbed soil

The Holy Road had been laid out thus, by line of sight, fromtautly
stretched string to tautly stretched string. Fromthe eastern entrance
to the Octagon, the route ran south, curving around hillsides and

| eading to the major clan grounds at Sun Mounds.

Star Shell puffed a cold breath, beating her arns agai nst her sides to
war m hersel f. Though simlar roads connected the Flat Pipe dans with
each of the major popul ation centers, none were as grand as the Holy
Road.

Behind her, the dimnutive Tall Man followed in his odd, rolling gait.
He carried two packs. The first, and the smaller of the twd, was slung
crossways to hang under his right arm It was crafted of finely tanned
| eat her and had been decorated with a wolf notif. Fromthe way it

bul ged, it seenmed to contain lots of odds and ends.

The second pack mounded on the dwarf's back |ike a shapel ess bundl e--a
soft thing that he used as a pillow when they stopped. This was nmade of
fabric, beautifully dyed and woven with geonetrical patterns.

To Star Shell's surprise, the wi zened Magi ci an nade good ti e,
consi dering his age and the shortness of his bowed | egs.

But fromthe expression on his worn face, the journey was exacting a
heavy toll.

They had few cares for shelter, for a different clan occupied each
little valley they entered. Travel ers, especially Traders, were always
wel cone, given a hot neal and a place to stay in a warm clan house.
"I't's not far," Tall Man puffed as he | ooked up at the darkeni ng sky.
"We're in the Hackberry clan country. The clan house is at the bottom of
the valley."

Star Shell glanced up at the brooding sky. Flakes of snow fell, drifting
idly to the white ground.

"Way did you cone?" she asked
"You will need ne."

"But you won't tell me why?"

"Young Star Shell, there are tines when a person shouldn't ask too many
guestions. | worry about these Flat Pipe people.
They rmust measure and study everything. |'ve heard the ghosts whispering

anong t hensel ves. They wonder and marvel at the things nen are doing."
"Maybe that's the beauty of being dead. You can watch w thout worrying."
He nmade a snuffling sound. "And what makes you think ghosts are free
fromworry? Mca Bird' s grandfather is harassing Mca Bird for just that

reason. He knows the Power of the Msk

It wasn't until the Power abandoned himthat he really understood its
strength.”



"You sound as if you pity him™"
The Magician's little feet crunched in the snow "I knew him

A bright and anbitious young man. He changed--and never realized it
until he took the Mask back to the nountain."”

"I still have trouble understanding this. Wy didn't the H gh Heads--why
didn't you go and recl aimthe Mask?"

Tall Man wal ked in silence for a nonent. "Sacred objects don't belong to
a person. They belong to thensel ves. People only care for them Power
fills them True, one of ny ancestors nade the Mask in the first place.
Think of it not as an article of adornnent, but rather as a house. Many
Colored Crow s Spirit nmoved into it, that's all. Once that happened, it
wasn't just wood and feathers anynore."

She shook her head. "It makes no sense! You tell me that Many Col ored
Crowis really this Raven Hunter. Many Col ored Crow did good things! He
cane into this world and told people howto care for their ancestors. He
rid us of the ghosts that were haunting people. Now you tell ne he's

wi cked. "

"Not wi cked, young Star Shell. The world bal ances between opposites. Can
you have life w thout death? Happi ness w thout sorrow? Wuld you have
appetite wi thout starvation? Wuld you have mce w thout hawks? Deer

wi thout lions? No! It's all a balance. If night never fell, the
fireflies would never shine.

Were it not for winter, the fields would never repl enish thensel ves.
The stars woul d never gl eam unl ess darkness cl oaked t he heavens."
She trudged on, saying not hing.

The Magician raised his short arnms. "The world is | ocked together I|ike
fingers fromboth hands, always pulling and struggling.

When the Hi gh Heads grew conpl acent and slothful, soneone made the Mask.
Humans, and the Spirits, too, need that el enent of conpetition. Unless
you periodically burn an old forest, a new one never grows. Fire and
shadow. Al ways shifting, changing."

She shook her head in frustration

Tall Man lowered his arms. "The point of all this is that Raven Hunter's
Mask is becomng too Powerful. | don't know why. Perhaps it sucks sone
of a person's Power into itself when it's worn--1like a tick under the
skin. Whatever it's done, it sows discord. Discord nmakes people
unconfortable. Once they are unconfortable, they work to change the
situation.”

"I don't see what's wong with a little harnony."

"Not hing. Nothing at all. But if all we did was sit around in harnony,
what woul d get done? Thi nk about the clans. They constantly bicker and
conpete. No matter how fertile a field is, it will grow goosefoot for
only so long. Then it ceases to produce healthy plants. Balance is the
key. You nmust have enough harnony to provide security, and enough



trouble to keep things noving."

Star Shell glanced up at the hillsides and the winter-bare trees above
the pristine snow. Here and there, fields had been cl eared, and she
could see a lonely farmstead on one of the terraces. The place | ooked
abandoned. The peopl e had no doubt packed up what was left of their
harvest and journeyed to a relative's hol di ngs, where they could

soci alize the long winter nights away.

That's what winter was for: telling stories, working on weavi ngs, and
gossiping with friends. She'd hoped for that once.

Now, instead, she struggled along in the cold, her visions of happiness
dashed. She hadn't even found tine to nmourn for her nother. How coul d
t hi ngs have turned so wetched? What had she done to deserve this?

She gave the Magician a sidelong glance. "You talk a lot, but you
haven't told ne very nuch. About the future, | mean."

"The future?" He clucked to hinmself. "Do you think knowi ng the future
woul d make you feel better? What would you say if | told you that
tomorrow you would fall through the ice on a river crossing? Wat if |
told you that your body woul d never be found and that your ghost would
spend forever down there in the nmud, |ost and al one? Whuld that nmake you
feel better?"

"I'"d turn right around and head back to Starsky City and ny father's
house."” "That's what | thought. You don't really want to know the
future. No one does."

"But you seemto know, and it doesn't slow you down. When we reach Sun
Mounds and face Mca Bird and the Mask, it won't be pleasant for you."

"No," he adnmitted heavily. "I won't enjoy any of it. But you nust
understand, | don't know how things will turn out in the end. | only
know what appears probable. Neverthel ess, | have accepted certain

responsibilities in this matter."

"But why, Tall Man? This is very dangerous. What business is it of
your s?"

"Suffering is the business of every human being, Star Shell.

If one has the courage, one can save other people froma great deal of
pain. That makes it worth the risk, doesn't it?"

"I ... 1 don't Know " She blinked thoughtfully. "Can't you just give ne

a hint? Wat are we walking into? He isn't going to kill us, is he?"
Tall Man sighed. "Very well, 1'Il let you know this. | prom se that you
won't die at his hands. But when we arrive at Sun Mounds, you will begin

the nost horrible days of your life."

She coul d see the clan house now, a brown lunp in the snow flats on the
terrace beside the small creek. Two nore days and they would arrive at
Sun Mounds. What did that nmean for her?

For her daughter? Wuld she ever again see a smle on Silver Water's
face? O was she condeming her daughter to a life of msery?

"I just hope you're wong, Tall Man."



"So do |I." But he didn't sound encouragi ng.

Oter stepped into warm danpness as he entered the Wite Shell clan
house. The humid air smelled of spiced food, wood snoke, and wet

cl ot hi ng; the sweet pungency of tobacco perneated the whole. A blazing
fire crackled in the central hearth, and people had already settled on
t he benches that lined the walls, or found spots on the crowded fl oor.
Two of Blue Jar's daughters, Cay Bowl and Tea) Wng, tended the earth
oven, wapping patties of goosefoot-and-knotweed flour in | eaves before
droppi ng themonto the gl owi ng cooki ng cl ays.

More cooking clays heated in the roaring flames of the central hearth
and woul d be placed over the top of the patties. Water woul d be
sprinkled onto the clay cubes to explode into steam

Layers of hot clays, patties, and nore clays would be alternated unti
the oven was filled. The contents would then steam and roast for severa
hours, and the warm hearth woul d do double duty to heat the house.

Oter took a quick inventory as he shrugged out of his soggy foxhide

coat. Not much had changed since last fall. One of the cattail mats that
di vided the three roons of the clan house was new. C usters of gourds
still hung fromthe roof. Modst of themwere full of seeds that

Grandnmot her used in curing or cooking, or both. Ohers held | eaves,
flowers, pollen, and mineral powders for dying textiles in different
colors. Net Sags of nuts, dried raspberries, sugarberries, and pluns
hung near the doorway.

Strings of dried onions had been tied together with cordage and dangl ed
I i ke shrunken white beads. Soot had coated nost of the thatch, roof

pol es, and cord bi ndings. The constant snoking of the ceiling kept rot
and fungus to a mninum and reduced the nunber of spiders and insects
that lived in the roofing.

The cane walls had been painted in bright, geonetric designs --the sane
as those the wonen wove into their fine fabrics.

The lightning patterns, chevrons, and triangles identified the work of
the Wiite Shell dan, just as other clans used designs peculiar to
t henmsel ves.

The clan | eaders had settled thensel ves on the floor in the back of the
room Blue Jar, OQter's nother, rested on a reed mat beside the fabric
cushi on where G andnother would sit. Round Seed and Red Dye, Oter's
aunts, sat in their places to the right of G andnother's cushion

Many Turtles, Oter's tall, muscular father, sat behind Blue Jar. The
wi nd and sun had al ready begun to weather his face into wal nut-brown
| eat her. Those clear eyes had fastened thenselves on Qtter, probing,
knowi ng.

Heavy Rock, Oter's uncle, sat in his place behind Round Seed. A chubby
man with a bland face, he had amusenent lurking in his heavy-lidded
eyes. He knew every hole where the fish settled and could track a wary
punma across bare stone. Beside himsat cousin Jay Bird, Round Seed's
son.

Along with Aunt Red Dye and her husband, Banded Bird, these were the
i Mmediate famly, the real power within the clan.



More cousins, including Six Shell, Little Wart, and Three Herons, wth
their famlies, had jamred thensel ves in around the walls.
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"At last!" Gandnother cried as she stepped through the | ow fabric-hung
doorway in the divider. "Satisfied with the rain, G andson? You spent
enough time standing out in it to sprout.”

Oter gave her a crooked grin that he hoped would hide his feelings. "I
had to attend to ny packs."

She nodded, fully aware of his sham On age-pained | egs, she noved to
the center of the room stepping around respectful relatives. Taking
Bl ue Jar's hand, she eased herself down onto the pillow stuffed with
cattail down. Her bones crackled in conpetition with the fire.

Grandnot her | ooked around as her bony fingers snoothed the tightly woven
fabric of her red-and-yellow dress into planes over her lap. As her

bri ght eyes sought out each individual, she inclined her head slightly,
her toothless mouth puckering in the wealth of winkles. The way her
hands worked on the fabric of the dress reminded Oiter of a crow s

tal oned feet, dark with the know edge and essence of the Dead.

Grandmot her waited patiently as Cay Bow and Teal Wng dropped the |ast
of the | eaf-wapped fish into the earth oven.

Steamrolled up fromthe pit, carrying the aroma of roasting patties.

When the girls had finished, Gandnother sniffed |oudly and rubbed her
fl eshy nose; the action pulled her winkles this way and that.

"Well ... " she began. "May the ancestors and Spirits w sh us health and
peace. May our crops grow tall and green, and our nets return full when
they are cast into the rich waters. May the deer breed and produce fat
twi ns who answer our pleas for nmeat. May the ducks, geese, and turkeys
return to our waters, forests, and fields. May the G eat Sun bl ess our
growi ng plants and ripen our squash. May the blessings of this life and
the next fall upon us. First Man, guide us, and ancestors, hear our

voi ces and protect us fromevil."

Then the ol d woman rai sed her voice in Song, the usual Blessing of the
C an that Many Col ored Crow had taught back in the beginning tines.

That duty taken care of, Grandnother reached into her belt pouch and
brought forth a beautifully crafted stone pipe that Oter had traded for
far up the Serpent River. The piece was carved from reddi sh-brown sl ate.
The flat stem bore the | abo-

riously scul pted image of a falcon's head. She tanmped a small tw st of
tobacco into'the bow and nodded as Teal Wng brought her a gl ow ng
enber. Puffing, she blew snoke at the ceiling, at the ground, and then
to the cardinal directions.

She nade a gesture, and the pipe was taken to Oter, who puffed and
i nhal ed the sweet tobacco that he'd brought up fromthe south.
Carefully, he exhaled in the sacred directions, then handed the pipe
back to G andnot her.



"Very well," the old wonan said. "W've had a good marriage cerenony.
The feasts were wonderful, the cel ebration superb

Yaupon was drunk by all, and our hearts, souls, and Songs were pure. My
the union be as blessed by luck as it was by the gifts showered upon the
happy couple." Her obsidian gaze drilled into Oter. "No matter what

t hey m ght have cost the giver."

To avoid the awkward pause that m ght have foll owed, G andnother quickly
stated: "Now, however, we finally have tine to hear Qtter. He has just-
recently returned fromthe Alligator clan villages near the nmouth of the
river. He brings us shell, sacred yaupon to boil and drink, dried fish,
bright feathers, and nmany other things. Tell us what you have heard on
the river, Gandson, and what you suggest that we do with these
wonderful gifts you' ve brought."

Oter stepped to a spot across the fire fromhis grandnother, gl anced
around at his relatives, and | owered hinself to a sitting position where
everyone could see him The firelight danced on his brightly dyed

cl ot hing, the heat causing the soaked fabric to steam He laced his
fingers together before him his el bows on his knees.

He woul d start at the beginning, as was good manners. "I followed the
river downstreamfor four tens of days. Wen |I reached the Al ligator
clan villages, | made shore and asked for Swanp Bear, the chief there.

He greeted ne as he always has, with warmfriendship, nuch food, and a
dry place to sleep

"For the next couple of weeks, | Traded the copper plate, fine fabrics,
gal ena, pottery, and other goods the Wite Shell Can allowed nme to
carry down river. In return, I got many wonderful shells, tobacco, raw
yaupon, sharks' teeth, and many mission, | will take those things north
to trade to the people up in the Copper Lands."

Grandnot her gl anced around, then shrugged. "The clan will consider this
request." She cocked her head. "Wat did you hear in the south, Qter?
What are your words for us? Wat have you | earned? \What advice do you
have about the com ng year?"

Oter took a monent to collect his thoughts. He had expected i mediate
perm ssion to continue Tradi ng. The request was a formality, since the
Trade goods. technically belonged to the clan

"G andnot her, nothing is going to be as it has been. The river Trade is
changi ng. You yourself have seen the increase in the nunber of canoes
passi ng each year. The demand for Trade is growing. W need to give this
change careful thought, and to consider our role init."

The ol d woman nodded. "We have suspected as nuch. Go on."

"Let me tell you about sonething | heard. Swanp Bear told ne that the
people living at the nouth of the river, the ones who call thensel ves

t he Anhi nga, nmet some Traders, young nmen fromthe Khota villages. It
seens that these young nmen decided to take four canoes to the nouth of
the Father Water to see if they could Trade with the peoples there. They
brought the usual things, of course, but while they were there, they
noti ced a young girl known as the Pearl. She is a granddaughter of the
clan leader ... the Anhinga are matrilineal. The Khota asked to marry
her into the Khota C an."



Bl ue Jar | eaned forward. "Haven't you told us in the past that the Khota
are patrilineal ?"

"They are. The runor is that this girl will go there, to the Khota, to
marry Wolf of the Dead, the young war |l eader." Oter added bitterly, "
hope she enjoys his conpany."

"She can have him" G andnmother said sourly. "Do the Anhi nga know what
they've committed their daughter to?"

"l doubt it."

The Anhi nga ni ght not know about the Khota, but the Wite Shell did.
Several years back, runors had circul ated that the Khota had been
responsi ble for the death of Otter's uncle. No one would speak Uncle's
nane now. He had died in violence, and the corpse had not been recovered
to be properly cleansed, purified, and placed anbng the ancestors in the
City of the Dead.

I nstead, the angry ghost still roamed abroad somewhere, committing

m schi ef and mayhem Mentioning Uncle's name might drawit to Wite
Shell territory. Should that happen, disease, bad luck, crop failures,
and death woul d foll ow

News of the atrocity had been particularly difficult for Gter; Uncle
had been nore to himthan just his nother's ol der brother.

Among the White Shell, as with nost matrilineal people, Uncle had been
responsi ble for Oter and Four Kill's education. Uncle had raised the
boys, taught them rewarded good behavi or and puni shed them for bad.
Many Turtles m ght have sired Blue Jar's children, but he had no
responsibility for raising themother than offering advice every now and
then. Many Turtles had enough on his hands with his own sister's

chil dren.

Recogni zing Oter's obsession with the river, Uncle first took him
upriver as. a little boy. A famed Trader, Uncle had taught Oter the
ways of the river and the peoples who lived on its shores. At the old
man's knee, Oter had absorbed the skills of a Trader the way dry noss
sucks up water.

Oter himself had paid a stiff price nore than once when passing the
Khota | ands. The Khota were relatively newto the Ilini River, having
noved down fromthe north within the last ten tens of w nters.
Oiginally fierce and warlike, they'd driven their predecessors fromthe
country, taken the wonen, and adopted many of the ways of those they
conquer ed.

O all peoples, the Khota consistently proved the nost troubl esonme; once
they'd stolen an entire canoe-load of greenstone, galena, and steatite
that Oter had | aboriously paddl ed upriver

Traders generally tried to slip past the Khota villages at night.

Those who tried to pass the villages in daytime were accosted,

t hreat ened, sonetinmes beaten--and al ways |ightened of their | oads.
Traders categorized the Khota al ong with nosquitoes, ticks, water
noccasi ns, bad storms, rough water, and other hazards of doing business.
After all, the Khota created many fine artifacts, including effigy

pi pes, gorgets, and other goods that would bring fair profits up- or



down river--provided one could survive the Tradi ng process.

Many Turtles muttered: "Perhaps this Pearl will enjoy our Trade goods
when she arrives there. At |east someone will get

some good out of them besides the sneaky Khota."

Grandmot her watched OGtter through thoughtful eyes. "What do you think it
means for us ... this marriage?"

Oter took a deep breath. "Trade is going to change over the com ng
years. The Khota hope to bypass nost of the river Traders.

They are planning on Trading directly for coastal goods."
"I's it because so nmany Traders try to avoid then?" Round Seed asked.

"I think so," Oter replied. "Even Traders new to the area do their best
to sneak their goods through Khota territory. \When the Khota openly
killed the Serpent City Trader a couple of years ago, they lost a |ot of
Trade. Tension ran high on the river that year, and the Ilini villages
above themthreatened war if they ever did it again."

"They threatened you, didn't they?" G andnother retorted.

"Perhaps it would be worth paying Black Skull and some of his warriors
to travel with you."

Oter chuckled. "It might at that, but what good will that do?

Trade is not a matter of war. Making it so would offend Power, naybe
turn it against us forever. If the Khota just weren't crazy ... well,
everyone woul d be happier." "W do have an option," Many Turtles said
quietly. "We could wait, watch for their canoes, steal fromthemthe way
they've stolen fromus. Tall Cane Clan would stand with us. So woul d
nost of the villages along the Father Water."

Mutters of assent rose from around the room

Grandmot her stilled themwith a raised hand. She studiously avoi ded

gl anci ng toward her son-in-law. "Someone mght think that a good idea.
But what would that gain us in the long tern?" She paused. "As Oter
said, they're crazy. Robbing their canoes might bring a whole flotilla
down river--one full of warriors.

We'll all join the ancestors one day; let's not rush to do so."

"It is worth considering," Heavy Rock said fromhis position behind
Round Seed. "A little respect can go a long way toward keepi ng Trade
stable on the river."

Grandmot her st eepl ed her hands. "Perhaps ny daughter's husband shoul d
give this sone thought: Canoes travel faster than word of nouth. The
Khota could land a war party here before anyone was the wi ser.' They
could do a great deal of damage to us. War--no natter what the reasons
for it--wouldn't be in our interest." She | owered her voice, her eyes
gone msty, perhaps in nenmory of her nmurdered son. "Even with the
Khot a. "

Oter rubbed his hands together. "I agree. That the Khota have mounted a



Tradi ng expedition denonstrates that the nun> her of Traders bypassing
their villages has begun to worry them

Wth normal people, | would expect themto apol ogi ze and | earn from
their past mstakes. Wth the Khota ... well, they're just lunatics."
Grandnmot her nodded in sage agreement. "Very well, Qter.

You said that Trade on the river is going to change. Wat do you advi se
that we do about it?"

"Not hi ng, Grandnother. Like a flood in spring, you can't stop it." He
steepled his fingers. "However, knowi ng that the flood is coning, you
can prepare for it, and use it to better your fields. Mre and nore
Traders are going to pass here. Perhaps the Wite Shell O an should
consi der ways to capture part of that Trade?"

"Buima net across the river?" Round Seed asked.

"I don't think you need to go that far." OQter nade a sinple gesture.
"Part of your work is already done. Traders have al ways been wel cone
here. Uncle began that tradition. Make them even nore wel cone. Perhaps a
shelter should be built down at the canoe | andi ng?"

Heavy Rock stirred where he sat behind Round Seed. "Won't things
di sappear? | mean, these are strangers, people we don't know. They could
be ... well, you know, untrustworthy."

"Some will be," Oter agreed. "But | want you to consider this, Uncle.
Traders depend on good will. Those who steal, or cause trouble, soon
find thensel ves unwel cone--1ike the Khota.

An unwel comre Trader does little Trading. And the runors about hi msoon
circulate. After all, a good Trader, |ike ne, doesn't want a bad Trader
to prosper. 1'll tell everyone that Wat's-Hi s Nane isn't reliable, and
t hat peopl e should be wary about Trading with him What's-H s-Nanme will
find few villages open to himafter a couple of seasons."

Grandnmot her patted her knees. "Not all problens can be avoi ded, and nore
good than bad would come from having Traders here. Traders" bring |uck
you' ve al ways heard that, haven't you? Perhaps we should let it be known
that a warm stew i s al ways cooking at the | anding."

"That's a lot of effort."” Blue Jar |ooked pensive as she scratched
behi nd her ear. "You have to keep it hot so it doesn't spoil. Sonetimes
it can be weeks between visits by Traders.

That's a ot of wood to collect, and sonmeone nust tend the fire all the
time." She glanced slyly at G andnother. "And ny husband al ready has
enough to do."

Many Turtles | aughed, sneaking a glance at G andnother fromthe corner
of his eye.

"But you could lay a stack of firewdod in the shelter," Red Dye
suggested. "And hang bags of precooked patties fromthe walls. Maybe

snoke them so the nold doesn't grow on them™ "I think that just a hut
woul d be enough,” OQter said. "Traders would be nore than willing to
wal k up the hill in search of sonething to eat. Not only that, they'd

want to talk, to hear the news, and to sit around a cheerful fire with



ot her people. Make them feel good, and wel come, and they'll be nore
likely to give you gifts."

Bl ue Jar | ooked at her sister. "It mght be worth it to make some heavy
bags ... the sturdy kind Traders like to carry. And we m ght keep sone
extra pottery jars handy. You know, things that wear out or get broken.
Thi ngs Traders need." G andnother cocked her head thoughtfully. "This
will be good for us. As we get nmore visitors, we'll learn. See what they
need ... and do our best to fill that need."

"I agree, Gandnother." Oter |ooked around, neeting his relatives'
eyes. "If this is done correctly, you could lure nost of the Traders to
stop here. W are located at the right place on the river. The Deena
villages are a day's travel to the north.

Yellow diffs is a day to the south. Because of the bluff, the Wite
Shell clan grounds are close to the river--not a long walk fromwhere a
Trader woul d have to |l eave his goods. This is a good place to stop."

"We shall consider it," Grandnother stated, nmaking a sign with her hand
that the subject was closed for the nmoment.

"What is the news here?" OQter resettled hinself so the fire would dry
his left side.

" Somet hi ng- happened over at the City of the Dead," G andnother told him
soberly. Al eyes imediately turned on the old woman. "We're not sure
what. A young man fromthe Broken Miussel C an--his name was Four Yell ow
Feat her s- - passed t hrough the day before the marriage. It appears that
the Dreamer, Green Spider, is dead. Killed during the solstice.”

"What ?" Many Turtl es gasped, propriety forgotten as he stared w de-eyed
at G andnot her.

Oter stiffened, his heart skipping a beat.
"Why didn't you say sonething?" Blue Jar demanded.

Grandmot her sat stolidly, her expression neutral as she continued.
" Four Yellow Feathers arrived just before we were to cross the river
for the marriage. He saw ne here--alone. |, of course, took himfor sone

wel | -wi sher sent by ol d" WIIow Thong. Thought he came bearing
greetings, or a gift. Instead, he sat there where you are, Qter,

| owered his eyes and said that G een Spider was dead." She smacked her
| eat hery, pal ms together.

"W had a marriage to attend to, so | said nothing."

"I still don't understand why you didn't tell nme.
fl ashed.

Bl ue Jar's eyes

"Why say anythi ng?" G andnot her responded reasonably.

"If he's dead, do you think worrying about it would bring himback? If

it's arunmor ... why stir everyone up with it? Apparently, Four Yell ow
Feathers didn't feel it inportant enough to paddl e across and informthe
Tall Cane Cdan. Tine will tell if it's true or not."

"Mother, in the future--"



Grandnot her rai sed her hand, conmandi ng as al ways. "Red Moccasi ns and
Four Kills had a wonderful cerenony. Had | started spouting runors,
everyone woul d have spent the time nuttering dire prediction's and doi ng
their best to turn the occasion into the end of the world."

Oter slowy shook his head as Grandnother's probing stare bored into
him Geen Spider dead? What did it nean?

Many Turtles' lips quivered for a noment. "How ... how did he di e? Does
anyone know?"

Only the popping of the fire broke the silence.

Grandnot her sighed, and for a noment she stared vacantly, seeing

somet hing in her head. She seened to cone to herself again, properly
addressing the answer to Blue . instead of to Many Turtles. "According
to the runor, it happened on the winter solstice ... just at the
noonti me begi nning of the Feast of the Dead. As the food was being laid
out, a bolt of lightning struck the tenple. Geen Spider and the O an
El ders were there

Apparently Green Spider was seeking sone sort of Power. The C an El ders
were watching over him They m ssed the cerenonies, as a matter of fact.

"The whol e tenple was burned to the ground. The four old nmen were
scorched as they dragged Green Spider fromthe flames. G een Spider sat
up, eyes w de, but saw no one, heard no one. He is reported to have
shouted, ' are so beautiful

Yes ... yes ... I'mcoming. Fly ... fly to the Spiral ... ' And then he
fell over dead."

"What does that nmean?" Round Seed wondered. She had pl aced a hand over
her mouth, her frightened eyes fixed on a point over the door.

Grandnmot her cl eared her throat in the famliar growl she used to bring
peopl e back to their senses. "How do | know? | told you, this is just
what Four Yell ow Feathers said."

A stirring of unease sucked at Oter's soul |ike dark water around a
snag.

Five The evening fire crackled and spit, sending danci ng sparks upward
into the darkening sky. Pearl sat silently on the weathered gray trunk
of a cottonwood. The river had borne the fallen giant down the w nding
channel , scrubbing the bark away with the sane brutal efficiency that
had snapped off the tree's branches and |inbs. The wiles of current and
fate had grounded the giant here, on the crest of a |long sand spit that
curled out into the nurky brown river fromthe downstream end of a
wooded i sl and.

Pear| pulled her blanket tight about her as she gazed across the fire
toward the distant eastern bank. In the fading twilight, the river had
gone black, roiling and twining in the darkness.

Freedom | ay there, beyond that surging rush

She coul d see the high prows of the canoes in the flickering orange
light of the fire; the boats were pulled up on the beach like four weird



teeth rising fromthe damp nud. Water slapped at their sterns, the sound
mxing with the bell-like splash of waves on the shore. Beyond the
clotted bl ackness of the eastern uplands, a red wolf sent an eerie cal
through the trees, only to be nocked by the plaintive hoo boo hoooo of a
great horned ow .

Pear|l |eaned closer to the popping fire to gather nore of its warnth
The snell of hickory and sweet gum mi xed as the breeze changed and bl ew
war m snmoke around her. She | eaned back and tilted her head to one side
to avoid the worst of the funes. The bl ackness of the night weighed on
her .

"You all right?" Gizzly Tooth asked in thickly accented Trader talk as
he approached and settled on his haunches. He braced his mnuscul ar arns
| oosely on his knees, his fingers dangling.

Pear| nodded, glancing at himfromthe corner of her eye.

Gizzly Tooth couldn't have been nore than twenty sumers, yet he
clainmed to have killed ten enenmies in battle and to have traveled to a
barren land in the far west where he killed a great silver bear

He | ooked the part of a warrior, his keen eyes gleaming alertly in a

br oad- boned face, his nose flat. No trace of hunor betrayed itself in
his firmnmuth. He wore a deerhide shirt that reached to md-thigh. The

| eat her had been decorated with teeth, nost of them human incisors, but
there were fangs from bobcat, badger, and fox as well. Large copper ear
spool s had stretched his earlobes and glinted in the light. He had
pul l ed his Iong black hair into a bun above his forehead and pinned it
with a stiletto crafted froma deer's ulna. The grizzly-bear teeth--from
whi ch he drew his name--alternated with |l ong brown claws on his

neckl ace.

From what she'd | earned, Gizzly Tooth and her prom sed husband, Wl f of
t he Dead, had undergone some sort of cerenony that made them brothers
where nature had fail ed.

She gl anced around, hating the dull ache in her soul. The rest of
Gizzly Tooth's conpani ons, young, strong, and nuscul ar, either squatted
or stood before the other fires, roasting fish, ducks, and a heron they
had killed during the day. They | aughed, sharing jokes in their guttura
| anguage. Periodically, they glanced at her, their black eyes

specul ative in the firelight.

The Khota were an attractive people, lithe, tall, with broad faces and
t hi n, hooked noses. They covered thenselves wi th ornaments of copper
m ca, and shell. For dress, they tended toward tail ored hides or

coarsely woven textiles that seemed nore |like matting than the finely
woven fabrics Pearl was used to. During cold weather, they draped

bl ankets or fur cloaks over their shoul ders. Many used | ong thongs to
lace hide or cloth to their bare legs, twining the laces in a net weave.

Each of the young men carried an atlatl strung to his belt.

Thus armed, the Khota were a nost form dable party as they noved
upriver. Pearl wondered about that. Wy did they need forty abl e-bodi ed
warriors, bristling with darts, to travel the river? Oher Traders made
the trip by thenmselves, or at nost, in parties of less than ten
dependi ng on the size of the canoes they had to muscl e upstream



Who did the Khota fear? And why? She'd never paid much attention to
stories about far-distant peoples. The uneasy thought had settled within
her that it might be a serious deficiency in her education

That norning they had passed the confluence of the Wstern River. She'd
been that far north before. But fromthere on, she had been seeing
country new to her. The journey had taken on a different feeling: one of
inevitability.

What would it be |ike? How would she live with these peopl e?
What woul d this strange northland be Iike?

The canoes woul d beach on sone strange northern river, and the oddly
dressed Khota woul d crowd around her, nudgi ng, peering, grunting to each
other as their stares invaded her. She'd have to wal k anong themlike a
curious trophy. Despite the nunbing fear, she nmust act with all the

pri de and bearing of the Anhinga.

How can | do that if they start poking, prodding? The very thought
brought a chill to her. Wuld they resent this woman of the south com ng
anong then? Surely a man as great as this Wl f of the Dead woul d have
worren who wanted him perhaps even | oved him How would they deal wth
her arrival ? Teasing?

Testing her courage? Qutright hatred?

Pearl knotted her fists. She knew none of their custons. What if she
of fended their beliefs? Wuld they understand--or would they shun her
for an intruder?

@ ancing at the warriors around her, she could remenber no nonent of
synmpathy. O all of them only Gizzly Tooth regarded her as anything
nore than a prize. She could read nothing but desire in the eyes of the
others--and then only when Gizzly Tooth's attention was el sewhere.

As the fire crackled, she studied the war | eader fromthe corner of her
eye. She was the only woman anong four tens of nen. Could he keep his
young nen under control? O would WIf of the Dead even care if his
warriors decided to sate thenselves within her?

If you don't think about it. Pearl, maybe it won't happen

Despite the predatory stare Gizzly Tooth gave her, she forced herself
to remenber quiet nmornings in the backswanps as the m st curled off
still water and around the swollen bol es of tupelos.

She coul d see the dewdrops, gleamng like crystals on the hangi ng noss.
The Iilt of birdsong carried as Alligator floated, only his eyes and
nostrils breaking the placid surface of the silky water

As she stared into the fire, nenories of other fires in happier tinmes
were kindled. Faces formed, so finely etched in her menory.

Brown eyes sparkl ed, and echoes of |aughter broke bright fromthe lips
of friends and famly, only to vanish in the enptiness of her soul

' mnever going to see ny people again. |I'mheaded into the unknown ..
and I'mgoing to die horribly anong the barbarians Bl ack Skull dug his
decorated -paddle into the sluggish water, driving the dugout canoe



t hrough the thin sheet of ice that crackled and shattered under the
force of their passage. As the boat passed, fragments of ice tinkled and
whi spered agai nst the hull

The V' ed bow wake washed over the crust, clearing the ice to expose
wobbl i ng white bubbl es trapped beneat h.

The Deer River was bleak at this time of year. The thin dusting of snow
that had fallen the night before now vani shed in the brightening
daylight. Mottled yell owbrown mats of fall |eaves carpeted the ground
under naked trees half-strangled by ropy masses of dormant vines. In the
shadowed hillside fringes of woodl and, |ight-starved saplings cast a
chaotic pattern on the forest floor

Overhead, clots of fluffy white cloud scudded off to the northeast,
driven by the relentless south wind. On the north-facing sl opes, crusted
snow |l ay blue-white in the shadows. Spears of ice clung to the shadowed
| i mestone outcrops that peered through | eaf mold and patchy,

reddi sh-yel | ow sands.

They've all lost their mnds.1 Black Skull groused at hinself.
We're on a fool's errand!

He craned his neck, studying the next bend. Fromhis position in the war
canoe's stem he had to peer around three nen. Two of them were C an

El ders, each dressed in their clan colors. And finally, up in the bow,
he sat, bolt upright, head erect--facing, of all things, backwards!

In spite of his irritation, a sudden need to shiver settled. in Black
Skull's flesh--and it wasn't incited by the bracing norning air.

Bl ack Skull thrived on discipline and order; he had little time for
fool i shness. Foolishness in a warrior was a weakness, and no one could
accuse Black Skull of weakness. As a child, he'd lived in weakness, and
in fear. But Granduncle had shown himthe way: the warrior's path.

Thr ough di sci pline and duty, Black Skull had destroyed his tornentor and
overconme his weakness.

As a warrior, he organized each day, conducted hinself wth honor and
propriety as befitted one of his rank, observed the rituals and taboos
of his War Spirits, and obsessed hinself with training.

And then lightning struck the tenple and Black Skull's ordered life
began to dissol ve.

I"mcursed with a lunatic ... on a lunatic's mssion. To enphasize his
wrat h, he used his pointed war paddl e to send the canoe flying forward.

From the nmonent Green Spider had returned fromthe Dead, he'd been
someone, sonething, different. The sober-eyed, quiet young man Bl ack
Skul | had known--and noderately detested-- had been replaced by this
curiously possessed caricature of that other Geen Spider. Wat had
happened to himwhile he'd been dead? Wat--or who--had he becone?

Bl ack Skull's mnuscles [ocked for the briefest of instants as he
renmenbered the horrified face of his nother, her gl azed eyes glaring
wide at himfromthe edge of death. Wet, hot blood had | eaked down her
face in web-like tracery.



He tossed his head the way he would to fling water fromhis face and

hair ... O blood ... blood like hers ... tracing across the numbing
skin. Snails left tracks like that blood ... tracks, the pathways of
death ... and nurder.

He drove the nenory away violently, like scattering a covey of quail.

The fool had brought all this on--he and his insane babbling.

Bl ack Skull gazed around uneasily, peering into the silent maze of dark
tree trunks, hearing the crystal sounds of water and ice. Power seened"
to hover in the air around themlike an invisible haze--as it had from
that fateful noment on the sol stice when |ightning speared fromthe
sullen sky to destroy the tenple.

Hs mother's nmenory rarely intruded into Black Skull's dreans, |et alone
hi s waki ng hours. And now she'd returned to haunt him The raving mani ac
in the bow had sonmething to do with that. Supposedly, he'd been in the
Land of the Dead.

Tal ked to her perhaps?
I ought to crack the idiot's head open

Bl ack Skull unleashed all the strength in his nuscul ar body, driving the
paddl e deep into the still water as he battered the canoe through

anot her patch of ice. Inagine, dragging the Can Elders, the nost

i mportant people in the world, out into danger like this. It was al
insanity! »

Behi nd him the second canoe, powered by the great warrior, Three
Eagles, followed. It carried the other two O an El ders.

They sat |ike wooden stunps, wapped in thick bl ankets woven of feather
and cord.

| warned themnot to do this thing. They didn't listen to ne.

Dedication to duty had its failings. If anything happened to the C an
El ders, it would be Black Skull's fault. Yet this demented idiot with
the sense of a raving jay had placed themall at risk

Bl ack Skull cast a suspicious glance at G een Spider. The fool's vacant
brown eyes rolled around in their sockets as if People of tfic Lakes 105

t hey were unhooked. He | ooked unkenpt, his triangular face pale. That
coul dn't be Power.

Bl ack Skull renenbered everything that had happened, and he used the
menory to cover any trace of his nother--used it the way the clan used a
new | ayer of earth to cover the bones of the Dead in a burial nound.

Just before the lightning struck, Black Skull had been wal ki ng t oward
the tenple. He'd felt the hair on his head begin to prickle, and his
nerves had crackled |ike rubbed fox fur

The bolt had flashed brightly across the cl oud-w apped w nter sky,
cracki ng the bones of the world with its thunder. Frying white |ight
-had split eerily, touching the flat-topped mound with one fork and
splintering the roof of the tenple with the other



For one incredul ous nmonent, Black Skull had stood as firmy rooted as
one of the old oaks. Then he'd run as he'd never run before.

As he'd charged up, Black Skull had found the C an El ders draggi ng G een
Spider fromthe roaring nightmare. The look in their eyes woul d haunt
hi m forever: sheer glassy-eyed terror

\with his callused hands, Black Skull had beaten the flames fromthe
di soriented old nmen, shaking themone by one to return themto this
wor |l d, demanding to know if they were all right.

Sonmewhere in the horror of the nonment, one of the Elders had bent down
over Green Spider wailing, "He's dead!"

An omi nous silence had settled over the City of the Dead, to be broken
only by the poppi ng and snapping of the flanes.

The rest of that day had passed like a dream Scattered imges stil
swirled in Black Skull's nenory: worried people running . in al
directions; frantic pleas fromcowering individuals with tear-streaked
faces; others, mute, who stared up toward the heavens; a little girl
lost in the panic, crying past the knotted fist she'd stuffed into her
mout h as she ran through the forest of |egs, searching for her nother
the wretched expression on Geen Spider's dead face as they carried him
to the Blood O an charnel house.

Peopl e began to slip away, nany |eaving their bel ongings on the ground
as if tainted by the horrible event. Mire followed, until by nightfall,
the City of the Dead had been all but abandoned.

The C an El ders remmined, silent, their gazes fixed on Visions that |ay
outside this world. In spite of the renonstrations of friends, Healers,
and concerned relatives, they'd barely responded, choosing to stay in
the charnel hut with G een Spider's corpse.

For three days, the grisly vigil continued as Green Spider's relatives
trickled back to wash his body, paint it, and begin the cerenonies that
woul d start himon the path to join his ancestors.

VWhat did one do with a man killed by Power? Normal people could lie
around in the charnel house until the flesh fell off the body; then the
bones coul d be painted before burial or cremation

G ven the bizarre nature of G een Spider's death, his relatives --with
t he concurrence of the C an El ders--had prepared a tonmb. They'd dug out
a grave and lined it with red clay. Logs were procured fromthe forest

to lay across the tonb. This would be capped with a shall ow covering of
earth. It would do until a decision could be nmade on the fina

di sposition of G een Spider's corpse.

On the fourth day, as the norning sun broke the tree-covered horizon
into a crystal-cold sky, they'd carried Geen Spider to his tonb and
laid himon the frozen red clay. Wen the | ogs were being placed across
the top, Green Spider had suddenly sat bolt upright. Cries of amazenent
brought Bl ack Skull on a dead run. He'd arrived as Green Spider took a
deep breath and opened his eyes.

It took several heartbeats before Green Spider focused and | ooked around
at the shocked faces of the people. Then he smled lazily and cli nmbed
out of the grave.



| should have killed himthen, Black Skull thought. 1'd have saved us
all a lot of trouble.

A d woman Many Fl owers had gone ashen, her eyes sliding back in her head
before she tottered and fell over like a slab of bark. Fromthat nonent
on,' Green Spider had acted strangely.

He di d things nonsensically--1ike a naniac.

After he'd eaten, he'd claimhe was hungry. Wien he was hungry, he'd say
he was full. If a person told himto sit down, he'd stand up. Ask himto
cone, and he'd wal k away. Tell himto go away, and he'd wal k right up

When asked about it, he sinply stated, "I'mfine. The rest of - you are
goi ng crazy."

Only the dan Elders seenmed to understand. They nodded know ngly and
whi spered anong t hensel ves.

Then Green Spider had lifted a pointed finger and announced: "The tine
has come to stay here!" He'd | ooked around, his ani mated eyes going from
face to face, marking each of the Can Elders and finally pinning Bl ack
Skull with a | ook that nearly curled the warrior's hair.

Green Spider cleared his throat. "Stay away fromme, you cowardly Cl an
El ders. Black Skull, don't you dare cone with ne. Three Eagles, | don't
want you either."

Bl ack Skull gl anced over at his friend and sometines rival.

Three Eagl es' eyes had gone round. Black Skull slowy took a step
backward, his heart pounding |like a cerenpnial drum He took anot her
before A d Man Sun clanped a withered hand on his arm and nuttered:
"Stay where you are! He wants you for something." "But he just said--"

" Shut up!"

Bl ack Skull froze, glaring hate at the inbecile everyone seened to take
so seriously.

Green Spider pirouetted around in a little dance. "The |ast place
woul d want to go is to the Wite Shell O an. There's nothing there for
me! But then, you didn't hear that fromny lips." To Black Skull's
continued confusion, Add Man Sky nodded

"W will get the canoes ready."
Bl ack Skull shot a |ook at the old nman. Had his senses gone the way of
Green Spider's? The Dreamer had said he didn't want to go anywhere--and

then denied it!

The El ders made i nmedi ate preparations. Canoes were provisioned in great
hast e.

"What are we doi ng?" Black Skull demanded wi th unaccust oned
assertiveness when he caught A d Man North to one side



"He said he didn't want to go anywhere, let alone to Wite Shel
territory."

ad Man North | ooked at Bl ack Skull through pitying eyes.
"That's just where he wants to go."

"That's insane! He's sick, addled, like a warrior hit in the head. He's
not seeing things clearly."

The | ook of pity intensified in the old man's eyes. "He's anything but
crazy, warrior. He sees nmore clearly than all the rest of us."

"But he's--"
"Hush, warrior." The C an El der placed winkled fingers to Black Skull's
lips. "I don't know what Green Spider is doing, but you, of all people,
know your duty to the clan. You nust do it now" Od Man North had
hesitated, peering at Black Skull with unsettling intent. "To live at

this time, to see this thing happen, is a marvelous gift. | have known
you since you were a little boy. | can't tell you howto see, Black
Skull. 1"mnot sure that you can. WII you bind yourself to your

duty?. WIl you do as your clan asks of you?l'

"I know my duty. Upon ny soul, | will do anything you order. But this is
dangerous! You can't place yourselves at risk

I f anything--"

"Bl ack Skull, you and Three Eagles will take ne and the rest of the O an

El ders to the Wiite Shell clan house. And you will do anything G een
Spi der asks of you. Obey, Black Skull, and perhaps you shall learn to
see in the mracul ous way he does."

At that, the old man had wal ked away, his white breath hanging in the
air behind him

And here they were, paddling down the hal f-frozen channel of the Deer

Ri ver, headed for the Father Water, and then downstreamtoward the Wite
Shell clan house. They were taking a terrible chance, exposing the O an
El ders this way. A sudden winter stormcould freeze them a canoe could
capsi ze and one of the Elders could drown. Raiders mght capture them
The dangers were too nunerous to count.

Bl ack Skull w nced. Why woul d Power hover around an idiot?

And what had happened to G een Spider's soul while he'd been dead? Had
t he ghosts perpetrated sone evil? Twisted himto some malignant purpose?

I f being dead made you into a fool. Black Skull wasn't sure he wanted
any part of it.

Even a brave man |like Black Skull had to fear when the Dead rose from
their tombs to walk this world again. But G een Spider had come back
changed, so different.

And | am bound to hinf

At |east he would be until they arrived at the Wiite Shell clan house.
Then he'd be quit of this madness G een Spider had called down on the



Clan Elders. And if G een Spider continued to place the Elders at ri sk,
well, a warrior knew ways to do his duty.

Bl ack Skull 1 ooked down at the deadly war club that |ay within easy
reach of his strong right hand. Beneath the pointed stone war head, the
copper spikes glowed eerily in the subdued Iight.

The norning turned out a great deal nore pleasant than Gtter expected.
Troubl ed dreans had marred his sleep. He'd dreaned that Red Moccasins
had been his--a loving wife who acconpani ed himas he travel ed the
river. She had been at his side, dickering for a wealth of copper. He
could still see her in the dream a subtle intinmacy in her eyes as she
gave himthat secret smile of conspiracy. In dreanms, the woman you | ove
i s always perfect.

He stood beside his overturned canoe, mindful of the sun beating down.
Beyond the brown shoreline, the Father Water glinted a wondrous bl ue.
The snell of the river seemed richer this norning, beckoning himto

di stant places. Oter inhaled; the aroma of nud, musky vegetation, and
wat er seeped through his lungs and into his bl ood.

He refused to focus his gaze across the river to where the gray haze of
swanp cottonwdod and the slight blue fog of snmoke ni xed over the Tal
Cane cl an grounds.

Red Moccasins would be sitting happily beside Four Kills.

Oter's imgination produced the |aughter breaking fromtheir lips, the
sparkle of love reflected in their eyes. He could see their hands
clasping warmy, nmenories circling around the passion they'd cone to
share as their bodies | ocked together under the sl eeping robes and--

"Qtter?" G andnother's voice destroyed the tormenting thoughts.

He blinked. Grandnother was tottering down fromthe drying racks, one
hand gri pping her gnarled, wooden wal king stick. In the sunlight, her
white hair gleamed with the purity of newly fallen snow. She wore a

yel | ow-and-red dress decorated with black di anond shapes and |i ghtni ng
zigzags. The clear norning light accented the antiquity of her shrivel ed
face.

She stepped around Wave Dancer's, polished prow and thrust her head
forward like a hunting heron as she ran thin fingers over the gleaning
hul I .

"Waxing it?" she asked, squinting at the wood.

"Yes, G andnother. Too nuch npbss had grown on her. | used chert flakes
to scrape the noss off. After that, | used sandstone bl ocks to scrub her
down. "

"Why wax? Some magic fromthe bees?"

Oter rubbed his fingers together, feeling the filmthat caked them
slick and heavy on his skin. "No, G andnother. Wax hel ps to preserve the
wood. Feel how snooth she is? Sone of the saltwater Traders say the boat
will nove better through the water. | can't swear it, but it seems to
feel that way. Wave Dancer likes it. | can sense her approval."

Grandnot her wal ked past him and stopped at the shoreline.



She nmade a grunting sound as she stabbed her wal king stick into the
| appi ng waves. They curled over the skid logs set into the | anding and
i gnored her provocati on.

Then she bal anced on her wal king stick: an old heron peering over the
sun-silvered waters. The breeze fl apped the hem of her dress in slow
rhyt hns. She | ooked tinel ess.

Oter shifted fromfoot to foot, waiting. Wth a | ong exhal ation, he
rel eased the tension and turned back to the boat. A white chunk of
beeswax rested on the curve of hull next to the keel

Powered by a vigor he hadn't felt earlier, he rubbed the wax furiously
across the wood, friction |eaving pale snears on the hull.

"She wasn't for you, you know," G andnother called, still staring out at
the river. "Your destiny was changed, G andson.

The river clained you. The Water Spirit took you ... and then sent you
back to us."

Oter continued to wax the hull with powerful strokes. He couldn't even
renenber the event that had changed his life.

According to the stories, it had been only a few noons after his birth.

"That night," G andnother continued as she stared across the river and
back into time, "the stormblew up fromthe south.

W were coming down fromDeer River, fromthe Gty of the Dead after the
sunmer sol stice. How terrible it was. W were out on the river in the
dark. Thunderbird flashed sticks of |ightning across the sky and shook
the whole world with his roaring.

The waves rose high on the river, higher than a man stands on dry |l and."

"That's when | fell overboard,” OQter nuttered
"Yes." Grandnot her sighed, turning. She approached himw th careful
steps, her head slightly cocked as she studied himw th bird-bright
eyes. "W didn't know you'd fallen into the water. Wen Bl ue Jar
realized what had happened, she screaned in terror, half crazy.
Practically had to tie her up to keep her from junping overboard
hersel f."

Oter braced hinself on Wave Dancer and stared stupidly at his hand
where his strong brown fingers had gouged holes in the wax.

Grandnot her sucked lined brown |ips over pink gunms as she nodded. "The
rest of that trip, Blue Jar huddled in the canoe, clutching your brother
to her chest. Yes, | renenber so well.

She had a vacant stare on her face. You would have thought she'd | ost
both of her boys instead of just one."

"I's that why she always preferred Four Kills?"

Grandmot her stood silently, head down, darting the danp nmud with her
wal ki ng stick, perhaps ritually killing something in the past. "I think



you' ve al ways frightened her. Everyone went out |ooking for your body,
of course. No one expected to find an infant alive. No sooner had she
cone to accept the fact that you were dead than Uncl e discovered you,

your cradl eboard caught in the driftwood just above the clan grounds."
She let her gaze slip to the river. "Now, Grandson, do you wonder that
she was afraid?"

"No, | guess not. Who knew what sort of changeling | night have becone.”

"You never could keep away fromthe river after that. Your brother would
stay in the clan grounds, doing what boys do.

But you ... if you vanished, your nother would panic, and Uncle woul d
find you down here, fooling around in the water

Scold you, she might, but Blue Jar could never break you of your
fascination with the river."

"It"s in ny soul."
The wal ki ng stick stabbed out its enphasis. "OF course it is.

Only a fool would think otherwise." Alight glinted in those bl ack eyes.
"And Red Moccasins is no fool."

"Four Kills is better for her. A brave warrior, smart ... wise for his
age. During that raid three years ago, he killed four of the enenmy and
earned his nanme. People already listen to himin councils.”

"I"'mglad to hear those words fromyou. |1'd half feared you'd grown
jeal ous of your brother. Twins ... they nake a person nervous. And you
know t he stories.”

"About First Man and his twin brother? If you'll recall, Many Col ored
Crow was that brother."

"He was indeed." She appraised himfromthe corner of her eye. "The
brot her of the Dead, of the Darkness. How does it work out between you
and Four Kills? Opposites crossed? If so, which of you is Light ... and
whi ch Dar k?"

Oter chuckled. "He is Light, Gandnother. And yes, | amthe Dark one.
Lost in the storm bathed by lightning and thunder

Cast to the dark waves, | still float. But jeal ous?" He shook his head
wistfully. "Not of ny brother. | feel him-" he pressed his hand to his
breast "--here, inside. He loves her with all of his heart, G andnother.
And she |l oves him"

Her eyebrow lifted skeptically.
"You must understand, Grandnother. He is me, what | m ght have been. No
worman coul d turn me agai nst Four Kills. A woman would have to turn ne

agai nst nyself first."

"That's been known to happen," she said and rai sed a hand to shade her
brow as she studied the rolling river. "Look at you

You can't wait to push your canoe back into the river, |oad her up, and
paddle like a frantic rodent for the north. You' d think you had nore in



common with those strangers than you do with your own rel atives."
"You know better than that." Oter relinquished the wax and bent to pick
up the thick fol ded square of nettle-and-mlkweed 'fabric. Doubling it,
he began the arduous job of buffing this last section. Wth powerful
strokes, he worked the wax into the wood, seeing the pale streaks becone
clear, the rich grain of the wood | eaping out at him

"But you can't stay, can you?" she insisted. "The thought of him and her
just over there--" she pointed with her wal king stick "--eats at

you.
"He is her husband. | have no part init."

"And that copper plate you gave then?" She snorted | oudly.

"Quite the gift. The clan forgives you such generosity with its wealth."

Here it came. Menially girded for war, Otter bent his head to the side
to neet those glinting eyes. "Not all of what | accunul ate belongs to
the clan!" "Indeed?" she asked nmildly. "You belong to the clan--and,
therefore, so does anything you own. Just as a wonan's children, and her
children's children, belong to the clan." A pause, then her voice
dropped to enphasize the point. "And | told you the clan forgave you."

Oter remained silent, continuing to wax his boat.

"Besi des," G andnother granted, "the story of that gift will travel up
and down the river. Such stories serve a purpose.”

"Are you always so crafty? Al ways seeki ng sone advant age?"

"Absolutely. I'"'ma Trader ... just like you. Ah, you see, Oter, we're
not so different, you and |I. Each of us seeks an advant age.

You in your barter for goods, | in the accumnul ati on of obligations, good
will, and alliances for ny clan and territory."

"It's all Trade?"

"What else would it be? Just because you're young, Oter, you're no

wi de- eyed innocent. You've seen nore of people and places than nost old
nmen who' ve di ed and been burned to ashes.

You know a great deal nore than you ever let on." She made a twirling
gesture with her bony hand. "So why don't you and | make a bargain--a
Trade, if you will?"

"And what woul d that be, G andnother?"
"I'f you give ne honesty, |I'Il give you freedom"

"I already have it, or are you threatening to take Wave Dancer away from
me, along with all ny copper plate?"

"Yes, you have your precious freedom or whatever it is that you think
freedomis." She pointed the wal ki ng stick northward.

"You could go up there. I'msure there are clans along the Serpent R ver
that would | eap at the chance to adopt you into their ranks. HmP? G ve



you your choice of wi ves, of fine houses and honors." She paused.
"They'd be fools not to."
"Yes, G andnother, | suppose there are people who would take ne."

"Good." She bowed her head, frowning at the holes she'd poked into the
mud with the wal king stick. "I don't think the others understand what
you've been trying to tell them Qur world is about to change. That

t hought worries nme."

"Don't judge themtoo harshly." Oter fingered a nick in the wood. "Not
even the Traders really understand. They |look at the rise in denmand and
think it's just good luck--or their own special Power." G andnother
finally said, "I'"'man old woman. | need you, Oter. Mre than that, the
cl an needs you. Your mother will need you even nore. You heard that
silly talk about raiding Khota canoes that m ght come down river?"

"Mbther wouldn't allowit. She's smarter than that."

"Ah, she m ght know that instinctively, but does she have the experience
to argue against it? That's the question. She's a bright woman, | know.
She nakes npst of the decisions these days; but |eadership is nore than
wi sdom You need to understand what's happeni ng beyond your territory.
Events upriver are going to affect your people. Like it or not, she's
going to need your eyes, ears ... and experience."

Oter buffed the wood with circular swipes of the cloth. "Are you really
that worried that | mght run away?"

He flinched when her hand settled on his arm "Yes, G andson

What's to stop you? The woman you have | oved since you were a child just
married your brother. You' re not one of us, Oter. Not in the sense that
the other men are. You could not care | ess about clearing new fields.
Hangi ng snares for deer in the forest runs and collecting nuts aren't in
your soul. Sitting beside a warmfire, watching your children play on
the floor while you carve a new steatite pipe and gossip about your
sister in-laws relatives--none of that suits you." She made a wistfu
sound. "The big cerenonial centers along the Serpent River, the Mon
River, and the Ilini, they're exciting ... nore so than this little
squalid clan ground on the riverbank."

"And your Trade?"

"I give you the goods, your canoe, anything you want. Go where you wll,
Trade what you want ... but cone back with what you learn."

"I"ll be back," he prom sed, and at that nmonment, he heard the shout from
above and | ooked up.

Many Turtles holl ered again, pointing out across the river.

"What is it?" G andnother hopped fromone foot to the other, trying to
see across the sun-bright water

Oter shaded his eyes, nmking out the silhouettes paralleling the far
bank. ' ' Khota, | think. Four canoes, each with ten ... no, the |ead
canoe has eleven in it. Yes, the Khota, bearing the Anhi nga woman,
Pearl, northward to her betrothed." He nmade a clicking with his tongue.'

togirl.”



Grandnmot her had spotted them her expression grimas the |long, deadly
canoes passed. "So she's on her way to WIf of the Dead? His father is
Bl ood Wl f. Hi s grandfather was Killer Wlf, as | recall ... and wasn't
t he great-grandfather Man Eating Wl f, or sonething |like that?"

"Somet hing like that."

"They do seemto enjoy colorful nanes, don't they?"

Oter clenched his fist, squeezing the rag. "lI guess they do.

But then, if you're nothing nmore than two-1egged vernin, naybe that's
how you entertain yourself." "WIf of the Dead," G andnmpther nused, eyes
hal f - cl osed.

"He's the one who clains he turns hinself into a wolf, isn't he?"
"That's him But | don't think he can. If he did, the wolves would cone
frommles around to hunt himdown. No self respecting wolf would all ow

himinto their mdst."

"It is said,"” Gandnother added softly, "that Blood WIf killed your
Uncle." "More than that is said. Uncle wouldn't let themrob him

He had the nerve to stand up to them They killed him all right.
Filthy animals. Al of them"

"I remenber hearing when | was a young girl about how the Khota noved

into the Ilini valley. About the way they killed ... and the fate of the
worren t hey enslaved. | hope this Pearl knows what she'sin for."
"One of the times | was Trading with the Anhinga, | saw her. She's a

beautiful girl, but half-wild herself. Sw ns, dives.

Uses an atlatl better than nbst nmen. Her clan decided that she woul d
never be of any use to them They let her run wild. Said that no man
woul d want her."

The canoes were noving fast, flying upriver to the cadence

of paddl es that flashed as they caught the sun. Oter watched them the
si mrering hatred burning wthin.

"You shoul d see the expression on your face," the old woman said. "You
| ook |ike sonething' s made you sick to your stomach.™

"I always feel that way when | have to think about the Khota." He stood,
feet braced, watching the war canoes as they passed safely out of sight.
" " girl. No matter if she is wild, she deserves better than she's going
to get at their hands."

Oter remenbered WIf of the Dead. At tinmes, a bestial gleamlit the
Khota warrior's eyes, as if he really was filled with violent Power.
Sonetimes he lost all sense, scream ng, slashing the air with his war
club. Perhaps he couldn't turn himself into a wolf, but sonething
possessed hi mon those occasions. Sonething brutal and w cked.

If Pearl were smart, she'd drown herself in the river before she ever



saw t hat gl eam grow in her future husband' s eyes.

| clanp ny hands over ny ears to keep the terrible Silence out.

Still, it grows |louder, louder, until | can't stand it. | sit up in ny
bl ankets, gasping in pain ... and suddenly the pain is gone.
So ... it wanted to wake nme. Wy?

| look up at the night sky, so bright. Thousands of the Star People gaze
down at me through tw nkling eyes.

Fai nt voi ces echo inside ny head. CGhosts. Only ghosts shout so |oudly.

They grow clearer. Along with the crackling of the fire, shouts rise in
horror.

That fool young man nust have the Mask on again. Qtherw se, | wouldn't
be able to hear the voices of the ghosts fromthis distance.

| shake ny head, |lie down once nore and pull up ny bl ankets.

There is nothing worse than an angry bunch of dead people tornmenting the
living, and demandi ng that everyone within earshot |isten

I close ny eyes and try to sl eep.

The stormthat had been threatening for days finally broke on Star Shel
and Tall Man. They had | eft the Sal amander cl an house, where they had
spent the night, but had nade scant progress before the sullen gray

ski es opened and fluffy snow fell.

Rat her than brave the storm they cut off fromthe Holy Road to Bl ue
Duck territory. Shuffling through knee-deep snow, they entered the

eart hen enbankment marking the clan grounds. Star Shell chanted the
ritual blessing to the ghosts that inhabited the place. Was it just the
storm or did she sense the brooding di sapproval of the Spirits? Weaths
of snow twi sted down fromthe dismal sky, shrouding the grounds. They
could barely see the charnel house as they trudged past, and the burial
mound had become a shapel ess mass.

Fati gue sapped the strength from Star Shell's legs as she led the way to
the clan house and stopped before the door flap

Snow capped the high, rounded roof.
"Greetings!" Star Shell called out, numb and shivering.

Snow had matted her bl anket and nmelted on her exposed face to trickle
down and drip from her chin.

A head poked out past the deerhide hangi ng over the doorway.
"Who's there?"

"Star Shell, fromthe Shining Bird an of the Sun Munds, and Tall Mn
El der of the High Heads. W ask your permission to enter.”

The head ducked back inside, much to Star Shell's surprise.



"It's snowing!" To Tall Man, she added, "Perhaps they're conducting clan
busi ness. "

The dwarf stood in silence, the mounded snow on his bl anket making him
| ook nore like a stunp than a person

A thickly built man ducked through the flap, tucking a blanket around
hi nsel f. He wal ked forward through the dinpled snow, head cocked. "Star
Shel | ? What brings you here?"

At the cold tone, Star Shell gaped. "It's snowing too hard to travel any
farther!" She blinked through the fast-falling fl akes.

"Robi n? What's the matter?"

He studied her cautiously as his blanket began to whiten. He had a
thin-1ipped nouth under w de cheekbones. Hi s broad nose | ooked nashed
onto his face, and those hard eyes were slitted, hostile.

"Mca Bird sent you?"

"No. |'ve been away ... at Starsky. My nother died. | had to attend to
the rituals. Are you conducting clan business? Did we cone at a bad
time?"

He wat ched her in stony silence.

Tall Man spoke up suddenly. "lIndeed, | think we did cone at a bad tine."
He stepped forward. "Robin, of the Blue Duck Clan, | am Tall Man, an

El der of the Hi gh Head peopl es. What has happened? Why do you act as if

we cone bringing trouble instead of as weary and cold travel ers seeking
a warmfire and shelter fromthe stornP"

"Forgive ne, Elder. |I didn't recognize you. Blue Duck wel comes you to
our territories and we offer our warnmest wel cone."

"l thank Robin for his kind words, and the Blue Duck for their welcone."
Robi n fastened on Star Shell. "But you, worman, are a different story.
Per haps the Elder is unaware of who he travels with." "Wat's happened?"

Star Shell asked.

"How | ong have you been away?"

"More than a noon." She stiffened. "It's Mca Bird, isn't it? He's done
something. He ... or the Mask."
Robin hesitated, licked his |ips nervously and stanped a foot in the

snow. "You're wfe. O his clan. You're no friend of ours. Leave this
pl ace." He glanced at Tall Man

"Honored El der, please enter and share our fire. W have heard of the
great Magician." He paused, his gaze straying back to Star Shell
"Al t hough you travel in strange conpany."

"Wait," Tall Man lifted a shivering hand. "Tell us what has happened.
Star Shell is not your eneny. Grant me this, Robin.

Let us at |east warm ourselves, and tell us what has happened.



Hear Star Shell out, and then if you still believe her harnful, we wll
| eave. "

Robi n squinted for a monment, then jerked a nod. "Qut of respect for you,
Elder, we will listen. G herw se, she could freeze to death in the snow
for all the Blue Duck care."

"May your ancestors be blessed,” Tall Mn replied.

Star Shell's dread grew as the old man foll owed Robin into the clan
house. She shook snow of f of her bl anket before she ducked through the
hangi ng, miserably wet and chill ed.

The cl an house had been built along lines sinilar to those in the rest
of the Mdonshell valley. The structure consisted of two obl ong roons
connected by a covered wal kway. The first of these roons--the one she
now stood in--served for entertaining visitors and for clan business

di scussions. She could cross it in ten paces |engthw se and seven
crossways. The rear section, equally large, was reserved for rituals and
t he storage of sacred objects.

The room contained two fires that crackled and snoked; the snell of
goosef oot cakes and veni son added a rich aroma to the snoke-heavy air.
Trophies hung fromthe ribbed interior wall, including war clubs,
textiles, and dusty bags. Star Shell's gaze passed over what |ooked I|ike
pottery at first, and only on second gl ance did she notice that painted
skul I's had been hung with the other trophies. Skulls, ' of the \War

Soci ety--why woul d they bring them here?

She turned her attention to the people. To her surprise, no |l ess than
four tens of people, including the clan | eaders, were present. They
lined the wall benches and sat on bl ankets on the floor, their backs
oddly stiff. Had their arrival halted a heated debate in md-utterance?
The ol d wormen studi ed her with open sourness, the young men with the
fierce anger of stinging insult in their eyes.

Robi n had renmoved the wet bl anket and stood illumnated by the fire. His
crossed arns enphasi zed their slabs of nuscle. The thick fabric shin
didn't disguise his deep chest and broad shoul ders.

Copper ear spools gleanmed, and he wore his hair in a tight bun at the
back of his head. Thick waps of fabric covered his | egs above high
noccasins. His only other ornamentation was a breastplate made of split
human j awbones that created chevrons on either side of a gray slate

gor get .

Star Shell could see no synpathy in those reptilian eyes. He'd been
di fferent once, years ago, when he made the journey to Starsky
specifically to court her. At the time, she wouldn't consider his suit.
He'd been little nore than a farnmer's son, and she, the beautiful Star
Shel |

How arrogant | was then. He is right to hate nme. But the nan who wat ched
her with such seething anger was driven by nore than a once-spurned
courtship.

Tall Man tottered forward on his short |egs, the exertion of the journey
plain on his weary face. "Wnter is not the tinme for an old man |ike ne
to be floundering. about in hip-deep snow." He smiled at the fire as
peopl e cleared a path for him



In obvious relief, the dwarf extended his hands toward the bl aze and
si ghed.

For her part, Star Shell stood stupidly, desperately unsure of what to
do next.

"Come, " Robin beckoned. "W don't have to |ike having you here, but if
so respected an Elder as Tall Man speaks for you, we wll hear you out."

Torn between a desire to run and a yearning for the fire, Star Shel
i nched forward.

For | ong nmonents, no one spoke. The Magician, |ooking Iike a happy
child, grinned into the fire. Star Shell couldn't help but be aware of
the snow nelting and dri pping off of her. Wat she nust | ook Iike! A
m serabl e canp dog, soaked to the skin.

Tall Man turned around to warm his backside, oddly oblivious to the
pul sing aninmosity that radiated fromthe Bl ue Duck people.

They stared woodenly--as hard as the sooty posts that supported the clan
house. The only sound cane fromthe snapping of the fires.

Star Shell managed to find her voice as she catal oged the inplacable
faces. "Where is Catfish? And Wodpecker? And Broken Pipe? | don't see
ad Tree, or WVarm Soi | . "

"Catfish is dead," Robin said curtly. "Ask your husband why."

"Ah," Tall Man said evenly. "And the others whom Star Shell notes are
mssing ... they have no doubt gone to talk to the other clans. Am |
correct?"

Snol dering gl ares provided the answer. Star Shell closed her eyes; a new
sense of desolation invaded the pit of her stomach.

Wodpecker, Broken Pipe, and Warm Soil were nenbers of the Warrior
Society. They woul d be the ones sent to formulate alliances with the
other clans. The Bl ue Duck nust have been di scussi ng warfare when she
and Tall Man arrived, unbidden and unwel come, out of the storm

"Don't do this," she whispered. "No."

At a gesture from Robin, two of the young nmen noved to bl ock the
doorway. They stood with arms crossed, anger on their faces.

"Going to war would do nore harmthan good,"” Tall Man said, apparently
unawar e of the growi ng danger. "You will need to organi ze yoursel ves,
call in the warriors fromthe outlying farnsteads in the foothills up
and down your territory. The other clans, those who would join you, mnust
do the sane. You can't strike for another noon yet, and by that tine,
Mca Bird will have rallied the Shining Bird Can. Not only that, but
you must consider that sone clans won't join you and that others will
side with Mca Bird."

"Honorable Elder, Mca Bird isn't going to find out," Robin asserted,

his eyes gone to slits as he studied Star Shell.

Her heart had risen, pounding. Involuntarily, her hand rose to her



throat, as if she could ward away fear's suffocation

Bl essed Spirits, would she be the first to pay for Catfish's death?

"He al ready knows." The Magi ci an cocked his head, his eyes thoughtful as
he | ooked up at Robin. ' ', or he will as soon as he dons the Mask. It

will tell him"

"That's how he killed Catfish!" Robin roared. "And we're going to nake
sure it will never happen again! Don't you understand, Elder? Mca Bird
has gone too far! And this isn't the only clan he has enraged! People up
and down the valley are thirsting for his blood! W want to stop this
madness! Bl ood can only be repaid with bl ood!"

Star Shell's voice caught in her throat. "Wat happened?"

Loat hi ng soured Robin's face as he stared at her. "Your husband beat
Catfish's son. Used a digging stick to gouge one of his eyes out. Then
he tried to castrate the boy. He would have done it, too, if Ad Slate
hadn't heard the boy's shrieks and stopped it. And why? Because the boy
was caught coupling with Mca Bird's sister

"Catfish, quite naturally, flewinto a rage and stormed down to Sun
Mounds to exact a fair retribution. Mca Bird offered to neet himin the
cl an house--al one. Except it would seemthat when Catfish entered, your
husband was wearing the Msk

"Hear this, woman. Two of your clansnen dunped the body out in the snow,
wher e Wbodpecker found it, half chewed by wol ves."

"You don't want to go to war," Tall Man insisted.-
"Pardon me, respected Elder, but why not?" Robin demanded.

"Do the Hi gh Heads expect us to live like this? To be treated like canp
dogs? Kicked around and murdered at Mca Bird's pl easure?"

"Indeed not." Tall Man rotated to dry his front again.

Steamwas rising off his backside. The effect nmade the little El der
appear as mmagi cal as his nanme. "However, nenbers of the venerabl e Bl ue
Duck d an, consider what you will start.

This is not sone border skirnm sh between one clan and another over
pilfered storage pits, or slighted pride. You seek a bl ood vengeance
that will rip the valley apart. And then what?

Thi s cannot be brought to a conclusion before m dsumer at the earliest.
What will you do? Retreat to the hilltops? Live behind the clan
fortifications? Do you have enough provisions to see you through? How

I ong, can you live in the snow up there? Wien will you plant your
fields? As this drags out, the Traders will avoid you."

"Then what do you counsel, respected El der?" Robin asked, raising an
unconpr om si ng, eyebrow.

"I will deal with Mca Bird."

I ncredul ous stares centered on Tall NMan



"You?" Robin smiled at the absurdity. "Honorable Mgician, we know your
reputation, but in all seriousness ... "

The Magi ci an' s expression changed for the first time as he fastened a
gl eami ng stare on Robin. Perhaps it was a trick of the firelight, but he
seened to grow, his eyes expanding into

great, lum nous orbs. "Do you al ways judge a nman by his size, young
Robi n?"

The burly man stepped back a pace, his flat features | osing sonme of
their color. "No, Elder." Then he took a deep breath.

"But let us say that you do punish Mca Bird. That still doesn't solve
our problem Soneone else fromthe Shining Bird Clan will pick up the
Mask and | ook through it. It will all begin again.

W' ve dealt with Mca Bird, and before that, his grandfather.
Now it's our turn."

Tall Man fingered his shriveled chin as he pondered the warrior's words.
"I see. And | suppose the other clans would |ike the Mask, too?"

"I cannot speak for the other clans.” Robin's answer was plain enough.
Al of the clans along the Mboonshell had seen the Power granted by the
Mask. Everyone woul d be entertaining the sane thoughts as Robin.

Tall Man smiled easily. "Yes, young Robin, | think we're in agreenent.
The Shining Bird Can has had the Mask | ong enough for one people. Let
us see what we can do about that."

"And her?" Robin pointed a finger at Star Shell.

"Ch, she's on our side. Believe ne."

Robi n spun on the ball of his foot, his fist clenched at Star Shell.

"\What about your clan obligations? What about your responsibility to
your husband? How do you answer that, woman?"

Star Shell forced herself to stiffen. "I was born of the Starsky d an,
man of the Blue Duck. As you well know, | was Starsky before |I married
Mca Bird. Catfish's son wasn't the first person Mca Bird beat and
degraded. My husband practiced on ne. | have ny own reasons to hate
him"

Robin's stare pierced her, neasuring. From deep inside, she forced
herself to renenber the enpty eyes of the Mask-- watching as Mca Bird
ri pped away the bl anket and beat her naked body until she gasped in
surrender.

She could feel his hard hands as he rolled her over, driving a knee
bet ween her | egs. Then the pain as he drove hinmself nercil essly inside,
grunting as he took her.

Her anger rose in response. Yes, the time had come for her to do
somet hi ng about M ca Bird--and that accursed Mask.

Robi n nodded, a reluctant acceptance in his eyes. "Very well, Star Shell
of the Starsky Can. W take your word ... for the nonent. But renenber,



the tine for retribution has cone. If you betray us, if you won't help
us get the Mask, we'll renenber.

And if that happens, you'll wish |I'd ordered your death here, tonight. |
proni se you that."

Bl ack Skull couldn't shake the sense of inpending disaster--
and it was all Geen Spider's fault.

Sunlight flickered in dazzling silver beans fromthe w nd choppy water
as Black Skull continued to throw his weight into the paddle. H s canoe
shot forward with the speed of a thrown dart, while in the canoe
followi ng him Three Eagles struggled at the end of his endurance to
mat ch t he pace.

Bl ack Skull refused to let up, especially now At sight of those four
strange war canoes--paddles flashing in stroke after measured stroke--a
| ance of icy dread had shot through his soul

He was responsible for the four nost inportant men in the world, and he
had only hinmself and Three Eagles to protect them He shot a gl ance over
hi s shoul der, checking. Those strange canoes should be far upriver by
now. Still, he couldn't rest until the Can Elders were safe

Fool i shness! This whole silly journey is the work of insanity!

Only a conplete idiot would place his faith in the Power of the Spirit
Wrld to protect him A wise man backed up his beliefs with five tens of
seasoned warriors and their atlatls and darts.

Green Spider ... it all cane back to G een Spider. The gi bbering idiot
was the cause of all this craziness. Possessed, that was it. Sonething
evil had taken over the silly young man's soul. Sone malignant ghost had
sneaked into the City of the Dead, undetected by the Ancestor Spirits,
and fastened on the boy.

Everything he does is contrary to any kind of sense. Contrary to the
simpl est rul es of behavior that even a child knows. Contrary to the way
the world i s supposed to work.

Contrary to--.

Bl ack Skull's hair prickled across his scalp. He'd heard of
Contraries--but they were beings of |egend, half anusing, a curiosity of
Power when it interacted with the world of nen.

Was that what O d Man North had wanted himto di scover for hinsel f?

Bl ack Skull shook his head, refusing to believe. Mre likely, the
lightning had fried all the sense out of Green Spider's soul when it
hit.

Bl ack Skull understood the world and the things in it to be orderly.
Everything in its place. A man planned his objective, then pursued it

t hrough discipline and hard work. Life was like war. You could be dealt
unexpect ed bl ows, but the prepared warrior applied a counterstrategy and
sought to regain the initiative.

The nore desperate the situation, the nore dogged the response, unti



tenacity brought victory.

The approach was sinple. Now, as he glared at G een Spider through
slitted eyes, he thought of another sinple solution to his problem This
madness would end if he could get his fingers around the fool's skinny

t hroat when the C an Elders weren't watching.

O will | incur the wath of Power? And that presented a problem Was
Green Spider truly a Contrary? Had he been touched by Power? O just
made into an idiot?

As a child, Black Skull had believed in the Power of the Spirit World.
He'd prayed to it to come and save himfrom Mot her, from her sneering

di slike and the way she | ooked at himw th such | oathing. She'd told him
how di sgusting he was.

He'd been a lonely boy, unable to fit into the rough-and tunble society

of other children. As a result of his shy ways, he'd always ended up as

the butt of the cruel, practical jokes children play. That, coupled wth
general snubbing by his peers, drove himfarther into hinmself, and ever

closer to his only friend and benefactor: G anduncle.

G anduncl e, not Power, had shown Bl ack Skull how to save hinself.
Granduncl e had taught himrelentless discipline, practice, and
unflinchi ng obedi ence. No one sneered at Bl ack Skull these days. In the
end, he had triunphed--even over Mot her

What woul d Granduncle say if he could see Black Skull now, responsible
for a fool's venture--the four Can Elders at perilous risk fromthe
simpl est of calamities?

He could still see the old man, as thin and brittle as |ast sumer's
goosef oot stal ks. Granduncle sat with his bad | eg out straight, his
rheuny bl ack eyes staring into the past, seeing other days, other tines.
The firelight flickered across the grass shock walls of his house and
sent the wavering shadows of roof poles across the soot-thick thatch
above. Net bags were tied up there in the rafters, each with a trophy--a
dead warrior's skull--staring hollowy out through the confining

cor dage.

The old man's atlatl hung froma thong on the wall behind him Long,
deadly darts, tipped by crudely chipped stone points, |eaned against the
cane room divider, their polished wooden shafts gl eam ng blood-red in
the firelight.

G anduncl e understood Bl ack Skull's huniliation at the hands of the
children that day. And that other humiliation inflicted by his nother as
she beat and spit upon him and then shamed himw th her probing
fingers. The old nan had waited, squinting as they sat in silence.

Bl ack Skull had been staring raptly at the scar on G anduncl e's wounded
knee when the old man spoke: "Boy, everything in the world, the rocks,
the trees, the creatures, and nen--all are different. No two things are
exactly alike. Not even two seeds fromthe sanme pod are the sanme. Power
sorts them"

The ol d man nodded as he affirmed sone internal thought.

"Hurmman beings are the same as the seeds. Al different. And just as no
two plants grow up to be identical, neither do human beings. Some, |ike



Dreamers, have old souls, souls that are trained through tinme and
allowed to see things ordinary people can't. Sone souls are womnen,
others are nen. Sonme are meant to be Traders, and others to be
warriors." Atwinkle grewin his eye. "And sone, of course, are neant to
be just stupid.”

"Whi ch am 1, G anduncle?" Black Skull had reached down to pull on the
old man's big toe with anxious fingers. The answer was particularly
important to him Earlier that day, the other children had called him
stupid after they tricked himinto falling into the nud. To nake matters
wor se, he was wearing his best cerenonial clothing. At sight of him his
not her had call ed himstupid, too. Then the odd Iight had conme to her
eyes.

Her broad nmouth had hardened, her voice sharpening as she berated him
Louder, always |ouder, until everyone could hear

As her rage built, she pushed him then hit him Wen he began to
whi nper, she kicked him That day she'd driven him cowering, out the
door. He'd tripped, falling into the nud again.

There, as he was wal |l owi ng and pl eadi ng, she'd kicked himone |ast tine.
"Stupid boy! Stupid! Live in nud, for all | care!"

He'd lain there--calling on Power to come and save him- notionless,
trenbling at the expectation of another blow. Wth eyes closed and nud
cold on his hot skin, he'd heard her stalk away, still ranting.

Stupid. ' thought of being stupid for the rest of his life horrified
him If he weren't stupid, maybe Mdther wouldn't beat him

Granduncl e considered, his |lips pressed into a serious line.

"I'"ve watched you, boy. |'ve seen your soul. You're nmeant to be a
warrior. It's in the way you walk, in the set of your head and how you
see things. You watch the world the way a warrior does. That's your
gift, boy.'Wiat you do with it is up to you

Your mother has tried to beat it out of you. Power gave you the soul of
a warrior, but it's up to you to becone one ... no matter what your
not her does."

"Awarrior?" Not stupid! H's nmother, his friends, they were al
wrong- - and Granduncl e was right! "How?"

"You must train your muscle and bone. Pain can be controlled, fatigue
denied. Skill and bal ance nust be honed, just l|ike a ground-stone ax,
lest it grow dull and awkward." The old nman's eyes had gleaned in the
firelight. "Duty, boy. Discipline, order, respect!" He knotted a fi st
and shook it. "Those things rule a warrior's life!"

That ni ght had changed Bl ack Skull's life.

As he paddl ed, he could still see the old man's face just as it had been
that night long ago. The firelight had turned his weathered skin gol den
accenting both the shadowed winkles and the tight crow s-feet around
the eyes. The | eathery hands had knuckl es |ike wal nut burls as
Granduncl e rested themon his swollen knee--the one the Copena war dart
had nai ned.



The dart had driven in between the knee bones, just back of the kneecap
and | odged there, leaving the leg forever pinned in that position

The words had eaten into Black Skull's soul like termtes into a | og.
"Practice, boy. Be what you are ... and let other people be what they
must be. To do otherwise is to act agai nst Power.

Fol  ow your way as a warrior, boy. But renenber, you rust followit
better than any other man. Dedicate yourself. Learn."

Fire had burned in the old man's eyes.

Fire, yes. Fire as bright as the day G anduncle had call ed Bl ack Skul
to that last final test. "She's possessed, boy. The |ineage El ders have
spoken. Kill her. Are you a warrior ... or a boy?" The words echoed
holl owl y over the years of nenory.

War had becone his Dance; when he fought, his soul floated free of the
dar kness of the flesh and surrounded himlike snoke.

To be a warrior, however, was nore than sinply cracking heads and
ripping out throats. The true warrior used his ability to think, to win
wi t hout risking body and Iinb. The best warrior could defeat his enem es
wi t hout sheddi ng bl ood.

That ethic of the true warrior goaded Bl ack Skull now, pricking his soul
wi t h poi soned barbs for allowing hinself to be lured out of the Gty of
the Dead with the nost inmportant nen in the world--and only two warriors
to guard them

Those four canoes full of strange warriors had knotted his guts with
fear. How easy it would have been for themto turn, to capture the soul
of the Four dans, and the lunatic Green Spider--without nore than a

m nor scuffle.

I couldn't have stopped them

The thought tw sted Black Skull's soul around the way a young girl spins
cordage fromnettle and m | kweed

The warrior redoubled his efforts at the paddl e, naking the canoe
literally skip across the waves. Wen it becane apparent that Three
Eagl es couldn't equal his effort, Black Skull swallowed a curse and
slowed, using his paddle to steer with as the second boat closed the
di st ance.

How much farther could it be to the Wiite Shell clan house?

Bl ack Skull studied the tree-lined banks with a practiced eye, keeping
their craft at least a dart's throw fromthe screen of brush and trees.
Recesses in the bank coul d conceal war canoes with ranks of fresh

paddl ers; therefore, he steered closer to the center of the river when
passi ng such dangers. At other times, he followed the fastest current
downst r eam

| should have brought four nore boats, each | oaded with armed nen. The
El ders, however, had told him otherw se-- and part of a warrior's duty
depended on obedi ence to his El ders.



It was all Green Spider's fault. Before his return fromdeath, he'd been
not hi ng nore than an inoffensive--if skinny--young man with unfocused
eyes. He was known to forget where he was and frequently he | ost what he
was sayi ng hal fway through a sentence. He also had a habit of seeing

thi ngs that eluded even the keen eyes of a warrior |ike Black Skull.

Granduncl e had defined it nicely that night |ong ago: People are
different. But Green Spider's gaze now chilled Black Skull to the bone,
and he had to wonder. If Green Spider would involve himtoday in
something as silly as traveling under-strength through uncertain
territory, what would he do in the future?

"Dreamers," Black Skull whispered to hinmself. "Trouble."

At that exact nonent, Green Spider grabbed the gunwal es of the canoe and
craned his skinny body to stare back into Black Skull's worried eyes.
The Contrary's pupils seened to expand, enlarging his eyes.

"Sal vation, warrior," Geen Spider announced in his absent voice. "The
Mask ... that's all that counts."”

"What ? What Mask?" >

But by that time, Green Spider's eyes had lost their focus, and he bent
over the side of the canoe to stare at the water passing so rapidly past
the hull.

"There!" A d Man Blood cried, pointing at the eastern bl uffs.

Rel i ef washed t hrough Black Skull. A plune of blue snoke rose fromthe
forest, marking White Shell territory. Clearing a new field, no doubt.
Tawny-wal | ed houses, sone thatched, others bark-roofed, dotted the high
bluff. At the river, a canoe |anding could be seen, with the usua
dryi ng racks, beached canoes, and fire pits.

A cry carried faintly to them as soneone spied their approach.

Squi nting agai nst the sun, Black Skull could nake out people-- like
colored dots--running to the lip of the bluff.

130 « Kathl een O Neal Gear and W M chael Gear Raising his hand, Bl ack
Skull signaled to the follow ng canoe and used his paddle to heel his
craft shoreward. Wth a final burst of energy, he powered the boat
toward the |anding.

Here, at |east, he could commandeer several canoe-|oads of
warriors--protection for the return journey. And if the Wiite Shell C an
couldn't provide enough bodies and atlatls, he'd levy some fromthe Tal
Cane C an, across the river. The Elders and the Dreaner would travel in
safety this tine-- and the Elders could rot before he'd let themtalk
himout of it.

The dugout canoe jolted--alnost tunmbling Green Spider backward over the
bow-as it hit the shore arid plowed nud for a full third of its length
up the beach. The Contrary junped out and | ooked around owishly, while
the Elders grunted. O d Man North had slid off his seat, and he cast an
angry |l ook Black Skull's way.

Before the old man could open his nouth, however, Bl ack Skull had | eaped
lightly into the water, picked up his atlatl and darts, and secured his



war club to his belt.

He waded ashore warily, searching the beached canoes and the surroundi ng
brush, ensuring the safety of the |anding.

"Warriors!"™ A d Man Bl ood" was nuttering as he glared at Black Skull.
"He's in your clan, do something with him"

"What do you expect,” Od Man North cried. "He's doing what warriors do
Keepi ng us safel™

"Safe? | think he broke my back when he drove the canoe ashore! Wat was
he trying to do? Paddle us up the bluff and into the clan grounds? \Wat
do we have to worry about, any, way? G een Spider would have seen any
danger in his Dream™

Green Spider's voice rattled Black Skull to his bones. "We'Il all be
mur dered here. Five tens of warriors are charging down to kill us even
now " He screamed and scranbl ed back into the canoe, where he covered
his head with his arns.

Bl ack Skull's heart junped like a bullfrog in gl owing coals.

He crouched, a dart nocked. Warily, he pivoted on the balls of his feet.
"CGet back in the canoe! Warn the others! I'Il cover your escape!"

"He's a Contrary," Od Man Blood remi nded sourly. "We're perfectly
safe. ™

"But he ... " Black Skull straightened. The danger chargi ng down upon
them consisted of two little girls: one about eight, the other perhaps
ten. They ski pped down the steep sl ope, shouting and | aughing.

"Who's here?" the older girl called as she perched on-a |inestone rock
above them

Bl ack Skull drew hinself up, filling his lungs. "The four O an El ders of
the City of the Dead, their warrior, the Black Skull, and ... and G een
Spi der . "

The girl cocked her head, giggling. "Sure you are. And |I'm Many Col ored
Crowm Who should | tell Gandnother is really here to see her?"

The eight-year-old had slid to a stop several paces in front of Black
Skull . She frowned as she inspected him Turning, she shouted: "He's
ugly enough to be the Black Skull!"

The ol der girl |aughed again, her eyes sparkling with m schief.

Bl ack Skull exhal ed wearily, aware of the anusenment in Od Man Bl ood's
eyes. A d Man North, his bony hands clasped behind his back, stared out
at the river to keep Black Skull fromseeing his stifled laughter. G een
Spi der had clinmbed out of the canoe again, and now he thoughtfully
studied a big Tradi ng vessel that rested upside down on skids. The wood
shone, lustrous and polished. Brightly colored carvings lined the- hul
above the waterline.

Bl ack Skull lifted his war club, shaking it. "Tell your grandnother that
the Black Skull is here to eat little girlsl"™ He thrust the club toward
the path to the clan grounds. "Now, go announce our arrival!"



The ei ght-year-old backed up, her eyes suddenly |arge. She spun on her
heel and shot up the trail, even passing her sister on the way.

"How do these people raise their children? Don't they teach them
anyt hi ng? What do they expect? That |'mnot who | say | an®"

Green Spider's absent gaze shifted fromthe canoe to Black Skull. "W
are never who we say we are.”

Bl ack Skull felt his face begin to twitch, and he struggled for control
Ever since the Copena war club had crushed his cheekbone, he'd had
trouble with the nuscles.

"It's a long way up.” Od Man North studied the path that led to the
clan grounds. "I suppose we should start. Black Skull, go find this
Oter. He's supposed to be a Trader here.™

Bl ack Skull stanped his foot to settle his crawling nerves, then charged
up the rutted way, his dart still nocked in his atlatl.

The second canoe had beached. Three Eagles had wilted in the stern
exhausted, his paddl e across the gunwal es.

Bl ack Skull bounded clear of the top of the bluff to find the two girls
chattering excitedly to a group of wonmen who stood before the opening to
the clan grounds. They stopped short, staring at himwith w de eyes. He
dropped to a defensive crouch and gave the curving earthwrks a careful

i nspection for any ftint of danger

Al that worry and frustration on the river had fed the desire to kil
somet hing--and all that awaited himhere was a covey of w de-eyed wonen!

Taki ng a deep breath, he threw his head back, wi thdrawi ng the dart from
his atlatl. The wonen stood frozen. And he realized what a sight he nust
have been as he vaulted over the crest, ready to cast.

"I amcalled the Black Skull! | announce the arrival of the Four C an
El ders of the City of the Dead. And with them cones G een Spider. He
seeks a man of the White Shell Can, known as Oter!"

"You are Black Skull! | saw you once." A m ddl e-aged woman st epped
forward, peering up at him "But we heard that G een Spider died ... on
the sol stice."

"Green Spider returned fromthe Dead. | have escorted him here!"

A shrunken ol d woman, growing and nuttering to herself, pushed through
the clot of wonen. "It's him" She wet her |ips nervously. "What
what do you want here?"

"The Trader, Oter. The Four C an El ders and G een Spider woul d speak
with him"
The ol d woman pl aced a hand on the armof the first woman who had

spoken--as if for support. "Blue Jar? What's happeni ng?"

She | ooked back at Pl ack Skull, then saw Green Spider as he topped the
rise. He was wal ki ng backward, pulling dd Man North up the slope by his
withered hands. "I am... | am Yell ow Reed, Wite Shell C an



El der--grandnmother to Qtter.
What ... what do you want from us?"

"I have told you, G andnother," Black Skull growl ed, hating this whole
silly charade. They | ooked as if ghosts had just stepped into their
worl d. Were these outlying clans s» sinple after all? Didn't they know
anyt hi ng?

"WWel come,"” the old wonan stuttered, openly staring as the fool

stunbl ed around backwards. "This way. Cone. Tea will be nmade. Food
brought. And ... and Oter will be fetched. Inmrediately." But she stood
rooted in place as the rest of the Elders arrived, out of breath, to
stand behind Bl ack Skull.

Green Spider circled the group, running backwards now, |ike a denmented
antel ope, until he cane to old Yell ow Reed. Hi s gaze wobbl ed as he
blithely announced: "May all your children drop dead, and may you suffer
horribly forever, Yellow Reed.

| hate having to nmeet your son. He and | will beconme great enenies.”

The ol d woman gaped, a strangl ed sound issuing fromher throat.
"Wh- - what ?"

A moan rose fromthe other wonmen. Seeing them about to break and run,
Bl ack Skull |eaped forward. "No! You don't understand! It's all right!"

"It's all wong!" Green Spider shrieked in his high-pitched voice.
"Everything is wong. Nothing is right. Wong, wong, wong--"

"It's all rightl" Black Skull bell owed, grabbing Blue Jar, who seened
the nost likely to keep her head. "He's Dreaned, you see. Becone a
Contrary! Do you understand]"

"That is the truth,” Od Man Bl ood said as he snmiled and cuddl ed his
pi nk conch shell to his chest. "W've cone here to find young Oter. |
thi nk we need himvery badly."

"I don't need himat all," Green Spider said, making faces at the
horror-struck little girls. "I hope he stays away all day."

Bl ack Skull rubbed his flushed face with a nervous hand.
"A Contrary?" old Yell ow Reed asked, as if fromfar away.

"A Contrary," Black Skull assured her. "He does everyl34 Kathleen O Neal
Gear and W M chael Gear thing in reverse. Sonething about his Vision
whil e he was dead."

"Ch. Well, come to the clan house and we'll ... we'll talk,"” the old
worman whi spered, seeming to gather her wits. "This just doesn't
doesn't "

happen to us every day," Blue Jar finished.

My thoughts exactly. Black Skull shot a scathing | ook at the oblivious
Green Spider. And as soon as |'mfree of this maniac, | swear it ... I'm
going to kill sonething!



Seven

Oter knew a great deal about stone axes. For exanple, greenstone from

t he nmountai ns south of the bend of the Guardian River was highly prized
by all peoples. Wen ground to shape and polished, the stone took on a
genm i ke luster. Basalt, too, made good ax heads and adzes. To begin
with, it could be formed by flaking and, if in a hurry, could be used in
such condition. Better, however, to grind it into the final shape, since
t he edge angle could be controlled for a sharp, yet durable cutting

t ool .

The one thing Oter really knew was that he'd nmuch rather Trade ax heads
than use them For the nonent, he had a use polished handl e clanped in
his knotted hands. The thing was raising blisters on his palnms. The
paddl es had left their share of calluses, of course, but the adze he now
used had rubbed the skin raw. Besides which, his back felt like it had
been hamered by mad Khota tribesnmen swi ngi ng naul s.

Nevert hel ess, he persevered, crouched over, close to his work as the
adze t hwock-thwocked to the steady rhythm of his aching attack on the
base of the basswood tree.

Sweat beaded to trickle down fromhis arnmpits and across his ribs, where
the shirt soaked it up. An odor of snoke |ingered pungent and heavy in
the cool air.

"Need a break?" Four Kills asked as he wal ked up, a clanshell hoe in one
hand. Charcoal -stained clunps of dirt clung to the white shell, and soot
had snudged the fabric leggings tied with nettle-fiber cord around Four
Kills' calves.

"Are you absolutely positive you don't want to burn this one down I|ike
all the rest?" Oter made a pained face as he straightened and tossed
the adze from hand to hand. Bl ood began to rush through cranped pl aces,
bringing new life.

Four Kills had that pleasant snmile on his face, the reassuring one that
made the recipient feel that everything would be fine in the end.
Charcoal had sneared down the side of his nose.

"This tree--" Four Kills patted the bark tenderly "--will give us nany
wonder ful things. W'll peel off the brown outer bark and strip the
white inner |layer. Once we boil that down, | will have enough fiber to
twi st and braid one of nmy ropes. Maybe even better than the | ast one
made. You know how much people will Trade for One of ny ropes. No one on
the river makes a stronger rope."
"No, no one nakes a stronger rope." OQter rapped the bark with the adze.
"And the rest of the tree will be dried, and the soft white wood will be
used to make bow s, loomshuttles, fish traps, net floats, statues,
masks. Anything that needs to be |ightweight or takes |ots of carving."

Four Kills continued to snmle blandly. "The basswood is one of our nopst
treasured trees. | make ny strongest ropes fromthem" He shook his
head. "But they seemto be getting rare.

And you want to burn it down?"

"You're on the edge of their range here." OQtter |ooked out over the
snoki ng rubble of the new field. Last winter, the wonen had chosen this



section of the forest, with its rich, loany soil, to prepare for fields.

That deci si on nade, the nmen had begun work. Using adzes, they'd ringed
the giant trees, cutting away the bark and building fires at the bases
to kill the forest giants. The basswood had been | eft, however, its
value well worth the effort to chop it down rather than burn it through
in order to save the precious bark

Wth the trees dead, weeds had grown under the skel etal branches, and
new saplings had started up. Now the burning had begun agai n--as soon as
the ground had dried after the rains.

The weeds and winter-dry grasses had been set afire, charring the
ancient leaf mat and clearing the land for tilling.

Even as Otter | ooked around the new field, a gang of children were
carrying wood to the fires that ringed the bases of ancient elns, oaks,
and hickories. Day after day, the fires would burn and the blue pall of
snoke would rise to drift over the canopy of endless forest. As the
flames di ed down, the charcoal would be chipped away to expose virgin
wood. Then the fires would be Iit again to eat their way into the heart
of the tree. One by one, the trees would topple. The branches, vines,
and finally the trunks, would be rendered to ash to fertilize the soil
By mi dsummer, only squash, goosefoot, and sunflowers would be grow ng
her e.

"When are you | eaving?" Four Kills asked in the stretching silence. "I
can feel your soul chafing, brother."

Oter ran his fingers down the hickory handle to the place where the
original branch had Y ed. There, offset at an angle, the stone adze had
been hafted, glued in place by gumweed sap, and bound by deer tendon
that had shrunk-dried in the sun

"Wthin the week."

"Or maybe as soon as you cut this tree down?" Four Kills joked, a wy
smle on his |ips.

My smile, Oter realized. The one he wore when he was on the river,
feeling the Power of the Water Spirits that coiled and surged in the
mai n channel. The same snile he used when Tradi ng: slightly chiding,
nmocki ng wi thout malice, as if he shared a grand irony with the entire
worl d. That smile always broke down the resistance, overcane distrust,
and made his opponent feel at ease.

Can | smile that way anynmore? Maybe just not here.

"You're wong," Oter answered, jabbing the adze, handle first, at the
tree. "I mght |eave before | cut it down. Leave it for you. Sonething
to remenber ne by."

Four Kills sl apped himon the shoulder. "May the Dead bl ess you,
brother--and may all your relatives be as ugly as you are."

Oter squinted, curling his nouth into an expression of distaste. "Don't
you wi sh." He sucked at his lips, a bitter taste of thirst in his nouth.
"Are you sure you don't want to go with nme? Maybe paddl e up and stea
Pearl fromthe Khota?"



Four Kills slowy shook his head. "I have enough to worry about here,
I et alone losing nmy head like they say Uncle did.

Besi des, you renmenber how | did that one tine when I went with you." The
grin returned. "It's the one thing different between us, brother."

"I could use you. It's a tough trip--just one man paddling that big
canoe clear up to the Copper Lands." They paused, listening to the
children squealing as they charged back and forth, making a gane of the
search for firewood

Four Kills shielded his eyes with his hand as he gl anced up at the
forest canopy. "She wants you to cone to the house before you | eave. She
says that if you will, she'll nake a grand feast. Fill you full the way
a man ought to be before he has to paddle a big canoe clear up north."

A flying squirrel, disturbed by the snmoke swirling up around its tree,
glided silently to the forest. Wth the grace of its kind, it cupped its
body to brake on the air, dropped onto the bark of a living tree, and
vani shed into the forest.

Four Kills wondered, "How do they do that?"

"Magical ." Oter chewed at his lip. "I mght cone. | don't know, I "
, A warm hand settled on his shoulder. "It's all right, brother

| was just told to ask you. She feels, well, sad. She's worried that
you'll avoid us forever."

"I'"ll be around.” "I told her that. You're me, and |I'myou. | know how
it will be. She just doesn't understand that it will take tinme." Four
Kills shrugged. "I'll tell her that you've got clan business.

Sonet hing about ... | don't know, how about the Tradi ng?

Whet her you should go to the Copper Lands or up the Serpent River to the
clans up there.”

"I"ve heard that trouble is brewing anong the Serpent Cans," Oter
grunt ed.

"Troubl e?" Four Kills raised an eyebrow. "Really?"

"Runmor. You know how it is. A Trader stopped |ast night for a neal and
to dicker for some hickory oil for his lanps. He said that he heard it
froma Trader who cane down Serpent River. Mca Bird, one of the |eaders
of Sun Munds, was causing trouble. The other clans are either jeal ous
or anxi ous over the growth of Sun Munds' Power. Mca Bird is a strange
character.

I've met him Mody, obsessed with authority. According to the story, he
uses sone sort of dangerous Spirit Power to gain his ends. Sonething
about a Mask that turns himinto sone kind of sorcerer.”

"Very well, I'lIl tell Red Moccasins that's cone up. It isn't serious, is
it? | don't sense that you're terribly worried about it."

"Wirry? About two chi efs squabbling over clan prestige?

That's clear up on the Moonshell River. To even get there, you have to



travel way up the Serpent River. Wy should | worry?

' mgoing the other way--up to the | akes at the source of the Father
Water."

Four Kills shifted uneasily, arnms crossed. "I ' where the Copper Lands
are. That route will take you past the Ilini R ver. The Khota will be
trying to get you ... just like they did Uncle." He paused, bit his Iip.

"That's always worried ne. W didn't carry Uncle's ashes to the Cty of
t he Dead.

H s ghost is up there sonewhere, wandering around, causing trouble."
"I"mnot going near the Khota, either. They're a half-day's journey up
the Ilini River. |I'mheading straight up the Father Water--and right to
t he Copper Lands. Maybe |I'Il get sonme of those pan pipes. And sone

silver. The Trade for themin the south is very good now "

"So, even if it conmes to war anong the Serpent Clans, it won't nake any
di fference?"

Oter shook his head as he ran a toughened finger down the snooth wood
of the adze shaft. "I've heard them squabbl e before.

If Mca Bird doesn't make an overture to his rivals, sonme raiding

parties will be sent out. A couple of fights will be fought.
Honor will be upheld, and one of the other clans that's getting
irritated by it all will broker a peace through one of the societies.”

Four Kills gave Otter a shy grin and propped his hands on his hips. "You
amaze me. You talk of strange clans and far-off wars---and you're so
confident about it all. You know these nen who seem | i ke somet hi ng out
of a story, and can guess what they will do so far away."

"Ah, Four Kills, ny warrior brother, people are people, whether they are
ar gui ng about who took whose hickory nuts in the storage house or
debati ng the boundaries of great clans far up the Serpent River.
Personalities, be they chieftains or fishernen, are the same. Only the
degree of inportance differs." Four Kills continued to stare up at the
tops of the skeletal trees to where the flying squirrel had fled. "This
time ... | wish you wouldn't go."

Oter's voice dropped. "You know | have to. You know why."

Four Kills sighed, his gaze | ocked on the sky. "Maybe it's the tal k of
war . "

In that instant, Oter could feel it, the unease that he'd assuned was
tied to Red Mbccasins and the invitation to eat with them "Wiat is it,
br ot her ?"

Four Kills shivered, then shrugged it off. "I had a Dream | ast night.
Water, falling in endl ess cascades that turned fromcrystal-clear to a
white as bright as snow. Thunder ... everywhere, roaring and boom ng
drowning all the sound in the land as the earth shook beneath it. The
water fell and fell, like a river running over a cliff and hamering the
rock. Spray rose fromthe roar, catching the sunlight to splinter into
ten tens of rainbows as the m st was carried out of the gorge."



"Sounds like quite a place." Oter thunked his adze against the tree
trunk, bruising the outer bark of the bass wood. "Did you see ghosts,
t 0o0?"

Four Kills pursed his Iips and narrowed his eyes, |ooking back into the
Dream "I didn't see a ghost, brother. Just the body. It cane rolling
out of the thundering rush of water that pounded the whirlpool under the
falls. There, amd the foam the body whirled and twirled, played wth
by the Water Spirits as if they were naking it Dance in a playful way
all their own. Like a stick in a flood."

"CGo on."
Four Kills scuffed the ground with his soot-packed noccasi ns.

"The body cane spinning in the water, the arnms out w de, the head
bobbing Iike a net float with black hair spreading around it |ike stream
noss. So delicate.

"I was standing there on a black rock, with the foamy waves | appi ng at
my feet. Cold, Otter. | was shivering in the drenching spray as the body
cane whirling about in the sucking whirl pools.

A ray of sunlight pierced the sky then, shinmrering through the danci ng
spray and silvering the droplets and striking gold fromthemas it lit
your face. You were dead, brother, and your soul was still Dancing in
the water."

Oter had been entranced by Four Kills' voice. Now he shook hinself of
the horrible image. Cearing his thoughts, he chuckled to Iighten Four
Kills' melancholy.

"You' ve always feared the river, brother." Oter reached out, mm cking
his brother's grip on his shoulder. "I know of no such waterfall in the
Copper Lands."

"Don't go." Four Kills net his sober stare. "It's the Power of Tw ns,
brother. | can feel it. Maybe you' ve covered it with sorrow over Red
Moccasins, but | don't want you going. Not now, not until we can divine
the neaning of this. Perhaps it was Uncle's ghost that whispered in ny
Dreanms | ast night. A nmessage, fromthe Dead."

Oter was framng his reply when the sharp cry scattered his thoughts.

"Uncle Qtter!™ The childish voice belonged to Tiny Turtle, Red Dye's
youngest daughter, a chubby girl of about eight summers.

She came trotting doggedly across the snoking field, ash churning up
about her noccasined feet. "Uncle Qtter! You gotta cone quick!"

Oter and Four Kills bent down, each reaching out instinctively.

Tiny Turtle panted to a confused stop, searching their identical faces.
"Uncle Oter?"

Four Kills chuckl ed and dropped his arns.

"That's me," Oter confided. "You nust have run all the way fromthe
clan grounds to be this w nded."



"I did!'" She nodded as she ran into his arns. He could feel the heat of
her exertions through the thin fabric dress she wore.

The skirt had been decorated with circles of clanmshell drilled through
the center and bound by henmp thread. "You' ve got to come inmediately.
Grandnmot her sent me to find you. It's mer gentcy."

Peopl e of the Lakes Il

"Enmer gency? What's happened?" He gl anced up, noting Four Kills' paling
expression. The revelation of trte Dream was bad enough. Now this?

"Two canoes--war canoes--arrived fromthe City of the Dead. Sone old nen
i nportant nen. C an Elders. They brought Green Spider to see you."
Oter squinted suspiciously. "I thought G een Spider was dead."

"He was!" Tiny Turtle asserted, wi de-eyed with the gravity of the whole
situation. "But he's conme alive again! And he wants to see you! He
brought the Black Skull with him The Four A d Men cane, too! Just to
see you, Uncle Orter! You gotta hurry!"

"The Bl ack Skull?" Four Kills munbl ed disbelievingly. "To see Oter?"

Oter gave Tiny Turtle his best grin. "You' re sure you' ve got this
ri ght? Maybe the nanes you heard were--"

"No!" Tiny Turtle squirned, breaking free to wave her arms up and down
like frantic wings. "Grandnother told nme the names. And, Uncle Otter,
I've never seen her like this. She | ooked scared. You know, wth her
eyes gone funny and her nmouth hangi ng | oose. She barely | ooked at ne. |
nmean, she didn't even recogni ze ne when she ordered me to find you!

And |'m her favoritel She's told ne so!"

"I believe you. We'd better hurry then. Can you run all the way back
with ne?"

"I can!" Tiny Turtle asserted, jerking her chin in a nod.

Oter straightened, dropping the adze. "Let's go. Cone on, brother. If

it's Green Spider and Bl ack Skull, sonething's really wong."
"It started with that Dream" Four Kills growl ed. "CGhosts ... blow ng
across ny face all night. And you ... floating dead in the water."

"The only tine | Dance is on land," Qter quipped in return as he | ed
the run across the snoldering field.

H2 Kathl een O Neal Gear and W M chael Gear Wen Star Shell had finally
st epped out of the Blue Duck clan house that norning, it was into a
pristine world. The virgin mantle of snow had bl anketed the cl an grounds
with a delicate purity. The sky seened bluer, the air crisp and

i nvi gorating.

Sunl i ght had sparkled off snow crystals, while the charnel hut, clan
house, society houses, and storehouses were capped by fluffy whiteness.
The ridge-shaped | unp of the burial nound had | ooked soft in the norning
light. The only tracks to mar the freshness had been those of the Star
shaman who had clinbed the platformnound to Sing his wel come to the new
day.



Once Star Shell would have gasped and marvel ed at the sight.

But, for her, the nmorning had been a lie, an illusion of peace and
beauty following a night of horrid Dreans of death, blood, and war.

Now, as she trudged down the Holy Road ahead of Tall WMan, she could
recall that beauty and try to place it into her soul

Maybe she could draw on that to assure herself that all was not msery
and fear. Perhaps, as she walked the fanmliar way into the Sun Munds,
she could find courage to | ook forward to another nmorning like that. One
now obscured by the uncertainties of the future.

She gl anced back to where the Magician followed in her tracks, his white
breath fogging in the afternoon sunlight. H's small size confused her
the intuitive urge always nagging at her to act protectively. She had to
rem nd herself that this was a capable Elder, not a child. Tonight it
woul d be deadly cold when the sun went down. If things went wrong at Sun
Mounds, it mght be the cold chill of death she would feel instead of

t hat of the night.

Tall Man swung along in his rolling walk, his stunpy |egs shuffling
snow. The two packs bobbed with each step he took

H s wi zened expression reflected nothing nore than an anused
contentnent. Did he feel nothing? Was his soul unaffected by the trenors
and terrors that ate at hers?

"How can you remain so cal n?"

He gl anced up at her, his eyes as bright as a chi prmunk's, then stared
out over the wide valley. Mdst of the trees had been cut down here,

| eaving only a patchwork of forest intermngled with the stubbly fields
of farmsteads. Rounded houses stood at the sides of the fields, sone

wi th peopl e near at hand dragging in firewood or attending to various
tasks. Hi s thoughtful gaze | ooked beyond, to the dark gray mat of trees
that marked the uplands to either side.

"l suppose it's because | understand too nmuch,"” he finally answered.
"It's a good day, young Star Shell. The sun has been bright enough to
hurt the eyes as it shines off of the new snow.

C ean, don't you think? Even the works of humans are nuffled by the
freshness of the snow "

This was Goosefoot Clan territory, theoretically friends of the Shining
Bird dan. But as they had passed people, no one had raised a hand to
wave or to call out a greeting. A dark shadow m ght have fallen over the
soul s here, despite the brightness of the day.

They followed the Holy Road down to the broad expanse of the Monshell
then turned as the river nmeandered next to the road. The channel was
obscured by snow, the location of the ice marked only by the rushes and
river grasses that hunped the shoreline.

She coul d renenber the way the river |ooked in sumer, broad, |azy, the
current slowed by silt. Qut there in the brown waters, young nen woul d
be di ving from canoes, sw nmng down to finger the nmud for shellfish,
and percfiance, for the added bonus of a pearl



On those hazy days of summer, the banks would be green with growth, the
clouds floating serenely. She'd marvel ed at the Moonshell the first tine
she'd seen it. Now it only rem nded her of the present, of the ordeai to
cone.

The upright post that narked the transition into Shining Bird territory
stood like a sentinel with a | opsided cap of snow. On reluctant |egs,
she pl odded onward, hating the thought of what it neant.

"We're here. In another hand's time, we'll be at the nounds."” And she
could see them the earthworks glistening with fresh snow. Even at this
di stance, the faint smear of snoke could be seen rising fromthe clan
grounds. Too much snoke for an ordinary winter's day. A lot of people
had congregated at Sun Mounds for somnething, and she could pretty well
guess the reason.

"It can't cone to war," Tall Man stated sinply. "The results would be
di sastrous. "

"Why do you care so nuch? Do the High Heads really mind if the Flat Pipe
destroy thensel ves?"

One corner of his mouth turned up wyly. "And who, exactly, are the High
Heads? Where do the distinctions |ie between our peoples? Think about
it, Star Shell. Qur peoples have run together like the waters of two
different rivers running down the same channel. Can you separate the

wat ers? Over east of here, across the hills and down south of the
Serpent River, a lot of H gh Head clans still exist--but we've got Flat
Pi pe clans in sone drainages just as you have a couple of H gh Head
clans here. W narry people back and forth, sonme following the rituals
of Hi gh Heads, others of Flat Pipes. In another five or ten generations,
will we still be able to tell the difference? Even our |anguages have
grown toget her."

She nmulled that for a moment. "So if it cones to fighting, H gh Heads
will be drawn into it."

"You're part Hi gh Head--and you' ve been drawn into it."

He grunted his disgust. "No, it's nore than that. Think about the way we
live. All the clans have their territories, but we still depend upon
each other. Sure, sonetinmes a squabble breaks out--1ike the tinme that
deer headdress got stolen. The affected clans retreated to their hilltop
forts, and raiding parties crossed back and forth, but it was al

brought to a stop because it caused too nany problens for the rest of
the clans.”

He puffed a weary sigh. "This is different. O it could be.

What woul d happen to us if everyone went to war? The Trade woul d be cut
off, that's what. We need each other. If a harvest fails anong the Bl ue
Duck, the Rattlesnake send their excess to nmake up the difference. When
t hat happens, the Blue Duck C an sends sone of their blankets in return
for the favor, or perhaps they volunteer |abor on sone of the

ear t hwor ks.

"And consi der another of the ram fications we face. True, we're very
good at the way we farmthe | and. W use the rich botton ands for
fields, but to do this, we nust have little farns scattered out al



over. If serious warfare broke out, what woul d happcl h? Easy pickings
for war parties, don't you think? What People of the Lakes H5

woul d the consequences be if we spent a summer raiding each other's
i solated farms? Do you think any fields would be planted?"

"No, they'd be left to the weeds."

, "Ah, indeed, young Star Shell. That's right. And next wi nter, people
woul d starve. Bad things happen when a man sees his famly starving to
death in front of his eyes. He picks up his atlatl and darts and strikes
out to take the food he needs fromothers. Generally, that means he goes
down the trail to the next farmto get it."

"The societies wouldn't allow that to happen. The engi neers would stop
it. So would the Star Society, and the Pipenakers.

If they didn't, they'd have menbers killing each other."

"When it comes to keeping your children alive, Star Shell, that m ght
not be a consideration.” He snorted to hinmself. "No, young friend, we'd
tear ourselves apart. Like an old blanket gone suddenly rotten, we'd
pull the weave into strands that could never be put back together
again."

That inmage stuck in her mind. If anger got too far out of hand, how
woul d the summer cerenoni es be conducted? If no one cared about anything
but killing, who would organize the |abor details to work on the clan
grounds? If the Traders avoi ded the country, who would bring in

pi pestone? M ca?

Copper? . would carry out sacred chert fromthe quarries around Starsky?
Who woul d coordinate the rituals to care for the ancestors?

And if people stopped caring for the ghosts, would the ghosts extract
their revenge? Wuld they ruin the relationship with the Spirit Wrld?
And | thought a ghost didn't need to worry!

Wrse, would the Spirit Wrld react angrily if the proper cerenonies
weren't carried out?

"But Many Colored Crow started this whole ness!" she grow ed to herself.

"I caught only a bit of that, but | think you're starting to
understand."” H s voice sounded too cheerful. "Like fingers woven
toget her, always pulling. First Man for harnmony and the Dream of the
One. Raven Hunter for struggle and conflict. The bal ance nmust be

achieved ... in the Spirit Wrld as well as in the world of nmen." He
paused. "That, young Star Shell, is why I'mso calm You, too, mnust
learn to balance. Pain |lies ahead, but we'll face it when we get there.

For the noment, enjoy the beauty. Sniff the air. Listen for the cries of
the hawk on the wi nd. Suffer when you nmust; enjoy when you can.”

She gave hima weary grin. "You know, |'mstarting to |like you."

"I ndeed, alas, poor Star Shell, more's the pity, reality being what it
is. Wre you anyone else, | should revel in that adm ssion."

"l don't understand."



H s eyes had taken on a snake-like, hypnotic depth. "I don't suppose you
woul d. Forget it, girl. Concentrate on finding your bal ance.™

She did. But try as she might, she couldn't coax anything but dread from
her soul.

As they closed the distance to Sun Munds, Star Shell imagi ned the scene
as she confronted Mca Bird. Wat would she say? "All right, this is it.
I"mleaving you. And taking the Mask with ne."

| ndeed?

The crazed gleamwould light his eyes. He'd beat her half to death and
rape her in front of that hideous Mask

So what could she do? Walk in, pick up a war club, and crack his skul
open?

Over her shoul der, she said, "This is going to be a great deal nore
difficult than | thought."

"I"mglad you've begun to realize that. Robin isn't the only person in
t he Moonshell valley who is thinking about the Mask and the Power it
woul d give him They're all going to want it.

Qur task isn't an easy one."

"I was thinking about howto face Mca Bird. Wat's he going to do?"

"What he nust."

She searched herself, grappling with the inage of fighting him "I don't
think lean kill him Tall Man. | just ... well, it's not in ne. He's ny
husband. The father of nmy daughter. | nmean, | ... What am| going to
do?"

"Were | you, |'d be thinking of where | would go."
"Do you know sonething | don't?"

"Yes. And don't ask ne nore. | won't tell you what |'ve seen. Were will
you go? What will you do? You nust get the Mask away from here. Men I|ike
Robi n and the other clan warriors want that Mask, girl. You will have no
friends." H s voice |owered. "Everyone will be searching for you."

She coul d make out the famliar lines of Sun Mounds now, see the

i ndi vi dual roofs where they poked up over the earthen encl osure.
Chi I dren shoul d have been playing in the snow, sliding down the on
deer hi des. Peopl e should be out and about, but here, too, the outlying
houses were silent, only tendrils of smoke rising fromthe bark roofs.

"Somet hing's not right."

The Magi ci an renai ned silent.

And her daughter? Wuld Silver Water still be safe at Mca Bird's

not her's farmstead? Yes, she would. Od Gay Deer wouldn't |et anything

happen to her granddaughter

What do | do? What am | wal ki ng into?



She turned off the Holy Road, following a beaten track that led to the
eastern equi nox opening in the earthen perineter. At |east people had
wal ked this today. It wasn't as if the clan grounds had been abandoned.

The sick feeling in her stomach grew worse as she covered that fina

di stance. The sun had begun to slant into the southwestern sky, ready to
dip behind the far bluffs that narked the uplands on the other side of
Many Col ors Creek.

At the entrance, Star Shell muttered the ritual greetings to the
ancestral ghosts ... and felt the chill within her soul, as if the
ghosts were trying to warn her about sonething terrible.

It's going to hurt ne.

No, don't think that. After all, Tall Man still acconpanied her. Despite
his small size and great age, he'd shown hinself nore than a match for
the troubles they'd al ready encountered.

Her heart in her throat, she entered the clan grounds, noting the
fam liar structures, the charnel hut, the burial nound with its--

Star Shell caught her breath. A gaping hole had been dug into the side
of the hunped earthen mound that marked M ca Bird' s grandfather's tonb.
The hol e gaped blackly in the sloped side, like a nmortal wound in an
otherworl dly beast. dods of dirt had

been scattered about wildly; they spattered the di nple-trodden snow |ike
day-ol d bl ood, coagul ated and bl ack.

Who woul d have dared to ... She closed her eyes, a dizzy horror eating
at her.

No. Not even he woul d have the nerve for that!

She swal | owed hard, sensing the wath of the ghosts. A frantic horror
spurred her to run forward, past the defiled nmound, around the charne
house.

"No! Wait!" Tall Man cried frombehind her. "Wait!"

She ignored him dashing with all her might for the clan house. People
stood in a mass before the hunped structure, silent, gazing uneasily at

the door flap. They seenmed paral yzed, unaware of the cold.

Terror flowed bright with her blood as Star Shell ran panting to the
knot of people.

"What's happened?" she demanded. "What's goi ng on?
Have you all |ost your ninds?"

"Marma! " Silver Water cried out, breaking free from her grandnother's
arms and flinging herself at Star Shell.

For the briefest of instants, Star Shell bent down, huggi ng her daughter
to her. Endl ess tears had streaked Silver Water's face; a wetched fear
lay in those wide, dark eyes.



"I"'mhone, baby. It's going to be all right." Taking her daughter's hand
in hers, she stood to face Gray Deer, her nother-in-law. "Wat's gone
wrong here?"

The old woman had a distant stare, one of panicked horror.

"He wasn't strong enough. He ... he's mad. Possessed!"

Star Shell fought the trenmbling fear that threatened to betray her.
"\Where?" But she knew. A few eyes had turned in her direction before
they fixed again on the clan house doorway.

"Silver Water, stay with your grandnother.”

"No!" Gray Deer insisted, clawing at Star Shell's bl anket.

"Don't go in there! He's wearing the Mask. Crazy! Mad, | tell you. He's
been runni ng around scream ng, digging into graves.

He'l'l kill you! Just like the others!™

Star Shell thrust her daughter into Gay Deer's arns and turned for the
door flap just as Tall Man came puffing and wheezi ng t hrough the stunned
crowd.

Wrry glittered in the Hi gh Head El der's eyes as he gl anced around
uneasily. He was nmuttering sonething under his breath in a | anguage she
couldn't understand. It sounded a great deal |ike a warding spell.

Star Shell could sense the evil, heavy brooding--a malignancy tw sting
around them i ke polluted snoke. Taking a deep breath, she strode
purposely for the door flap on the silent clan house. She nmust face him
In there. Now.

Tall Man scuttled up to her, reaching out. "Wait!"
"I'f you' ve got Power, nows the tine to use it."
"The danger isn't with Mca Bird! It's the Mask! Be careful.

Leave it to me!" He twisted then, sliding out of his backpack and
fumbling with the straps.

She barely heard him finding a fire-hardened hickory digging stick
thrust into the snow before the doorway. No doubt the one Mca Bird had
used to desecrate his grandfather's grave with.

She had to tug to free it fromthe frozen ground, but the weight
reassured her.

Thus armed, she took a deep breath and ducked through the door flap.
Li ke nost of the big clan houses, this one had been built in two
sections, joined by a narrow passage in the m ddle.

The outer--the one she was now i n--was reserved for visitors, general
clan nmeetings, and secul ar activities.

The interior of the clan house was dark, eerie. The feeling of malicious
Power hovering in the cold air strengthened. In the sudden silence, Star
Shell could hear the frantic beating of her heart. Unseen things noved,



stirring the air.
"M ca Bird? Were are you?"
Si |l ence

The door hanging shifted, and in her fear, Star Shell whirled, bringing
up the digging stick. She stopped a split instant before she brained
Tall Man. He | ooked about warily. A rolled bundle of wolfhide filled his
stunted arms.

"Careful,” the Magician warned. It took a noment before she realized
that he didn't refer to the fact that she'd al most killed him

"M ca Bird?" she called again, stepping into the center of the dark
room A creaking sound came from down the dark passage that led into the
rear.

She blinked, trying to clear her vision. Wiy did it have to be so dark?
D d sonet hing nove back there in the shadows? " Mca Bird? It's Star
Shell. |I'm back. Were are you?"

The faint creak sounded again.

Her eyes were adapting to the low light. She took another step, noticing
the faint glow of enbers in the main fire hearth.

Fam | iar benches lined the far wall. Ceranmic pots lay scattered about,
nost of them broken. Spilled goosefoot seeds grated underfoot.

VWhat if he was wearing the Mask? VWat if he used it on her?
She had no defense.

She ki cked sonmething that rolled hollowy, unevenly, to one side.

d anci ng down, she gasped and backed a step. The broken skull lay on its
side like a cracked egg, its enpty eye sockets staring vacantly. Peering
cl osely, she could see broken bones strewn all over the
floor--splintered as if they'd been smacked by a hammer st one.

H s grandfather! A sob caught in her throat; the urge to vomt tickled
her stomach.

In horror, she whispered, "Ch, Mca Bird, what have you done?" She crept
forward, glancing into the passage that led to the rear section

Shattered pottery crunched under her wet noccasins as she entered the
narrow passage. The place snelled of seasoned wood, snoke, and | eather

Bl essed Spirits, will this never end? She tightened her grip on the

di gging stick, painfully aware of the Magician's footsteps scuffing the
fl oor behind her.

The darkness pressed down, suffocating despite the cold air that
stirred. A sonber presence seened to linger in the nmurk, drifting over
her, threatening, measuring.

Grandfather's ghost. It had to be.

She ceased to battle the trenbling in her I egs and stepped into the rear



section. The creaking was | ouder now, the sound |like straining wood.
Yes, sonething noved in the rear of the room

Sonething in the air, floating,

Her mouth had gone dry; the digging stick shook as she lifted it, ready
to strike. In a bare whisper, she asked, "M ca Bird?"

She could see it now, dangling, spinning slowy in tinme to the creaking
of the wood.

No! It couldn't be!

The Magi ci an stepped around her warily, angling off to one side. He nade
a clucking sound, like a scolding grouse, and picked sonething up from
the floor; then, as if burned, he let out a cry and hastily dropped it,
muttering to hinmself as he westled with the wol fhide. She knew the
shape of the Mask.

Star Shell stood rooted, barely aware of Tall Man's novenents.
Her eyes had fixed on the body of her husband where it spun in the air.

He hung naked, his head oddly cocked to one side. In the dimlight, she
could see the tongue, swollen and protrudi ng, the gl assy eyes bul ged out
interror. And yes, there it was: a thick twi st of rope that suspended
himfromthe heavy rafter. The harsh fiber had cut deeply into the puffy
flesh of Mca Bird' s neck

"I"ve got it," the Magician groaned. "It's covered, girl.
Don't--whatever you do--don't take the Mask out of this sack."

She barely heard. Mca Bird's body slowed to a stop--that glassy stare
drilling into her--then began rotating slowy in the other direction

The rafter creaked again.

Eight For the life of him Oter couldn't understand. Wy had the O an
El ders come for hinP? What could he give themthat they couldn't find in
the City of the Dead? Nagging worry ate at his gut as he hurried from
the forest path and across the clearing into the outskirts of the Wite
Shel | cl an grounds.

When Oter strode through the sumer sol stice opening and into view of
the clan house, he found a knot of excited people gathered. Qter shot
Four Kills a wary | ook and pushed his way forward.

Grandnot her appeared to have everything in order. Fromthe way she
| ooked, she seened to have overconme her shock; her eyes had taken on
t hat obsi di an-sharp edge of cunning.

The four Can Elders sat on a | ong bench in the sunlight outside
Grandnot her' s house. Everyone who had been within the clan grounds and
all the people fromthe nearest farmnsteads were clustered about. Anxious
to see and hear everything, they were neverthel ess cowed w de-eyed by

t he august presence of the visitors.

Oter and Pour Kills found peopl e backing away, |eaving an opening for
them while Tiny Turtle wal ked shyly beside them eager to maintain her



i mportance despite wobbling | egs and the finger she suddenly needed to
chew on.

Oter knew the Black Skull on sight.' No one el se |ooked |ike that. The
crisscrossing scars only seened to accent the crushed cheek and of f set
jaw. The warrior's eyes, however, burned with an intensity Oter had
rarely seen. The man seened to snolder, and that fearsome face tw tched
like a nest of mice under thin fabric. One powerful fist clutched the
atlatl handle, while the other had clanped to the war club. Sunlight

fl ashed on the polished copper spikes set so wickedly into the wood.

Stories circul ated about this man. It was said that he'd killed his own
not her, struck her down on orders fromhis famly. In one fight with the
Copena, he had killed six of their warriors, chased down the renaining
five who fled and di spat ched them one by one as they coll apsed from
exhaustion along the trial

When Oter nmet the warrior's eyes, he gazed on Deat h.

He had to force his attention to the others. G andnother stood to one
side, that thoughtful |ook on her face as she tried to absorb the
meani ng of this encounter, and, no doubt, to determ ne how the White
Shell dan could prosper fromit.

Oter bowed politely to the seated Elders in the order of the
directions: Blood, Sun, Sky, and Wnter. One by one, white heads bobbed
in reply. No nore hallowed nmen could be found throughout the world. What
were they doing here?

Finally, Oter faced a skinny, thin-nosed man, little ol der than
hinsel f. A Dreaner--especially one just returned fromthe Dead--should
appear Powerful. Something about himshould instill that sense of

reverence and awe. By | ooking at him a man shoul d understand that here
was a human bei ng who had | ooked upon the face of the Great Mystery.

I nstead, Green Spider grinned sheepishly, his expression sonehow sl ack,
his gaze sliding this way and that, as if he had problenms- with focusing
his attention on any one thing. A turkey-feather cape hung over his bony
shoul ders, and every rib on the man's body stuck out |ike skin stretched
over a coil of rope. Athick twist of brown fabric wapped his waist.
Two | egs, |ike warped spindles of cedar, ended in big, sandal-clad feet.

On his first trip south with Uncle, Otter had been introduced to the

not ed Anhi nga shaman, Fell Through the Sky. At the tine, the old Dreaner
had been alive for over eight tens of years. No nore than withered flesh
on bone, that frail Elder could have been blown away by a child' s fan
Neverthel ess, he'd radiated Power. One could feel it |like heat froma
fire pit.

In contrast, G een Spider had squatted down and now used his finger to
trace circles in the dirt around a broken potsherd that had been pressed
into the tan earth by a carel ess heel

Bl ue Jar stood just behind G andnother's shoul der, a hand to her nouth,
anxi ety bright in her eyes.

Four Kills bowed to the Can Elders, tense, nissing nothing as he
instinctively positioned hinself between Bl ack Skull and G andnot her

Oter placed his hand to his breast. "I am OQter, son of Blue Jar and



grandson of Yell ow Reed of the Wiite Shell dan. | understand the Cl an
El ders of the City of the Dead wi shed to speak with ne." He shouldn't be
this nervous. How many tines had he | anded at a strange cl an ground,

wal ked up the bank to the opening in the earthworks and faced suspici ous
eyes and nocked darts? He'd al ways mnai ntai ned some sense of serenity,
even while distrustful dogs barked, growl ed, and snapped at his heels.

Steeling hinself, Oter forced that disarmng snmle to his lips and
tried to quiet the frantic pounding of his heart.

A d Man Blood inclined his head as he fingered his pink conch shell. "W
are pleased to neet you, Oter. May your life be long and may you enj oy
good heal th. May your sisters have many children and may they all grow
to old age."

"Thank you, Elder. The Wite Shell Can is honored wth

your presence. Al that we have is at your disposal. Feel free to remain
with us for as long as you |like. W hope we may be of service." "Wl
said," Od Man Sky told him | ooking around."

"I"'mafraid our arrival shocked many here."

Oter shifted uneasily, glancing at G andnother. She i mediately seized

the opportunity to speak: "The effect was sonewhat |ike having First Man
wal k into your canp, Respected Elder. You caught us by surprise." She

j abbed Bl ue Jar, anusenment in her eyes. "As soon as some of us find our

tongues, we'll be a great deal nore hospitable!"
Chuckl es canme fromthe El ders; the tension began to recede ... for
everyone, that is, except the Black Skull, who continued to seethe. Four

Kills--ever attentive to such things--remai ned wary.

"We are all potsherds," Green Spider munbled, frowning at the sherd he'd
encircl ed. When he | ooked up, scanning the faces around him nost had
turned uneasy again. "Did you realize that? You can see your lives
copied in the potsherds.

From mud and water we're nmade. Once born, we're nolded by a great many
fingers, dried in our childhood, fired in the passions of our youth. As
adults, we're vessels, doing our work, carrying our goods, storing
things for the Spirit Wrld.

Then, one day, we're dropped to smash on the ground. What's left?
Fragments. Sonme return to the earth. Ot her pieces, |like those of the
soul , are ground up for grog and used in new pots."

Bl ack Skull grow ed, "I'll never see a crushed pot the sane way again."
And Oter realized where the warrior's snoldering hostility centered.
Green Spider stared up absently., then pushed hinmself to his feet. Wth
uncertain steps, he approached tter; but those vacant eyes seened to
stare right through himto something on the other side of the world.
Green Spider reached out and placed cold hands on the Trader's

shoul ders. Snudges of nud rubbed off on the fabric. "Are you ready,

Oter? It's a long way to the Roaring Water."

"Roaring Water?" OQtter glanced uneasily at the Can El ders.



"First three ... then four," Geen Spider went on. "And ... and finally,
six less one. Wo will the one be? Do you know?

Can you guess?" He paused, frowning as his attention wandered.

"Yes. That's what we must do. Time nmeans everything ... especially if
you're at the wrong place. It neans nothi ng when you arrive where you
need to be at the right nonent. And for what? WIIl the world cease if a
young girl dies? WII Power cease to pulse if a sacred Mask is drowned?"

"Drowned?" Otter tore his gaze away to gl ance anxiously at Four Kills.
I mmges of his corpse Dancing in the current |ingered.

"It doesn't have to happen that way," G een Spider insisted.

"Four. Kills Dreamed only one of many outcones."

Frost settled on Oter's soul. "How ... how do you know about ny
brot her's Dreanf"

Green Spider's eyes seened to expand, sharpening with a terrible
intensity. "The Power of water punps with your bl ood.

The Water Spirits took you and gave you your life. They can take you
back just as easily--as Four Kills Dreaned. A hero nust be tested."

"Tested? A hero? MWe? "

Green Spider reached up, pressing his fingers against Oter's face,
feeling about as if to learn the shape of the bones beneath the flesh.
O ter endured.

"Do you know the single greatest truth, Qter?"

"I don't-- Well, it depends, doesn't it? Which great truth are we
t al ki ng about ?"

Green Spider grabbed the soft part of Oter's nose, bending it back and
forth. "The single greatest truth is that you nust |ose yourself to find
yourself. It sounds so very sinple, but it's so very hard to do. Not
just for Dreaners, but for everyone.

You can't be a hero, Oter, unless you're willing to give up what you
want the nost."

"How about you, Green Spider? Have you | ost yoursel f?"
He nodded, a dreany indolence in his eyes. "Yes, Trader. | wanted order.
| was desperate for it. | needed to understand the way Power worked, and

the why of everything in the world.

Many Col ored Crow showed nme. Did you know that nothing is ordered,
Qter?"

"I have often feared that m ght be the case."
Green Spider tugged at one of Oter's braids, then | eaned cl ose, placing

a conspiratorial hand over his nouth. Oter hunched over to listen
intently--and jerked back in al armwhen G een Spider shouted at the top



of his lungs: "All of the worlds of Creation were nade as a junble!" f
Oter clapped a hand to his assaulted ear. "Are you crazy] You didn't
need to shout!"

"OF course | did," Green Spider said sinply as he turned around and
paced away in steps that stretched his skinny legs to the limt. There,
in the center of the crowd, he whirled like a stork in a pond and cocked
hi s head. Cupping both hands to his nmouth and filling his lungs unti

his ribs looked as if they would pop, he whispered in a voice Qter
could barely hear, "You wouldn't have heard ne otherw se." Bl ack Skul

si ghed audi bly, Ms. batrle-scarred hands cl enching the war club so tight
that his fingers whitened.

"What is all this?" Four Kills asked, stepping close to Black Skull.

My question exactly. OQter thought. He gl anced nervously at the C an

El ders. They sat--each like a lunp of wood--with faint smles on their
faces. Looking closely, Oter could see places where their hair was
singed. The tenple had supposedly been hit by |ightning. Perhaps it had
addl ed Green Spider's soul? Too much Spirit Power? Could it singe a
man's Spirit the way it did hair? Burn away the ability to think
clearly?

Bl ack Skull had | eaned closer to Four Kills. "The fool says he's a
Contrary. Does everything backwards--and he's proud of it!"

"Not proud!" Green Spider corrected, prancing over to face the warrior
He | ooked very puny beside Bl ack Skull

"I'mfree, Killer of Men. Free because |I know what the snare |ooks Iike!
To be free, you nust live and breathe inside the rope. That's the only
way to keep fromstepping in it and getting caught!"

Bl ack Skull's jaw clenched. "You want a rope? I'll give you rope, just
the size of your neck. I--"

"A Contrary!" Oter cried, and cl apped his hands.

Grandnmot her stepped forward, a glint in her eyes as she stared at G een
Spider. "Why didn't | see it? It's been solong ... "

Four Kills turned, as if sensing Oter's understanding. "Do you know
what this neans?"

Oter studied Geen Spider with newinterest. "I've met Contraries.

Most people guard themlike the |ast sack of squash seeds in a fanine
They' re good | uck. Powerful."

"Bad | uck! Bad luck!" Green Spider insisted, and he oegan spi nni ng
around with his arnms outstretched. "No Power! |'mso weak | couldn't
even poke a hole in water!"

By this time, Geen Spider was whirling around so wildly that people
were diving out of the way of his whipping arns.

Finally, he staggered and stopped, weaving on his feet as his head
continued to jerk spastically to the side. He stunbled forward dizzily,
reeling and careening until he smacked into the wall of G andnother's
house, excl aim ng, "Thank the bl essed Spirits! | can still walk



straight!" G andnot her asked suddenly, "Wy did you conme here?
What do you want with Otter?"

She' d addressed her question to the Can Elders, but G een Spider spoke
as he fingered the walls, then began chipping at the tightly bundl ed
grass with a thunmbnail. "I don't want Oter.

I hope | never see himagain." Then he wheel ed, clapping his right hand
over his eyes, pointing with his left at Oter and crying, "I see you!"

From where they watched al ong the peripheries, the rest of the

cl anspeopl e stood w de-eyed and dunbf ounded. Many had pul |l ed bl ankets
over their heads, and nothers had grabbed up their children. Even Red
Dye had snagged Tiny Turtle away.

A d Man Blood cleared his throat. "Yell ow Reed, we have cone to ask your
perm ssion to have your grandson, Oter, carry Green Spider to a place
he has seen in his Vision. We--the four of us---believe it to be so

i nportant that we canme ourselves to ask you to grant this favor."

"W woul d be nmost honored,” AOd MIfr Sun added. "W understand that you
m ght have other obligations that Gtter needs to fulfill, but we can
only stress that you would be granting us--and the clans--a great boon."

"W will be happy to conpensate you for the use of your grandson,” Ad
Man Sky continued. "Perhaps you have sonme needs that the clans could
attend to? A house to be built? Afield to be cleared? A soft you would
like to marry to sonmel58 Kat hl een O Neal Gear and W M chael Gear one?
W will be happy to discuss anything you would Iike."

"And | would add,” AOd Man North stated, "that a great deal of status
will accrue to the Wiite Shell O an for undertaking such a journey.
Peopl e will be tal king about your grandson throughout the territories.
One never knows the ramifications of fame. |'msure that Qter's
reputation as a Trader would be greatly enhanced. This could be very
beneficial for you and your clan." "But why Oter?" Blue Jar demanded,
findi ng her tongue and stepping forward. "Wy did you choose nmy son?"

"We didn't," AOd Man Bl ood replied, hooking a thumb toward Green Spider.
"He did."

"Not me!" cried Green Spider as he shook his head furiously.
"I don't even like Otter."

Grandnot her j abbed her wal king stick at the ground, her head bowed. "I

i magi ne the White. Shell Can won't object." She cocked her head. "But
the final decision will be Oter's." People whispered back and forth,
wonderi ng why G andnother didn't sinply order himto go. The old wonan's
bl ack eyes fixed on him gleam ng. He could read her thoughts. | gave
you ny word.

"He won't go! He won't go!" Green Spider began chanting in a singsong
voi ce. "He doesn't like nme, either.”

"Where am | supposed to take hinP" Oter turned to Green Spider. "Do you
know t he way?"

"Downstreamto the Fresh Water Sea, then eastward to the Roaring Water."



Oter licked his lips and placed his hands on Green Spider's bony
shoul ders. "I know a little about Contrary Power. But you mnust
understand that I'mlike a child ... w thout your w sdom

Can you talk to me as an adult to a child? Can you tell nme the way?"

Green Spider's Expression pinched, as though thought took great effort.
"I"'ve only flown over it--it's not the same as being there. My feathers
got awfully cold, though. I can tell you that.

And 1'Il know places when | see them W nust follow the Father Water
north."

"Ch, that's a big help!" Black Skull grumbled. "He's flown over it! Good
luck, Trader, you're going to need it."

Green Spi der whooped and flapped his arns |ike a crane soaring up froma
pond. "But you don't need to call on luck, do you, warrior? You won't
need luck to survive, wll you?"

Bl ack Skull crossed his thick arms, tossed his head back

"My path isn't yours. G een Spider."

The Contrary clucked like a crow. "No two paths are alike, warrior. Not
even in the same boat. | can tell right now, you will enjoy this trip.

It won't challenge a man like you ... not at all."

Bl ack Skull's abused face darkened. "What are you tal king about? The
only place '"'mgoing is back to the City of the Dead!"

What were the Contrary's words? First three, then four, then six, |ess
one? Oter spun on his heel, |ooking at the O an El ders.

"I take it that 1'm supposed to pack for three?" <f
"As Green Spider wishes,” Add Man North replied mldly.

"The great warrior, Black Skull, comes fromny clan. He will do as the
Contrary w shes."

"Wait! No, | won't!" Black Skull rushed forward. "Please.

Not this! Go upriver with that ... that ... " The rmuscles in his ruined
face jumped and knotted beyond control. "He's crazy!"

ad Man North stood, taking a pained step to face the defiant warrior
"If Green Spider wants you to go, | amasking you to go. | can't force
you, Black Skull. That isn't our way. If you decide not to go, |
understand. It is a fearsone journey, and filled w th nmany dangers.
Soneone must maintain the honor of the Black Clan. | will offer myself
in. your place."

Bl ack Skull's nighty muscles flexed and bunched |ike tw sted oak
Tendons, |ike vines, popped, and his fingers knotted into fists. He
bowed hi s head, and his crooked jaw worked back and forth.

A d Man North raised a thin hand, touching Black Skull gently.



The warrior flinched. "Black Skull, do you remenber when G een Spider
returned fromthe Dead? He got up off the bench in the charnel hut and
led me and the rest of the Elders up to the top of the high nmound. There
we sat down anong the ashes of the Dead and he told us of his Vision. He
told us about OGtter, and taking the canoe north. You are in the Vision
You are there."

"Doi ng what ?" Bl ack Skull's deep yoice had dropped to a faint rasp.
"Confronting the chall enges you nmust face. This is a matter of Power,
Bl ack Skull. You have been chosen--perhaps because you are the greatest
warrior ever to live."

Bl ack Skull nodded, then glanced at the watching people.

Stiffening, he drew his war club and shook it, "I'mnot afraid!

But | ask you, would you want to be stuck in the sane canoe wth hin
For days on end?"

Green Spider made a croaki ng sound and hopped to a spot in front of the
fum ng Black Skull. "The Contrary has a puzzle for you."

"l don't want to hear it.

"When we find the Roaring Water, you'll be the ugliest man in the world.
Now ... is the Contrary saying that forward ... or backward? You nust
deci de. "

Bl ack Skull's nuscl es bunched |ike serpents under his scarred hide. Then
he jerked a curt nod at the C an El ders and pushed through the crowd.

"Shoul d be a fascinating trip," Oter nuttered fromthe side of his
nout h.

Four Kills placed a restraining hand on Qter's shoul der

"Brother, | don't care what's at stake. That Dream | ast night
Listen, don't do this. You didn't feel the terror that | did. |I mean, |
| don't want you to die. | need you too much."
Oter patted his brother's hand. He could sense Four Kills' fear--like a
dark wind within the soul. "I think it's meant to be, brother. You have

anewlife tolive now Qur paths split that night on the river. And,
br ot her, search your feelings.

There, in your soul, that part of you that is ne. | was |eaving for the
north anyway. | want to do this. | need to do this."

Oter bit back a cry at the expression of loss in his brother's eyes.
"You' re already nourning ne."

"Who will bury your body?" Four Kills bowed his head.

"And care for your soul so it doesn't becone a homnel ess ghost?"

Water patted and sl apped off the bow as the sl eek canoe continued to
shoot forward into the twilight. The | and had changed, grow ng col der

and famliar plants were beconing rare al ong the banks of the Father
Wat er .



For Pearl, the endl ess nmonotony of the river had becone a sort of
torture. She'd picked a handful of winter-dry dogtail grass. To keep
hersel f from nadness, she worked the | eaves into a series of conplicated
knots, creating an Anhinga prayer mat. She'd never nade one before,

al t hough she'd been taught the difficult knots as a child. Prayer mats
were made only in the direst of situations, and then laid on the burial
mounds of the ancestors in a desperate quest for aid.

Pearl had no nmound now, no ancestral ghosts around to hear her pleas.

When woul d this misery end? Her body ached fromconstantly sitting on
her sack of nmize seeds, and to nmake matters worse, she had started her
Bl eedi ng Ti ne. Wien she squirmed fromthe disconfort, the men behind her
made hi ssi ng sounds.

She'd come to hate them They never |eft her alone. Wen she went into
the forest to strip the soft inner bark of trees to use as an absorbent,
they foll owed and j eered.

Sonmewhere, the roles had changed between them From escorts, they'd
grown into captors, and she'd found herself a virtual prisoner instead
of an exalted and precious bride.

"Wirman, you spend all day riding in the canoe. After that, we wait on
you all night. Fromnow on, you will cook for us," Gizzly Tooth had
ordered. Then, last night, he'd forced her to carry all the bedrolls up
to canp.

"To teach you to serve nen," he'd added

And what can | do about it? The thought had been naggi ng at her for
days. She'd become nothing nore than their slave.

Sonehow, there had to be a way to escape, or to fight back
But how?

- They nade sure that sonmeone al ways stayed close to her-- even on the
occasi ons when she retreated to the bushes to relieve

hersel f. Granted, Pearl had never been shy. People who travel on smal
boats can't afford that |uxury. Neverthel ess, she'd never been the

subj ect of intense observation when she attended to the by-processes of
di gesti on.

Where once the Khota warriors had stared at her with sonmething of a
reverence, she could now detect open desire anong the majority of
them -and outright lust in the eyes of a certain few.

The warrior called Eats Dogs would fix his gaze on her full chest and
rub his jaw as his eyes went glassy. Round Scar, on the other hand, was
the worst violator of her privacy, always stalking her, grinning at the
swi ng of her hips, seeking to touch her rmuscul ar thi ghs when he hel ped
her into the boat.

Today had been particularly trying. One Arm had sl owed whenever he
passed her, lifting his nose, sniffing like a male dog around a
receptive bitch.



Gizzly Tooth noticed the shift in behavior and sensed the increasing
tension. Despite his role as nom nal |eader and best friend to her
future husband, he'd taken to giving her guarded gl ances, his thoughts
vei | ed.

And perhaps he'd been right to do so. More than once he'd caught her
staring back down river, the longing for home welling in her eyes while
the enpty ache of |oneliness grewin her gut.

As the canoe | anced the waves and turned toward a | ong sandbar that
jutted fromthe shore, she pondered her options.

There were only two: run away, or surrender neekly to whatever fate her
clan had sold her into. Gancing at the warriors in the canoes beside
her, that latter option seened | ess and | ess desirable.

She'd grown sick of everything Khota. The chore of |earning Khota
| anguage exhausted her very soul. The endl ess repetition of words
tangl ed her tongue and frustrated her

However, coupled with Trade pidgin, she'd cone to be fairly proficient
as long as she didn't need to say anything rapidly.

To her, the language still seened to be that of a people who sneezed a
| ot.

The boat slid up on the sandy nud with a shishing Sound, and Pearl

si ghed, pushing painfully to her feet. The m serable, prickling
sensation of nunb legs returning to life had to be endured before she
could trust herself to step out.

"Weak, woman?" Round Scar asked as he stepped out and placed his oar in
t he canoe. The wood thunked hol | owy.

"Maybe you need me to help you carry all the blankets up to canmp?"

"May the | eeches suck your blood,"” she rattled off in her own tongue.
Then in the Trade pidgin, she added, "I'mfine.

You?"

Round Scar chuckl ed and hefted the weight of his atlatl as he and
several others pulled darts and fanned out to investigate the approaches
to the canping spot.

The worst of the prickling over, Pearl trusted her legs to take her up
onto the spit of sand. OQthers had canped here in the past.

Several charcoal stains indicated where hearths had been dug out. Bits
of broken pottery hinted that someone had dropped a food jar--or else
the vessel had been broken in a canoe and the remains tossed out here.

Behind the sand spit lay a bracki sh backwater from which cypress had
begun to grow, and tall cane lined the crunbl ed bank where the forest
started. Sparse grass shaded into brush, and finally into dense forest.
Even as she considered the site, several of the warriors trotted past
her toward the trees, perhaps to hunt neat for the canp.

Pear! wal ked down to the head of the backwater, screening herself wth
brush. She squatted and pulled her skirt up, thankful to relieve her



full bl adder and change her absorbent. At the |ast stop, she'd tucked a
thick | oop of bark into the top of her npbccasin, and now she renoved it.

One Arm wal ked up behind her, grinning, sniffing. "Aren't you done yet,
wonman?"

"Just a nmonent |onger." She took her tine replacing her old absorbent
with new. There had to be a way to pay these arrogant The pl ant stood
right before her. Brown, dead, but the oval |eaves couldn't be m staken
They had grown straight out of the now desiccated stal k: no stens. The
seeds were | ong gone, but the many-forked unbel s remnai ned.

They wanted her to do all the cooking, did they? She picked up a twi g
and dug at the dirt as though burying her old absorbent, which was her
habit. One Arm woul d expect it.

The plant m ght be dormant, but the roots would still be there, waiting,
full of the Power that flowering spurge was noted for

Pear| gripped her precious root, stuffed it into the top of her
noccasi n, and stood up.

One Armhad a crafty gleamin his eyes. He lifted his breechcl out,
pointing at his enlarging penis. "You want this? Maybe toni ght? Wen
everybody el se is asl eep?”

She shook her head, placing her feet carefully as she backed away.
"I"mgood!" he insisted. "Real good! Mke you happy."

"I"'mfor Dead WOl f," she insisted. "Renenber hin? Your war | eader?"

He | aughed at that, wagging his engorged penis. "1111 cone to you
toni ght. Make you happy, yes?"

"Nol "

She slipped to the side as he grabbed for her. Wth a twi st of her body,
she avoided his fingers and sprinted for the canp.

Behi nd her, he | aughed.

Seeking to recover sone sense of dignity, she strode forward
pur poseful ly, her head held high, back arched.

Gizzly Tooth had used a splintered piece of driftwood to dig out one of
the fire pits. He | ooked up, noting Tier expression and the flashing
anger in her eyes.

"Troubl e?" he asked.

"One Armwants ne. Ofered to craw into ny robes.”

Gizzly Tooth nodded. "You're the only worman. Wiat do you expect? Now
stop causing trouble and go pack our bl ankets up to canp.”

"Does Dead WIf want his warriors sticking thenmselves in his woman?"

Gizzly Tooth sighed. "It's WIf of the Dead ... not Dead Wl f. And the
answer is no. You stay within ny sight. Besides, the way you tal k Khqta,



you mi ght mean no and say yes. It sounds like you're talking with too
much food in your nmouth."

"Khota don't talk like real people.”

They wat ched her |ike hawks as she lugged their gear up to the canp. As
she worked, she studied the bedrolls in her hands, and a sly smle
curled her Iips.

She carried one of the cook pots to Gizzly Tooth's fire and set it on
t he sand, watching as he placed kindling in the hollowed-out fire pit.
He opened a small pottery jar he'd taken fromthe canoe and poured gray
ash on the ground before bending down to blowon it. A puff of fine
powder bl ew away, but several enbers glowed redly to life. These
Gizzly Tooth plucked up with twigs and settled at the base of the
under .

Lowering his face, he gently blew, and the enbers ignited the tw gs and
frayed grasses.

The stew was built on a stock of goosefoot seeds, fish netted that day,
five ducks, and what was left of last night's deer. Pearl ate as she
wor ked, filling herself before she surreptitiously added the fina

i ngredient: the spurge root.

As the fire crackled and the stew steaned, Gizzly Tooth watched her
"You' re thinking about running off. Trying to escape --to nake your way
back down river." She met his thoughtful glance, then turned her
attention to her prayer mat. As her cold fingers worked another of the
knots and pulled it tight, she said, "Wy would | do that? If | did,
woul d di shonor mny people.”

Doi ng so woul d di shonor her famly and people. It bothered her that she
cared so little about the consequences of her proposed action. She
shoul d care. Her people had nmade a pronmi se.

And if she slipped away fromthese captors, the shane would be theirs
forever.

And what if they are shaned? So what? | didn't want to be married in the
first place.

"I would not run away," Gizzly Tooth said casually as he fed sticks to
the fire. "W have forty warriors here. Many of these nen are excell ent
trackers, excellent sw mers."

He nodded at the crackling fire, satisfied with the way it clinbed the
wat er - snoot hed sticks. Then he noved back, settling hinself casually
besi de her. "There is sonething you should know about the -Khota. W
have many failings, as do all peoples. Sonetimes we fight anobngst
ourselves. Oher tinmes we travel long distances to raid and steal from
ot her peoples. W have even robbed Traders, and sonetimes killed them"

"1'"ve heard the runors."”

Gizzly Tooth shrugged, his eyes still on the fire. "Maybe these things
are good for us ... or nmaybe not. But you nust understand that we are
vi gorous, strong. A kind of fire burns in our hearts that does not burn
in the hearts of other people.”



Warriors were starting to trickle into the canmp as night fell

Sone carried wood. Ot hers brought poles for shelters. They drove the
pol e ends into the Sand and unrolled cattail matting fromthe canoes to
provide a covering in case it should rain. As they prepared their own
fire pits, they came, nodded to Gizzly Tooth, and lit brands wi th which
to light their fires.

"I would tell you a story to make ny point," Gizzly Tooth continued.
"In the time of mnmy great-great-great-grandfather, a nmarriage was made
bet ween one of our |eaders, Strong Wnd, and the people who lived at the
mouth of the Ilini River.

"The wonman was brought to our camp in the north, in the Land of Many
Lakes, where we were hunters. The cerenpnies were held and the vows
exchanged between our people and hers. Then, that night, when he took
her, she went inexplicably crazy. She drove a deer-bone dagger into his
side and broke a good, oak war club over his head. Then she slipped away
into the night. She stole a canoe and travel ed down the Father Water
headi ng for her people, who lived at the mouth of the Ilini R ver.

"Mraculously, Strong Wnd lived. His relatives held a big feast, and
for four days and nights, they Danced, calling upon the ghosts of the
ancestors to heal Strong Wnd, and upon the other clans of the Khota to
join themin avenging the insult to Strong Wnd."

"Maybe he deserved what he got?"
"Maybe he did, but the Spirit Wrld heard the call for help.

Wth news of Strong Wnd's recovery, all the clans of the Khota sent
warriors." Gizzly Tooth gave her a cool stare. "Ten tens of canoes were
assenbl ed. Together, they paddl ed rapidly downstreamto repay the Ilini
worman and her rel atives. Everyone, young, old, they were all killed.
Today, in that place where the Ilini woman once lived, lie the clan
territories to which you are being carried."

She stared down at her fingers, slimand brown where they gripped the
tan grasses of the prayer mat, which contrasted to the buff-col ored
fabric of her nettle-and-nml| kweed-fiber skirt.

The chilly air lanced through the thin dress as the breeze on the river
changed.

In her entire life, she'd never been as cold as during the two noons
she'd been on the river. Now she huddled closer to the fire, and Gizzly
Tooth, with a nod of his head, signaled one of the warriors who | urked
around the peripheries to find her a bl anket.

"Why do you think I would escape?"

"I"ve seen the |ook in your eyes. W have conme a |ong way from your
lands. If | were you, I mght want to run away al so."

"I woul d not dishonor mny people.”

Gizzly Tooth tossed a stick into the fire. "I got the feeling they
didn't think much of you as it was. They said you nade nen

unconfortable. That it was better for you to go north. Establish a
Trading relationship with the Khota. That no one would nmarry you at



hone. That you would be better--"
"Do not discuss ny clan with ne."
An owl hooted out in the forest.

"Let me tell you sonething." Gizzly Tooth rolled onto his side, staring
at her in the firelight. "You' re not marrying just a man."

"What is he then? Berdache?"

Gizzly Tooth's voice dropped, and the ow hooted again. "I told you
what the clan would do if you ran away. But WIf of the Dead, he isn't
like other men. He'll hunt you, find you, and when he does, he'll dea

with you in his way."

Gizzly Tooth gl anced away, uneasy, a hoarseness in his voice. "He's not
just a man. He's ... well, like his father before him™"

Pearl noticed that the warriors had started to gather close, their eyes
shining in the flickering |ight.

"Are you trying to frighten ne? Alone in the swanmps, | used to hunt
alligators. I've traveled far out into the sea, traveled by the stars.
You can't scare ne."

Gizzly Tooth pinched his Iip in his teeth, then knotted a fist.

"Your husband isn't all-human. Do you understand? Wen the Power is on
him he turns into a wolf."

"A wol f?" Pearl shifted uneasily, seeing the sober belief in the eyes of
the warriors. An unbidden shiver slipped down her spine, prickling her
ski n.

"Wl f of the Dead," Gizzly Tooth whispered. "That's why you can't run
away fromhim He'll find you. The Dead will tell himwhere you're
running to--and he'll follow Sniff you out in his wolf form You can't
hide froma creature like that."

He really believes what he's saying! Her soul went cold. The watching
warriors nodded in slow assent. She barely kept herself fromtw sting
the prayer mat she clutched so desperately.

Gizzly Tooth gave her a synpathetic | ook, then |owered his eyes. After
several seconds of silence, he got to his feet, making a gesture to the
warriors. "Some of you have started to desire this woman. See that you
do not. She is for WIf of the Dead." Then he studied Pearl, his fingers
to his chin. "I want at |east three of you watching her all the tine.
Spel | yoursel ves through the night. She'll try to run away now that she
knows the truth."”

Pearl didn't sleep well that night--but then, neither did the Khota. Al
ni ght |1 ong they nobaned and groaned and ran back and forth fromcanmp to
the river, grunbling about their tw sting guts. Several of themtripped
over her in their haste to get to a place where they could relieve

t henmsel ves. Even then the npans continued, |aced with curses.

Pearl smiled to herself. How fortunate she had been to find the
flowering spurge ... Nine Despite the fact that a forest surrounded the



White Shell clan grounds, firewdod was al ways, a scarce comodity,
especi ally since people had been living on the site for generations. As
a result, all the branches, deadfall, and forest litter had been
collected for a day's walk in any direction. The forest behind the clan
grounds flourished--but living wood burns poorly. Sometines, people
would ring a tree, wait for it to die and dry out, then hope to topple
it before a major celebration. However, that took advance pl anni ng.

The arrival of the dan Elders, Black Skull, and Green Spider m ght have
proved somnet hing of an enbarrassnent for old Yell ow Reed and her clan
Perhaps the Contrary willed it, or perhaps it was just the right tine,
but one of the smaller hickory trees had fallen. Fromthe splintered
branches, the children pulled enough wood to feed the fires. And the
White Shell clan grounds needed many fires on this night.

Word had spread, and now canoe after canoe | anded as Tall Cane people
arrived. They came to see the noted El ders, the fanpbus Bl ack Skull, and
to hear about G een Spider's Vision that had led himto becone a
Contrary.

Ni ght had fallen with a crystalline clarity that nade the chill intense.
The stars seenmed to press down in a way Oter had seen only in the far
nort h.

He wat ched people crowd around the crackling bonfire before the |arge
clan house. Flanes illum nated the faces of the Elders as they stood
wai ti ng, hands cl asped before them Their w zened features puckered as
t hey concentrated on what they would say.

Peopl e, wapped in bl ankets and heavy coats, whispered excitedly.

Flickers of firelight caught nmomentary glinpses of their ani nated
expressions. Black eyes sparkled, and wondernent could be seen in the
set of moufh or eyebrow. The plaza murnmured with pensive anticipation
Meanwhi | e, boi sterous children slipped through the mass of adults |ike
m nnows t hrough a net.

They crowded close to the file | ong enough to warmfirst one side, then
the other, before turning to wiggle away into the night again am dst
gi ggl es and | aughter.

Oter stood in the rear-- off to one side, where he could slip away if
he wanted to. As he waited, he took note of the visitors and was aware
of Hard Clay and her famly. And there stood Slim Turtle with her

rel ati ves. And behi nd her--

Oter's heart skipped. Red Mdccasins couldn't be m staken for any
other--, tall and elegant, the firelight gleam ng on her perfect face.
She'd parted her hair differently, on the right side, in the style of a
married woman. As Otter watched, she bent her head, whispering
something'to Four Kills, who stood at her side, "hol ding her hand.

Oter knew that slight frown. Lines forned between her eyel70 Kathl een
O Neal Gear and W M chael Cear brows, and the serious set of the nouth
caused dinples at the corners of her I|ips.

G away, Otter. You're only hurting yourself. He even started to | eave,
hal f-turni ng when he noticed the El ders.

A d Man Bl ood noved at |ast, standing and conposing hinmsel f. He nodded



at one of the children, who brought hima finely beaded, red pipe-bag.
Peopl e hushed as he cerenonially | oaded the pipe with tobacco and lit it
with a burning stick fromthe fire. One by one, the C an El ders passed

t he pi pe between them

Toget her, they raised their faces to the night sky and Sang, their old
voi ces wavering and twi ning together in the Blessing Song. The lilting
notes carried on the still night. As if in response, the stars seened to
pul se with the rhythm of the words.

A silence fell over the expectant crowd. Then A d Man Bl ood began the
story about how Green Spider had fasted, purified hinself in the sweat

| odge, chanted, and Danced. How he'd entered the tenple four days before
the solstice and cried for a Vision, finally passing into a trance. And
then, on the day of the solstice, lightning had struck

"We pulled himfromthe burning building,” Ad Man Sun took over the
narrative. "W, ourselves, were burned. You can see where patches of our
hair are singed." He pulled back a sl eeve, exposing healing skin. "Qur
flesh still renews itself." "W thought that Green Spider was dead," Ad
Man Sky expl ai ned. "He showed no sign of life, so we had his body
carried to the charnel hut and laid there anong the other corpses. He
was washed, his flesh rubbed with hickory oil.

For four days, he lay like that--dead in the charnel hut. On that | ast
day, we went for him to carry himto a log tonmb we had cut into the
ground just to the north of the Tenple Mund."

ad Man North nodded his assent. "W dug the pit into the ground and
lined it with clay. Into that pit we placed cane matting, and then
several layers of fine cloth to cushion the body and show our respect.
Wth great care, we laid Green Spider into the tonb, placing a drinking
shel | beside his head and copper plate upon his chest. Logs had been
brought fromthe forest to lay over the tonb. Ot her young nen had been
sent upriver in canoes to find sandstone slabs to |lay across the top, as
is our custom"”

"And then ... " Od Man Blood hesitated "... then we ordered the young
men to place the logs. They had lifted the first and were struggling to
set it across the tonb--"

"--when he woke up!" cried AOd Man Sun. "Sat up! R ght there in the
tomb! He blinked, groaned, and rubbed his eyes."

"Peopl e stood as if they had been turned to wood," O d Man Sky insisted.
"Green Spider clinbed to his feet, wobbling, weak and sick. He called
out to us, and we rushed forward, asking himwhat had happened."”

Oter shifted and flexed his knees to ease the cranp in his legs. As he
crossed his arms, he happened to gl ance across the fire. H s stare

| ocked with that of Red Modccasins; he could read the msery in those

| arge dark eyes, which seened to suck at his soul with worry and pain.

Oter forced hinself to | ook away as A d Man North raised his hands to
the crowd, his ancient face possessed of wonder.

"He told us he had been to speak to the Dead, that he had been given a
Vi sion. Listen, nmy people. Hear Green Spider. He has seen a young girl
floating in a river. Behind the child, a worman fl ounders in the water,
coughi ng, spitting, her arns splashing as she tries to reach the child.



In the struggle, she loses a sacred bundle that is strapped to her
back. "

"The water begins to nove faster,” A d Man Bl ood cried

"I't rushes around rocks, sucking and whirling. The pretty little girl is
torn beyond the nother's reach as she spins away in the foam ng rapids."”

"A roaring can be heard! It grows |ouder and louder.” Od Man Sun shook
an age-spotted fist. "Power fills the air, and the helpless child is
tossed on the angry waves, crashing this way and that as water pounds
the rocks into fury. At the last mnute, it seens that the innocent girl
m ght be spared, for a mat of debris lies just ahead, just at the edge
of the tumbling water."

"But this is not to be." Add Man Sky tilted his face toward the
star-speckl ed heavens. "A twist of the current carries the child away
fromthe piled | ogs and sticks. She cries out, spitting water as she
grabs onto the floating bundle. She tears at it, and a beautiful Msk
floats free. Meanwhile, the wonan manages to grasp onto a rock, clinging
desperately as she watches in horror. Her child and the bundle are
carried on by the rapid current, carried over the edge. Together, they
vani sh, falling anong the rai nbows of spray that rise up fromthe
roaring depths."

"At that point, Green Spider |ooked out over the land." AOd Man North
seened to slunp. "There he saw all the world, and the peoples upon it.
Tears were in their eyes, and the souls of the Dead were sad. The plants
inthe fields wilted, and the deer hid thenselves in the thickets.

Ol ouds covered the sky, but no rain fell. The |and becane as winter."

Peopl e swayed on their feet, somber as they cast furtive glances at each
other. The silence seenmed to hold themas firmy as a bass wood rope.

"Then the Spirit of Many Col ored Crow approached Green Spider," Ad Mn
Blood related. "He told him-as | amtelling you--that if G een Spider
woul d becorme a Contrary, Many Col ored Crow would show hima way to save
the woman, the little girl, and the Sacred Mask ... but that to do so
woul d take a great deal of courage and dedication.™”

"So Green Spider followed the Spirit of Many Colored Crow," O d Man Sun
decl ared, raising his hands again. "And Many Col ored Crow began to teach
Green Spider the way of the Contrary."

"And that was when First Man appeared out of a haze as gol den as when
the sunlight pierces the norning mst,” Od Man Sky cried. "First Man
assum ng the shape of a wolf, then of a Thunderbird, and then of a
rattl esnake, demanded to know what Many Col ored Crow was doi ng! Many
Col ored Crow expl ai ned that G een Spider would beconme a Contrary, and
woul d save the new Dreaner!”

"And then,” A d Man North bell owed as he shook his fists, "First Man and
Many Col ored Crow argued. They fought back and forth as they had when
the world was new. The Earth Mdther was awakened by their noise and cane
up fromher cave in the underworld and scolded them and told themthey
were acting like children

"First Man smled at his brother, and golden Iight shot out to gl eam on
t he rai nbow feathers of Many Colored Crow. And First Man said: ' well,
will let Geen Spider try to save the child. If he will becone a



Contrary, he will become a good man. Power does not always work as we
would wish it, brother.' "

A d Man Bl ood cradled his conch shell to his breast. "Many Col ored Crow
| ooked at his brother, First Man, and said, ' Spiral is shifting. Your
Dreamis no longer only yours. All we can do is wait--and try to prepare
the people.' And at that, First Man nodded, and vani shed.

"So Green Spider was taught the pathway of the Contrary.

Then he was introduced to his ancestors, who gave hima feast in the
City of the Dead. They all gave himadvice on being a good Contrary.

Fi nally, when they thought they had prepared him they sent himback to
us."

"And that's when he woke up in the tonb," A d Man Sky told them "That
is the Vision, the experience he had when he was dead."

"And that is why we have cone here," A d Man North added. "The advice
that Green Spider got fromthe Land of the Dead was to take Bl ack Skul
and Gtter with himon his journey northward toward the Roaring Water

The ancestors said that if they all did their best, they could save this
Spirit Mask and this child, this Dreaner."

So, | was chosen

Oter glanced up, neeting Red Mdccasins' eyes again, noting how her lips
had parted. She shook her head, then tried to smle bravely. She
whi spered sonmething to Four Kills and started to work through the crowd.

Oter eased away into the darkness. O course she'd want to talk to him
But what coul d she say' now that woul d nmake things any different? The
wor ds were exhausted between them

He ducked around G andnother's house, circling the side of the crowd
where the old woman had just been. Then he cut behind Red Dye's house.
Head down, he traced his way through the dark clan grounds and paused at
the hunp of the burial nmound. So nuch was happeni ng. A knot of
frustration choked at the base of his throat. He could feel the ghosts
of his ancestors, and they seemed to whisper to him Straining, he
failed to catch their words, and nodded out of respect bel74 Kathl een

O Neal Gear and W M chael CGear fore anbling forward aimessly. Qut of
habi t, he checked the storage hut.

Cat cher greeted himhappily. His tail lashed the air--fit to cut ghosts
in two. The hot, happy tongue licked Gtter's hand, and Catcher junped
and bounded.

"Soon, ny friend," Oter prom sed, dropping down to westle with the
shaggy dog. "Everything all right? No thieves in the night have come to
t ake our goods?"

Cat cher made a nuffled sound as he stretched his front end and yawned.
The stretch noved back to stiffly extended hind | egs and a curved tail

Oter smled wanly, grabbing hold of the dog, hugging himclose. For a
| ong nonent, he savored the warmh, burying his face in the animal's
fur. The dry scent of the dog soothed the ache in his soul. Red
Moccasins' face floated there, haunting him tw sting the hurt that
lived like a blade inside him



Cat cher, predictably, had been delighted with the attention at first;
but--as any dog worth his name woul d do--he began to wi ggle, desperate
to escape the hug. After all, it wouldn't do for a guard dog of
Catcher's renown to be seen clutched in an enbrace like a silly puppy!

Oter sighed, the nonent of solace forever past. "You' re a good guard,
Cat cher. You stay here and watch things. There's going to be a feast
tonight. 1'll bring you some bits of nmeat, and maybe a coupl e of cakes."

As Catcher clinbed ninbly back into the storage hut, his tail whapped at
Oter's legs. The dog curled around a couple of tines and flopped onto
the top pack with a thud.

Oter cocked his head, listening”. The chatter of excited voices filled
the night as people tal ked about Green Spider's Vision. Someone | aughed
Oter nmelted back into the shadows as two people--a boy barely past his
manhood and a young girl from Tall Cane, Wt Bone's daughter--slipped
past into the darkness. A shared bl anket |lay over their shoulders. In
their groping preoccupation, they hadn't noticed Gtter's shadowy

pr esence.

He waited for a nonment, hearing their steps crunch on the dry | eaves
behi nd the storage hut. A gasp was followed by a soft voice and the
raspi ng of cl othing.

Oter ghosted into the night, follow ng the curving wall that marked the
perimeter of the clan grounds. Once, not so |long ago, he too had slipped
away into the night with a woman. That had been nore than four noons
past. He'd just returned fromthe north, his canoe brimrmng with goods.

The nmoon had gl eaned whitely, hal fway through its cycle but bathing the
land with soft light as they had wal ked out in the warmfall evening.
He' d draped her bl anket about them a symbolic gesture.

"I can't put off marriage any longer," she'd told him "I'mgetting too
old as it is."

"So ... marry me. G andnot her woul d understand. | think she expects it."
He'd lifted her hand, touching the tips of her fingers to his |ips.
"Most people speak of it as a foregone conclusion. They think you just
need to choose: ne, or Four Kills."

"What if | chose hinP"

"He's a good man. The best | know. And if you didn't marry me, |

woul dn't want you married to anyone el se." But she'd al ways preferred
Oter. Perhaps it had been unfair to his brother, but Oter had al ways
been the exciting one, the Trader who ventured off to strange places and
returned with exotic itens that brought joy to Red Mbccasins' eyes.

They' d wal ked out onto a narrow spit of sand that jutted into the river.
"W al ways cone here," Red Moccasi ns had si ghed.

"Isn't it a beautiful spot? You can hear the water. Feel the freedom™
"Freedon?" she'd wondered thoughtfully as he stepped behind her and
hugged her cl ose.

"You can feel the Power of the river here, ebbing, flow ng.



Ol ose your eyes, Red Moccasins. It lives, throbbing alnost |ike the
bl ood in your veins."

H s hands had noved up to massage her full breasts. She'd rel axed then
| eani ng back against him breathing deeply as she savored his touch
"Wuld you stay with me? Now, | mean? Wait until next sumrer to travel
south to the Alligator d ans?"

He'd deftly settled the bl anket onto the sand before nibbling at her
ear, aware of her response.

"Next summer?" he'd nuttered as she turned in his arnms and unfastened
the laces of his shirt. She'd hel ped himpull the garment over his head.
He' d shuddered as she reached down to run tickling fingers under his
testicles. His scrotumtightened at her |ight touch

Wth a lithe shrug, she slipped out of her dress and stood tall and
proud before himin the half |ight of the noon. The river breeze teased
the wealth of her thick black hair tangled in a shining mass around her
shoul ders.

She stepped cl ose and pressed herself against him-as if she could
squeeze the whole of himinside of her, keep himsafely there forever.
Then she settled onto the coarsely woven bl anket and pulled himto her
He coul d renenber her gasping delight as he entered her and their hips
| ocked. They'd waited for a nmoment, savoring the sublime unity before
t hey began the anci ent dance.

They' d coupled with a passion that night, rested, found each other's
bodi es again and fulfilled the honeyed sensati ons-once nore.

He' d awakened in her arnms, suffused with a deep satisfaction

Her warnmth seened to pervade him as if their hearts beat as one.
Reaching up, he'd lifted a | ong black strand of hair away from her
beautiful face and watched her as dawn purpled the horizon

She noved to him and to his amazenent, the stirring of his |oins
brought them both to renewed passion

In the linmp aftergl ow, she'd wound her arms around him then tricked him
so that she could lick the end of his nose. He | aughed, his reflection
i n her eyes.

"WIl you stay with me?" she asked agai n.

"I won't be gone that long, beloved. If you nust marry, tell them yes.
Tell themI'll marry you upon the return fromthe south. The tinme to go
is now | have this new copper--big plates--and sone of the fabrics
can't wait. Neither can the packs of dried neat."

She'd seened to fade then. "I understand, Oter. It's the river.
But do you understand? | can't tell you I'lIl be yours when you cone
back. I'ma woman ... with responsibilities of my own."

"I understand, but | pronise--"

"It's nmorning. |'ve got to get back."



They' d dressed, and he'd hel ped her conb out her gl ossy black hair.

Just before they separated, she'd hugged himcl ose and whi spered, "Be
careful, Qtter. May your River Spirit cherish you as nuch as | do."

And then she'd gone.

He' d been so drowned in the menory, he'd only hal f-known where he was or
what he was doing. During the reverie, he'd wal ked down the steep
zi gzagging path that led to the canoe | andi ng.

He paused for a noment and took stock. A fire had been burning in one of
the fire pits--a landing |ight for anyone crossing the river from Tal
Cane territory. Untended, it had dwindled to red coals from which
periodic flickers of flane valiantly shot up

Oter found the woodpile the children had | eft and added a coupl e of
splintered linbs to the coals. As the flanes danced up, he thrust his
thunbs into his belt. H s breath puffed frosty agai nst the night sky.

The fam liar nmusk of the river soothed him and he sniffed to draw it
deeply into his lungs. A man nmight do the same with the scent of the
worman he | oved--breathe it in and hold it in his lungs to enjoy it for
as long as he coul d.

As he wal ked toward the water, his fingers traced the smooth curve of
hul | on Wave Dancer. At the water's edge, he crouched to wet the tips of
his fingers. dosing his eyes, he could feel the Power, endless,
roiling, nmoving. The river pulsed and lived within its banks.

Oter exhaled wearily; at l|ast he understood Red Mdccasi ns' words on
that day they' d parted. He straightened, crossing his arms as he | eaned
agai nst Wave Dancer's stern. A chill wind blew down fromthe north. Up
there, at the head of the river, the |l and woul d be shrouded in ice and
snow. Fierce blizzards woul d be roaring down Monshell River, driven by
all the anger of the north.

How much tine do we have to get to the Roaring Water?

How wi Il we know where to find it?

Presumably, Green Spider had that know edge | ocked away inside his
Contrary head. But even if he tried to explain, could Oter translate
it? Wuld it all be backward jabber?

"Can you spare a woman a nonent ?"

Oter stiffened; his heart skipped at the sound of her voice.

Despite the flutters in his breast, he forced hinmself to rel ax.

Turni ng, he found her sil houetted against the light of the landing fire.

"I didn't hear you. You startled ne."

She gave himthat curious nod of acceptance, a hal fcocked bob of the
head. "Qtter, | had to come. | had to talk to you

To see if there were any way | could ... | don't know, stop you from
feeling the way you do." She sl apped frustrated hands agai nst her thighs



and turned away. "Now that |I'm down here, | feel pretty silly. There's
nothing | can say, is there?"

"No. "
She stared at him fists knotted, and in an agoni zed voice, said, "I did
what | had to do, Oter. No matter how nmuch | |oved you, | coul dn't
spend the rest of my life alone. | couldn't stand to have only a sliver

of your life while the river and Trade had the rest. Don't you see?"
He glared at her. "So you chose the next-best thing. My brother."

"I took your advice--the way | always have. You yourself told nme that if
| didn't marry you, you'd prefer that | marry him" She bowed her head.
"Look at ne, ready to rip you into pieces. |'ve been hating your return
knowi ng how hard it was going to be. And now I'm just mad at you,
Oter." She paused, her gaze fixed out over the inky waters of the
river. "l guess it's because I'mstill so terribly in love with you."

"And what about Four Kills?"

She rubbed the back of her neck, kicking at the muddy beach. "I love him
just as much ... but differently. | guess | knew that tw ns had nagic,
but I didn't know how much | could get bound up in it." She kicked
harder at the ground.

"The two of you ... he's like, the earth, stable, secure, warm and
tender. You, Oter, you're water--just like your Spirit out there.
Tenpestuous, exciting, rain and storm flood and renewal, all in one.™

She sniffed, and he realized she was battling tears. Her shivers cane
half fromthe chill, half from her shaking enotions.

He reached for her, to pull her into his arns. "You did the right thing,
bel oved." The scent of her refreshed his nmenory, made hi m hearken back
to the other times when they'd slipped away into the darkness to share
their bodi es.

"I know," she whispered. "You would have destroyed me, Qter. In the
end, you would have driven me mad with | oneliness.

I woul d have gone to Four Kills anyway. |'d have gone to hi m because he
| ooked |i ke you, acted like you." She smiled wistfully. "It wouldn't
have been as if | hadn't shared his bl anket, either."

"I knew that you had shared his blanket." "He told you?"

"Never. It was enough to know that he loved you with all his heart."

She seened to wilt against him "The worst tine was al ways just after

you left. | went to himas often as he or | could get away. | could
pretend he was you. And in the end, | knew you woul d never be there for
me ... and he woul d al ways be."

Oter ran his hands through her hair. "And if | asked you now? Wuld you
share ny bl anket ?"

She tensed, then trenbled. "Don't ask that. Pl ease."

He pushed her away, aware of his rising desire. "I guess | can't,



bel oved. | can feel his acceptance even if we did. He | oves us both. Go
back to him W've said what we need to."

She hugged him so desperately that she drove the breath fromhim Hot
tears tickled on his neck. "This tinme, Oter, be even nore careful than

usual . | don't understand why Power has come for you, but it's
dangerous. Stay alive, Qter. For nme ... for Four Kills. If you died,
he'd ... Just be careful!"

She grabbed his head to kiss him passionately, as if demanding his very
soul . Then she whirled and ran for the trail

Oter stood still for a nmonent, his soul gone nunmb, before he started
al ong the shore, stepping around the canoes, brooding.

He stopped short at the sight of the crouched figure that sat perched on
one of the overturned hulls.

Barely distinguishable fromthe darkness, the nan rose on cat feet. In a
deep voice, the Black Skull said, "Forgive nme, Trader. The opportunity
didn't present itself to say anything.

And afterward ... well, | had hoped you would wal k the other way."
Oter struggled to find a response, but he could only manage to nod.

"I'f you will excuse ne, | nust go and guard that addled lunatic." At
that, the warrior rose and di sappeared into the darkness on ghost - qui et
feet.

| sit cross-1egged, nmy eyes fixed on the wavering dance of fl anes.

| can hear the Mask clearly now, or rather, the world around the Mask.
It is as though the eye holes funnel sound to ne.

Earlier, one ghost had been shrieking in anger; now two rage at each
other. The frightening part is that they are ghosts, and will rage at
each other through eternity.

"From somewhere in that distant |and, a cackling |aughter begins. Faint
trenors of Power vibrate in the air around me, surging, seeking ..
Firelight cast eerie shadows over the assenbl ed | eaders of the Shining
Bird dan. Star Shell watched them through vacant eyes, barely aware of
the fear that sank sharp talons into her belly. In her mind s eye, the
grisly image of Mca Bird' s sw ngi ng body domi nated everything el se. She
shivered at the menory of his bugged-out eyes, the purple tongue
protrudi ng through swollen |ips.

Peopl e had gathered in the Potters' Society house--for no one would
enter the clan house again. Mca Bird's tornmented ghost still seethed
there, | ocked behind a barricaded doorway.

Franti c neasures had been taken. Posts had been scavenged and set in
hol es hurriedly excavated into the frozen soil. This time, the posts
faced inward to keep Mca Bird's angry spirit at bay.

Branches of cedar, plucked fromliving trees, dangled on thongs tied to
the tips of the poles. Hung so, they created a Spiritual barrier to the
ghost.



Now t he stricken clan. woul d deci de what neasures to take.

The Potters' house consisted of a bent-pole franme roughly fifteen paces
across. Sections of bark had been tied over the.

framework to shelter the contents and the wonmen who worked here. Baskets
of clay and ceramic jars of water lined the back wall. Large bow s held
sand and grog for tenper. AOd bits of fabric and thick cord had been
wound around paddles, to inpress decorations into the wet clay of newy
made pots. A stack of sharpened aws lay in a basket and were used for
punctating and incising the clan's unique designs. Gther jars held
special clays that allowed the maker to add a brightly colored slip.

Men and woren packed the room Tall Man sat to Star Shell's right,
preoccupied with his own thoughts. Frown |ines had deepened his w zened
face. To her left, Silver Water clutched Star Shell's arm her eyes w de
with a terror she was just beginning to understand. Her young face
mrrored the tragedy and fear that hid in her small body. Silver Water's
grip tightened, as if she could draw strength from her nother's flesh.

Gray Deer, Mca Bird' s nother, sat on the other side of Silver Water
She had draped a nourni ng bl anket over her head to cover her expression
of misery and horror.

"We are all here,”" AOd Slate, of the Branch Water |ineage and the keeper
of the Potters' house, declared uneasily. "Let us attend to the
rituals.”

Star Shell joined the invocation, uttering the prayers to First Mn
wi t hout thinking the words. Wen they called for the Bl essing of Many
Col ored Crow, her voice caught in her throat.

@ ancing to the side, she noticed that Tall Man called for the bl essing
as reverently as the rest. Then they Sang to the ancestors, calling on
the ghosts to help them to whisper advice in people's Dreans that they
m ght make proper decisions regarding this sudden cal anity.

Ad Slate Iit her silt-stone pipe and sucked. She bl ew snoke to the
sacred directions, then called upon the gathered people.

"Hear me, ny clanspeople. terrible thing has happened.

My cousin's son, for reasons known only to Power and the ancestors, was
possessed by something evil. W' ve seen it com ng--and did not hing.

Per haps now we will pay for that disregard. Then again, perhaps we can

think of a way to deal with this and get on about our lives. Do | hear

any t hought s?"

Bad Tooth stood and | ooked around the assenbly. Her four tens of years
showed in the lines that tine had eaten into her face. She funbled at
t he edge of the bl anket she'd wapped around her stooped shoul ders,
worry in her eyes. "For the monent, my cousin's ghost is contained. So
is that of his grandfather

W have | ocked them up together. But this is only a tenporary neasure.
W nust act to ensure that these ghosts remain safely contained."

Mitters of assent canme in response.

Ski nny Porcupi ne sighed as he stood. He wore a bl ack bl anket over one



shoul der and sucked at his toothless nouth.' cl an house nust be
burned. Many Col ored Crow taught people that | esson when he gathered the
angry ghosts on the Sacred Mountain and burned it. W nust do the sane.”

Reaches Far, also of the Branch Water |ineage, stood then, his hands

cl asped before him "I agree that we nust burn the clan house. But
before we do, we nust hold a Dance and a feast. W nust ask the
ancestors to hel p us keep ny cousins' ghosts contained. Wth their help,
we can set better guard posts, and then build a nound on top of the
ashes. "

Reaches Far lifted his head and | ooked around. "After that, we nust

cl eanse the clan grounds--and all of the people who work to build the
mound must spend four days in the sweat |odge. When this is done, they
must fast for ten days and nights.

After they fast, they nust sweat again and be rubbed clean with fresh
cedar. "

VWhi spers of assent signified agreenent.

Gray Deer renmai ned slunped as she said, "That will purify the clan
grounds. But we have anot her problem-the Msk.

What shall be done with it?"
"Burn it!" Od Slate cried.
Peopl e turned to stare at her in horror.

A d Slate spread her hands. "The change cane over ny cousin after he
retrieved the Mask from wherever his grandfather had taken it. Wy do
not hear agreement that it should be burned?"

Fat Lips, an overweight man of the Hi gh Pole |lineage, tugged at the
bl anket he wore as he | ooked around with sullen eyes.

"The Mask belongs to Many Colored Crow. It is not ours. It is a thing of
Power. We have no right to destroy it. If we do, Many Col ored Crow m ght
be of fended. "

Around the room a few heads nodded.

"How do we know it belongs to Many Col ored Crow?" Reaches Far asked.
"Perhaps the evil within it nade sonmeone say that. To protect it. Maybe
it lies as well as kills."

G unts sounded.

Fat Lips said, "W know that it causes trouble. In the past noon, people
have di sappeared fromthe Holy Road. O, when you do see them they
hurry past. How often have people stopped in to ask the news? They are
avoi di ng us."

Star Shell hesitated, then forced herself to speak. "Many of the clans
are thinking of calling up their warriors. Some with whom|'ve spoken
want the Mask for thenselves."”

A startled silence greeted her words. The ring of sonmber faces gl anced
back and forth. The snell of too many people m xed with the earth-nmusty



scents of clay.
"Who?" A d Slate asked

"The Bl ue Duck, for one," Star Shell said softly. "There will be others.
Many see the Mask as a way to gain authority and status through Power.
They would like to be known as wearers of the Mask. It offers a great
deal to the anmbitious." Gray Deer sighed. "Yes, the Mask served ny

husband's father well. Thi nk back, people. Renenber what our clan was
i ke before the com ng of the Mask? We lived fromhand to nouth. Qur
clan grounds were small, and the Goosefoot O an, the Many Paints, the

Ratt| esnake O an, and the Blue Ducks never took us seriously. The Mask
hel ped to build this clan. Qur harvests inproved. O hers watched and
took note. They would see their influence grow, too."

Tall Man rose to his feet, a dimnutive caricature in the fire's gl ow
"An El der of the Hi gh Heads requests perm ssion to speak."

ad Slate glanced around, then nodded. "W have heard of the Magician
He is known as a wise nan. Let the El der speak."

Tall Man clasped his small hands before him "As you know, the High
Heads are an old people. Along tinme ago-- so the | egends say--one of ny
peopl e received a Vision. It is said that Many Colored Crow called to
him took himto fly anmong the gol den clouds of the Spirit Wrld. In the
Vi si on, Many Col ored Crow gave this person directions about howto build
t he Mask.

"For many generations, the Mask hel ped people ... and sonetines it

hi ndered them Sone, those who were strong enough, used the Mask to
acconplish great things. Qthers, those too weak to deal with the Power,
becanme evil and were destroyed.

Finally, one man, seeing the pain he had caused, took the Mask and hid
it on a nountain. Fromthat time onward, no one went near that npuntain.

"At the sane tine this was happening, a new people, the Flat Pipe, cane
into our valleys. At first we fought. Then a peace was nmade, and we
lived side by side, often sharing territories.

Toget her, we have prospered. Trade increased, and the ancestors were
happy.

"Finally, the one of whom we have spoken here, retrieved the Mask. It
had been lost for a long tinme. Many had forgotten the Mask and its
Power. The situation was di scussed anong t hose who renenbered, but a
deci sion was reached to do not hi ng.

It was thought that perhaps the Flat Pipes could use the Mask in a way
we never did.

"I think nowthat it was a mistake. As long as the Mask is worn by nen,
it will cause discord and trouble. It has grown, becone too Powerful. |
believe it is not a thing for hunan bei ngs anynore."

"Burn it," Od Slate nuttered.

Peopl e nodded, a resol ve grow ng.

"I would counsel ny friends, the Shining Bird Can, not to burn the



Mask." Tall Man | ooked about inpassively.
Open stares were turned his way.

"What then?" A d Slate demanded. "Star Shell tells us that the clans are
t hi nki ng about going to war. | believe Star Shell when she says that
somre would claimthe Mask for their own.

Is that what we want? | ask the Elder of the H gh Heads, why shoul dn't
we burn the Mask and be done with it?"

Tall Man | ooked up and spread his short arms. "I don't think that woul d
be wise. Just like burning the corpse frees the soul of the dead, so
woul d burning the Mask free its Power. Do you want that kind of Power
drifting around you |ike snoke? The ghosts of the ancestors would be
hel pl ess to prevent any retribution by Many Colored Crow. If you--"
"Then what do we do?" Fat Lips interrupted rudely. "Wt have this thing
here, anong us. And worse, we now have a couple of angry ghosts within
the clan grounds. We've had a tonb defiled. You did this to, us! You

H gh Heads, you nmade the Mask in the first place!"

"Enough!" A d Slate snapped. She took a deep breath. "Forgive ny cousin,
El der of the High Heads. W are all scared, shocked by what has happened
to us."

The Magi cian sm |l ed beneficently, ignoring Fat Lips' sour expression. "l
understand. But allow nme to finish. The Mask nust be renoved fromthe
Moonshel | valley. After that, things here will settle down. Angry
passions will cool and people will be glad to blanme the recent troubles
on the Mask instead of on the Shining Bird C an."

"Who woul d take the Mask away?" A d Sl ate asked.

Star Shell raised her head, a dull feeling in her breast. "I will take
the responsibility. My husband brought it here. His wife will take it
away. "

Miutters of assent, along with a noddi ng of heads, foll owed.

A d Slate pursed her thin lips. "And where will you take it?

To Starsky? To your father? Starsky is strong enough w thout your father
wearing the Mask. He doesn't need its Power to add to Starsky's
authority. O would you hide the Mask sonepl ace?

If it was found once, it can be found again."

Tall Man raised a hand. "If the good Shining Bird C an would hear ny
words again, | will tell you that | know of a place where the Mask can
be placed." "Were?" demanded Fat Lips. "In a H gh Head cl an house?

Is that your plan? Do you want the H gh Heads to grow in Power?"

Suspi ci ous eyes turned toward Tall Man.

"l have no such desire. The Mask--"

"You want it back!" Fat Lips crossed his arms defiantly.

"That's it, isn't it, Mgician? Maybe it happened like this.



Maybe t he Mask was hi dden. And now that it has been found, you see an
opportunity to possess it yourself."

Fat Li ps nodded as he glanced around. "I've heard of you, Magician
Curious, isn't it, that a man known for poisons, seductions, and
trickery would cone to us at just this tine. The Mask woul d give you a
great deal of Power. Wth it, you could becone the | eader of the High
Heads. That's what you're after, isn't it?"

Tall Man remai ned nonplused. "Hardly. [I--"

"I say no!" Fat Lips shook his head. "I say we keep it here, or destroy
it. If we can't use it, no one else should."

Tall Man bowed slightly. "Were | ignorant of mnmy people's past, | nyself
m ght think in those terns, gracious Fat Lips.

However, let ne tell you sonething about the Hi gh Heads that you may not
know. Wen your people nmoved down out of the forests and into the river
val l eys, the Hi gh Heads were already here. The question m ght be asked,
how did you manage to drive us out of our |ands? Not because of your
prowess as warriors, for we won nost of the wars we fought against you."

"But not all," Fat Lips grow ed.
"No, not all." Tall Man steepled his hands. "But we could have. After
all, we outnunmbered you. It mght be said that your access to Spirit

Power was greater than ours; but if that were the case, why have you
adopted so many of our ritual s? Learned our Heali ng Songs, and studied
our know edge of the sun, noon, and stars?"

Fat Lips stanmped an angry foot. "He's stalling, seeking to distract us."
"Let himfinish!" Ad Slate clapped her hands to accent her point.

Tall Man studied Fat Lips with pensive eyes. "The point is this: At the
time your people, nmoved into these |ands, the Hi gh Heads were warring
and squabbling with each other over the Mask. Had we not been raiding
each other, stealing back and forth, and accusing each other of every
ki nd of nisdeed, we might have paid nore attention to the Flat Pipe
farms that were cropping up in our territories.”

Tall Man held up a hand. "Hear me out. | do not wish to have those days
back. | would not see the clan territories become H gh Head territories
again. W are greater together than we were apart. My relatives are half
H gh Head, half Flat Pipe.

Should | seek to harmmnmy own rel atives? These days we are so nixed that
it isdifficult to tell what is separate.

"I would see us all avoid the conflict and hatred that devel oped the
last time the Mask was | oose anbng peopl e.

Think about it. The lust for the Power of the Mask woul d tear our

soci eties apart. Wuld you see the Holy Road cl osed because of warfare?
Wul d you see the Traders stop com ng, stop bringing big shells fromthe
south? Stop bringing obsidian fromthe far' west? Yaupon? Bear teeth?
Cari bou hide fromthe north?"



"That is worth considering,”" Od Slate nuttered as if to herself. "W
must use sacred flint fromthe Starsky quarries when we cut oursel ves
for the . rituals. The pipe nakers nmust have stone fromthe north bank
of the Serpent River. Everything we make depends on somet hing coning
from anot her place."

"Indeed, wise Ad Slate, that is the case," Tall Mn replied.

"And with whom woul d you war? Fighting with the Blue Duck C an neans
that you woul d be fighting against relatives, wouldn't it? How many of
you have daughters or granddaughters who have married into Bl ue Duck?
How many of your sons are married to wonen fromthe Goosefoot C an?"

A d Slate nodded sadly. "My ol dest daughter is nmarried to a Bl ue Duck
man. "

Fat Lips shook his head stubbornly. "W only have your word that things
woul d go that far."

"And you have mine," Star Shell added, finally forcing herself to stand
up. "This whol e discussion is becoming silly. If you need proof that the
Mask creates division and msery--"

she thrust out her arm pointing "--1ook around you! Then go | ook at ny
husband' s body swinging fromthat rope in the clan house.™

She stared at the silent people. "Last night, at the Blue Duck clan
house, Robin would have killed ne! Do you understand?

He woul d have killed nme only because | was ny husband's wi fe! Messages
of war are being carried fromclan house to clan house, stirring up
anger and resentnment against the Shining Bird C an. People are
angry--angry enough to killl"

She stepped out so that the fire illum nated her face and gl anced up at
t he bark roof, choosing her words with care. "Fear is blow ng across the
clan territories like the winter wi nd. Wy?

Because of the Mask. Wth it, ny husband killed good nmen. He did it by
| ooking at them Not by driving a dart through someone, but with just a
| ook. "

Star Shell closed her eyes for a noment, steadying herself.

"W may be too late as it is. Tall Man has had Visions ... Visions
granted by First Man. Many Col ored Crow knows we will try to defeat the
Mask. He is already acting to ensure that it remains with us."

"But why?" Od Slate asked. "That is the one thing | can't understand.
Many Colored Crow is our friendl Wiy would he have such a thing built?"
"May | answer?" Tall Man asked.

A d Slate gave a sweep of her arm urging himto do so.

Tall Man cleared his throat. "In the beginning, the Creator nade two
brothers. One, First Man; the second, Many Col ored Crow. They fought for
their visions of what the world should be. First Man won. That doesn't

keep Many Colored Crow fromtrying to see his vision finally triufnph."”

At the expressions generated by his words, Tall ©Mn responded, "Many



Colored Crowisn't evil. I"'mnot trying to say that. He was born to

bal ance First Man. If you think of the world as a fire, you would
readi | y understand that unless the fire were stirred every once in a
whil e, the enmbers would burn out." "People are not fires," Fat Lips said
condescendi ngl y.

"Aren't they?" Tall Man countered. "My people, the H gh Heads, had just
about burned out. W were losing our heat. It was at that tinme that Mny
Col ored Crow s Mask was made.

Wthin a lifetime, we were snol dering again. Wen the Flat Pipe peoples
added new fuel to an old flanme, we began to burn brightly. A people,
like a fire, , be stirred up. You see, when a fire is stirred, the
shadow is mxed with the light."

"That doesn't nmke the Mask sound so bad," O d Sl ate observed.

"It does if you consider that given too much wood, the fire will grow
out of control and burn your house down," Tall Man riposted. "Remenber
the Hero Twins. First Man and Many Col ored Crow are constantly
struggling, bal ancing each other. The Mask of Many Col ored Crow has done
what it was supposed to do for our people. Now the time has cone to
remove it."

"That will anger Many Colored Crow," A d Slate remni nded.
"Yes, but it will please First Man," the Hi gh Head dwarf insisted. "And
if you will wait to make a final decision, | can offer you a way out of

this dilemm."

"How?" Fat Lips demanded. "We will anger one side of the Spirit World or
the other, no matter what we do."

"That mght be true," Tall Man said with a sad smle. "However, before
t he ghosts of ny ancestors, | give you nmy word that | will provide you
with a way out by tonorrow night."

ad Slate licked her Iips and gl anced around. Everyone was nervous,
unsure, afraid. "What do we do in the neantine?"

The Magi ci an cl asped his hands. "For now, go to your beds.

The angry ghosts of your cousin and his grandfather are contained for

the night. Still, | would place a sprig of cedar at the doorways of your
sl eeping quarters, and do not go outside--just in case." A, smle bent
his lips. "And, believe ne, | have a great deal of experience with angry
ghost s.

"Tormorrow, first thing. Set fire to the clan house. Surround it with
every person you can find. Have everyone wave cedar branches at the
flames fromfirst light until dark. Try to keep the guardi an posts from
burni ng. Then, after dark tonmorrow night, you will see how the problem
of the Mask can be solved w thout angering either side of the Spirit
Vorld."

"By tormorrow night?" Ad Slate repeated dubiously. "Why not now?"
Tall Man's oddly shaped head bowed over his chest. "Because the first

and nost inportant worry is those ghosts over in the clan house. The
Mask must come second." He gl anced up, taking the measure of each face.



"I know of what | speak, especially when it conmes to vengeful ghosts. |
can only offer ny advice. WIIl you take it?"

Murmurs of assent, enough to win the vote, nmade the rounds of anxious
cl anspeopl e.

"Just until tonmorrow night?" A d Slate asked.

"I promi se," the Magician said solemmly.

Ad Slate sighed wearily. "All right, Elder of the H gh Heads.
W will follow your advice." To the people, AOd Slate said, "Let's go
and try to sleep. Do as the El der says; place cedar in the doorways, and
per haps over the beds, too. And pl ease, stay inside tonight."

Fromthe frightened | ooks that Star Shell saw, there would be no
di sobedi ence. People stood and wal ked hurriedly toward the doorway.

A d Slate stopped before Tall Man. "Thank you, Elder, for your kind
advice." Her eyes glinted. "However, | nust say that |, too, find it
curious that you would arrive at just this tine."

"Power sent ne, wise Ad Slate. To tell the truth, | would rather have
stayed next to a warmfire in my own clan house."

A d Slate managed a faint smle, and left. Only. Fat Lips hesitated, a
| ook of distrust in his eyes. Then he too ducked out into the night.

Tall Man reached up to pat Star Shell on the arm "Come, you and | rmust
take a wal k. We have things to discuss.”

Star Shell gave hima worried | ook, then glanced at Silver Water.
"Bring your daughter. She's coming with us."
"What ? Why? What if ... if his ghost has managed to--"

"Shh!" The Magici an gl anced back and forth furtively as he led Star
Shell and Silver Water out into the frigid night. The sky was frosted
with stars. The clan grounds could be seen clearly in the snow.

Tall Man pointed to the om nous, dark clan house. "His ghost is safely
contai ned. But we nust hurry. | must get the Mask and we nust be gone
fromthis place!"

"Cone?" Star Shell tensed.
Silver Water |ooked up, her face panicked. "Muma? What ?"

"CGone," the Magician insisted. "And by tonmorrow night, we'll be far
north of here."
"But you said--" "l said I'd give thema way out. Keep Many Col ored
Crow s wath fromfalling on the Shining Bird Can. They'll understand
by tonorrow night. By the night after that, so will Robin, the Bl ue
Duck, and any other clan with desires to obtain the Mask." He sniled
ironically. "I"'ma Magician ... and |'m about to make the Mask

di sappear. However, the fact remains that we nust be far from here when
t hey make that discovery."



"But | don't understand!" Tall Man paused in the night, |ooking at her
wi th sober eyes.

"Then you had better start to. | have nmade ny bargain with Power. | mean
to do everything within nmy ability to save you and Silver Water. A great
many people will do anything to get the Mask. They will kill you, your
daughter, or me for it. They will stop at nothing, Star Shell."

Silver Water wal ks beside her nother on the icy path. The eart hworks
cast long, cold shadows that eat at her skin and make her shiver. Tal
Man is taking them away, far away.

Silver Water swallows hard. A big black bubble is swelling up in her
throat, choking her. She feels sick. Wiat will Little Fern do wi thout
her? Fern's father hurts his daughter ... worse, even, than Silver
Water's father used to hurt her. Fern and Silver Water have al ways held
each ot her when things got really bad.

They' ve sneaked out of their blankets and run to the other's |ineage
house, where they whispered through the night. Wwo will hold Fern now?
WIIl she be all alone?

Silver Water blinks back her tears and | ooks around. Starlit eyes study
her. Tens of tens of them They stare fromholes in the ground, holes in
the rocks--holes in the world.

Tall Man sees them too. Silver Water can tell. He stares right at them
Silver Water clutches her nother's hand so hard that her own fingers
ache. Her heart is pounding. She struggles to put each of her noccasins
on the | east shiny spots, to avoid the ice in the path, and listens to
t he sounds of night.

The worst sound comes fromthe darkness; it breathes, in and out, huge
shuddering gasps like the lungs of a dying Spirit creature.

They rmust be wal king inside the creature, through the mddle of its
chest. Silver Water's eyes widen. If she | ooks hard, she can see the
bl acker -t han-bl ack outline of the creature's body; it lies all around
her. In the manner of a nother grouse protecting its young, its vast
Wi ngs snug down over Sun Munds.

Warm Cear as a quartz crystal, but there. The stars gleam fuzzily
t hr ough di m f eat hers.

Softly, her nother says, "I can feel them Tall Man."
"\Who?"

"The ghosts who roam these grounds. They're sayi ng goodbye.
It's alnost as though | can see them watching us,"

"Ch, yes, they are. Mst of themare hiding tonight, tucked away in any
hol | ow they can find. They're nore frightened than we are."

"No one could be nore frightened than I am™

Silver Water can taste her nother's words on the back of her



tongue--cold and bitter--as if she's eaten poison seeds that have been
buried fromthe beginning of tine.

Up ahead, two society houses sit side by side, and she wonders what wil|l
happen when they reach the enornmous bl ack beak that hangs down between
t he houses, the tip touching the ground. The path leads directly to it.
Snoke rises fromthe houses' s'noke holes, and the beak wavers--al nost
as though it floats on that thin, blue-gray |ayer

Silver Water glances at her nother, then at Tall Man. Neither of them
seenms to see it

Slithery waves of heat radiate fromits faint shadows. She can feel them
tingling on her arms and face. The worst thing would be if the beak
opens and tears themto pieces. She flinches, w shing she could take
back the thought and stuff it into the corners of her soul, where she
couldn't see it. But then it would just peek out at her--like the tens
of tens of starlit eyes.

As they get closer, the black beak parts, and Silver Water tips her chin
up to I ook down the Spirit creature's throat.

Al she sees is snmoke, spiraling away into nothi ngness, but she can /ee
the creature's warm-breath. It snells Iike hickory and mapl e.

"I have friends here, Tall Man," her nother says. "WII | ever cone
back?"

"I cannot answer that. Not yet. Not until we see which way Power wants
to take us."

Silver Water thinks about that. About Power.

She turns to | ook over her shoul der at the forbidden clan house. She is
bei ng dragged al ong by her nmother, and she cranes her neck. Her feet
slip and slide on the ice, but her nother doesn't seemto notice. A pale
green gl ow oozes fromthe pores of the roof, and she thinks she sees her
father's hands reaching out of the green, claw ng at the freedom beyond
the inprisoning thatch ... Power took her father. It took himand bl ew
hi maround just |ike a dandelion seed in a cycl one.

Silver Water bites her lip and turns to concentrate on the pack that
rides Tall Man's hunched back. The Mask is whispering in the dwarf's
ear, threatening, |aughing, sobbing ... She doesn't know if the dwarf
hears, but she does. The waves of despair and anger are enough to make
Silver Water lag as far behind as she can. The sadness is the worst. It
stal ks about with the stealth of W f on a blood trail, hunting, hunting
desperately for soneone, anyone, who will listen

She wants to listen. But she is too afraid.

Lifting a hand, she tucks a finger into her mouth and quietly sucks on
it while she watches the toes of her noccasins appear and di sappear

Sonmewher e deep down in her soul, she hears her father crying.
Crying and crying, as if he can't get enough air.

El even Four Kills could feel the excitenment. People stood about the
fires in knots, their frosty breaths spinning in the cold air as they



di scussed the day's events and specul ated on what they neant for the
future. Overhead, stars shimered and danced on a soot- bl ack sky.
Firelight wavered in golden patterns on thatched house walls to accent
t he shaggy, scalloped effect of the grass bundles |ashed to the franes.

He sensed a gravity beneath the facade of excitement. Awed | ooks kept
being cast in the direction of the Can Elders. The four old nen sat
illuminated by the fire that had been built in front of G andnother's
house. G andnother and Blue Jar sat to either side of the Elders,

noddi ng occasionally as sonething was said. From Grandnot her's rel axed
posture, she was clearly oblivious to the unease.

Four Kills shook hinself. Trouble is waiting somewhere .

t he shadows. Someone will get hurt before this is over. |Imges of the
Dream kept replaying in his menory. Oter's dead body continued to swrl
in the foamtopped green water. His brother's face, so famliar, nocked
himwith its agony.

Don't do this, Oter. Don't go.

Four Kills placed a hand to his stomach, as if the action would still
the churning. Perhaps if he hadn't married Red Mbccasi ns?

Wul d that have nmade a difference? Guilt wedged into his soul with the

sure chill of a polished ax head. He'd felt OQtter's loss; it was
pervasi ve, as deep and wounding as it would have been for him W share
too much, brother. In finding ny happi ness, | have cursed you.

Had Red Moccasins found Gtter? Wiat woul d conme of that meeting? Coul d
she make a peace? O would she surrender to himfor one last tine?

The problemw th | oving two people that you knew so intimately was that
you couldn't condemn either of them

Maybe we're like the Hero Twins. W both want the sane wonan. Unlike the
Hero Twi ns, however, Four Kills and Oter would never go to war with
each ot her.

To keep his nmind fromimges of Red Moccasins and Oter-- and of what
they m ght be doing together out in the night-- Four Kills studied
Grandnmot her' s house through slitted eyes.

The Contrary sat within, |ocked away, doing whatever it was that
Contraries did when al one.

VWhat was it like? How did a man who did everything backward feel ? O
even think? Did he have to concentrate all the time, always on guard
against making a slip and acting like a real person? O did the touch of
Power sinply alter him turn himinto sonmething not quite human? In the
pl aza earlier, Black Skull had reacted as though the latter were the
case. The warrior's expression had been the sane as if he'd been ordered
to travel with a water noccasin for a conpanion.

Even as he thought about it, Black Skull emerged out of the night and
entered the clan house. He had to stoop to get his huge shoul ders

t hrough the doorway. Four Kills could believe he was the nost dangerous
man alive. | wouldn't want to face him

Red Moccasi ns appeared at Four Kills' elbow, a hollow longing in her



eyes. She slipped an armaround his waist, clutching to himthe way she
would to a log in floodwaters.

"It's all right," Four Kills said gently. "He isn't ready to talk to
you. Not yet. The wound is too fresh."

In the shadowed firelight, she closed her eyes, her head bowed as the
silken black hair spilled forward. Even in her pain, her beauty stunned
him For a noment, Four Kills had to renmind hinself that she had chosen
him not Oter. This nagnificent woman was his wife ... his alone.

And at the thought, regret grew again.

She shook her head. "He's ... Ch, Four Kills, | knew it would happen."
"He | oves you."

She took a deep breath and nodded.

"And you still love him" Four Kills added, shifting his gaze to-the
fire, where people crowded around with their bowls. The feasting had
begun, celebrating the arrival of the Can El ders and G een Spider

Despite the m sgivings that gnawed at his soul, he would force hinself
to be happy. And at what price?

Oter, the Black Skull, and G een Spider would | eave in the norning,
bearing thensel ves off into the unknown. And if they never returned ..
"He's hurt, Four Kills. | didn't know how much until now

He asked me if I-- | would have gone with him No, that's not right.
wanted to. | wanted to have him... one last tine."

Four Kills steeled hinself, forcing calminto his voice. "I know. It's

all right. He's ny brother. Take ny bl anket, and the two of you can--"

"No." She | ooked up at him her dark eyes gl eanm ng. "He pushed ne away.
He said that you would understand if we did.

And that's why he couldn't ... maybe because he | oves you so much."
And now | love himeven nore

Four Kills hugged her tightly to him closing his eyes as he savored the
feeling of her body pressed against his. "He'll survive this. W al
will. He needs time. So do we."

Despite hinmsel f, Four Kills | ooked back at G andmother's house. There,
i nside, Geen Spider waited with Black Skull as his guard. For what?
When woul d the Contrary come out to feast? After all, this was his

doi ng.

Grandnmot her had evacuated the house--the ultimate honor to visiting
guests. She'd noved herself into Blue Jar's house, giving her dwelling
and possessions over to the use of the Can Elders, their warriors, and
the Contrary.

For 1 ong monents, Four Kills studied the house in the firelight.

Everyt hi ng had gone wong, like the earth shifting beneath his feet. D d
the answer lie there, with G een Spider? Had the Contrary seen sonething



in his Vision? O all the Traders, why had he cone after Oter?
"What is it?" Red Moccasins watched hi m soberly.

"Nothing. I ... " He hugged her one last tinme. "Are you all right? Can
you spare nme for a while?"

She gave himthat probing | ook. "Leave Otter alone. He doesn't need any
nore conplications.”

"I"'mnot going after Otter. Get yourself a bow. The food's hot and the
night's cold. Better enjoy the stewwhile it lasts. |I'll be back." He
ki ssed her on the head and bent down to retrieve one of the wooden

bow s.

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"To take Green Spider a bowl of stew. You know, just being hospitable."
"You mean you don't think he's ever conming out? To get his own food?"
"I don't know, but this way, he will understand that we care."

"Four Kills, don't you dare do anything that--"

"Shhh! Trust me." Because I'mgoing to find out what G een Spider knows
if it gets ny neck broken!

He di pped a hel ping fromone of the boiling pots and threaded his way

t hrough the clusters of people until he reached the doorway of the clan
house. G andnot her sat cocooned in |ayers of blanket as she talked to
the four Can Elders. Four Kills could feel her anxious gaze.

"May | hel p?" Ad Man Sun had risen to his feet, the effort acconpani ed
by the muffled crackling of bones and joints.

"I brought food for G een Spider. A plate of stew. Since his arrival, |
haven't seen himeat anything. It wouldn't do for himto think that the
White Shell dan was nmiserly.”

A d Man Sun smiled graciously. "Your thoughtful ness is nost wel come, son
of Blue Jar. | amsure that G een Spider will appreciate your gesture of
hospitality and friendship. | will take the bowl in to himwth your
warm wi shes for his confort."

"Thank you for your Kkindness, Elder; but I wouldn't want you to have to
i nterrupt your conversation with--"

"Four Kills," Grandnother called in her warning voice.

"The C an El der knows what's best. Perhaps the Contrary doesn't wish to
be di sturbed by stripling boys."

ad Man Sun's smiling expression sharpened. "Ah, | understand, young
Four Kills. You wish to extend your courtesy in person. But, please,
allow me to acconpany you. It would be, well, better if | helped you to

present your conplinents to Green Spider."

Grandmot her' s voi ce had taken on an edge. "Four Kills, take that bow
ri ght back where you--"



A d Man Sun's raised hand cut her off. "G een Spider will be nost
pl eased to see him |'msure."

As the w zened El der ducked through the hangi ng, Four Kills caught
Grandmot her's scathing glare. Before she could say nore, dd Man Bl ood
tactfully distracted her--at least for the moment--with a question about
t he desi gns woven into her blanket.

Four Kills ducked inside, and al nost ducked right back out.
H s heart rose to thunp in his throat.

Green Spider knelt in the dimred glow of the fire's burned out coals,
naked. Hi s clothes lay on the floor beside him and in front of himhe
had a bowl of white paint. He had sneared his body wi th bl ack charcoa
and painted |long white |ines down his arnms and | egs, paying particul ar
attention to the disconnected bones in his fingers and toes. At this
nmonent, he was patiently drawing |lines across his narrow chest, atop the
bars of ribs. He |l ooked just like a skeleton risen froma nol deri ng
tomb. A skeleton without a head, since he hadn't started painting his
face yet.

"What ... what's he doing?" Four Kills asked Black Skull, who stood
stoically by the door, a depressed expression on his ugly face.

The warrior's nouth puckered. "The fool says he's painting hinself
i nsi de-out . "

"What for?"
"How do | know? He's denented."”

"Didn't you ask hin?" "Certainly | asked. He said that flesh was a snare
and that he had to get rid of it before he stepped into it and it caught
him He said that living inside his bones was like living inside 'the
rope.' Does that nmake sense to you? O course not. It doesn't make sense
to anyone with a human brain."

Four Kills swall owed convul sively.

"Cone,"” Ad Man Sun said with a snmile

The C an El der settled hinself carefully on one of the benches to the
Contrary's right. He |l eaned forward, his thin old arns braci ng hinsel f
like struts. He studied the Contrary for a nmonent, his ancient eyes--set
deep in the mass of winkles-- gleanming with excitement.

Four Kills knelt to one side, the bow balanced in his fingers.

He could feel the heat of the stew He waited awkwardly, wondering if
Green Spider wouldn't at least |ook at him acknow edge his presence

The Contrary stared thoughtfully at the white paint on his fingertip,
and then down at his crotch. "Now that's interesting.”

He gl anced up quizzically. "Wat happens to the bone? | nean, where does
it go?"

"What bone?" Bl ack Skull asked.



"The one in ny penis. What do you think? Should | paint it, too?" "Spare

me," the warrior whispered as he rolled his eyes at the roof.
"Ch, | couldn't," Green Spider said seriously as he ran a line of white
down his male part. "I can't even spare nmyself." "Green Spider?" Ad Mn

Sun finally said. "The worthl ess being before you is Four Kills, son of
Bl ue Jar of the White Shell Can. As a neasure of his disrespect, he
brings you this foul-tasting ness in the hopes-that you will starve to
deat h. "

Four Kills swiveled his head to gape and stare at the El der

Horror shot across his panicked nerves. "No! Wait! \Wat are you saying
That's not why--"

ad Man Sun waved himdown with a fragile hand. "It really is rude of
Four Kills to insult you with such unconcern, don't you think, Geen
Spi der ?"

To Four Kills' wetched astoni shment, G een Spider agreed: "Four Kills
is a nost vile man. He can take that disgusting stuff and throwit into
the river. Let himpoison the fish instead of me. May all of his
ancestors spit on his manhood, and all of his sister's children be born
blind and without arms and | egs."

A d Man Sun turned anused eyes on the stunned Four Kills.
"Green Spider is delighted. Please hand himthe bow of stew

Go ahead. What's this? You snake-bit, boy? O just froze fromthe neck
down?"

Fighting the trenble that betrayed his hands, Four Kills handed the bow
over to the living skeleton, fully expecting G een Spider to dash it
against the walls. Instead, the Contrary finished painting his last rib
line, cleaned his fingers on the dirt floor, and sniffed the steamw th
a heavenly expression. He took the bow and lifted the rimto his |ips,
drinki ng deeply, his throat working. Wien he'd drained the liquid, he

pl ucked out pieces of fish neat, hickory nuts, and sunflowers with his
fingers before popping theminto his nouth.

Green Spider sunmoned a satisfied belch fromdeep in his gut and sighed
contentedly. "I wouldn't feed vomt like that to nmy eneny's dog."

A crushing weight flattened Four Kills' soul. \Wat now? Just get up and
leave? Or was it better to sinply bolt through the door and go drown
hinmself in the river?

Bef ore he could sumon the courage to act, G een Spider had turned those
wei rdly unfocused eyes on him saying, "You're a thief and a coward,

Four Kills. | don't have tine to waste on your silly problens."

Any response lay stillborn in Four Kills' chest.

"What did you wish to ask Green Spider?" Od Man Sun asked in a kindly
voi ce. "You must renenber, he's a Contrary.

The nore inmportant the occasion, the nore backward he behaves."



"Not backward, young Sun ... forward ... always forward," G een Spider
i nsi st ed.

"Speak to him Four Kills,”™ Ad Man Sun pronpted. "Talk the way you
normal |y would. The Contrary will answer in his own way--just the
opposite of what he nmeans."

Four Kills--who had slain four enemes in battle--now found that his
courage had fled. He stared into the Contrary's dizzy gaze and suffered
the sensation of his soul cone adrift in nuddy brown fl oodwaters.

"Way did you want to see Green Spider?" Od Man Sun asked with that
warm fatherly tone.

"My Dream" Four Kills nmanaged. "I saw ... Oter ... drowned. I|s that
right, Geen Spider? WII he die?" "No one ever dies, do they?" G een
Spider smled wistfully.

"I died. As you can see, it's nmade a ness of ne."

Four Kills didn't experience any surge of relief.

Green Spider's eyes focused for a nonent. "Do you fear death, warrior?"
"I fear for Qtter's soul."

"His fate will be dictated by Power--and his actions. Not yours."

Four Kills wet his lips. "OfF all the Traders, why did you choose hinP"

"I chose nothing. Power chose everything. | amthe master of nothing ..
and everything." The eyes |ost focus again.

"Backward is forward. Many Col ored Crow, blacker than black, spirals in
the golden light. He who runs happily toward danger is he who is the
nost frightened. Terror brings peace; and happiness is always filled
with sorrow "

Four Kills anxiously fingered his feather-wapped bl anket-- a weddi ng
gift made of fine down spun around cordage. Now he woul d have readily
given it up to be free of the sense of futility that possessed him

"You are blinded by your sight," Green Spider continued.

"Deaf ened by your ears. Calloused by your heart." H s expression went

bl ank. "By leaving, Oter will find hinself at hone."
"But will he survive this journey? |'ve Dreaned of his body swirling in
the water."

"To gain everything, you nust |ose everything. Is Qter different than
the rest of us? Than First Man and Many Col ored Crow?"

"l don't understand."

Green Spider seenmed to stiffen, his glassy vision | ocked on sone
i nvisible scene. He cried, "Born of ice ... the nother's wonb!"

Four Kills shot a desperate |ook at Ad Man Sun. "What's he sayi ng?"



ad Man Sun's face gl owed rapturously.
"Born of Sun, of Sun the sane.”

Four Kills squirned, his fingers locked tight in his thick blanket as he
gl anced back and forth between the three nen.

"One nust live, and one nust die."

Sweat had begun to bead on Four Kills' face, and a cold, clamy feeling
traced al ong his abdonmen. "Please, | just want to know what you see ..
what's going to happen to O ter

He's going to die, isn't he? Isn't that what you're trying to tell ne?"
Green Spider said nothing and sat notionless as his eyes swam out of
f ocus.

"Ask what you will of me. I--1"Il do anything you w sh!"
Four Kills insisted.

Green Spider renmined silent. He dipped his finger into the bow of
white paint again and turned his attention to painting rib bones on his
shirt, which lay spread on the floor at his side.

Bl ack Skull sneered at the sight.

"That is all,” Add Man Sun stated softly as he rose to his feet. "He
will say no nore."

"But it wasn't an answer!"

A d Man Sun gestured for Four Kills to rise. "He told you everything."
"He spoke in riddles!" Four Kills protested as he got to his feet.

"I warned you," Black Skull rem nded. "He's an idiot."

"It only seens that way to you." A d Man Sun wobbl ed toward the door
"He sees this world, this part of Creation, as illusion. You are | ucky
that he told you as nuch as he did."

Twel ve The Bl ack Skull hadn't slept well after the feast. At the first
grayi ng of dawn, he'd slipped out of the White Shell house. On the
secl usion of the beach, he'd practiced with his war club, swinging it
whil e he darted back and forth. After having worked up a fine sweat,
he'd stripped and charged into the river

He swam out into the current, challenged by the gurgling suck of the
wat er. The deep cold |l eached into his flesh as he fl exed and dove into
t he darkness. Wth water bubbling in his ears, he fought his way down.

| should feel fear. But he didn't. Instead, the river's Spirit surged
against himwth its probing force, massaging his hot nmuscles with cold
fingers. H's ears began to ache.

Bl ack Skull jackknifed and shot up. He broke the surface, puffing for
breath as goosefl esh rose on his scarred hide. He flipped water from his
face and paddl ed against the current.



Sticks and bits of flotsampattered off his skin. Overhead, the sky had
gone rosy with dawn.

Floating a dart's cast fromthe shore, he spotted the Trader, a gigantic
pack on his back as he picked his way down the path in the soft |ight.

Bl ack Skull flipped and dove. Strong strokes drove himdown until he
touched bottom Despite the pain in his ears, he could hear the pul se of
the river, the sound of it |ike hollow echoes.

He groped in darkness, the nud soft under his prying fingers.

Were there no shellfish here? The chill fromthe cold water had begun to
sap his strength. Shivers racked him Unable to find nore than weeds, he
shot to the surface and sucked in a new breath.

The Trader had al nost reached the drying racks, so Black Skull sunmoned
all of his strength and raced toward the shore in a flurry of powerful
strokes. By the time the Trader reached his canoe, Black Skull's feet
dragged bottom He energed fromthe water--unable to stop his violent
shivering, panting fromthe effort of the swim

Under the Trader's watchful gaze, Black Skull began w ping water from
his nunmb body. The air burned the cold in deeper

"The currents out there are dangerous," the Trader told himevenly. "1'd
have an ol der brother today if he hadn't dived to the bottom | ooking for
freshwat er nmussel s and pearls.™

"I didn't find himdown there." Black Skull shook hinself and wal ked to
hi s bl anket, cape, and war shirt. Wth the blanket, he dried hinself,
then pulled his shirt on. He belted his wai st and hung his atlatl there.
Agai nst the bitter chill, he swirled his turkey-feather cape over his
shoul ders.

The Trader had deposited his pack and was wat ching him his head cocked.

Bl ack Skull picked up his war club and wal ked over to the Trader. He
paused, letting his gaze scan the seething waters. He took Oter's
nmeasure, aware that the handsome young man didn't spend as nuch tine
staring as nost, wondering at Black Skull's scars, or giving himthat
gushy | ook of adoration and enmbarrassed ent husiasmat being in his

pr esence.

"So, Trader, we'll go upriver together, you, ne, and the fool."

"So it would seem warrior. You didn't | ook very happy about it
yesterday."

Bl ack Skull made the growling sound he used to warn people, then tilted
his broken face to give it the nost frightening angle.

"My duty should be here, with nmy people. Not sailing off into strange
lands to battle with wild peoples. | have lived, fought, and killed to
keep this land safe. This land here, wjjere our ancestors dwell. Not
some far-off place.”

Oter didn't react to his fierce visage. Instead, a faint snmile traced
his lips, atwinkle lit his eye. "They're not wild up there, Black
Skull. We'll travel up to the Serpent River, then up to the Mponshell



which will take us to the Holy Road. Fromthere, we'll travel to Starsky
City. After that, | don't know the way.

But we'll go a lot farther north. They aren't wild, warrior. Like the
Alligator Clans to the south, the Serpent peoples think of us as being
hal f ani mal. Savage."

Bl ack Skull fingered the use-polished hilt on his war club. "I can't
bel i eve such a thing. Their Traders come to us. They marvel, OQter. |'ve
seen the wonder in their eyes when they visit the City of the Dead. They
say they'd never expected to find such a place.”

"You are quite correct, Black Skull." Oter propped a foot on one of the
smal | er canoes, |eaning forward and lacing his fingers. "And when you
see sone of their incredible clan grounds, and neet their Elders, you
will react in the same way. Who knows? If we time it correctly, you

m ght be able to stand atop the Tenple of the Sun and watch the stars on
the sol stice."

"What of their warriors?"

Oter shrugged. "They have sonme very good ones. The Khota once squabbl ed
with the Six Flutes, one of the Serpent d ans.

When the Khota cane paddling up to raid, the Six Flutes' warriors sent
t he Khota right back down river--w th about half as nany paddlers, |
m ght add."

"Then these warriors have Power ?"

"I't's not so much that they have Power. It's that ... well, there're a
ot of them Mst of the men are warriors as well as farners. They work
as a practiced teamin a fight. The people cone together for the
cerenonials, like we do. Part of that time is dedicated to war training.
The rest is for games, feasts, prayers and offerings, but they do
practice war. The War Societies ensure that."

"Perhaps we should do it that way."

"W coul d never make it work. They have powerful societies that cross
cl an boundaries. Think of it |like a piece of cloth. The clans m ght be
t hought of as the warp and the societies the weft.

Toget her, they hold the Serpent O ans together. If the | eader of a
soci ety orders sonething, the people within that society do what they
are told. Here, if a clan | eader asks sonething, the people talk about
it for a while, then half of themdo it and the other half don't."

"Who makes the Serpent C ans take orders?" Black Skull asked.

"Men like you. Men initiated into the society and who make sure that its
rules are followed." The Trader paused thoughtfully.

"In the case of the Warrior Society in the Monshel

valley, it's a man by the name of Robin. | can't renenber which clan he

bel ongs to, but he's been initiated, tested, and proven. Through courage
and dedi cation, he's been given the | eadership of that society. Except

i n unusual circunstances, any warrior will follow his orders--no matter

what clan he belongs to."



Bl ack Skull nodded, |ooking out over the river. "Alot could be said for
such a way of doing things." "I thought you called themw Id."

"They probably are." Black Skull studied the Trader fromthe corner of
his eye. "You might be telling me this to trick ne. You, and the fool."

"And why would | do that?"
"Traders are born to trickery."
"And you, warrior?"

"I was born to discipline and order."” Oter paused for a nmonment. "You
don't like Green Spider, do you?"

"I can't believe Power would work this way. | don't approve of it. |
didn't approve of com ng here. W passed four war canoes on the river.
If they'd wanted to hurt the Elders, | couldn't have stopped them Now
' mexpected to | eave here-- and who will guard the Elders on their way
back to the City of the Dead?"

"Four Kills and the Wite Shell dan."

"Four Kills may have fought bravely once, but he doesn't have ny skill.
Not hi ng nust happen to the Can Elders. It would reflect on ne."

Oter frowned slightly. "Warrior, | don't know what to tell you. It
seens that G een Spider--and his Vision--have changed our lives. As of
yesterday, your duty lies with the Contrary."

"And yours, Trader?"

"I"'ma Trader. That's what | do. This is just another form of Trade.
Along with ny other goods, | carry you and G een Spider.

"You make it sound easy."

Oter's facile smle grew. "A journey is never as easy as you woul d
hope, warrior, and it is often nore difficult than you ever believed it
woul d be. "

Bl ack Skull growl ed to hinself. "Now you sound |like the fool." He
paused. "What about this Vision? Do you believe it?

| saw the lightning strike, found the Can Elders as they pulled G een
Spider fromthe burning tenple. | could feel the Power ... but was it
there to enlighten Green Spider, or just to kill hinf The latter would
seemnore likely. Unfortunately, he survived despite the Mysterious
One's efforts.”

Oter made a hel pl ess gesture. "I've nmet Contraries before, Black Skull.
I've net the Anhinga, Fell Through the Sky, and one in the Ilini
territories--but | was allowed to see each of themonly once. They are
considered very holy. It is said that Contraries see things nore clearly
than other Holy Ones untouched by their truth. I know only enough to
have recogni zed what G een Spi der becane."”

"Ch, just wait until you sit in the same canoe with him™"



Bl ack Skull shook his head. "He has beconme very sinple. Like a child. He
had no right to risk the Can El ders."

Oter gave hima curious inspection. "Do you question the ways of Power,
warrior?"

Bl ack Skull snorted his derision. "Not in the slightest, Trader

| know what | am Power made nme that. Green Spider is different.

He was beconming a great Dreamer. A Healer who could nmake people well.
This last tinme, when he went to Dreamthe solstice, it was to seek Power
to Dreamthe rains and see the future." Black Skull ground his poorly
occluded teeth. "And | ook what happened to him He cane back a fool!"
"Power works in nysterious ways."

The way the Trader said it, it galled. He appeared to think that it was
all right to |l oad up, travel across the known world with a lunatic--and

hope to live through it!

I'"'mnot stuck with two mani acs, am|?

Bl ack Skull pointed at the Trader with his war club. "I want you to help
me keep himunder control, Trader. | want this to be as orderly as we
can nake it. | want to get up there, find that place, and -see if any
Mask is floating there. If so, we'll grab it and get back here. | don't

want trouble. Do you understand?"

Oter tensed but didn't break his easy stance--the insolent foot stil

propped on the canoe hull. "Let's get sonething straight, Black Skull
When we're on the river, | give the orders.
When we're dealing with other people, |I give the orders. Wen it comes

to fighting, you can give them Oherw se, when you're in ny boat and
anong people | know how to deal with, you do as |I say."

Cool anger stirred in Black Skull's breast. Through cl enched teeth, he
hi ssed, "Do you know who | an®"

"Everyone in this part of the world has heard of the Black Skull. You
could kill me before | could blink. That doesn't change the fact that in
nmy boat, you do as | say. Anpbng peopl e whose custonms you don't know,
you'll act as | tell you to. If you can't agree to that, right here,
right now, we'll go see the Can Elders and | et them decide."

Bl ack Skull controlled the urge to slap the man al ongside the head with
the flat of his war club. Insol ence, sheer audaci ous insol ence. Bl ack
Skull's soul thrilled. The heady tranquillity of combat punped in his
bl ood as his mind cl eared.

Oter remained calmy propped on the canoe, his fingers still |aced
t oget her.

For that instant, Black Skull balanced on the edge of nurder, fully
aware that before the Trader could raise so nuch as an arm his skul
woul d be splintered, his body dead before it hit the ground.
Neverthel ess, Oter waited patiently, evincing only the slightest
tightening of the eyes, a faint pressing of the lips.



In the floating clarity, Black Skull could see the artery in the
Trader's neck pul sing.

Di sci pline! Black Skull took a cautious step back and willed hinself
into relaxation. Drawing a deep breath, he stilled his anxious soul

qui eting the deadly natures within. A warrior nmust maintain his control
prove his discipline. This was not the tine.

"You are a very brave man, Trader." Wth a flick of the wist, Black
Skull flipped his war club up to rest on his shoul der

"W will still see the C an El ders about who gives orders on your boat.
If they tell me | rmust, | will do as you say."

Oter nodded carefully and straightened. The trenmbling of his |egs
betrayed just how terrified he had been. He wal ked of f awkwardly, the
way a man did when he couldn't trust his knees not to buckle.

| may end up having to kill him but at |east he's a man worthy of
respect.
Bl ack Skull followed Otter up the steep trail, intuition telling himthe

Clan Elders were going to side with the Trader
To his chagrin, they did.

Oter glanced around as he nmade the last trip fromthe storage house.
Cat cher dashed back and forth in zigzags, his tail wagging furiously and
uncontrol | abl e squealing sounds uttering fromhis throat.

H gh cl ouds had noved up fromthe south to obscure the sun

The wind had risen, blowing the chill off the choppy water w th enough
strength to lance it through bl ankets and coats. Gusts noaned in the
naked gray branches of the trees and whi npered al ong the thatch siding
of the buildings. Here and there, the wind played curiously with the
last of fall's | eaves where they had piled in nooks and sheltered
recesses.

The fam liar clan grounds now elicited a sense of sorrow, as they had on
previ ous departures. Trails had been beaten into the flattened brown
grass. The clan house, with its weat her-beaten thatch, |ooked gray and
dingy in the norning |light.

Around the rectangul ar nound, prayer offerings had been tied to the
guardi an posts that stuck out at an angle fromthe ground.

The offerings danced in the cold wind, carrying their messages to the
Spirit Wrld. Pleas for himand his party. He'd seen Blue Jar placing
one as he'd entered the grounds after his confrontation w th Bl ack
Skul I .

He hefted the coarsely woven fabric bag that held his few persona
possessions: an atlatl, his flute, a bola, a platformeffigy pipe, a
small ceramic jar of earth taken fromthe burial nound, and his fire
sticks. He had already packed an ax, an adze, several coils of rope, a
neatly folded net, and the two dozen long darts for his atlatl. Another
clay jar neatly stowed in Wave Dancer contai ned cord and fishhooks
crafted frombone. The rest of the cargo consisted of the clan's Trade
goods: tobacco, conch and marginella shell, bolts of fabric, severa



pi eces of copper plate, palnetto matting, sharks' teeth, yaupon, and the
other itens he'd

Traded for in the south. From Wite Shell he had included fine fabrics
for Trade, and seal ed jars of goosefoot, marsh el der, sunflower seeds,
and squash for supplies.

He | owered his bag as he stepped between the offering poles and knelt at
the foot of the hunped burial nound. Only the greatest |eaders were

pl aced in the nmounds. The tonb was cut into the ground, lined with | ogs,
and the mound of soil placed above. This Way, the | eader rested at the
symbolic heart of the earth, there to continue to work for the people,
to plead their case to the Earth Mother, and to converse with the
Guardian Spirits.

Lifting his arns, he wet his lips and Sang, "Ancestors? It is |, Qter
son of Blue Jar. | ask you, please help keep nmy people safe. Protect
themfromillness and trouble. Allow no evil to enter the clan grounds.
Keep ny family and friends healthy, prosperous, and happy." He bowed his
head. "I'mgoing far away. Wile I'mgone, | will honor your nenory. |
hope you will ask the Spirit Wrld to watch over ne."

From the pouch at his belt, he took a thin blade of sacred chert from
the distant Starsky quarries. Pulling back his left sleeve, he exposed
the bronze skin of his wist. There, beside a parallel series of barely
vi sible scars, he made a quick incision

Repl aci ng the sacred chert, he squeezed his forearmuntil several drops
of rich, red bl ood beaded and dri pped onto the dark soil

Was it the wind, or did he hear the ghosts rustling as they scented the
bl ood he'd of fered?

He turned then, and picked up his pack before striding purposefully
toward the western break in the earthworks. The vague nurnurings of the
dead still haunted him-a sensing rather than the barely audible

whi spers he strained to hear.

He approached the gap in the earthen perineter wall and cast one | ast
| ook at the enclosure. Here he'd grown from boyhood into a nan. Ever
since that first farewell with Uncle, he had sensed that one day he
woul d | eave--and never cone back

Had t hat day cone?

Cat cher bounded and j unped about, knowing instinctively that the dreary

days of guarding the storehouse had ended. The time had cone to venture

forth again--onto the river, with its snells and the | azy days of sleep

curled on the packs.

A Trader's dog didn't always live a |life of drudgery.

For Oter, the sense of excitenent had been buil ding, overcoming the |ow
point he'd suffered last night in Red Moccasins' arns. The river call ed,
and with it, the nost prestigious expedition he'd ever undertaken

"Come on, Catcher. Let's go."

The dog snorted happily as it bounded forward. Otter placed his
noccasi ned feet on the worn trail.



The sky didn't | ook prom sing; high layers of cloud had an ugly | ook
that of a storm pushing up fromthe ocean. The diffused |ight gave the
river a look like tarnished and snmudged sil ver

Hardly an auspicious day. By tomorrow they'd be lucky if they weren't
soaked to the bone and miserable.

Per haps G een Spi der had been granted his control over the weather. It
woul d be a small bit of blessing. Wuldn't Power want its Contrary to
travel in ease?

Oter shook his head. According to the stories, Power never made
anyt hi ng easy on people. Maybe the Spirits took sone perverted joy in
inflicting every conceivable msery on those it chose to. do its

bi ddi ng.

Li ke including Black Skull as part of the package.

Oter stilled a shiver, the image of the warrior's violent gaze frozen
in his mnd. BEven now, fingers of time after the norning confrontation
he coul dn't inagi ne how he'd net that deadly, single-mnded stare. He'd
| ooked into those bl ack eyes, and the effect had been horrifying.

Yet, | faced himdown. |I'meither braver than | thought | was, or five
times nore the fool

The shiver broke free and sent spasms through his nuscles.
Blane it on the biting wind. That was it. 4

' mstuck between Bl ack Skull, a man whose sol e purpose is w el ding
death, and Green Spider, a Contrary who can't even give a straight
answer .

Power had a rotten sense of hunor.

The canoe | anding swarned with people, both Wite Shell and Tall Cane.
He could see the Clan Elders waiting patiently in the crowd. Spotting
Green Spider proved even easier. People had granted hima w de berth,
clearly not caring to get too close to a man of such Power. One never
knew what m ght rub off.

The Contrary seemed oblivious. He stood snmiling benignly at the trees.
The white bones painted on his black clothing | ooked startlingly real
down to the tiniest of toe joints on his noccasins.

Oter located the warrior. Black Skull stood to one side, his nuscul ar
arnms crossed. Even fromthis distance, OQtter could see the arrogance
reflected in that erect stance. How was he going to manage such a | ong
journey with the overbearing man?

Four Kills noted Oter's approach and broke away, followed by Blue Jar
Four Kills, too, had dressed in his best; his buckskins were tanned to a
honeyed glow. He wore his hair in a knot over his forehead, pale

mar gi nel | a beads gl eaned agai nst his black [ ocks. A thick bl anket,

i nterwoven with strips of soft beaver and goose down, was fol ded over
his left arm and a thick coil of rope filled his right.

At the foot of the slope, Oter net his brother and lifted his bag.



"This is the last of it."

Four Kills forced a smle, worry bright in his eyes. "I wi sh you weren't
goi ng. "
"Your tongue will grow tired of saying that, brother."

"But it's true." Four Kills raised his arm extending the bl anket.

"I want you to take this. It will be cold up there. You re going way up
into the north. It's not rmuch, but Red Mdccasins and | ... well, you'll
need this."

Oter ran his fingers over the blanket, feeling the snoboth warnmth of it.
The wor kmanshi p was superb, the weave as thick as a man'-s finger.

"Thank you. | can tell fromlooking at it that | won't spend any cold
nights.” Nor will you, brother, with Red Moccasins at your side.
"And here, this is the rope | was telling you about. 1've never nmade a

better one, or one as strong." Four Kills sniled. "Perhaps | anticipated
that you would need it. It's my best work, Qtter. Maybe it will save
your life. Take it. Along with my love, it's the nost inportant thing I
can give you."

"I"ll take good care of it, | promse." Oter studied the fine

wor kmanshi p. The rope was tw ned out of right- and left-hand twists, all
tightly wapped. Had he been able to find the purchase, he could have
hung the world with a rope this fine.

Four Kills' smile faded. "Be careful. And no, ny tongue won't grow tired
of telling you that." He gl anced away. "I

talked to Green Spider last night, or tried to. I'mnot sure of what he
was really trying to tell me. He ... he was in the process of painting
hi nsel f insi de-out."

Oter smled. "He does | ook inside-out, doesn't he? Curious things,
Contraries. What did he say?"

"Not very nmuch, just that it will be dangerous for you."

"The river always is."

Bl ue Jar had stopped several paces behind. Now she stepped forward,
extending a small |eather sack, the top drawn tightly closed with a
cord. "This is for you. A Trader, a friend of nmy brother's, sawit in a
Khota village. He Traded two pipes and a sheet of mica for this. Later,
when he came this way, | Traded hima hot neal and a confortable night's
sleep in return.”

Her fingers-closed on Qtter's as he started to open the bag.

"Not now. Later. \When you're on the river and have tine to think.
Prom se nme."

"Very well, Mther." Oter weighted the bag in his hand.
Heavy. But what would it be? And from the Khota?

H's mother's eyes bored into his. "You' ve always been different, Qter.



And per haps because of that, |'ve tended to favor Four Kills."

"Mot her, 1've never--"
"No. Hear nme out. We both know the way of it. | just wanted you to
understand that |I'mso very proud of you. I only wish ... well, that |

could have had you all to nyself instead of sharing you with the river."

"You have ne, Mdther." He took her into his arnms, hugging her. Her
respondi ng hug was powerful.

"I'"l'l be careful."”

"See that you do." And at that, she stepped back, the shine of tears in
her eyes.

Oter patted her shoul der and took a deep breath. Catcher had al ready
t hreaded the maze of human | egs and | eaped onto the stowed packs. He
stared back from Wave Dancer, his tail swishing as if to say, "Wll
what are we waiting for?"

Wal ki ng beside his nmother and brother, OQter said his farewells as
famly and friends crowded around. Finally, he faced A d Man North.

The wi zened El der stared up at himwith eyes that gl eaned |ike obsidian
"May Power go with you, Otter, son of Blue Jar.

You, of all of your party, have the nost courage."

" NB?"
A d Man North made a gesture of assent with his gnarled hands. ' '
Spider lives wapped in his Vision, disconnected with the realities he
must face in this world. The Black Skull, despite his bluster and
haughty posture, is frightened of the unknown.

Be kind to him Oter. He'll need your help."

Oter glanced at the burly warrior, who still stood at the edge of the
cromd. Not a trace of unease could be detected in his graven-stone
expression, but the black eyes burned with a frightening intensity. One
t hat boded viol ence rather than fear.

"Trust ne," the Elder stated. "He can't allow anyone to see his
vul nerability. Reassure him if you can."

I'd rather try to reassure a water noccasin than Bl ack Skull!
"I will do my best, Elder."

The old man patted himw th a winkl ed hand and gave way to the others.
Only as Oter turned to go did he suddenly find hinself face-to-face
with Red Moccasins. For that startling instant, they stared into each
other's eyes. He sought to capture every detail of her smooth skin, her
delicate nose, the graceful line of eyebrow Her full lips parted
slightly, showing the white gl eam of even teeth. She radiated the allure
that had al ways captivated hi m

After long nonents, she nurnured, "Good-bye, Qter," then spun and ran
away t hrough the crowd.



A dizzy rush of nenories swept him Tines they had sat together by the
fire, laughing, talking. Moments of shared joy when he'd brought her
speci al presents fromfaraway pl aces.

The way she snmiled shyly at himat sonme noments, then cast sultry

gl ances at others. Oher tinmes: wal king hand in hand; canoei ng out onto
the river; the tines they'd set fishing lines, or nets. The fall hunts

when they prow ed the backwaters, bolas in hand to bring down the wly

ducks.

Different visions, woven fromimagi nati on and desire--those of a warm
house, children, her welcom ng arns. The life he m ght have had with
her .

CGCone now. Cone.

"Trader?" Black Skull's gruff voice intruded. "If you stand there nuch
| onger, your feet will sprout roots. The sooner we're off on this mad
venture, the sooner we'll return.”

Oter ignored the warrior and sloshed through the cold water to stow his
possessions in Wave Dancer. G een Spider had already seated hinmself in

t he hol | ow between the packs am dshi ps and was tal king animatedly to
Catcher. The Contrary and the dog seenmed instant best friends. Catcher
had even all owed Green Spider to scratch his ears, a favor he granted
only to a select few

Oter balanced hinself on one of the packs and wung out his nbccasins
and | eggi ngs-before seating hinmself in the stern

Bl ack Skull was in the process of settling hinself in the bow, carefully
arranging his war darts within easy reach and so that the fletching
didn't get mashed.

"Let's go!"™ Otter cried and raised his hand to Four Kills.

Jay Bird, Four Kills, and sone others pushed the big canoe off the beach
with a grating of muddy sand.

Oter backwatered, then turned the prowinto the current. He drove his
paddle into the sullen water, forcing the canoe forward.

Bl ack Skull, with consummate skill, caught his rhythm and Wave Dancer
sliced through the chop

Bl ack Skull was staring back at the bank. "If they don't get the C an

El ders home safe, I'Il kill every one of them?"

"They'll all die!" Green Spider crowed as he rearranged hinself
backwards on the packs ani dships. "Each of the Elders, dead ... dead ..
dead ... dead. Four deads."

"Shut up!" Black Skull grow ed, which pronpted Green Spider to chatter
on like a happy finch. "Four deads, four deads, four deads, four deads!"

"Whi ch way?" Black Skull called back over the babbling of the
Contrary's voice

"Across the river. The current isn't as strong there."



Toget her they threw their weight into the task, angling across toward
the far shore. Oter glanced behind him seeing a whole flotilla of
canoes |l aunching in pursuit as the clans followed.

Such an opportunity was. not to be missed. Many of the boats woul d
travel with themuntil dark before veering off to catch the current and
race hone.

Oter bent hinmself to the effort of driving the big canoe on its way.
Cat cher, perched on the packs, lifted his nose to the wind, sniffing
eagerly. Hi s thick black, white, and tan fiir rippled and fluffed as he
stood proudly.

"This will be a long, hard wal k," G een Spider proclaimed to no one in
general. "My legs . already tired!" Then he picked up his paddl e, naking
a mess of trying to row the wong way. In the process, he splashed water
all over the warrior.

"Fool! 1'"'mgoing to step back there and break that paddl e over your
headl| "
"Green Spider?" Oter said nervously. "I think that Black Skull and I

can do the paddling.” The Contrary paddl ed all the harder, and Bl ack
Skull started to stand up, saying, "That's it, fool. Paddle a little
harder and |1'm going to shove that oar down your throat!"

Green Spider pronptly laid his paddl e down and si ghed
Bl ack Skull grow ed an unintelligible curse under his breath.

Everyt hi ng backwards. "Should be an interesting trip," Oter nmuttered to
hi nsel f. But when he | ooked back, Red Moccasins stood on the shore, her
eyes shaded by a slim brown hand.

Leave it. Leave it all behind you

Thirteen Ilie wapped in ny blankets, warm drowsy. On the other side of
the dead fire, | sense noverment. Swaying ... rocking ...1 hear feet
crunching snow. From far off, across the land, the Mask cries out to ne.

Its Power has been restricted, the effect |like strangul ation
So ... they've fled into the brilliant darkness.
It has begun.

Star Shell led the way as they wal ked through the silent wi nter night.
Myriads of stars dusted the velvet black of the noonl ess sky, their

gl eam provi di ng enough illumnation to allow themto proceed northward
along the Holy Road without tripping or losing their way. Bitter cold
ate through Star Shell's bl anket and noccasins. Wth each step, the
frozen crust crunched and groaned, until the very snow seened to share
her w etched burden

The snow had taken on a bluish glow that washed the cleared fields
beyond the | ow enbanknents that marked the Holy Road. Dark patches of
trees blotted the flat bottons of the Monshell- valley. The distant
hills lay like pale, sleeping monsters, furred with trees. They cast
mounded sil houettes agai nst the sooty di stance of the night sky. Despite



the fresh chill of the clear air stinging her nose, the odor of death
remai ned in her nostrils.

Star Shell gl anced down at her daughter. Silver Water clutched her hand
tightly, and her little | egs punped to keep pace.

"Are you all right, baby?"
"Cold, Mama. And |'m scared."

From behind them Tall Man said synpathetically, "lI'msorry, Silver
Water. It will be cold tonight--and probably for a long time afterward.
But you had to cone with us."

The Magi ci an pl odded al ong on his short, bowed | egs. The pack with the
Mask perched |ike an awkward hunmp on his back, while the smaller bag,
adorned by the wol f's head, swung under his left arm Star Shel
wondered--: didn't he ever feel the exhaustion that sapped her to the
bone?

"Why?" she demanded. "What does a little girl have to do with this?"
"Her father killed hinmself," Tall Man said gravely. "Do you think the
Shining Bird Can would ever forget? Do you want her growing up with the
i kes of Fat Lips constantly rem nding her?" He added sadly, "How
ironic. Power works across generations.

Sone saved ... sone condemed. "

What was that haunted | ook in his depthless eyes? Star Shell bit back
the urge to shiver and studied the little man. "Is everything rui ned?"

"No, young Star Shell." She could nake out his grin in the

col d darkness. "Not as long as you and Silver Water are alive and wel I,
and we have the Mask. As long as that is the case, everything is saved."

Il at ease, she turned her attention northward to study the trace of
the Holy Road. Here the clans had built parallel earthworks to either
side of the beaten track to mark the route. Over the years, the entire
road woul d be contained within the straight banks of dirt. Soneday a
person woul d be able to wal k the whole way from Sun Mounds to Starsky,
bounded by the earthworks ---like the walls of the tunnel through which
First Man had | ed the people into this world.

"Where are we goi ng, Mama?" Silver Water asked.

"Away, baby. Far away, where we will be safe. W'Ill go to Starsky and
you'll meet my father. You'll be warmthen." But could she believe that?
The prickling presence of the Mask lay just behind her. How did the
Magi ci an muster the strength to carry it, to be that close to it?

She caught the faint outline of an owl as it glided silently across a
fallow field to her right. The doned farnstead sat quiet, abandoned,
buri ed under nounds of white. It would be another two, maybe three,
nmoons before the owners returned and began the ritual of planting,
caring, and watering.

Star Shell slipped on a slick spot, caught her bal ance, and paid nore
attention to the uneven track. Her feet had begun to ache fromthe cold.
"Do you seriously believe for a monent that Robin won't guess we went



north? He knows |'m Starsky.

He'll imediately think | ran to ny birth clan.”
"I"mcounting on that." Tall Man seemed unconcer ned.
"That's where we're headed, isn't it?"

"What made you think that?"

"W're on the Holy Road. W have to take the Mask north to the Roaring
Water. Whuldn't we go to Starsky, recruit aid, and travel on to Buckeye
cl an grounds and then onward?"

"In the middle of the winter? Think, Star Shell. News of your husband
will travel faster than sunlight at dawn. It won't take Robin long to
figure out that we're running. You don't believe that a woman, a little
girl, and a short Elder could outrun warriors, do you?"

"Then why are we on the Holy Road?"

"But only for the nonent, young Star Shell. W nust hurry for the tine
being, true, but | have a destination in mnd. W'l be well into Blue
Duck territory by nmorning. After that, we can rest for a couple of days
and recover our strength at a farmstead | know of."

~"A H gh Head hol di ng?" Star Shell flinched as the ow hooted in the
night. "Robin will ook there, too."

"But will he know which farnstead to investigate?" The Mgician strode
along in his rolling walk, seemngly as fresh as when they'd started
from Starsky so many days ago

Everyt hi ng had happened so quickly. Finding her husband, the neeting in
the Potters' Society house, fleeing into the night.

Now, realizing the extent of their plight, things began to | ook ever
nor e hopel ess.

Why don't we just |let Robin have the Mask? Then I'I| take Silver Water
and run away. Cet as far fromthe Blue Duck Can and the Monshel
val l ey as we can.

Star Shell concentrated on pl acing one foot ahead of the other as white
breath twi ned from her nose and nouth. Frost had formed around the

bl anket that covered her head. The chill had eaten into her feet, and
snow crusted her nobccasins. She'd never be warm again.

“I'"'mhungry, Mama," Silver Water said in the tone that proclainmed want
and worry.

"We' || eat soon." But what? They'd left w thout thinking to take
rati ons. Everything had been so hurried, so desperate.

Despite the silence of the night, she could hear the creaking sound.
Wul d she ever close her eyes and not see that gruesome corpse tw sting
slowy in the air? No, that sight would always slip into her dreans,
stal king the peace she craved.

Knowi ng that his soul still cleaved to Sun Mounds, she could not | ook



back | est the tenuous |ink between them ni ght be strengthened. Lest
somehow hi s di seased ghost mght find the courage to brave the warding
posts and pursue her across this frozen | and.

Tomorrow, with sunrise, it would be better. She would know t hen that
they had fired the clan house and that the flames had |icked up around
t hat hangi ng horror.

Her imagination played with her, conjuring the flames fromthe fl oor
matting. They | eaped al ong the walls and bl ackened t he wooden posts
before roaring through the cattail matting and bursting violently

t hrough the roof thatch to shoot into the sky.

In tongues of yellow, they curled around her husband's feet and caught
new life. Spirals of heat worked up his legs. She could see his face
now, shining in the dancing light. The flames junped and cavorted,
casting their crystalline reflections in his bugged-out eyes. Then his
hair burst into a headdress of withing fire, sparks spinning away to
vani sh like teardrops from nmenory.

Star Shell stunbled, her feet unsteady.
"Mama?" Silver Water cried.

Trenbling, Star Shell dropped to her knees, heedl ess of her daughter's
clingi ng hand. She bowed her head and broke into uncontrolled sobbing.

"Mama? What's wong?" Silver Water shrilled before she too surrendered
to frightened tears

Star Shell pulled her daughter to her. Together, they cried, each |ost

in her own sorrow. It's all right! By tonorrow, his flesh will be
reduced to ashes. The rope will be nothing but charred fibers that fray
and break to spill those wetched bones onto the fiery floor. The cold

biting into her knees brought Star Shell back to the night, back to the
r oad.

She wi ped the tears fromher eyes and stared at her daughter

Silver Water | ooked as fragile as the starlight that shone on her small
face. Her big eyes were as dark as her long black hair that spilled out
fromunder the dishevel ed bl anket.

"Are you all right, baby?"

"I"'mcold, Mama. | want to go hone. | want to get warm

Pl ease? Can we go hone now?"

"I"'msorry, Silver Water. W can't. Not for a long tine." // ever.

A gentle hand settled on Star Shell's shoulder. Tall ©Man patted her
softly. "Sonmetimes wongs get passed down from one generation to the

next. I wish this hadn't had to happen to you." Star Shell said
bitterly, "Yes, | know But it doesn't |look |like we have any choice,
does it?"

H s gaze grew renote, as if seeing into another time and place. "No. The
only choice is atonenent. Soneone nust pay for the m stakes of the
past."



"Mama? Wy do we have to go away?" Silver Water | ooked hesitantly from
Star Shell to Tall Man.

Star Shell struggled to her feet and paused only | ong enough to w pe the
tears from her shivering daughter's face. "Come on, sweetheart, let's
go. W'll be warmer when we're wal king."

"Mama, | don't want to--"
"Hush, baby. We must be brave now. And strong."
Relying on willpower, Star Shell tugged her daughter al ong.

One step ahead of the other. If she concentrated on that, she m ght be
abl e to suppress both nmenories and imagi nation.

Oter fed sticks into a cheerful fire that crackled and spit sparks.

A second fire, built earlier, had burned down to glowi ng red coal s that
shimrered with the breeze off the river.

They had canped on a danp beach, half rmud and hal f sand.

Behind them the forest rose in a tangle of interlocked branches and
sull en trunks wapped in tendons of bare vines. Thick clouds had

dar kened overhead, a prom se of the bl ackest of w nter nights.

Neverthel ess, the river corded and flowed, its pulse mixing with Qter's
own.

He scented the nusky air, drinking the river's Power into his soul to
buoy his damp spirits. The heady excitenment engendered by a new voyage
shoul d have been bursting within, but a subtle foreboding ate at his
soul .

M sty rain had fallen through nost of the norning, soaking them and now
Green Spider sat hunped over the red sheen of the coals, his
vulture-like attention on a ceram c cook pot that Oter had placed on
its four stunpy legs in the coals. Steamrose fromthe bubbling broth

wi thin, sending a nouthwatering aroma into the chilly air.

Waves sl apped agai nst the sandy shore, while w nd whispered through the
bare branches of the trees behind their canp.

Oter glanced down to where Wave Dancer rested on the shore to the
south, the fox-headed prow barely visible in the fading |ight. Catcher
was prow i ng the beach, sniffing here and there.

"This food is too cold to eat," G een Spider observed. He winkled his
nose. "Manure snells better than that stuffl™”

"CGoing to be that good, huh?" Oter asked, raising an eyebrow.
"I wouldn't trust you to cook a rock."

"Good, I'lIl cook you one tonorrow, assuming, that is, that we can find a
rock."

"We'll find them everywhere!" Geen Spider grinned down at the thick
st ew.



"I's that a fact?" Qter gestured with a piece of firewood.

"You know why people down here in the valley use cooking clays, don't
you? It's because they don't have any rocks bigger than sand. And

besi des, cooking clays can be nmolded to shape so they heat differently."
"l never knew that."
eat yet."

Green Spider's forehead lined. "This isn't ready to

"Al'l right, take your bow and dip sonme out."” Then Oter cocked his
head. "Better be sure to | eave some for Black Skull.

He's already | ooking for an excuse to pull off your arns and |legs."

Green Spider twi sted around and grabbed his worn wooden bowl . He di pped
hot stew fromthe pot, settled back on his haunches, and blew noisily to
cool the boiling |iquid.

Bl ack Skull seermed to materialize out of the darkness, the only sound of
hi s passage the grinding of sand underfoot. Like a nmenacing bear, he
crouched opposite the fire and stared his di sgust across the flanmes at
Green Spi der.

"Fi nd anyt hi ng?" Oter asked.
The warrior shook his m sshapen head. "Only ol d tracks.

Whoever canped here before us spent just one night. It nust have been
the war party | saw when | was com ng downstreamw th the El ders."

"The Khota," CQtter grunted.
"They had a woman with them "

Oter told himthe story about Pearl and her betrothal to Wl f of the
Dead.

"This WIf of the Dead," Black Skull said. "Is he a Powerful warrior?"
Oter paused, staring at the ground before him "In his country, he is
as well known as you are around the City of the Dead.

He's quite the killer--but beyond that, you and he are as dif ferent as
ni ght and day. He doesn't have your warm and wi nning personality."

Bl ack Skull studied himwith glittering eyes, while G een Spider slurped
noisily at his stew "You | eave ne puzzled sonetinmes, Trader, but [I'll
ignore that for now You don't seemto like these Khota. You have dealt
with them | take it?"

Oter took his bow and di pped out sone of the stew. "They killed ny
Uncl e. They've stolen fromnme. Gven ny way, |'d never have to deal wth
t hem agai n. "

Bl ack Skull stared out at the night as he fingered his crooked chin.
Then he shook his head. "To think that the Can El ders passed so close
to such a danger." He gave Green Spider an acid glare.

Oter blewon his stewto cool it. "Sonetinmes, warrior, it is safer to
travel inconspicuously."



"I"ve never been inconspicuous in ny life," Black Skull grow ed.

Oter sipped his stew That norning he'd been |ucky enough to bring down
a mallard with his bola. Now the rich, dark nmeat, coupled w th goosef oot
flour as a thickening agent, nmade a wonderful neal.

"Khota," Geen Spider nmuttered. "What |ovely people. So friendly and
hospitable. The finest pearls are fished out of the deepest waters. |'m
| ooking forward to neeting them Warm enbraces ... all the way around.
And such lazy hunters!"™ OQter took a swallow and said, "W're going up
the Serpent River. W' re not going close to the Khota."

"Not if we can help it," Geen Spider amended--or did he?
"See anything besides tracks?" Qtter asked Black Skull in an effort to
mai ntain the conversation

"Not hing. Only a patch of bloody grass. It snelted |like old deer bl ood.
Fromthe tracks, the Khota killed it. There are deer bones scattered
around the other fire pits they left. Ch, and there's this." Black Skul
produced a tw st of grass that had been woven into a square, the knots
intricate.

Oter took the piece and studied it curiously. "l've seen this before.
It's a prayer offering. The Anhinga make them Most of the ones |'ve
seen are larger. They're generally placed on the burial nmounds to ask
for aid fromthe ancestors.”

" Anhi nga? So maybe this Pearl made it?"

Oter fingered the woven grass. "lI'd say that she's caught on to the
trouble she's in. The poor girl nust be scared to death."

He sipped his soup and considered the prayer mat. "Cenerally, the
Anhi nga don't nmake these unless the situation is dire. You know, someone
is very sick, about to die. O maybe soneone is badly hurt."

Bl ack Skull reached for his bowl. As he dipped it full, he shot an angry
gl ance at Green Spider, who was tracing patterns in the sand, apparently
oblivious. Black Skull drank, grunted satisfaction, . nodded. "I'm
surprised. This is excellent, Trader. You'd nake some warrior a good
wife. "

A cold gust pelted themw th sand and whi pped the fire around. Oter
shi el ded his bowl and drank the last of his stew

On inpul se, he folded the prayer mat and tucked it into his shirt.

"Tell me nore about these Khota," Black Skull asked. "Do they normally
travel down river this far?"

"No. Usually they like to wait for the Traders to cone to them Wy take
a chance on the river when you can do your dirty work on your own
ground?" He paused, his voice dropping.

"And sone peopl e have |long menories."

Bl ack Skull pursed his lips. "I thought so. |I've only heard them
mentioned. |'ve never known one of their Traders to cone to the Gty of



the Dead."
"You woul dn't want themto. They only bring trouble."

"Troubl e?" Black Skull grinned. Wth his broken jaw, it wasn't pretty.
"They'd only bring me troubl e once, Trader.-"

"I's everything so sinple for you?"

Bl ack Skull's piercing gaze gleaned in the firelight. "In battle, there
are but two outconmes--and the only one I know is victory. That's al
there is, Trader. You win, or you lose."

Green Spider piped up, "And you' ve always lost!"

Bl ack Skull spit into the fire. "l1've always won!"

"Wn, win, win, always win," Geen Spider chirped.

"What |'d give to shut you up!"

To change the subject, Oter asked, "Geen Spider, | want you to
concentrate. Can you do that for me? Can you play a game? Renmenber how
it was to be backwards. Can you talk to ne |like that?"

Green Spider's attention focused. "Yes," he nmunbled, "I renenber."

".Why have the three of us been chosen to save this Mask?

Why not someone who lives close to the Roaring Water? Wy are we
traveling so far to attenpt this?"

Bl ack Skull's attention had sharpened the way a fox's does when a grouse
flutters with a broken wi ng.

Green Spider | ooked pained. H s mouth puckered as if searching for
words. "W aren't expected."

"Expected by whon?" Bl ack Skull had stiffened.
"The ganblers.”
"What ganbl ers?" Black Skull |eaned forward, his head slightly cocked.

Green Spider stared into his bow as if he could see things in the | ast
of the liquid. "Ganblers, dwarfs, children."

"You see!" Black Skull threw up his arnms. "You try to make sense out of
hi m and what do you get? Irritation, that's what! | ought to smack him
in the head a couple of tines. See if that straightens out his tongue!"
"Yes, warrior," Green Spider whispered. "Follow your nature.

Be what you've been--not what you could be. Smack themall. Lift your
club and split the world." A pause. "She's told him you know. She's
made a point of it ... as if he didn't already know. " "He? W is he?

Who's told hinf She nade what point?
What are you babbling about ?"

Power swelled in Geen Spider's eyes, burning blackly as he | ocked his



gaze with the warrior's. They stared at each other, sharing an intensity
Oter could only wonder about.

Green Spider said, "Your nother. She's told the Burning Wl f."

"Bah!" Black Skull grow ed. "He's a raving fool." The warrior drank down
his bow of stew and got to his feet. The muscles in his face were
twitching as he glared at the Contrary, but the usual arrogance had
faded. Instead, something else, a glint of fear perhaps, flickered in

t hose bl ack eyes. In silence, Black Skull turned on his heel and wal ked
down to Wave Dancer.

There he gathered his bl ankets.

Oter studied Green Spider suspiciously. "Wy do you tornment himso?"
The Contrary's gaze seened to focus at the base of the fire.

"Whi ch stone cuts with the sharpest edge, Trader?"

Oter thought for a monment. "Qbsidian.”

"Yes, sharp--and deadly. The Black Skull is obsidian. Like it, he cuts
through life. So clean and painlessly.” Green Spider's focus seened to
f ade.

"Go on."

"What happens when you bend an obsi di an bl ade. Trader?"
"It snaps." Geen Spider shivered, and sighed. "The Black Skull needs to
turn himself inside-out before he cuts off his own head and suffocates."

"l see."

Wthout a word more, Green Spider stood, humed to hinself while he did
alittle Dance, then pirouetted back to the fire and fl opped down atop
his bedding. He rolled hinself up in his blankets and began to snore,

[ oudly.

Oter glanced nervously at the dark |unmp where Bl ack Skull had bedded
down by the canoe. Catcher sniffed at the warrior's bed, then trotted
toward the fire. He stretched, shook hinself, and circled several tines
bef ore dropping on the sand at Green Spider's feet. Wth pricked ears,
he watched O ter for a nonment, then yawned.

Oter fed another piece of wood into the fire. The flames flickered
merrily. What had that exchange been about? Bl ack Skull had, so the
story went, killed his mother. Beyond that, not rmuch had ever been
said--and the Waite Shell didn't have many ties with the Black Cl an

Oter glanced at the warrior's blanketed formagain. A man didn't just
kill his nother and go on about life. Hs famly would exact retribution
for such a grisly crinme ... unless, of course, the famly had sanctioned
it. And if it had, that would account for the |l ack of gossip floating
about the country.

Oter rubbed his tired face. Wiy, of all people, had Power called on him
to take this unlikely pair north? Coul dn't Power have found just as
gullible a Trader at the City of the Dead?



The place woul d have been crawing with themduring the solstice.

And ganbl ers? He studied G een Spider fromthe corner of his eye. The
Contrary had tried to tell them but as usual, the inport had been
hi dden in tw sted meani ngs.

Does the world really hang in the balance as the Clan Elders insist? O
is Black Skull right? Are we all on a fool's errand?

And if that's the case, what will it cost us?

Oter shifted, suddenly aware of the little | eather bag his nother had
given him He fished it out and studied it. Blue Jar said that a Trader
had brought it down fromthe Khota. That Trader had pai d handsonely for
this--yet Blue Jar said she had obtained it for a mere night's rest and
a hot neal

Oter pulled the nouth of the sack open and turned it upside down. A

pi ece of copper, bound in cord, fell out. Even before he unwound it, he
recogni zed the famliar ornament. The polished piece had been drilled

t hrough the niddle and hung on the braided cord. In the firelight, the
copper likeness of a falcon stared up at him A freshwater pearl had
been set for an eye; it seened to burn in the yellow light.

In all the years Oter had known him Uncle had never taken the copper
fal con from around his neck

Oter bowed his head, his fist knotting on the cool nmetal

When he finally took a deep breath and | ooked up, he caught the gl eam of
firelight in Geen Spider's eyes. The Contrary said nothing, but watched
himw th an unwavering intensity.

Fourt een

Pearl waited in the dark shelter, feigning sleep. Tonight, on this
narrow island in the mddle of the river, she woul d make her escape. The
Khota felt secure. That feeling---along with the yell ow val erian she'd

| aced into the stew-m ght prove to be her only edge.

Yel | ow val eri an had been used by Anhinga Heal ers for generations as a
sedative. The problemw th hunting herbs in the mddl e of the winter

and under guard at that, was that a person couldn't always find what she
was | ooking for. The plants were dead, and the only clue night be a few
twi sted brown stal ks and sone curled tan leaves. In this case, Pearl had
been able to infuse only one small root into the evening neal.

She waited for the right moment. Patience, she counsel ed herself.

Her bl ankets were so warm As tendrils of weariness threaded past her

guard, she too drifted off ... to dream ... Sunlight shinmrered on
turquoi se waters, sparking bits of silver off the waves. Pearl bal anced
in her slimcanoe, her spear poised as the boat rose and fell. To her

right, breakers rolled onto a white beach that gave way to salt grasses
and dunes. Farther inland, she could see the dark green belt of pines
and cypress that marked the backwaters.

As the warm sea breeze caressed her skin, she searched the clear water
for her prey. Above the flat horizon, massed white thunderheads prom sed



hot afternoon showers as they were driven ashore by the gulf w nds. The
musky odor of the warmwater filled her nostrils, and white salt stains
mar ked her smooth brown skin. She shook her head to flip the tangled

bl ack mass of her hair away from her eyes.

There! The dark shape noved in the crystal depths. Wth a snooth notion
Pear!| | aunched the spear with its serrated bone point. The |anyard rope
streamed out behind, drawing coils of braided cord fromthe bottom of

t he canoe.

She' d judged accurately, seeing the spear slip through the water and
into the big red fish. Water thrashed, and the heavy spear bucked hard
before it sl apped underwat er

Pear| junped down, grabbing the rope in callused hands.

Careful, too hard a pull would jerk the barbed point free and the huge
fish woul d escape.

Wth skilled hands, she played the fish in, aware that if she took too
| ong, the sharks would be drawn and all she'd get would be the
sati sfaction of a good cast.

As the panicked fish battled for its life, she could hear its frantic
drumm ng. Now she coul d reach the wooden spear, and through it, contro
t he noverent of the red fish. Keeping pressure to the side, she caused
the fish to crab against the boat. There, straining, she could reach
over the side. As the canoe rocked, she slipped a hand inside the gills,
feeling the spines.

The red fish thrashed desperately at the invasion of her fingers.
Wth a deft jerk, Pearl pulled the flopping nonster into the boat.

She grinned at her catch, noting the fam liar black spot at the root of
its tail. The fish slapped the carved wood with its body, blood |eaking
down the golden-red scales to snear on the wet wood.

Pear| used a deer-bone awl to work the barbed point free of the tender
nmeat. For a noment, she glanced down at her prize, watching the jaws
work as it gasped for breath.

The dream shredded itself, and sone sense of urgency goaded Pearl awake.
She lay for a noment, remenbering the freedom the sea, the still waters
of the swanp--how glorious |life had been. Then she blinked her eyes open
at the cold plop of rain on her face. Cccasional drops fell through the
matted roof of the hasty shelter the Khota had built.

She stared into the darkness. How nuch of the night remained?

She propped herself on one arm and | ooked out beyond the shelter. So
dark. Rain beat on the hard-packed sand and hi ssed and spat in fires
burned down to snol dering coals.

Chill air crept into Pearl's blankets as she sat up. To her right lay
One Arm s slunped body. His chest rose and fell with each sl eeping
breath. At the nmouth of the shelter, Eats Dogs had curled into a ball
Rhyt hm ¢ breathing told her that he too slept soundly.

Pear| drew her feet up. Wth the care instilled by a lifetime of



hunting, she eased fromthe bl ankets. Fear charged both nerve and nuscle
as she placed her feet carefully.

Hol di ng her breath, her heart battering at her ribs, she stepped over
Eats Dogs and out into the cold rain. In a |ow crouch, she hurried
warily across the canp. Bitter wind gusted out of the north; its bite
sliced into her as she nade her way to the beach

She reached the first of the canoes and took stock. Nothing noved. Any
sound she'd nade had been covered by the rain.

As anot her gust of wind worried at her, she bent and put all of her
wei ght into pushing the canoe. The heavy dugout woul dn't budge.

Gitting her teeth, she tried rocking it, but made no headway.

Pearl bit off a curse and noved to the next of the canoes. Her plan had
been to shove all of the craft into the water, to let the current carry
t hem away, while she stole the | ast one.

The third canoe hadn't been pulled as high onto the beach

She grunted, throwi ng every bit of her strength into lilting and
shoving. Her feet dug into the wet sand as she inched the canoe back
into the sl appi ng waves.

Wl |, one canoe would be better than none. Wth it, she could reach the
creek mouth she'd spotted that afternoon. She woul d paddl e up the creek
as far as she could go, hide out for as long as she needed to |et
pursuit vani sh down river, and then go in search of shelter

She could wait it out. Let themforget about her. Enough fish, ducks,

and shellfish could be found to keep her belly full in the meantinme. She
m ght not nake it back to the Anhinga | ands until late sumrer, but she'd
get there.

She coul d hear water slapping the stern of the canoe. Another good hard
shove and- -

"I'f you'd wait until norning, we'd help you,"
t he darkness.

Gizzly Tooth called from

Pearl froze for an instant, fear running bright through her veins.

"Wake up, ny warriors!" Gizzly Tooth shouted. "Qur woman is trying to
escape! "

Pearl funbled in the canoe, searching for a dart, a weapon, anything.
Her fingers clutched onto a thong as she turned to run

A bol a!
Her feet beating into the sand, she sprinted down the beach

She sorted out the bola, finding the knot that bound the separate cords
toget her. The stone weights rattled and knocked at each poundi ng pace.

"She's heading down the island!" Gizzly Tooth bel | owed.

"Cut her off!"



The angry shouts of nen filled the night. Pearl ran as she'd never run
before. How far did the sand go before it turned to nud?

Behi nd, she could hear the nuffled steps of a pursuer. She forced
herself to greater effort. Now, or never! She had to break free! This
woul d be her only chance.

She coul d hear his panting breath. Too cl ose.

She sl owed, whirling the bola, casting it low at the | egs of her
pursuer; she heard himgo down, grunting at the fall, and she turned and
pelted onward, sprinting blindly through the rain | ashed night.

Sonetime in the past, another stormhad fallen the old cottonwood.

The current of the river had carried it to this sl ow backwater and
beached it. Silt had settled as the water slowed around the snag, and
now only one rotted branch rose above the sand.

At the last instant, Pearl saw the pale wood. She tried to cut her pace,
to set herself for a junp, but she managed poorly. Her trailing foot
hung on the branch, spilling her full on her face on the beach

| mpact knocked the breath from her. Stunned, she gasped, digging her
fingers into the sand. Agony burned through her, but still she forced
herself to crawl toward the water.

Feet pounded in the night, men call ed.

Pear!l couldn't stop herself from coughing.

"Over here!" a voice cried.

She dragged hersel f forward, her lungs starved. Flickers of light, |ike
dancing fireflies, sparkled in her vision. She slapped a hand into the
chilly water, then lurched forward. A wave sl apped her full in the face.

I cy water shocked her hot flesh.

A hand grabbed her foot, draw ng her backward.

"Cot her!"™ an excited voice cried.

Pearl went |inp, gasping, finally recovering enough breath to cry.

The hard hands pull ed her back onto the sand, and a heavy body fell on
her, pinning her in place. She barely caught some of the words. "
tried to ... you could escape?"

Dar k shapes appeared around her

Gizzly Tooth bent down, his necklace rattling. "Good thing that tree
was there, huh, woman? As it is, you al nost broke nmy neck back there.
You'll pay." He straightened, and she saw that he was linping. "Tie her

up. Take her back. From now on, she stays tied."

Pearl let her head fall to the danmp sand. Rain beat steadily on her
face. Then she was jerked up and thrown over a nuscul ar shoul der

Wave Dancer cut through the placid water |like a dart through air, the



wake streaming out in a V as Qter guided her up the w nding stream
Overhead, the branches interm ngled and | aced together in a thicket.
Squirrels darted across, shaking the linbs and vines. Birds chirped
around them

Bl ack Skull had grown tense and irritable. He glanced uneasily to each
side, starting at the forest sounds.

And well he might be edgy, Otter decided. Six days of traveling with the
warrior and the Contrary had himmnore than a little junpy hinself.

Bl ack Skull's nervous reaction seenmed to stem from sonet hi ng besi des
just his disdain of the Contrary. As they had proceeded north, Black
Skull's mobod had grown nore sullen. At night, Oter had observed the
warrior |ying awake, staring around uneasily, or up and prowing the
perimeter of the canp on silent feet.

Sonet hi ng about Bl ack Skull's manner rem nded Oter of a child who'd
lost his way in the forest. But what did the warrior have to fear?

They rounded yet another bend in the creek. Here the roots of an el m had
curled down the crunbling brown bank for a hold in the nurky water.
Brown grasses hung in tufts, and saplings crowded the shore, striving
for the sky.

Oter used his paddle as a rudder to round a series of wooden floats
that marked the location of a trotline. "W're getting cl ose.™

Bl ack Skull turned his head, his eyes narrowed. "l don't see the purpose
inthis."”
Green Spider sat in the mddle of the canoe, backwards as usual, |egs

crossed. He dragged his fingers in the nuddy water, nuttering, "Purpose,
pur pose, always a purpose.”

Cat cher bal anced on a pack, nose searching the wind. Hs tail cut slow
arcs in the air.

"We're stopping at Green Turtle village to Trade with old Long Squirre

for shirts. They produce a luxurious kind of fabric here. I'mnot sure
how they do it ... the clan is very cl osenouthed about it. They do
something with m | kweed and cottonwood fluff. Then they dye it purple.
They' Il Trade a shirt for a couple of sharks' teeth.”

"A shirt for sharks' teeth?" Black Skull frowned. "But why do we need a
purpl e shirt?"

"W need one of these purple shirts to Trade to Meadow ark, clan | eader
at Brown Water. Meadow ark likes purple shirts. He has conme to believe
t hat wearing anything purple gives himspecial Power. O course the
problemw th purple is that it fades over time. So Meadow ark is al ways
| ooki ng for purple clothing.

For the shirt, Meadow ark will give us a couple of his badger bows."
"Hi s what?" Black Skull shot a | ook of annoyance Oter's way.
"Badger bowl s. Meadow ark's potters nmake a bow that has a badger's head

on one side and a tail on the other. They're the handles, you see. Only
the Brown Water potters make them"



"So, what do we do with the badger bow s? \What do we need them for?"

"W need the badger bow s to Trade with Elk's Foot. He's the head El der
of the Cottonwood Clan. He's got a passion for these badger bow s. He

| eaves them as offerings to one of his ancestors. He fills themwth
seeds and places themon the top of the clan burial nound, a gesture of
respect for his greatgrandfather's ghost. In return, we'll get a couple
of pots of his honey beer."

"And that we drink?"

"No, we take the honey beer, and Trade it to G eat Ring at Hilltop. The
H1ltop holdings are located just south of the mouth of the Serpent
River. For the honey beer, Geat Ring will Trade a tanned buffal o robe
that came out of the plains this last fall."

"And we'll Trade the buffalo robe to soneone?" Black Skull was shaking
hi s head.

"You're catching on."

"You never get to keep any of the worthwhile goods. You just Trade them
away to soneone el se. -Sounds dreary to me, Trader." Black Skul
grunbl ed to hinsel f and gave the paddle all of his effort.

Green Spider had ceased to drag his hands in the water and now stared
with fascination as droplets fell fromhis fingertips to formrings that
spread over the canoe's wake. He squinted at the rings, bending over the
side of the canoe to watch themmnelt into the wake and vani sh.

After a tijne, Black Skull shipped his paddl e and turned hal fway around.
"So why don't we just Trade the sharks' teeth for the buffalo robe and
be done with it?"

Oter counterbal anced for the way Green Spider | eaned over the side,
trying to watch the water. "Because every Trader who goes upriver tries
to Trade sharks' teeth to Great Ring. Look, Hilltop is situated right
under the confluence, which nmeans that everything that passes up and
down the river goes by his clan's ground. Now | happen to know he |ikes
t hat honey beer, but he and El k's Foot have hated each other for years.
Great Ring doesn't get nuch honey beer as a result."

"Then let's give himnore sharks' teeth and save the tine," Black Skul
i nsi st ed.

Oter sighed, "You're just not good at this, Black Skull."

"But | don't--"

"Never mnd!"

Star Shell blinked herself awake. The Dream had been horrifying.

She' d been surrounded by burning corpses, all of themreaching for her
with fingers of fire. A nountain, consuned in flames, had risen into a
reddi sh, snoke-choked sky. Not a mountain |ike those she knew, but a
huge sl ab of rock that jutted upward in steep mgjesty. The high

ti mbered sl opes had been abl aze, and there nmen screaned as they burned
to death.



A fat man, dressed in skins, had run toward her, waving his arns in the
flames while sparks fell around him setting trees abl aze.

She nmassaged her tired eyes with gentle fingers, as if she could rub
away the vivid i mages: flanes, nen burning, burning as her husband's
body shoul d have burned by now. She'd had Power Dreans before--haunting
vi sions of people and places far away--but the terror of this one didn't
fade from her soul

Easy, Star Shell. You're exhausted, that's all. As soon as the horror of
your husband's death fades, it will be all right.
Star Shell |ooked up at the roof of the small hut. Sections of bark had

been overl apped and tied to the bowed rafter poles with rough cordage.
The place | ooked old, in need , repair.

"Awake?" a reedy voi ce asked.

Star Shell turned her head. An old woman crouched over a small,

snol dering fire. She wore a faded, worn bl anket that had unravel ed at

t he edges. \Where once-bright colors had nmade it a thing of beauty, now
snmudges of dirt and ash sullied it.

Silver threads had won the battle with gray in the old woman's hair,
whi ch she wore pulled back in a severe bun. Ancient brown eyes | ooked
out froma mass of winkles, and her undershot jaw proved that all of
the teeth had fallen out.

An old dog, its nuzzle gone white with age, lifted its head to gl ance
longingly at the old woman. The tail slapped the ground tw ce before the
dog yawned. Then it dropped its head back onto the filthy brown fabric
it slept on and huffed a heavy sigh

The hag shook her head at the aninmal, then glanced at Star Shell with
rheuny eyes. "It's alnpst norning. You' ve slept a long tine."

Star Shell sat up and | ooked around the small hut. Silver Water's body
was little nore than a small nound in the bl ankets.

Tall Man's face was visible only fromthe nose up. The rest of himlay
covered in another grease-crusted bl anket.

Here and there, faint traces of snow had worked between cracks in the
bark siding. A d spiderwebs rippled along the walls as the air currents
pl ayed with them A nouse zi pped around one of the half-rotted posts and
out through a hole.
"Quite a surprise,"” the old womman said sinmply. "I don't get many
visitors in the dead of winter. And the Mgician, well, he's about the
| ast person | woul d have suspected.”

"He came directly here. Called you a friend."
The ol d woman nodded and added anot her crooked branch to the gl ow ng
coals. The little fire bathed her face in red, augnenting the shadowed

lines of her wrinkles. Her head bobbed | oosely on a turkey-wattled neck

"Ch, yes ... but froma long tine ago. He saved ny sister's life. Drove
the evil out of her body. It would have killed her, but for him Mstly



dead, she was ... when the Mgician cane."

Star Shell pulled the bl anket back, noving with care so as not to awaken
the others. She stepped carefully over her daughter's bundled form and
squatted across fromthe old woman before she extended cold hands to the
fire.

"You're a nenber of the Blue Duck Can. Is that why you let us stay
here? Because he saved your sister?"

The ol d woman shrugged |ike a hunching of bones. "Blue Duck? Now, yes,

perhaps. But not then. | was of the Six Flutes Clan then. | didn't cone
here until | married ny fourth husband. "
The old woman's head continued to wobble. "Husbands don't last. |'ve

worn out four of them™ "No," Star Shell whispered abtently. "Husbands
don't last."”

"Four," the old woman nmuttered, staring into the red coals.

"But imagine my surprise to see the Mgician. Funny thing, that. To | ook
up and see you people wal king out of the forest as | was out saying
prayers to the norning. And dragging a little girl around in wintertine.
What's the Magician coming to?"

"W shouldn't stay here. W'll be trouble for you. We're not very
popul ar with the Blue Duck C an these days."

"The Magi ci an sai d sonet hing about that. Stay as long as you like."

Star Shell frowned. "Wat about food? W're only a noon past the winter
solstice. W can't eat all of your food. "

The ol d woman chuckl ed. "The great benefit of all those grandchildren
and great-grandchildren is that they bring you food. |'ve nore than
enough. What | don't eat by spring harvest goes to the mce." Her gaze
drifted off. "I always hated m ce

Fought themall of ny life. Now they keep nme comnpany."
Star Shell blushed. "I hope you forgive nme. |I've forgotten your nane."
"Eh? Oh. Which one?"

"How many names do you have?"

"A bunch. Mstly | was known as Cl anshell." She stared at the fire.
"Wasn't the name | was given at my com ng of age, of course." Her head
seened to wobbl e worse as she gazed into the fire. "Well, what do they
expect." Star Shell said, "Excuse ne?"

"The men. They started calling ne Canshell." She worked her toothless
guns and grinned. "Because | could tighten up on them you see. Used al
of my muscles down there. Like working damp clay with powerful fingers.
And they liked it. Gther wonen didn't give themthat."

O anshel |l seemed to drift off. "So many fights. Five men ... killed ..
They fought over ne. Can | help it? | was beautiful then. Even nore
beauti ful than you. Supple and strong."



The old woman sniled and blinked. "Wat sort of [ife could a woman have,
married to a Trader like that? Al ways gone. Only saw hi monce every two
years. The rest of the time he was off on the rivers. Gone way west, you
know. Way west, where the world rises to nmeet the sky. He carried
obsi di an. They buried himdown in the Six Flutes' nound. Covered him
with his own cache of obsidian. Enough to fill a canoe."

Cl anshel |l scratched her head with her left hand. Her forearm was bent
and knotted. She noticed Star Shell's gaze and expl ai ned: " Second
husband did that. Caught me | ocked together with a Trader from down
sout h somepl ace.” She smacked her lips. "I always had a weakness for
Traders."

Star Shell huddled closer to the fire. How nuch of this was true? How
much the wild imagination of a lonely old woman?

"You must have had quite a life."

O anmshel | 's head wobbl ed even nore. "l1've got fewregrets ... outside of
getting old. These young men, they don't |look twice at ne anynore.

Al t hough the wonen, they seemto get along better with me now. Used to
have a terrible tine with women, especially if | was sneaking off with
their nmen at night."

Anot her nouse scurried along the wall. The rodent stopped, hunched, nose
qui vering, before it shot into the shadows.

"Never deny your nature, girl. That's the one truth I learned in life."
O anshel | scratched at her head again and reached for one of the snall
sticks froma dwindling pile. "Follow your soul and your talents. | was
t he nost beautiful and desired woman in the world in my tine. Men cane
fromeverywhere ... sone just to |ook."

G anmshell's head steadied for a monent. "Can you inagine that, girl? Men
crossed the world just to ook, just to be able to go back and say that
they'd seen ne."

"It must have been wonderful." Hunor the old worman. After all, she'd
provided themwith a warm-if dirty--bed, and a safe day's sleep. That
had to be worth listening to a few flights of inmagination

G anshel |l glanced at her. "You | ook pretty mserable, girl

Wll, pay it no mind, for things will get better. And having the
Magi cian for a friend, you can't do nmuch better than that."

"Peopl e are | ooking for us."

"They won't find you here."

"What if they follow our tracks?"

O anshel | scratched her head again. "Pesky lice. It took |ong enough to
get to liking mce. Lice, though, there's no way to make terms with
them™

Star Shell stiffened, suddenly feeling crawy all over

G anshel | seenmed not to have noticed. "Don't you worry about tracks,
child. The snow started again just after you got here. Any tracks are



I ong buried. You don't |eave here, ain't nobody going to know. "

An itch began to burn in Star Shell's hair. "What about your famly?
Don't they conme out to see you?"

"Not while it's snowing." C anshell chuckled to herself.

"I suppose they'd just as soon wait till spring. Each year they do that.
| guess they're hoping to find me all chewed down to bones. Wn't have
to come up and plant my fields that way.

wn't have to bring ne part of their harvest every fall."

Star Shell glanced around the little hut. The few pots were plain,
undecorated. An old digging stick stood along one wall, its tip blunted.
Several fabric sacks hung fromthe cross braces, nost with holes in

t hem

"What do you do out here all w nter?"
"Talk to the old dog over there, himand the nmice, nostly."

G anmshel | scratched again. "That old dog,, he's the last man in nmy life.
And woul d you | ook at hinP Just sleeps all the tine.

Can hardly wal k wi t hout hobbling, let alone break into a run
But he listens."

She smacked her lips. "And the mice listen real close--not |ike npst
peopl e, who've got their souls clotted up with worries all the tine.
Mce listen to ne like the men used to listen. Sonetinmes the nice
fight--and | know they're fighting over nme. Just like the nmen used to
do."

Star Shell shifted uneasily; annoyed by the pride in the old wonan's
voice. It didn't seemthe sort of thing to gl oat over

G anshell snorted to herself. "No, nostly | sit and watch the fire. You
can see things in fire. You got to learn to train your eyes, but you can
see things. Mostly, you see the past. |'ve trained nyself. Witched the
fire for years to gain the sight. See?

You | ook in there now, and you can see Stone Wall. Yes, he's just the
way he was before | married him Young, strong. Look at the expression
on his face. Just like the time | put the water snake in his blankets."

Star Shell |eaned over--and saw only coals. Try as she m ght,