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For ewor d

During the Archaic, around five thousand years ago, the native peoples
of the Eastern Wodl ands were hunter gatherers They lived in small,
scattered villages and subsisted on a diet of white-tailed deer, wild
turkey, opossum raccoon, turtle, and other aninmals, supplenmented wth
native plants. The introduction of corn, about 1500 b.c." dramatically
changed that life-style and led to the rise of an agricultura
civilization that enbraced not only the npost conplex religious
cerenoni ali sm social organization, and econoni c sophistication ever
seen in prehistoric North America, but also the npbst expansive
political influence heretofore known. W call these people the
M ssi ssi ppi ans. "

M ssi ssippian culture flourished fromroughly a.d. 700 to a.d. 1500.
During that tinme, the largest earthen structures in North Anerica were
built, mounds a hundred feet high and contai ni ng over 21, 000, 000 cubic
feet of earth.

The donestication of corn gave the M ssissippians a hi gh-energy food



resource and hei ghtened the carrying capacity of the |and. "Probably
for the first time in North American prehistory, people could reliably
produce an annual surplus of food. This surplus resulted in a

popul ati on explosion. Village size went froma few hundred people to
perhaps ten or twelve thousand. The diet became al nbst 90 percent
corn. This stable econoni c base provided the conditions necessary for
social stratification. Powerful chiefs arose and consolidated the
scattered villages into vast chiefdons whose tribute to the G eat Sun
Chi ef --a tax--funded w despread conmunal activities. Labor becane
specialized. Certain artisans produced nagnificent arrow points, ax
heads, shell beads, and perhaps the very special pottery that was
traded over thousands of mles.

M ssi ssi ppi ans established trade routes that spanned the continent,
bringing olivella shells from Florida, obsidian fromthe Yell owstone
regi on of the Rocky Mountains, alligator and sharks' teeth fromthe
@l f Coast, copper from Ontario, Canada, and Wsconsin, silver from

M chi gan, grizzly bear teeth from Mntana, conch shells fromthe
Carolinas, mica and quartz crystals fromVirginia, chalcedony fromthe
Dakot as, pipestone from Chio and Pennsyl vania. They may have even
traded with the high civilizations of Mexico.

From Archaic roots--as is evidenced by the Poverty Point site in
Loui si ana-- M ssi ssi ppi ans inherited, and then inproved on,.a body of
mat hemati cal and astrononi cal know edge that allowed themto plan their
towns with a standard unit of neasurenment and to align each of their
mounds according to solar and stellar positions. At Cahokia, in
IIlinois, the nmounds were arranged so that it was possible for themto
chart the exact position of the sun when it rose and set on the equi nox
and solstice. At Toltec Munds in Arkansas, they knew the azinmuths of
Vega, Al debaran, Rigel, Fomal haut, Canopus, and Castor, and built their
towns and cerenoni al centers accordingly.

The M ssi ssi ppi ans understood the basic principles of celestia



nmechani cs. For exanple, they observed that the full noon always rises
at precisely the sanme time the sun sets, which is why the lunar disk is
conpletely illum nated. They charted the 18.6-year lunar cycle and
positioned their nounds so that the time the noon reached its npst
southerly position in that cycle could be ascertai ned.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the M ssissippian peoples knew
nore about astronony than does the average nodern-day American

So, we nust ask, given the sophistication of their culture, what
happened to thenf?

By 1541, when Hernando de Soto cane up the M ssissippi River, the
nmound- bui I ders' civilization had all but di sappeared. The nassive
popul ati on centers were abandoned, the thousands of acres of fields
left fallow \Why?

The answer revol ves around corn and clinate.

The rise of M ssissippian culture corresponds to what we call the
Neo-Atlantic climatic episode. Beginning about a.d. 900, the earth
experi enced a gl obal warm ng, which brought nmoist, tropical air into
North America. This extended the length of the grow ng season and

i ncreased the summer rainfall, allowing for substantial crop yields and
fostering a nassive increase in popul ation

Then, between a.d. 1100 and 1200, the clinmate changed again. The
Pacific climatic episode, which |lasted until about a.d. 1550, brought
strong, dry winds and drought. Rainfall declined by as much as fifty
percent. Crop yields plumeted. To sustain their popul ation

M ssi ssi ppi ans expanded their trade routes and cleared nore | and for
crops. Deforestation increased erosion, which caused catastrophic

fl oodi ng when the rains did cone. Around a.d. 1150, the people were
recycling wood. Red cedar had beconme so scarce that they were unabl e
to refurbish their sacred structures. Flooding resulted in stunted
corn gromh, with ensuing malnutrition. Burials fromthe period are
rife with pathol ogies, including decreased stature, tooth |oss, and
arthritis. Famine likely ravaged the popul ati on centers.



By a.d. 1200, all of the major towns and many of the snall,

surroundi ng vill ages had been palisaded, surrounded with walls twelve
to fifteen feet high, and mounted with shooting platfornms on all sides.
War followed. 1In one Illinois cenetery, dating to around a.d. 1300,
thirty percent of all adult deaths were due to trauma and nutil ation
resulting fromwarfare.

Qutlying villages began to disperse, and this led to changes in the
econom c system as well as in the varieties of plants cultivated. The
conpl ex M ssissippian way of life, with its enphasis on intensive
agriculture, was replaced by a sinpler tribal structure. Once again
native Anmerican peoples nixed hunting with horticulture. Large tenple
t owns vani shed and soci ety devol ved.

The story you are about to read is set in the vicinity of Cahokia,
IIlinois, at the peak of the crisis. The rains won't cone, the corn
won't grow, the people are hungry and desperate.



I ntroducti on

Vll, | don't know," old nan Mac Janmeson grunbl ed as he steered the
John Deere tractor onto the dirt road that |led through the center of
his barley field. The warm breeze fanned the stalks until they waved
like a blanket of gold. Illinois was mighty pretty at this time of
year, but hot. Hotter than Hades today. Sweat had matted his faded
red shirt and well-worn jeans to his arns and legs. At the age of
seventy five he still had a whip-thin body, though his nuscles had
nostly evaporated over the years. He w ped the back of a dusty hand
over his sweating forehead to push the wi sps of gray hair back fromhis
deep-set brown eyes. "Bunch of goddamm government people called nme up
to tal k about something they call a National Register of Historic

Pl aces district. That don't mean nothing to me. Does it mean
something to you? You're the one who's always going out hunting
arrowheads and pots.” He twi sted around to peer at his son-in-|aw.
Jimy clung to the seat of the tractor as it bounced over the



deeply rutted road. About forty, he had a face |ike a Pekingese,
squashed and ugly, with a mop of red hair that hung over his ears. He
cocked his head. "No, | ain't never heard of no National Register, but
if it's historic sites they're after, they nust be comng to see that
mound you got at the southeastern corner of the farm"

"What for?" Mac demanded, irritated. He didn't have time for any
government bullshit. The harvesters would be comng in tonight to
start cutting his barley. God Al mghty, he had things to do!

"Who knows?" Jimmy shouted over the grow of the tractor. "Maybe sone
archaeol ogi st wants to dig it up or something."

"Dig it up? Wy?"

"Jesus Christ, Pa! You live damm near on top of Cahokia nounds, that's
why. "

Mac said gruffly, "Wat the hell is a Cahokia?"

Ji my shook his head, which rankled Mac. The damm boy had been in
trouble for practically his whole life--stealing, or smacking fol ks
with tire irons--and now he coul d shake his head |like that at his
father-in-law? He damm well ought to knock Jimy off this old John
Deere and go on about his business.

"Pa, Cahokia's the biggest nmound site in Anerica .. . maybe in the
world. They call it a "Wirld Heritage Site," | guess it probably is
the biggest in the world. A hell of a lot of Indians lived there maybe
a thousand years ago."

"I'ndians!” Mac scoffed. "Wat have they got to do with this?"
"I don't know, but the tribes have been raising seven kinds of hell in
recent years. | heard they even forced a bunch of nuseuns to give back

some broken-up bones 'cause they said the bones was from Their
ancestors." Jinmy chuckl ed disdainfully. "Can you believe that? They
fought for a bunch of bones?"



Mac's eyes darted over the rolling swells of land while he nentally
catal oged all of the graves that dotted this quarter section. Up on
the rise stood two |lonely crosses, tilted sideways now after a hundred
years of rain and wi nd, marking grandparents who had passed on from
smal | pox. And scattered irregularly along the edges of the fields |ay
tiny nmounds of earth--the resting places of babies who had died for no
good reason at all. Every year Mac and his wife Marjorie went out and
set the border stones straight again to prevent sone field hand from
runni ng over themwth his plow

He peered hostilely at Jinmy. "You think those governnent people want
somet hing out of that nound? | won't have no painted-up buck on ny
and. Good white fol ks had enough trouble wi th them over fishing
rights up north. Hell, the Indians think they own the whol e world.
Wll, they don't owmn ny farm My fanmily's been plow ng this hundred
and sixty acres for two hundred years!"

"Now, don't get pissed off, Pa. Not yet." Jimy tried to snooth him
down. "Them governnment people probably just want to ask you sone
qguestions. You know, stuff |ike what kind of arrowheads you been

pul I'ing up under your disk, or if you' ve ever hit any human bones or
the Iike."

Had he ever hit bones? Mac's chest tightened. Wy, every tinme he
evened up the border at the base of that mound, he hit bones. He
figured they were deer bones, but they night have been human. How
woul d he know?

"You know how it is, Pa," Jimry continued in that annoying voice neant

to confort. "Some archaeol ogi st probably got a bunch of taxpayer
dol l ars and deci ded your mound m ght be inmportant or sonething. Don't
worry about it. This is Arerica. |If you want to tell "emto go shit

t hensel ves blue, you can do it, 'cause this is your land."

Mac nodded sternly, but as he fought the wheel to guide the tractor up
the last hill, his guts started to roil. Wat right did these

gover nrent bureaucrats have to come and tell himwhat to do with his
land? Well, Jimry wasn't right about much, but he was right about this
bei ng Arerica. By CGod,



there were | aws agai nst trespassing, and if Mac didn't |ike what the
bureaucrats had to say, he'd damm well throw 'em off his property.

By the time the tractor crested the hill, Mac had a knot in his stomach
the size of that damed nmound. They topped the crest, and the tractor

| aunched down the other side toward the nound and the county road that
skirted his farm Hi s eyes narrowed when he saw the State of Illinois
Bronco sitting at the bottomnext to what |ooked like .. . hell, a
federal truck? He scowed at the lettering on the side: Departnent of
the Interior, National Park Service. Shit.

Mac jerked the wheel so hard in front of the nound that he nearly

ti pped the tractor over. It lunged sideways, and Jinmry yelled before
it righted itself next to the state vehicle. Tan dust billowed around
the two as they clinbed off the tractor

Mac tranped across the soft earth toward the Broncos, glaring out of
the corners of his eyes at the nmound that stood like a small nmountain
besi de the road. Trees covered the top of the mound, their red, gold,
and green leaves fluttering in the breeze. H s fanily had been
clinmbing that nmound for years to have picnics. He'd watched his
daughters roamthe top in the springtinme, gathering handfuls of flowers
for their nmother. Wy, his own grandfather, Sanmuel Jenkins Jameson

had proposed to his G andnother Lily up under the spreading |inbs of
that tallest poplar. And, yes, Mac had even buried a child up there. A
girl of twenty. Killed in a dammed car accident. Pain constricted
around his old heart, and he wondered how that |oss could still grieve
himafter thirty-five years. This nmound represented his fanily

hi story, not sonme damm Indian's who lived a thousand miles away.

Mac rounded the nose of the state Bronco, his hair prickling, and
stopped dead in his tracks when a bl ond woman opened the door and
junped out. She carried a brown box under her left arm "M.
Jameson?" she called. "I'm Karen Steiger, archaeol ogist for the
Illinois Historic Preservation Agency. You spoke to ny coll eague, Rick
WIllianms, on the phone."



She wal ked forward with a warmsnmile that set Mac back sone. And she
was a pretty little thing, which made it worse. Thirty, maybe. She
wore a | avender-and-tan plaid shirt with jeans and hi ki ng boots. A
mass of blond curls framed her oval face, highlighting her tanned
conpl exi on and turquoi se col ored eyes. Wen Jinmy cane up behind him
he coul d hear a | ow whistle escape his son-in-law s |ips.

"Goddam, Pa," Jimy whispered eagerly. "Let nme talk to this one. You
take the Indian."

"What Ind--" Mac saw the tall man com ng around the side of the federa
Bronco. Indian all right. Tall and thin, but he had the noony red
face of nmost of the tribes that |oafed around these parts. He wore one
of those off-green uniforms that federal enployees |oved as synbol s of
their authority.

Steiger strode up with her hand extended. "Thank you, M. Janmeson

for agreeing to come out and talk to us." She nodded toward the
Indian. "This is Dr. John Thecoel, chief archaeol ogist for the Ofice
of the National Register of Historic Places. It's part of the Park
Service."

Mac shook Steiger's slender fingers and nodded in the nost courteous
manner he coul d manage, then silently shook the Indian's hand.

"M. Jameson," the Indian said in a deep, cultured voice that sounded
like he'd cone from Boston or sone other hole for liberal asses back
east. "Thank you. You have a very inportant site here that we'd |ike
to help you protect."

"Help me?" Mac squinted at the Indian. "l always get real nervous
when people fromthe governnent say that to nme, so why don't you hurry
it up and tell ne what you want? |'ve got harvesters conming in at
dusk. 1'd appreciate it if you' d be taking up as little of nmy tinme as
possi ble."

St ei ger nodded apologetically. "Yes, |I'msorry about the. timng, M.

Jameson. W know this is a busy nonth for fanners. Could you cone
over here, please?"

She stepped out, the Indian at her side, and headed for the southern
edge of Mac's mound. He'd have to be squaring that up again. He



hadn't been out here for a while, and a half-ton of dirt had sl oughed
off into a pile at the base. dd, though. It nust have happened
recently, because the rich soil hadn't sprouted any grass yet.

Steiger knelt by the pile and rummaged in it for a nmonent before she
canme up with a fragnment of shell that gleaned like nolten ivory in the
afternoon sun. She rose and handed it to Mac. He turned the small

obj ect over and over in his hand, studying the beautiful designs that
had been carved into it. Looked like sone kind of stylized spider, he
t hought .

"That's part of a gorget, M. Janeson. A necklace," Steiger
expl ai ned. "The M ssissippian people who lived here in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries inported that shell all the way fromthe CGulf
Coast so they could engrave it and wear it as jewelry."

Mac shrugged. "M ssissippian? |Is that Indian?" "Yes, sir," the

I ndi an responded matter-of-factly. "Cassic Mssissippian culture
flourished in the Amrerican Bottom area from approximately a.d. 900 to
a.d. 1350. It was an extrenely advanced culture, with trade routes that
spanned the country. W think--"

"Well, that's mighty fine," Mac interrupted, "but what are you
interested in nmy nmound for?"

Ji my sneaked up behind himto eye the shell, and Mac noticed Steiger's
brow lift in what he assumed to be a m xture of specul ation and
di sdain. The Indian just |ooked on stoically.

"Let me see that, Pa." Jinmmy grabbed the bit of shell to eyeball it
careful ly.

Steiger's blond curls flipped around her shoul ders as she turned to
point at the pile of dirt. "W canme to know about your nound, M.
Jameson, when we caught a thief stealing artifacts fromanother site on
state land. He had an entire array of looted arrow points, celts,

pots, and other artifacts at the time we apprehended him In the
process of the investigation, he adnmtted to plundering a nunber of
sites on private land in this vicinity. He pinpointed yours on a

map. "



Mac straightened indignantly. "Are you telling nme that sone
sonof abi tch cane out here to dig up ny nmound w t hout my perm ssion?
Why, that's robbery!"

"What was his name?" Jimmy inquired with a practiced nonchal ance. But
his eyes had taken on a gleam "The thief's name. Wat was it?"

Stei ger responded, "Franklin Jessaby. Why? Do you know hi n?"

"Ah .. ." Jimmy backpedal ed, acting as guilty as Judas. "No. No,
m'am | was just wondering, that was all."

The Indian's nmouth pursed as he scrutinized the fresh pile of back
dirt. "Yes, M. Janeson, it was robbery.-Anerica is one of the few
countries in the world where antiquities can belong to individuals.
Usual |y countries consider archaeol ogical and historical sites to be
nati onal treasures, not private property to be destroyed or saved as

t he | andowner sees fit. This nmound does belong to you, and that's why
we're here. We'd like to enlist your cooperation in protecting it."

H s voice had a hint of pleading, as though he took the damage done to
t he nound as a personal matter

"What tribe are you?" Jimy asked haughtily. "I bet you're Cherokee
or sonething, ain't you?"

"No." The Indian shook his head. "M heritage is Natchez. That's one
of the reasons I'mso interested in protecting sites like this one. The
Nat chez are probably the descendants of the Cahokians."

"Probably?" Jinmy taunted, and fromthe corner of his nouth "he
whi spered to Mac, "Archaeol ogi sts. They can't deci de about nothing."

Mac shoved Ji my away so he could get sone breathing roombefore he
turned back to the archaeol ogists. "Wll, | don't understand all this
"protection' talk. You mean you'd punish people for digging up ny

[ and?"

St ei ger nodded. "Among other things ..."

She paused when a sixty-eight Chevy truck rattled by on the county
road, honking, its occupants waving. Mac waved back, not know ng who
they were, but in these parts, people did that--waved to you just
because you were hunman. In the



di stance, a curl of snoke rose fromone of the plants in St. Louis.
Mac studied it briefly, watching the gray spiral across the expanse of
bl ue sky. Damm pollution got worse every year. Pretty soon there

woul dn't be any farm and, and not just because farmers hung on the edge
of starvation. Al of the land would be taken up by industries and
condom ni uns. He wondered what woul d happen to the nounds then

Stei ger began again. "Yes, if you allowed us to list your
archaeol ogi cal site as part of the National Register district that Dr.
Thecoel is proposing for this region, we could prosecute anyone who
vandal i zed this site--and do it under both state and federal |aws for
the preservation of antiquities."

"M. Jameson." The Indian squared his shoul ders and strai ghtened up
to his full height. He towered over Mac and Jinmy. "W' ve selected a
nunber of inportant nound sites that we would Iike to help protect.

Ri ght now we're attenpting to gain | andowner perm ssion to include the
sites in our district nomnation--that's the paperwork we have to fil
out. We can't list your site wthout your permssion, sir."

Jimy fidgeted like a-toad leg frying in hot oil. "Wait a minute," he
said. "What's my pa have to agree to if he goes for this nom nation
crap?"

Steiger bristled at the last word. She fixed Jimy with a | ook that

woul d have liquefied metal. W©Mac squel ched his amusenment when his
son-in-1aw unconsci ously took a step backward. That little woman m ght
| ook frail, but Mac suspected that she could take on a grizzly and cone

out about even.

"I don't think we've been introduced," Steiger said stiffly to Jimy as
she extended her hand.

Ji my shook it once and quickly withdrew, nmoving to stand hal f way

behind Mac. "I'mJanes Andrew Ortner. | work this farmwth Mc.'
Wrk? You nean you lay around on your fat ass while | work this farn
Mac scow ed unpl easantly at his son-in-law. "Wat do | have to agree

to, Mss Steiger?"



"Just keep doing what your family has been doing for generations.

Don't plow up the mound. Don't build on it. Don't disturb it in any
way. Just leave it as it is. That's all you have to agree to, and
there m ght be sone tax breaks in it for you if you do. Congress is
debating the issue." Half under her breath, she hissed, "Like they do
every year."

Steiger and the Indian seened to be waiting breathlessly for Mac's
answer. He fingered the gray stubble on his chin while he watched a
gust of wi nd sweep over the nmound and rustle through the trees. The

sweet scent of ripe barley pervaded the air. "That's it?"
"Yes," the Indian said, and al nost as a goodwi |l token, he turned to
Steiger. "Karen, could | have that box, please?" She took it from

beneat h her arm and handed it over. The Indian opened it gently and
lifted out a beautiful black pot bearing spiral designs around the
shoulder. "This is yours, M. Jameson. W confiscated it fromthe

t hi ef who robbed your nound." He handed the artifact to Mac. "Please
et us help you protect this site."

"Well, I ... | don't know," Mac hedged, not sure that he really
understood all the government jargon. It sounded like they were
offering to pay him through a cut in taxes, for doing what his kin had
been doing for centuries. And he knew for a fact that the government
only took, it never gave. Some people nmight have accepted subsidies,
but he never had. He knew that sonewhere down the line, the conniving
bureaucrats would figure out a way of getting it back fourfold. That
was just the way the governnent worked. "Wy don't you send ne all the
information and 1'll talk to ny wife and kids about it. This land'l

be theirs one day, so they ought to have sonething to say in the

deci sion."

The I ndi an nodded before extendi ng his hand again. "Thank you for
considering it seriously. W know you're busy, and we'll be going now
If you don't mind, could I call you next week?"



Mac nodded as he shook the agent's hand. "I guess that would be al
right. Mdst of the crop should be in by then." For an Indian, Thecoe
seened all right.

"Thank you again, sir." The Indian nodded with extreme politeness to
Ji my before he wal ked away, back to his Bronco.

Steiger took Mac's hand in a strong grip, but her eyes went to Jimy,

sharp, alert, though she spoke casually. "M. Jameson, just so you'l
know, Jessaby inplicated a nunber of other people in his crinmes. W've
no evi dence agai nst themyet, but if we get any, we'll certainly inform

you. We believe that you have a right to know the names of the people
who have stol en your property and plundered part of the heritage of al
Americans." Her eyes tightened when Ji my gave her a broad, macho
grin. She said, "W'll be in touch, M. Jameson. Good day to you,"
bef ore she wal ked back to her Bronco.

"Hey!" Jimmy shouted as he half-ran after her. "Wait a minute. \Wat
kind of pot is that? The one you gave ny pa."

St ei ger propped her hands on her hips as though reluctant to say. "W
call it Raney incised ware."

Jimy's mouth gaped, but he quickly closed it. He waited until the two
government vehicles rolled out onto the county road, plumes of dust
following in their wake, before he reached out and ripped the pot from
Mac' s hands.

"Good God Almghty, Pa," he breathed as he stared unblinking at the

bl ack pot. "A Raney pot! They nade these special at Cahokia. Traded
"emall over kingdomcone. W can get forty thousand dollars apiece
for these in Japan! Holy Christ." He rubbed a hand over his sunburned
face. Sweat had nmatted red hair to his tenples in greasy strands. "I
can't believe it. You ain't never gonna have to face no nore hard

times on the farm Pa. Wy, next week we'll bring the disk out and
start taking that mound down inch by inch until we've found every one
of these! W could be millionaires!"

Mac shifted uneasily. "But what about protecting our American heritage
and all that?"



Jimy's mouth puckered as though his father-in-law were stupid. "Cone
on, Pal! Don't you want to | eave anything to your kids? This piece of
sod ain't gonna be worth nothing in five or ten years. You know t hat!
Why, what's a 'heritage' conpared to a pretty dress for your daughter
Jani e? And how about a coll ege education for little Matthew? Huh?
Janes Junior could use a red Porsche, for Cod' s sakes! He's al nost

si xteen. Come on, think!"

Ji my sl apped Mac on the shoulder so fanmiliarly that it nmade the old

man rear up like a mad bear. Mac jerked the pot back. "Boy, when |
need your advice, I'lIl ask for it. And | don't! Get back to the north
forty and wait for the harvesters to cone in." Wen Jinmy stood there

with his jaw clenched, staring at the pot |ike he was about to nmake a
dive for it, Mac shoved himso hard that they both stunbl ed sideways.
"CGet moving, goddamm it! 1'll fire you right now, boy, even if you are
nmy daughter's husband!"

Ji my backed away, then spun and started stal king up the dirt road, but
Mac could tell fromthe expression on his nmad-dog face that the boy's

t hought s had gone rough. Mac sucked in a deep breath to steady hinself
as he watched Ji my di sappear over the crest of the hill. Little
sonofabitch. | ought to disinherit himjust because.

He quietly ambled over to the pile of dirt where the thieves had been
digging. Carefully he nade his way down into the hol e they had-carved
out of the nmound. "Forty thousand?" he nmurmured, giving the pot he
cradled in one arma quick glance. That's al nbst unbelievable. For an
old Indian pot? Wy would the Japanese care about old pots?

Laying the artifact aside, Mac sank down agai nst the slope of the hole.
He could see bits of shell and fragnents of pots scattered everywhere
in the back-dirt pile. He let his hand sink into the rich soil that
his fam |y had dammed near worked itself to death over during the |ong
years when prices soared and then plumeted. Mstly plumeted. He
gripped the dirt in a tight fist and brought it up to his lips, kissing
it gently. My farm Mne and Marjorie's. Sonething poked out of the
dirt, jabbing into his thunb.



Mac slow y uncurled his hand and squinted down at the tiny black wolf
that gleaned in the sunlight. Made of polished stone, the shape had

been smoot hed over the centuries. |1t mght have been a raven, but it
| ooked nore like a wolf. Then he glanced down at the place where he'd
found the wolf, and his eyes narrowed. A rib marred the soil in a

rounded arc. He rubbed his fingers over the area, revealing two nore
ribs, and a skull with a round hole in one side. Perfectly round. As
if the hole had been deliberately drilled for sone kind of brain
surgery. He |looked again at the stone wolf, still in his hand. It
woul d have been resting just about over the heart--1like the pendant of
a neckl ace.

"Did you wear this, honey?" he asked softly"” not know ng why he

t hought the skel eton bel onged to a woman. Maybe it was just the
delicacy of the bones, and maybe it was because he knew that this nound
hel d his own daughter's body. A tingle shot out of the wolf and pl ayed
over his fingertips. Mac tilted his head when the wind started to
sound odd, like flutes lilting high and sweet, as if calling to him
froma great distance

He shook his head. Strange, the way sounds echoed down here close to
the road. GCently, he put the stone wolf back in place between those
narrow bars of ribs, then brushed the dirt over the skeleton, |eaving
her as she was before sonebody tried to rob her grave.

Grave robbing. His jaw tightened

He got to his feet, picked up the Ramey pot, and trudged up out of the
hol e, where he stood in the | engthening shadows cast by the trees on
top of the nmound. He let his eyes drift over the grassy contours of
the sl ope, noting each bush and rock. Beautiful. It always had been
For as long as he could renmenber, that nound had provided the only
shade for mles. And Jimy boy wants to di sk you down, old gal. Wl

Mac tipped the Raney pot sideways to get a good look at it. It al nost
gl owed beneath the sun. He wondered how the Indians got it so black
Had it belonged to that dead woman?



M ght have. The robbers had taken it frompretty close to her
grave.

H s faded eyes drifted to the top of the nound, where his daughter |ay.
He tried to i magi ne how he would have felt if the thief had started
digging at the top of the nound instead of at the bottom Far back in
his mnd he could hear Marjorie crying--just as she had cried on that
terrible day thirty-five years ago when they'd lain their Katherine
Jean in that dark hole. Anger nixed with hatred, stinging his veins.
Why, he'd have found the bastard that dug up his girl's grave, and he'd
have been carrying his old thirty-thirty when he did. He turned and

gl anced unconfortably at the Indian woman's grave.

"How d you get that hole in your head, honey?" he found hinself
murmuring. "Didn't you have any folks to protect you? Were was your
daddy when you needed hi nP"

Mac patted the John Deere affectionately before he fired her up and
started | uggi ng down the road for the house, the black pot snugged
under his left arm Hell, Jimry could handle the harvesters. Mac
wanted to go home. His old body felt suddenly too tired to work. And
he knew that Marjorie would be waiting for him waiting to wel cone him
hone |i ke she had for fifty-two years.

"Forty thousand dollars,"” he whispered as he shifted into third gear
The nmenory of those delicate ribs had inprinted itself on his very
soul . Good Lord. That's two years' worth of work on this old farm
wll, hell .. . maybe we could just disk down part of that mound. You
know, just enough to find two or three nore of these pots .



Pr ol ogue

Unseen presences noved through the village of Talon Town, whirling in
time to the beat of a pot drum brushing ghostly shoul ders with the
human Dancers whose fluid novements. brought life to the forces of the
stars, clouds, |ightning.

Long Horn had cone, and the Mudheads. The War Brothers Danced behind
them their invisible arms reaching for the sky. They'd clinbed down
out of the Shining Muwuntains to join humans in celebrating the Spring
Corn Dance-and to watch the happenings on this critical day in the
history of men. They spun to the lilt of the flute, their spectra
feet pounding out the same cadence that had created the world. '
Unseen, unheard--except by one little girl who Danced with her head

t hrown back, her voice rising like wings into the deep blue of dusk



The wi nd came up suddenly.

Pl unes of dust rushed down the sheer flanks of the tawny sandstone
cliffs, hurling thensel ves at the people gathered in the central plaza
of the giant pueblo. A few of the elderly yelled and ran for doorways
as the battering veil of crinmson struck. But everyone el se kept

Danci ng, even the little children in their bright kirtles and dol
noccasins. Fires sputtered, throw ng the shadows of the Dancers |ike
anor phous nonsters on the cl ay-washed faces of the buil dings.

Yarrow and Crane Grl trotted into the lee of a white plastered wall to
avoid the stinging bite of wi ndbl own sand. Only here, at the southern
edge of the sprawling conmplex, could a person escape the brunt of the
dust storm Talon Town spread in an enornous crescent noon around the
central plaza, its five-story height throwi ng | ong shadows across the
towering red cliffs at its back. A chunky vista of buttes and ridges
stretched to the west and curved around the south like a lover's
cradling arm The vani shed sun threw a pink haze over the jagged

drai nages that wound through the valley bottom Yarrow and Crane G rl
crouched down as best they could, given their child-heavy bellies. The
excitemrent made them | augh out |oud. Yarrow threw her head back
sniffing at the odor of warm desert dust m xed with the pungency of
cham sa, grease wood, and sagebrush

"Look at Ni ghtshade!"™ Crane Grl said, squinting her slanting brown
eyes agai nst the wi ndbl own | ocks of short black hair that slapped her
in the face. She drew her turkey-feather cape over her head for

protection. "She |ooks |ike she's been Dancing for twenty summers!
Perfect!"”
Yar r ow shout ed agai nst the tenmpest, '"She's been practicing. She said

she didn't want to |l ook stupid this tinme."



Her four-sunmers-old daughter Danced near the front of two serpentine
i nes conposed of nen, women, and children. Naked to the waist,

Ni ght shade wore white noccasins, a red-and-green kirtle, and a yell ow
cap decorated with copper bells. A turquoise pendant bounced over her
bare chest, while waist-length black hair whi pped around her shoul ders,
tangling in the sprig of pine she carried in her left hand. Her right
hand shook a gourd rattle. Yarrow could not hear her daughter, but she
could tell that N ghtshade Sang with all her heart. Her little head
rocked with the effort.

The brunt of the dust storm passed. Yarrow watched as the swirling
wal | of red raced through the sage in the distance. The wind died down
to a warm caress punctuated by occasional gusts. The two |ines of
Dancers flared outward, turning, dividing, linking thenselves into four
slownmoving circles. N ghtshade seened confused by the action and | et
out a small yip. Then her eyes w dened as she raced around, shoving

t hrough the closest circle to join the correct one.

Yarrow cl anped a hand over her nouth in enmbarrassment. "Well, al nost
perfect." Crane Grl |aughed and patted her belly. "I hope ny child
wor ks as hard at her age. N ghtshade is always trying to fit in."

Yarrow s brows pinched together, but she tried to smle. Crane Grl
didn't realize what she'd said, though her words affected Yarrow like a
fist in the stomach. Yes, N ghtshade tries hard to fit in. Too hard.
She' s al ways been different. She never plays with other children

She's forever |ocked inside her own soul, talking to Spirits no one

el se can see. It's ny fault, for having inherited the Tortoise

Bundl e.

Yarrow s nother and grandnot her had been great shanmans, but not she.
She had inherited the Bundle, as was her right as the el dest daughter
but she had never been able to coax life fromit. It sat, quiet, dead,
in her room as if waiting for some cataclysmic event to free its
Power. Only Nightshade seened to hear the Bundle's voice. The little
girl would stay up all night sonetimes, listening to it, telling the



Bundl e the childish secrets she ought to have been sharing with her
not her.

And Sun Fat her knew, Yarrow could have used the conpani onship. Since
Red Cane's death | ast autum, she had been nore |onely than she'd ever
admtted. Losing her husband had gouged a wound inside her that had
never stopped bl eeding. Strangely, N ghtshade seemed hardly aware that
her father had vanished fromher life. It worried Yarrow, but she
couldn't bear to force her little girl to face that terrible truth,
especi ally when Yarrow herself could scarcely face it.

A layer of purple swelled over the ridges, pushing up the pink of dusk
until Sky Boy's darkening belly devoured it. A few stars already
peeked through the bl anket overhead. As night deepened, the tangy
scents of pinon pine and juniper grew stronger. Yarrow inhal ed them
letting them soot he her aching body.

She had been worki ng day and ni ght, making cl ot hing, cooking food,
seeing that all of the correct cerenonial adnonitions were obeyed by
her clan menbers. Yarrow bel onged to the Holl ow Hoof C an. As Keepers
of the sacred Tortoise Bundle, they had to do everything just right, to
set an exanmple for the rest of the community. The slightest dietary
violation or an enotional outburst could cause the Bundle to abandon
the people. |f that happened, the rains would stop and the | and woul d
bl ow away, taking the crops and people with it.

Yarrow forced her thoughts back to the Corn Dance, not wanting to think
about the Bundle or its constant needs anynore. She had grown tired to
t he bones of taking care of it, snoking it every day in sweet grass,
sprinkling it norning and evening with corn pollen, Singing over it to
keep it happy.

Yarrow had to admit shanefully that had it not been for N ghtshade's
unfl aggi ng attention, she m ght have cheated on the ritual mandates.

The Dancers stopped and fanned out into a gigantic circle.



They hooked their arnms together and started kicking their |egs out as
t hey bobbed up and down. A hoarse trill began, rising until it echoed
through the night |like a flock of newborn meadow arks. f

The excitement felt pal pable on the warmnight air. The lilting of
flutes and the chanting of voices soared. Hundreds of feet stanped and
shook the earth with the force of Thunderbird's roar, preparing the
world for the entry of the gods.

The wail of the flutes changed, intensifying, the notes dropping into a
| ow, omi nous range. 4 d people ducked through the doorways again,

| aughi ng, coming out to huddl e together along the curve of the wall. In
their pale shawl s and snowy doe hide boots, they | ooked ghostly.

"It's alnmost tine!™ Crane Grl cried happily.
"I'"d better get the Bundle. I'Il be right back."

Yarrow braced one hand against the wall and the other on her huge belly
as she pushed to her feet. Awkwardly she ran around the end of the
bui | di ng and ducked through the T-shaped doorway into near darkness.
Only the starlight stream ng through the high windows lit the
passageway. Her steps pattered lightly on the hard-packed dirt. She
took the first left, ducking through another doorway to enter her room
The Bundl e sat in the eastern wall niche, jts painted hide gleanming in
the starlight that penetrated the w ndow.

Yarrow chanted reverently as she approached it. When she picked up the
Bundl e, a slight tingle prickled her fingers, but nothing nore. She
turned it over to adnmire her artistry. Red, yellow, blue, and white
spirals alternated around the edge, imtating the designs on tortoise
shells. In the mddle she had painted a red hand. An eye glared out
of the palm black, glistening as though alive.

"Are you ready?" she asked softly. "It's tine to renew the world."
She clutched the Bundle to her breasts and made her way down the di m

hall and out into the evening again. In the sky, dust-spawned hal os
encircled the flamng points of stars.



Eerie light penetrated the haze, turning the fire lit faces of the
Dancers fromgold to a snoky crinson. Yarrow wet her lips and trotted
back to sit beside Crane Grl. She snuggled down agai nst the white

pl aster, waiting.

A sharp yell eddied through the crowd.
Then anot her.

A d man Carrying Wod shuffl ed backward across the plaza, sprinkling
t he hard-packed soil with bright yellow cornneal to sanctify the way.
H s gray hair hung |like a cape down his bl ue-painted back

Peopl e surged forward to get a | ook at the spectral figures that glided
up fromthe subterranean cerenonial chanbers. Then the crowd rolled
back before themin whispering waves, readying a path for the gods.

Silence fell, heavy, expectant. Not even the wind breathed as the six
figures floated into the plaza, the bells on their noccasins tinkling,
their magnificent capes of blue-and-red parrot feathers swirling about
t hem

The boom of the pot drum began again, slow, infinitely patient, |eading
the gods into the flickering light of the fires. Swaying, dipping,

t aki ng shape, the gods coal esced into twenty-hands-tall figures with no
arms or |legs. Their masks caught the light and held it captive in
glistening turquoi se eyes and tw sted nout hs of pounded copper. Buffalo
horns, curved up like supplicating hands, while | ong wooden beaks made
a clackety-clack in perfect time to the drum

The thl atsi nas had been created in the begi nning of the world, when the
peopl e were tranping al ong the sacred Road of Life searching for the
Mddle Place. On the forty-ninth day of their journey, they had been
forced to cross a raging river. Some of the children slipped off their
not hers' backs and tunbled into the water, where they changed into
strange creatures before swinmng down the river to the Lake of

Whi spering Waters and establishing a town beneath the surface. In
answer to the prayers of their nothers, they prom sed to come back once
a cycle to the world of humans and Dance to bring fertility to the
fields.



Yarrow coul d not suppress a smle at the expression on N ghtshade's

face. Her daughter stood riveted in the mddle of the plaza, alone,
her young knees trenmbling as she stared up into those oddly defornmed
masks: human, bird, and wolf.

Then a strange thing happened. N ghtshade turned slightly to peer out
at the darkness that cloaked the towering cliffs. Her nmouth opened,
her jaw hangi ng soundl essly for a nonment before her scream broke

| oose.

Peopl e | aughed, pointing as N ghtshade threw down her pine sprig and
gourd rattle and darted out of the plaza, running headl ong for her

nmot her. Many children reacted that way to the Dancers, but it puzzled
Yarrow. Ni ghtshade had never before been frightened during a
cerenonial. |In fact, she usually seened unnaturally calm

Yarrow rose to her feet just before N ghtshade" grabbed her frantically
around the legs, shrieking, "Mther, run! Run!"

"Shh, Ni ghtshade. The Dancers won't hurt you." She stroked her
daughter's bare back. "They've cone to help us, to bring life to
t he--"

"No!" Ni ghtshade gripped her hand, tugging with all her young
strength. "Hurry!. They've cone for ne! They're al nost here! Mot her
pl ease! "

Yarrow stunbl ed beneath N ghtshade's tugs and al nost dropped the
Tortoi se Bundle. "N ghtshade, stop this! You' re enbarrassing ne. Cone
on, let's--"

Movement stirred the sage at the edge of Yarrow s vision. She whirled
and saw shadows careeni ng through the brush beyond the plaza. The
truth didn't register until the eneny warriors |oosed their war how s.
They burst into the plaza bell owi ng, shooting arrows, sw nging clubs.

The crowd went wild, scranbling to get away. Yarrow fell back agai nst
the wall, draggi ng Ni ghtshade with her. One eneny, a tall youth, swng
his war club into the head of the | ead Dancer, knocking the sacred nask
into the dirt. Then he brought his club down on the old man's head.
The sickening thud carried over the shouts and screans. Yarrow wat ched
the thlatsina fall to his knees, gaze pleadingly at the sky, and



silently topple into a heap of red and green feathers. She stared at
the mask lying in the dirt, and her soul cried out in anguish. Wo
could do such a thing?

The warriors were cutting like wild dogs through the scattering crowd.
Yarrow di d not recognize their clan synbols or their hair styles.
Tattoos covered these gaudy denons, and copper spools gleaned from
their stretched earlobes. They had shaved their heads except for a
bristly ridge that ran down the center, while their forel ocks had been
brai ded with shell beads. They wore |ong war shirts decorated with
strange stones and the feathers of birds that didn't inhabit this part
of the world.

A warrior ran at Yarrow and Crane Grl, his war club raised. He |let
out a bloodcurdling yell, his grisly face contorted.

Crane Grl lurched to her feet, struggling against her bulk in an
effort to run. The warrior gripped her armand swung her around. She
screaned as his club smashed into her head. Wen she renmained
standi ng, he turned the club and used the jagged chert points enbedded
in the side to slash her throat. Crane Grl staggered, clutching at
the bl ood that spurted from her neck before she wheel ed and fell

"Crane Grl!"

The warrior junped over her corpse to fall on an old woman who had
managed to craw halfway into a doorway. He yipped shrilly before he
dragged the woman back out and bashed his club three tines into her
gray head.

"Mt her! Cone on!" N ghtshade sobbed. She clawed a gash into
Yarrow s arm and the stab of pain forced her nother into action

Yar r ow grabbed Ni ghtshade's hand and dashed away, trying to reach their
doorway. They rounded the corner, their skirts flying around their

| egs--and ran headfirst into three of the hideous, tattooed warriors.
They' d been waiting there. How could they have .

Yar r ow backed up, her knees al nost too weak to support her. "Don't



hurt us!"™ she begged. "Wo are you? What do you want?" She shoved
Ni ght shade agai nst the wall behind her, trying to protect her
daught er.

The warriors spread out into a semcircle. The |eader stepped forward,
fear and desperation in his black eyes. He was a big man, young, wth
a squat toad face and the burly body of G andfather Brown Bear. The
bl ue spiders tattooed on his cheeks twitched as if alive. He eyed the
Tortoise Bundle fearfully, then scrutinized N ghtshade's tiny face as
she peered frombehind the folds of Yarrow s sRirt. Gesturing with a
spi ke- studded cl ub, he said sonething guttural, rough, which made the
short warrior on the left--a man tattooed with frightening, forked
eyes--swal | ow convul sively. The pale shell gorget on the nan's breast
jerked with the effort. Then the warrior on the right pointed at the
designs on the "Tortoi se Bundl e, noddi ng as though he recogni zed t hose
colorful decorations and what the Bundl e nmeant to Yarrow s peopl e.

The muscul ar | eader tensed, his glittering eyes slitted as he studied
the Bundl e. Then he nodded and barked a commrand.

The short warrior lunged for the Bundle, tearing it out of Yarrow s
hands before the rnuscul ar | eader shoved her away to get to Ni ghtshade.
He slung the squirmng little girl under a nassive arm as Yarrow
stunbled to regain her balance. Yarrow barely noticed the third
warrior draw his bow, the chert point oddly |uninescent. "Mther!"

Ni ght shade cried. She kicked her legs in terror

"Leave her alone!"™ Yarrow wailed as she threw herself on the nen,
beating themw th her fists, raging, "Let nmy baby go! Let her go!"

She did not even feel the arrow that pierced her breast clean through

but the force of the inpact sent her pitching sideways, and she struck
the wall hard. She had to dig her fingernails into the nortar to keep
fromfalling. Blood flooded into her throat, choking her. She fought
to swallowit, but it welled too fast. The baby filling her belly

ki cked, and ki cked again. From sonewhere deep inside her, a pathetic



little boy's cry rose. Panic held her for a few seconds, then faded
into a curious sensation of acceptance. A gray haze swam around the
edges of her vision, sapping her strength. She caressed the bright
feathers protruding fromthe shaft buried in her chest as she sl unped
slowy down the wall. Her feet had becone tangled pai nfully under her
and she couldn't nmove them She sat, stunned.

Ni ght shade shrieked, "Mdther! Mther, Mther! Help nme!" Yarrow
| ooked up to see her daughter's w de bl ack eyes di sappearing into the
starlit darkness of the desert.

And sonething else .. . sonething that made Yarrow shake her head
weakly to try to clear her eyes. A huge figure pranced after

Ni ght shade, half transparent in Yarrow s wavering sight. It towered
over the eneny warriors. Pivoting on one foot, the creature spun | ow
to the ground, |ike Wasel chasing his tail, and Yarrow saw its

massi ve, twi sted face, colored with the pink clay of the sacred | ake.
One of the Dancers?

No. No, she could tell now.

A Mudhead! He Danced suspended between Earth and Sky, the undul ant
swayi ng of his arns sweeping clouds in and out of existence, parting
the veil between Life and Death, Light and Dark.

Yarrow s body went conpletely numb, unfeeling. She sagged forward and
sprawl ed over the cool ground. Since she could no |onger blink her
eyes, the wi ndbl own sand glued itself to the orbs, but through the
gritty filmshe could still see the Mudhead. As the last breath
escaped her lungs, he smled grotesquely at her--sealing a bargain.



e

Li chen, daughter of the Morning Star Clan, ran along the ridge top
dodging the bristly arms of dogwood and beaver root until she found the
trail that skirted the edge of the cornfield. The faded | eaves of | ast
cycle's crop snatched at her dress as she junped a deep gully and
angl ed down the incline, heading for the tan hunps of limestone in the
di stance. Her friend Flycatcher's steps pounded behind her. She

gl anced over her shoulder to make sure that he could junp the gully.

Fl ycat cher was a sunmer younger than she, barely nine, and he had the
shortest | egs she had ever seen on a boy. He took a flying | eap and
made it, but stunbled on the other side and fell to his knees. Dust

pl umed up around him Flycatcher nmade a | ow sound of disgust.

Li chen |l aughed. "That was a deep one, wasn't it?"
"Who cares about deep?" he asked as he pulled hinmself to his feet. "It
was as wide as the Father-Water." He brushed the dirt fromhis bare

| egs and straightened the bl ue headband t hat kept his shoul der-1ength
bl ack hair out of his eyes. He



had a round face and a small, forever-w ggling nose. Flycatcher |iked
to snell things--sone of thempretty putrid, Lichen thought. Once |ast
spring he had taken her to a recently abandoned bear den to prove to
her that he could distinguish the cubs' sleeping places fromthe sow s
just by the snell of the urine. Lichen couldn't see any use to such
know edge. She could tell the difference just by the | ook of the
feces. W wanted to snell urine?

As Flycatcher trotted toward her, Lichen turned and sprinted on down
the trail. She passed the far boundary' of the cornfield and descended
the sl ope through a garden of boul ders. The irregular surface bit at
her noccasined feet. The trail had been worn into the stone here and
was polished snmooth by thousands of feet. But Wnd Mther blew enough
sand and gravel into the trough to make the going miserable until the
travel er clinbed up the next hill, where the rains swept the trai

clean. Lichen noved al ong as fast as she coul d.

When she crested the slope, the beauty of First Wman's |and |ay spread
around her, vast, and carved into odd shapes by the Ice G ants who had
once roamed this swanpy river country. 1In the rich bottom and bel ow,
wat er rushed down dozens of creeks and flowed into a strewn handful of
ponds and | akes. Whnen sat on the shores washing clothes. Men | abored
farther north, felling the scraggly trees that grew along the bluffs.
The trees would be taken back to the nound construction sites in the
great village of Cahokia. Everyone else had stopped buil di ng nounds

| ong before Lichen had been born. Only the Sun Chief still worked to
l[ift Mother Earth so she could touch fingertips with Father Sun

Across the Father Water, to the west, tan-and-gray bluffs thrust their
bl unt noses into the turquoise sky. Lichen had never been there, but
she knew that Pretty Munds sat on the highest bluff. She had a cousin
of the Grasshopper O an who always came from Pretty Munds to visit
during the Green Corn cerenpnial. To the south, the direction in which



Li chen and Flycatcher ran, a bank of blue-black clouds trailed
filaments of rain over gnarled |inmestone spires.

"How much farther?" Flycatcher panted.

"Not much." She pointed ahead. The irregular line of the bluff
climbed to the tallest spire, which thrust out over the sheer cliff
like a long snout. On the |edge beneath it, a thick copse of

bar e- branched oaks hid Wanderer's rock shelter. "Wnderer's house is
in the side of the cliff, just past those oaks."

"Li chen?" There was hesitation in his voice. "Are you sure we should
go see hin? M/ nother says he's a crazy old witch."

"I have to talk to him Flycatcher,""she threw over her shoul der as she
trotted on. "He's the only one who understands about ny Dreanms." "But
Mot her says the village elders banished himfromliving with humans
because he has the soul of a raven."”

"He does," she answered blithely. "At least for the nonent. He says
his soul had nmany shapes before it became a raven. You'll like him He
tells great stories."

The poundi ng of Flycatcher's feet stopped. Lichen paused and | ooked

back at him He stood awkwardly at the bottom of the slope, the flap
of his tan breech clout waving in the breeze that swept the bluff top
A norose expression contorted his face.

"What's wrong?" Lichen called.

Fl ycat cher gazed up specul atively from beneath his |ong | ashes, but he
didn't answer.

"Flycatcher! He's not as crazy as people say. Wanderer is just
different, but he's not bad. Come on, you'll see."” She waved him
forward, but he stood as though rooted to the tan |inestone.

He wet his lips. "But what if Wanderer does sonmething to us, I|ike
casts a spell on us?"

"A spell? Wat for?"

"I don't know Maybe he'd witch us to nake us | ose our human souls so
he can put raven souls in our bodies."



Li chen spread her arms and whirled on her toes, inmtating the soaring
flight of a bird. A sense of freedom possessed her as she spun, her

tan dress fluttering around her skinny legs. "I've always wanted to

fly, Flycatcher. Haven't you?"

"No!" he answered firmy, but he seenmed to be trying to nerve hinself
for the last part of the journey.

Li chen put her hands on her hips and shook her head. The curtain of
rain had drawn closer, blotting out the sun as it came. She felt the

first drops, cool and wonderful, on her face. "Then go home," she
taunted. "I'Il go by nyself. Just like-always. But I'mtelling you
the truth. Wanderer's no witch, and he's not crazy either

nostly." She said the last in a voice so |ow that she knew he coul dn't
hear it.

Thunderbird chose that instant to bellow, and she saw Fl ycatcher | eap
two feet off the ground. H's nouth dropped open as the roar rolled
over the rocky proninence and down the flanks of the Iinestone into the
bott om and bel ow.

"See?" Lichen grinned. "Even Thunderbird agrees with ne. You're a
coward, Flycatcher!"

She turned and raced for Wanderer's rock shelter. Rain began falling
in earnest, drenching her dress and the Iong bl ack braid that bounced
agai nst her back. She tipped her pretty heart-shaped face so she could
of fer a soft prayer to Thunderbird, thanking himfor the storm praying
he woul d bring nore rain during the sumer. The past few cycles had
been so dry that the | and desperately needed it, as did the aninmals and
her people. Thunderbird's voice drove away the final chill of Frost
Man and awakened First Wnman so she could begin to tend the and. Soon
t he shaggy coats of the few deer left near the bluffs would turn

gl ossy. Fawns would be born. And Lichen's people would throw off the
bitter faces of winter and snile

"Wait!" Flycatcher yelled. "Wait for ne, Lichen. |[|'mconing!"

She sl owed her pace but kept wal ki ng purposefully. She could see the
outline of Wanderer's rock shelter, hidden in the tangle of branches



ahead. The hair on the nape of her neck had started to prickle. Power
did that; it rode the wind like tiny teeth until it could find a human
and eat its way inside to coil around the soul

That had happened to Lichen | ong ago. She had been just four sumers
when the first Spirit had wal ked in her Dreanms. It had crept |ike
tendrils of blue light fromthe tiny Stone WIf that Lichen's nother
guarded and had coal esced into a majestic Bird-Man, with an eagle's
head and wi ngs but the skin of a snake. The creature had knelt by the
side of her bed and gazed at her through gl eam ng bl ack eyes. "Do you
know why ow s die with their wi ngs outspread, little one?" She had
shaken her head, too afraid to speak. She renmenbered trying to craw
deeper into the mound of worn hides covering her

Bi rd- Man had gently touched her cheek with a snakeskin hand and
mur mur ed, "Because they try to fly until the very last. They never
give up and close their wings. They knowthat flight is their only
hope of survival. 1In the beginning of the world, when Earthmaker
formed the clay into nountains and deserts, humans used to have w ngs
like mine. It was in the time when animals and nmen |ived
together. A person could becone an animal if he wanted to, and an
ani mal coul d beconme' a human. Wbuld you like that, Lichen?" "Yes,"
she had responded timdly.

"The world needs you. There is a terrible war coming. First Wnman has
grown angry with humans. She wants to abandon the world and let all of
you die. You will be able to save the world only if you can grow w ngs
and fly to her cave in the Underworld to talk to her. To do that, you
must learn to viewlife through the eyes of a bird, a hunman, and a

snake. It's very difficult. The worst part is that once you open your
wi ngs, you will never be able to close them again--just like OuM."

"Wul d that be bad?"

Bi rd- Man had snil ed sadly and bowed his head, staring at Lichen's bare
toes, which had poked out from beneath her



hi des. Moonlight streaming in the wi ndow over her bed glinted off her
toenails. "Sonetimes, Lichen, an ow longs with all its heart to be a
snake so it can crawl into a hole and hide in the darkness."

"Do | have to learn to fly now?" "No." He had shaken his head mldly.
"Soon. You'll know when."

Then Bird-Man had risen, opened his w ngs, and soared out her w ndow
into the starry night sky, going higher and higher until she |ost sight
of him

Li chen still did not understand what he had been trying to tell her
but she had never forgotten his words. Her nother had expl ai ned that
Spirits often spoke in riddles and that one day, when Lichen was ol der
she woul d understand Bird Man's message.

Fl ycatcher interrupted her nenories when he rushed up and bunped into
her. He looked Iike he'd fallen again. Rain washed the bl oody
scratches that marred his el bows and the narrow gash that zigzagged
down his right arm

"Did you hurt yoursel f?" she asked, taking his armto scrutinize the
wound. Seeing that the blood had clotted, she rel eased her hol d.

"Your legs are too long," he conmented by way of answer. "And | wi sh
you'd act like a girl."

Li chen cocked her head. "Wiat does a girl act |ike?"
"How shoul d I know?" Rycatcher was always testy when he was scared

Li chen shrugged and took himby the hand, confidently |eading him
toward the oaks beneath the spire. The trail split, one path |eading
up over the bluff top and across the overhang, the other angling down
through the trees and onto the | edge where Wanderer's house sat, tucked
into the hollowin the cliff face.

The rain had increased froma few pleasant drops to a blinding wall of
water. They had to step carefully over the slick |limestone as they
made their way to the copse of oak

Li chen ducked beneath the boughs and call ed, "Wanderer?



It's Lichen. 1've brought Flycatcher with ne. Are you here?"
Wanderer had built his house in the dry, scooped-out area beneath the
overhang so that he had needed to cut logs for only two sides. He had
covered the upright poles with a thick mat of tan clay, which kept the
house invisible unl ess one knew where to | ook. A tiny doorway and one
wi ndow graced the front. Lichen pushed through the branches and
trotted for the dry ground, glancing briefly at the brier of choke
cherry bushes that fringed the rimof the | edge. Flycatcher scampered
at her heels, looking like a frightened rabbit that had just escaped a
fl ooded burrow. Wt straggles of black hair framed his face.

"Where is he?" Flycatcher whispered. "lIs he here?" "I don't think
so." Lichen peered through the | ow doorway. Wanderer's house al ways
snel l ed odd. The scent of cedar smpoke, rich earth, and Spirit potions
hung in the air. The roomwas a small, irregular rectangle, twenty
hands by about fifteen. Because Wanderer had plastered the inside with
white clay" it seemed to glow even in the dimlight of the cloudy day.
Covering the walls were power symbols: green squares and red spirals,
bl ack crescent nmoons, and purple star bursts The old man's woven
rabbit-fur blankets lay in a tunbled heap in the northern corner. AH
al ong the back wall, brightly col ored baskets of cough grass root,
dried cactus bl ossons, fish scales, snake heads, and other things that
Li chen couldn't renmenber nmade bul ges in the shadows--but Wanderer was
gone.

Li chen sighed in di sappoi ntnent and sl unped down on the cattail mat
that lay before the door. "Ch, Great Muse, what am | going to do now?
| need to talk to Wanderer."

Fl ycat cher eased down beside her, his brown eyes wi de and wary. He
propped his el bows on his drawn-up knees, and Lichen could see that

bl ood still oozed fromthe scrape on his right arm She decided not to
say anything about it because she didn't want to enbarrass him

Fl ycat cher got teased enough by his friends over his height and his
awkwar dness. They sat in silence, watching the waving curtains of rain



that noved over the river in the distance. Flashes of |ightning
darted at the bluffs as Thunderbird took the stormwest. The chill in
the air bit at Lichen's face and hands.

"What's that strange snell?" Flycatcher asked finally, his nostrils
flaring as he scented the air.

"Wander er probably nmade another potion for his aching joints. He tries
new ones all the tinme. Nothing seens to help, though. | think he's
just getting old."

"How ol d is he?"
"I don't know. Maybe fifty summers.”

Fl ycat cher nervously picked at a | oose thread on his breech cl out
"What's he |ike?"

"He's a good man. He loves everything. And he's smart. | hel ped him
fix a robin's broken leg last spring. W tied twigs around it to keep
it straight. Then Wanderer built a cage and caught wornms and insects
for the robin to eat." "He fixed its leg instead of eating it? He
doesn't sound very smart to ne," Flycatcher grunped. "Roasted robin
tastes great." He sniffed the air again, obviously uninpressed with
this place and Lichen's reasons for being here. "So what was this
Dream you had that you have to talk to Wanderer about? Why coul dn't
you just tell your nother? She's the Keeper of the Stone WIf. She's
supposed to understand Spirit things." "She does," Lichen affirnmed,
but she laced and unl aced her fingers unconfortably. Her nother didn't
have Wanderer's know edge of other places and people, or his Power. But
Li chen couldn't explain that to Flycatcher, because he would think she
nmeant sonet hi ng bad about her mother, and she didn't, not really. Her
not her had actually studied with Wanderer for a while, so she had to
know sone inportant things about Dreaming. "But |'ve missed talking to
Wanderer, Flycatcher. He's ny friend. | haven't been here in about
three noons, and I|--"

Scrat chi ng sounded on the rock | edge above their heads as a fl ock of
cawi ng ravens swooped out of the clouds and dove for the cliff face.
Fl ycat cher grabbed Lichen's armin a death grip. The birds pulled up



just before the shelter and floated on the air currents, clucking to
each other as they eyed the two children

"Who are they?" Flycatcher whispered hoarsely. "Part of Wanderer's
fam|y?"

"If they are, |I've never nmet them here before.™

Sand trickled over the | edge as sonethi ng heavy noved across the stone
above. Lichen and Flycatcher craned their necks to | ook

"What is it?" Flycatcher hissed in panic. "A cougar?"
Li chen shifted to get up. "I don't--"

A shaft of sunlight pierced the clouds, |ancing the rock shelter, and a
loud "There it is!" split the day.

Fl ycatcher let out a hoarse scream as he and Lichen crashed into each
other lunging to they feet, shoving and pushing, frantic to get away.
But before they had taken three paces, Wanderer's tall, lanky form
dropped fromthe overhang and | anded Iike a thrown rock. Dust
encircled himas he staggered sideways, his scant gray hair spiking out
in wld disarray.

"Look at it! ""Wanderer shouted and began grabbi ng up rocks and
smashing theminto the side of his house. "Hurry! Get some rocks. W
have to kill it. It pounced on ne first thing this norning! Tried to
eat ny feet!"

Li chen's body jerked with each inpact of stone against wall. Flycatcher
had cl utched her shoul ders and hi dden hi nsel f behind her. She could
feel his heavy breathing warmon her upper arm They stared in utter
terror at the house, against which the | ong, dark shadow wavered in the
sunlight.

"Wanderer!" Lichen blurted. "That's your own shadow. Look how it
noves when you do."

The old man stopped throwing in md swing H s rock filled hand hovered
over his head. He bent forward cautiously and squinted his faded brown
eyes at the suspect darkness, then slamed his rock down and decl ared, -
"I wish you'd come earlier, Lichen! 1 wouldn't have wasted all day
followng it over the bluffs.”



He strode forward in a tattered swirl of heavily painted wolf-hide
robe and lifted her off her feet to hug her. "In fact, | w sh you'd
cone moons ago. |'ve done sone very strange things this winter. |
think I'm changing form again."

Li chen pried herself |loose fromhis grip when she heard Fl ycatcher make
a strangling noise behind her. "Wanderer, we'll talk about it later
all right? | want you to neet ny friend."

She turned and extended her hand to Flycatcher, who had flattened
hi nsel f agai nst the side of the house and was panting as though he had
just finished a tough race.

Wander er cocked his head and blinked at the boy like a denented ow .
"Why, it's Flycatcher, isn't it? Fromthe Serpent Clan. | remenber
the night you were born. Wat a nasty windstormthat was. It actually
bl ew boul ders off the ridge tops and sent them crashi ng down on people
bel ow." He shook his head and clucked noisily. "Yes, | recall that
well. Course, | wasn't nuch help with the cleanup. | had the soul of
a vulture at the tinme, and--"

"Wanderer!" Lichen cut himshort when she saw Fl ycatcher's nouth gape.
"Why don't we have sonme tea? | need to talk to you. | had a bad
Dream "

"Ch, of course. You' ve cone such a long way. You must have risen
before dawn to get here so early." He knelt and gestured to his door
"Pl ease, go on inside."

Li chen wi nked encouragi ngly at Flycatcher before she dropped to her
knees and crawled into the cool, odd-snelling wonb of the house. She
went to the southern wall and sat cross-legged on a soft pile of fox

hi des. She heard Wanderer say, "Cone on, Flycatcher, you little snake.
|'ve got baskets full of your dead kin in there for you to | ook at.
Hurry it up! Do | have to cast a spell on you to get you into ny
house?"

Fl ycat cher dove through the doorway in a flying whirl of arnms and | egs.
He scranbl ed up beside Lichen and whi spered "Not crazy, huh?" before
he sank back into the shadows, wi shing he could di sappear

Wander er ducked through the entry and sniled in that | opsided way of



his. "My, it's good to have sonmeone conme to see nme again. |It's been
such a long winter. How s your nother, Lichen? D d she ever go on the
vi sion quest you mentioned last fall? As | recall, she was stil
struggling to tap the Power in that Stone Wl f of hers.”

"Yes. | guess the vision quest worked a little. She says that
sometines, after she's fasted and prayed for six days, she can feel the
feathery touch of harmony coming fromthe Wl f."

"Well, she's making progress then, though she has a long way to go to
reach the Land of the Ancestors in the Underworld. | wi sh her well.
And how about you? You had a bad Drean? A Spirit Drean®?"

A single raven, a huge bird with a gnarled beak, fluttered down to sit
on the windowsill. It peered suspiciously at Flycatcher and Lichen
Rycat cher sank his fingernails into Lichen's arm and-she wenched away
in self-defense. Red crescents marred her snooth skin.

Wanderer cawed to the creature, noving his head in a birdlike fashion
The raven cawed back. Wanderer cocked his head. "Wy, thank you,
Crossed Beak. No, | didn't know that," he said.

Li chen peered at the bird fromthe corner of her eye. "Yes," she
replied as she watched Wanderer nove about. Because of the | ow
ceiling, he had to stand in a hunched position while he gathered the
maki ngs for a fire. "A Spirit Dream" Wanderer's runpled shadow swept
the room as he arranged the twigs and kindling in the stone-Ilined
hearth in the mddle of the floor and used his fire bowto get a small
bl aze going. Flickers of |ight pranced across his |ong, beaky face.
Then he propped two stunp ware supports on the outskirts of the flames
and braced his pot on top of them After that, he wilted onto his
tunbl ed bl ankets.

"Well," he said, "let's hear about it while we wait for the water to
heat up. The Dream nust have been frightening to drive you to ne

again."

Li chen cast a sideways gl ance at Flycatcher. He sat rigid, his eyes on



Wanderer. He had twined a hand in one sleeve of her dress, grasping
it tightly lest she try to get too far away fromhim He seened to be
exam ni ng the Power designs on Wanderer's robe. A stylized tortoise
spread its red |l egs across the old man's chest. Fromthe end of each
red leg, a green spiral spun out.

Li chen | eaned forward eagerly. "I heard a voice calling ne, \Wanderer

| followed it through a dark mi st where fireflies flashed all around
me, until | saw wooden stairs built into the side of a huge nound. Wen
the mst cleared, | walked up the steps into this big, round room
Seashells lined every wall. It was beautiful. Firebows streaned out
around a raised platformlike sunbeans.” "Ah ... the Sun Chanber at

t he Tenple Mund in Cahokia."

Li chen's heart stopped. |In hushed awe, she whispered, "You' ve been
there?" Only the greatest holy people were ever allowed to enter that
f or bi dden space.

"Ch, yes, many cycles ago, when | was teaching N ghtshade. That was

bef ore Tharon cast her out of Cahokia, of course. 1t's a magnificent
pl ace.” He shoved a | arger piece of oak into the fire and prodded the
kindling until the flames | eaped beneath the pot. "I wonder what the

Cahoki ans want with you. Tharon, the Sun Chief, is not a good person
to be wanted by. Many people call hima sorcerer.”

"I"ve heard ny grandnother speak of him Didn't he burn up Hickory
Mounds this w nter?"

"Yes. G eat w ckedness walks with him" He reached into a

bl ue- and-red basket, pulled out a handful of |eaves, and dropped them
into the boiling pot. Steamrose in a glittering veil around his
face.

"What's that strange snell?" Flycatcher sat up straighter to sniff the
flowery fragrance that filled the room

"My own tea m xture," Wanderer answered. "It's made from nint,
el derberries, and prickly pear blossons."

"What does it do to a person?" Flycatcher denanded.

"Do? Wy, it clears the head and takes the soul up--"



Wander er stopped abruptly to scowm at a fly buzzing around the
ceiling, and Flycatcher quit breathing. To make matters worse, the
raven on the windowsill let out a |ow shriek and took w ng, squawki ng
as it soared away.

Fl ycatcher rose to his knees, clearly getting ready to bolt. "Up
wher e?"

"Up where?" Wanderer repeated as if he had never heard the words
before. He snatched at the fly, mssed, and grunbl ed, "Were what ?"

"You said that your tea takes the soul up sonmewhere. | want to know
where." A trenor had invaded Flycatcher's voice

Wanderer broke into a broad grin. "You're an inquisitive little
reptile, aren't you? Did you know that a person's entire future can be
read in the winkles of dried elderberries? |'ve spent the past forty
cycl es making collections for nearly everyone in Redweed

Vill age--barring the youngest babies, of course. | couldn't know about
them Here, let ne see if | can find yours. |If | recall correctly,
it's .. ." He grabbed a basket and proceeded to ransack it, sending

bl ack, shriveled berries junmping |ike popcorn. "G eat Muse! | hope
didn't throw any of those berries into ny tea."

"Wanderer," Lichen sighed, "we were tal king about ny Dream About the
Sun Chanber. "

He studi ed her as though he hadn't the vaguest notion of what she was
tal ki ng about. "Were we?"

"Yes."

"Well, what was | saying? .. . Oh, wait! | renenber." He threwthe
basket down, heedless of the fact that about twenty berries bounced out
onto the hard-packed surface. Flycatcher |ooked appalled, as if half
of his life had just rolled into the crevices in the floor. "That's
right, we were tal king about Tharon. H's madness started with

Ni ght shade ."A distance filled his gaze, as if he | ooked back across
time-. Hi s voice gentled. "Yes, N ghtshade."

"Who?"

Wanderer nade a delicate gesture, the way he woul d push asi de a cobweb.



"Twenty or so cycles ago, the great priest, Od Marnmot, had a Dream
that the reason Mdther Earth had turned agai nst the Cahoki ans and the
corn woul dn't grow anynore was that the people needed to go south and
west, into the Forbidden Land of the Pal ace Builders, to steal a little
girl and a Power Bundle. The great warrior Badgertail |ed that
battle-wal k. But A d Marnot got nore than he bargained for in

Ni ght shade. By the tine she'd turned ten, she had nore Power than
Marnot had ever dreanmed of. G zis, Tharon's father, had hired certain
artisans to produce his fanpbus Wl |l pots--those are the black ones
Tharon trades to special |eaders--but when N ghtshade got hold of the
pots, she started breathing terrible Power into them G zis forced her
to teach all of the other priests and priestesses howto do it too, of
course, but Add Marnot hated--"

"She breathed Power into then? Power to do what?" Lichen asked
softly.

Wanderer jerked his chin up, startled by the question. "Wy, Power to
swimto the Underworld. Everyone has his own method of getting there,
and the Wellpot is N ghtshade's method. Anyway, Tharon went mad when
he sneaked into Ni ghtshade's chanber one night and dared to gaze into
her Wllpot. He said his heart started junping around in his chest so
badly that he alnost died. He clained that a pink-faced Spirit had
tried to devour his soul."

Fl ycat cher hunched forward slowy, looking |ike a vulture spying on a
dyi ng rabbit. He whispered hoarsely, "N ghtshade breathed evil Spirits
into those pots?"

Wanderer matched Flycatcher's expression ajid posture, staring back
breathl essly at the boy for a monent. "What woul d nake you think
t hat ?"

"Well, you just said--"

"Cone here."

When Fl ycatcher flung hinmsel f back against the wall, Wanderer craw ed
across the floor, grabbed Flycatcher's recalcitrant head, and started

rapping on the top of it with his knuckles, as though sounding it out.
"No, too bad," he



pronounced and pronptly duck-wal ked back to study the boiling pot.

Fl ycat cher croaked, "What? Too bad what ?"

Wanderer waved a careless hand. "Oh, it's just that humans are born
with a soft spot in the top of their heads through which they can
conmuni cate wi th Earthmaker. |In nost people, the spot closes up when
they're very young and reopens only at death to let the soul depart to
the Land of the Ancestors. But!" He shook his finger enphatically. "A
person can learn to keep it open if he tries. | thought maybe you'd
been getting nessages fromthe Spirits about N ghtshade. Turns out you
were just guessing." He paused, frowning thoughtfully. "But you know,
| do brain operations. | could fix that for you."

Fl ycatcher sat rigid with terror as Wanderer took a wooden cup and
dipped it into the pot, snelled the arona appreciatively, then handed
it to Flycatcher, who vehenently shook his head, then to Lichen, who
took the cup gratefully. She'd had the tea before and knew how sweet
it tasted. Nothing had ever happened to her soul because of it.
Wander er di pped sonme of the brew for hinmself and | ounged back on his

bl ankets. "Tell me nore about this Dream Lichen. Did you see
peopl e?"
"Yes. Alittle girl. About ny age. She was wearing a painted nask

wi t h bl ack-and-white squares on it, but |I knew she was crying, even
though ! couldn't see her face."

"Was she the one who called out to you and | ed you to the Sun
Chanber ?"

"l think so."

"Why was she crying?" He took a long sip of his tea and snmacked his
lips as he grinned at Flycatcher

"I"'mnot sure, but | felt sonething horrible. A group of old,
gray- hai red shanans were hunched on the floor around her. [I--"
"Priests,"” Wanderer corrected. "At Cahokia, they call thempriests and
priestesses. So ... what were the priests doi ng?"



"Singing, and | saw this huge bl ackness rise over the tenple on the
tallest mound. It hovered for a little while, then flew north, like
the snoke of a forest fire pushed by the wind."

Wanderer set his cup on the floor with a sharp crack. "The bl ackness
fl ew north?"

She nodded.

Wanderer shot to his feet and turned first one way and then anot her
"No, no." His stooped position and the curious tilt to his head made
himl ook |like a gawky heron, "It doesn't necessarily nean they're

comng for us, but if they are, we'd better

H's voice trailed away, and Fl ycatcher cupped a hand to Lichen's ear
"He's as crazy as a rabid skunk! [I'mgetting out of here. Are you
com ng?"

"Just a little longer," she whi spered back.

Wanderer noved erratically around the room touching the colorfu
Spirit synbols on the walls and blowing at the fly that buzzed around
his ears. After a few nmonments, he stopped and his eyes cleared. His
madness di sappeared, replaced by a seriousness that frightened Lichen
When he turned to gaze at her, a prickle clinbed her spine.

"What is it, Wanderer? What are you thinki ng?"

"HmP?" he asked, studying her with unnerving concentration

"Thinking? Oh, | wasn't thinking at all ... except, well, |ast week
Crossed Beak brought nme news about a series of nurders at Cahokia. Al
of the priests and priestesses who could breathe life into the Wellpots
were Kkill ed-except for N ghtshade. | was just wondering about the
nmurders. And why the little girl in your Dreamis crying."

"Do you think they're connected? Maybe sonebody's killing people who
can breathe life into the pots, and the little girl is sad because
somebody she | oved was nurdered?"

H s bushy gray brows |lowered. For a noment their gazes held, and
Li chen's heart pounded against her ribs in anticipation. "I pray not.
Ni ght shade |ives at River Munds now | don't know what she'd do if



someone had the bol dness to nake an attenpt on her life." He funbled
uneasily with his cup. "She mght just rip the world asunder in
rage."

"So why would the little girl be calling me, Wanderer? How could
hel p her?"

Wanderer blinked suddenly. "Wy, | haven't the slightest notion."
Throwi ng up his skinny arns, he blurted, "Now, where was |? Oh, | was
| ooking for that bowl of berries | collected on Flycatcher's life.
Where could |I have put it?"

Fl ycat cher pinched Lichen's armso hard that she yipped. "I'mgetting
out of here before he can find it!" he announced.

Wanderer was shuffling through a tangled clunp of par fleches, munbling

to hinmsel f, when Lichen said, "I guess we should be going, Wanderer. W
have to be hone before sundown."” She finished her tea in three long
gul ps and handed her cup to him "Thank you for the tea and for

talking to me about ny Dream”

Fl ycat cher scranbled across the floor, crawing madly for the doorway.
He was out into the sunlight before Lichen even got to her feet. She
heard the cawi ng of ravens and the mad poundi ng of his noccasins.

Li chen wal ked over to Wanderer and patted his arm He grinned. 1In the
wavering amber glow of the fire, his face seemed ol der, nore wi nkled
and gaunt, but the twinkle had returned to his eyes. "You take care of
yoursel f, Wanderer. | missed you this winter."

"Ch, |I've been fine, really. I'mjust alittle disturbed about this
weasel that's trying to take over ny soul, but | guess if First Wnman's
set on it, there's nothing | can do to stop it." H's face sl ackened
Vul nerability and an odd tinge of fear entered his voice. "Lichen
about your Dream ... | want you to talk about it with the Stone Wl f.

Maybe it can help. The darkness noving north worries ne."

Her hand quaked before she let it fall to her side. "But Mother
doesn't like me to get near the Wl f, Wanderer, and it's never called
out to ne before. Wat nakes you think--"

"Power has taken to the wind again. The WIf will know that. There's
no saying who or what it's trying to corner



Maybe you, ny only friend." He rapped the top of her head, |istened
specul atively to the hollow sound, then smled approvingly. "You'd
better go. Flycatcher's probably to the cornfields by now "

Li chen laughed. "Yes, I'll bet he is. Thank you again. 1'Il try to
conme back soon."

" Good. |'ve mssed our tal ks."

She ducked out the doorway and into the slanting rays of afternoon
sunlight, shielding her eyes to see if she could spot Flycatcher. A
flock of ravens soared over the trail in the distance, and beneath it,
curls of dust sprouted. She thought she heard vague shri eks.

Li chen picked up her feet and began running with all her nmight, flying
over the wet linestone, trying to catch up with Flycatcher before he
could hurt hinself again. Two

More than one hundred war canoes sliced through the predawn nist that
rose in ghostly streaners from Marsh El der Lake. Curving prows cut
acute chevrons into the glassy water as they slipped silently forward,
phantoms in the wavering haze. The red-and-blue aninmal figures painted
on the hulls of the slimdugouts gleanmed as darkly as old blood in the
dimlight. Paddles flashed, powered by muscular arms sending the craft
onward. The tattooed faces of the warriors displayed a variety of
enotions: unease on somne; here and there, anticipation, grim purpose,

or fear; and, finally, the thin Iipped tension of distaste.



Ni ght still cloaked the water, but a faint slate-blue gl ow shone on
the eastern horizon. The scent of fish mxed pungently with the odors
of frozen nud and dead grass.

The great warrior Badgertail crouched in the bow of the | ead war canoe,
feeling ill, shivering. H's heavy brows | owered as he squinted into
the chilly mst, vainly attenpting to penetrate its twisting veil.

Def eated, he raised his gaze to the purpling sky. G andnother Morning
Star hung above. Her bright countenance tarnished the land with a
silver sheen. A few of the Star Ogres' constellations huddl ed around
her. Faint outlines betrayed their identities: Hanged Wman, Wl f Pup
and Great Deer. But nmpst of the Ogres had retreated to their caves in
the Underworld to catch some sl eep before Father Sun ordered themto
rise again and light the evening skies.

"I hate this," Bobcat murmured behind Badgertail, keeping his voice |ow
| est the other six warriors in the canoe hear him "I wish we could
run away. "

Badgertail exhaled, his breath clouding in a weath around his face.
"You're young. Battle is as nuch a part of life as eating or
br eat hi ng. "

"And you, ny brother, are getting old and blind. This is not battle.
It's slaughter! The Sun Chief has truly gone nad this tine."

"Tharon frightens ne, too, Bobcat. But | don't think he's mad. |'m
inclined to believe he's a boy in a man's body. Petulant. He's--"

"He's nmy age! Twenty-eight sumers. How can you call hima boy?"

"He may be twenty-eight, but he's been | ocked inside the palisades at
Cahokia for nearly his entire life. How would you feel if you' d never
even been able to dip your fingers into the creek a hundred hands
behi nd your house? He knows not hi ng about the outside world. He's as
much a prisoner of the Sun as the Star Ogres are."

"That may be," Bobcat scoffed, "but if he doesn't |earn about the
outside world, his idiocy is going to destroy our people. And Bl essed



Moon Mai den knows he'll never be able to marry again. Wo would have
hin? |If he can't marry, Cahokia will be cut off fromthe world."

Badgertail nodded sonmberly. "I know. "

"He's so hated by the other Sunborn that | don't see how his clan

el ders can ever approach the others about an alliance through one of
their daughters. And you, ny dear brother, don't help himany. You're
al ways coddling Tharon's weaknesses, bringing himlittle gifts from
every battl e-wal k."

"W need the chief on our side. Tharon will not |ast forever, but
neither will the chiefdomunless we are all owed to--"
"We can all pray that Tharon will not |last forever. The sooner he

goes, the better."

The harsh tone made Badgertail sw vel his head. Bobcat nmet his gaze
briefly before | ooking away in shane. Though Bobcat had turned
twenty-ei ght two noons ago, he | ooked much ol der than that. Lines had
etched the corners of his dark eyes, giving his handsorme oval face an
air of seriousness-unlike Badgertail, whose toadlike, benused face
tended to make people think he was snmirking at them when he wasn't.

Bot h he and Bobcat had woven shell beads into their braided forel ocks.
The renmai nder of their skulls had been shaved, except for a bristly

ri dge down the center. Copper ear-spools the size of large nuts filled
their distended earl obes, the sign of wealth and status. Tattoos
adorned their bodies. Badgertail had blue spiders on his cheeks;

bl ack-and bl ue mazes covered his chest, arns, and legs. He wore a
fabric war shirt dyed in brilliant colors by the nmaster weavers of
Cahoki a. Heavy, shell-beaded necklaces hung at his throat, the

i nsignia of his hard-earned rank

Red concentric squares bl anketed Bobcat's forehead. H s war shirt bore
hi s personal Power synbol: the red image of a snarling wolf. Barely
visible under the fine fabric lay his conch-shell gorget with its

i nterl aced woodpecker heads, the badge of the Wodpecker Varrior

d an.

Badgertail's hand drifted to his own chest to lightly caress the green



i mage of a falcon that overlay his shell gorget. His fingertips
tingled fromthe Power there. "l cannot disobey ny orders, Bobcat.

What woul d you have ne do? Help destroy our way of life .. . and bring
the wath of the Sun Chief down on all of us?"

"No, brother. | would have you grab your pack and run away with ne
after this battle-walk. Monseed will agree. She's an obedient wife
to ne. W could do it, Badgertail! W could run away. Then neither

of us would have to obey his foolish orders ever again."
"And where would we go?" Badgertail asked in a nelancholy voice.
"Anywhere. It doesn't matter."

Is that how Keran's | egacy woul d end? Badgertail's nuscul ar hands

ti ghtened on the carved wood of his oar. Keran, Tharon's |egendary
grandf at her, had wel ded the small chiefdons together through a cunning
canpai gn of diplomacy, trade, marriage, and, of course, the Wodpecker
Can--the elite warriors born of Commoner and Sunborn. Men like
Badgertail and Bobcat.

Keran had overcone the jeal ousies and established Ca ho kia as the
maj or center of power, dominating not only the Father Water, but the
Mot her Water and the Moon Water rivers. |n nost cases, Keran had been
able to cajole, threaten, bribe, or wheedl e the other nound centers
into his alliance, but when that failed, his warriors, led by the
Wodpecker O an, had forced the recalcitrant chieftains into
conpliance, and often into forced narriages to create kinship bonds,
with their inportant obligations.

For two generations, the Sunborn had rul ed the chiefdons, each marrying
its young nen off to the other nmound centers, strengthening the ties of
clan and famly. And for two generations, the heavy canoes of the
traders had plied the waters fromone end of the |and to the other
bearing a variety of wealth: conch shell and sharks' teeth fromthe sea
to the south; buffalo hides fromthe plains far to the west--and
obsidi an fromthe nountai ns beyond them Traders even brought olivella
shells fromthe southeastern seas. Corn



travel ed back and forth on heavily | aden canoes when harvests fail ed.
Red pi pestone and steatite soapstone travel ed down fromthe conifer
forests, and copper fromthe western shores of the Great Lakes in the
north. Simlarly, mca was brought fromthe southern tributaries of
the Moon Water, as were fluorspar, barite and salt. Fromthe far
reaches of the Mbon Water canme granite, gneiss, and schist, to be
ground into maul heads, celts, naces, and ax heads. Fromthe west,
beyond Pretty Mounds, cane ocher, hematite, and galena. Fromthe
nmount ai ns a nmoon's journey to the southwest canme |arge quartz
crystals.

In return, the artisans of Cahokia worked the raw materials, creating
stunni ng shell beads, nets, fabrics frombasswood and cottonwood bark
From weed stens they created silky, soft textiles, dyeing themin
colors as brilliant as the rainbow itself. Effigy pipes and delicate
ceram cs were produced to repay the surroundi ng chiefdons with | uxury
and status goods.

So much had been gained fromReran's vision. Is it all to come to an
end now? Could Badgertail run away? Desert great Keran's grandson in
this terrible time of failed harvests?

Paddl es spl ashed around them tinmed to the lilting wail of a flute. The
notes gai ned a ghostly resonance as they travel ed over the expanse of
water. A few of his warriors Sang, their voices rising and falling in
a haunting nel ody that echoed fromthe towering banks. W pray for
victory, Thunderbird. G ve us victory,

victory, victory.

Let us die and be reborn at will, as lightning is. Against the great
darkness, we are falling, into its center, falling. Let us drive our
arrows into our enemes' hearts as you drive lightning into the breast

of Mot her

Earth. G ve us victory, Thunderbird, victory, victory .



The words touched Badgertail with the strength of rosin weed, clinging
powerfully to his thoughts. Victory? Over what? Over whon? He
frowned. Ahead, still out of sight, lay the thatched houses in the
village of River Munds. People there would be waki ng, cooking neal s,
saying prayers to the rising face of Father Sun

Bobcat is right. How can you do this when you know it's wong? These
are not enemnies! \Wat has happened that we've come to attacking our
own peopl e?

Badgertail and Bobcat had relatives in R ver Munds-mnmenbers of their
Squash Bl ossom C an. Perhaps even a niece or nephew. Their
gr eat - gr andnot her had been born in Ri ver Mounds.

He turned to gl ance at those who rowed behind hi mand caught Locust's
stare on him hard, unforgiving. Thirty-four sumers old, she had a
face like a field nmouse, narrow and pointed, with black, glistening
eyes. She had cut her black hair so that it brushed the shoul ders of
her war shirt They had grown up together, w tnessed their fanmilies
killed, their honmes ravaged, in the |ast days before Keran's vision of
peace had been fulfilled. Locust knew Badgertail better than he
hinself did. Long ago, when they'd both been young and rash, he had
wanted to marry her. Probably he still did sonewhere deep inside,

al t hough it had been twenty-two | ong cycles since that day. They were
cousi ns--each of the Sguash Bl ossom O an--and such a narri age was
taboo. For bi dden.

Since then, Locust had taken a wife, as was customary for a warrior of
her status. To have taken a husband woul d have deneaned her and forced
her into the traditional role of a wonan, that of cooking, cleaning,
and bearing children

As in all things, the clan ruled. Just as they made deci si ons about
what to plant and who would tend the fields, so did the old wonen
deci de when a man should marry. Noticing Badgertail's attraction to
his cousin, his grandnother had taken matters into her own hands. He
had been forced to marry a wonan of the Deer Bone Rattle C an naned Two



Tassels. H's marriage had been arranged by his grandnother and
great-aunt, each powerful in clan politics at the time. Since
Badgertail had built a reputation as a warrior, and since the Squash
Bl ossom O an had desired a trading relationship with Flying Wnman
Mounds, to the east on the Moon Water, they had arranged the union

The nmenory prickled in Badgertail's thoughts the way wild rose
scratched the skin. Acconpani ed by some of his kin, he had ridden one
of the bul ky trade canoes down to the nouth of the Moon Water, then
pitched in, rowi ng the heavy cottonwood canoe for two weeks upriver to
Fl yi ng Wman Mounds, the bride price stacked behind him

He could still picture Two Tassels' face: sullen, distrustful, annoyed
at having to marry an ugly warrior like him when her heart yearned for
another. Neverthel ess, Badgertail had fulfilled his duties; he had

| abored for a season in her fields, lived in her house, and cared for
her young son. And then | left. He dug deeply with his painted oar
driving the war canoe forward. The dull, traditional life at Flying

Wman Mounds was not for him Not after the excitement of bustling
Cahokia. A year after he'd returned, word had come through a young man
of the Deer Bone Rattle Clan that Badgertail was divorced--but to

mai ntain the kinship relation so inportant to the clans, the young nan
woul d "adopt" Badgertail as his brother

Everyone had ended up content, but Badgertail had never quite accepted
Locust's marriage. Onh, it conforted himthat she was happy, but she'd
taken a berdache wife: a woman in a nman's body. Physically, Prinrose

was a man, but his soul was fenmale, and therefore he wore his hair |ong

and braided, |ike a woman, and adopted femal e dress, going about in a
skirt. Prinrose cared for Locust's house, tended the fields with the
ot her wormen, and served as her lover .. . though in the fifteen cycles

that Locust and Prinrose had been married, Prinrose had planted no
children in Locust's wonb.

Badgertail didn't understand it. Perhaps when a nan had a fenal e soul
he had no senen. Wo knew?



He had al nost overcone his attraction to Locust. The old fire

returned to haunt himonly on rare occasions now. Sonetimnmes, when they
had the |l eisure to | ounge around canp, |aughing and tal king, he fell in
love with her all over again, though he rarely admitted it to hinself.
She | oved Prinrose, and Badgertail would not disturb her happi ness by

i ntruding his own selfish desires.

Despite his hidden | onging, over the years Locust had become his best
friend. Being close to her soothed sonething deep inside him

Badgertail dipped his paddle to keep the canoe skimm ng close to the
bank. distening curls of black water trailed in the wake of his
stroke. Warriors whispered behind him their voices low, twining with
the | appi ng waves until he coul d deci pher only a few of their words.
Soneone boasted of how good it would be to sink a knife into Jenos' gut
and feel the Moon Chief's |ife drain away. Another man | aughed and
uttered a brutal threat of what he would do to the wonen they captured.
Fools. Do they think that N ghtshade will stand by and watch us
destroy her home? .. . And later, will she follow Tharon's orders and
return to Cahokia with us?

And i f N ghtshade knew of their plans, she would have told Hail cl oud,
Jenos' cunning and dangerous war | eader. Once, in a kinder day,
Hai | cl oud had saved Badgertail froma terrible defeat. They had shared
the rigors of the battle walk, and a friendship based on nutual respect
had fl owered. That, too, would die on this day.

Badgertail grimaced at the fading Star Ogres. Hanged Wnan's face
dimed with each nmonment--1ike his sense of self-respect.

How many vill ages had he attacked in the past cycle? The killing and
ki dnappi ng si ckened his soul, though he knew the reasons for them The
tribute system served as the sinew that bound their society. But it
had been established hundreds of cycles ago, before drought and fam ne
had stricken the land. 1In the old days, when First Wman gui ded them



villages could afford to contribute half of their corn and squash
crops to sustain the trade and redistribution prograns adm ni stered by
Cahokia's Sun Chief. But not in these hard times. How could Tharon
expect the lesser villages to keep tendering the same anount they

al ways had? Especially when "redistribution” had ceased, because
Tharon needed the crops to feed his own burgeoni ng popul ace of ten

t housand at Cahoki a.

First Woman has truly turned her face from us.

Badgertail had stood on the shooting platforms of the palisade during

t he dark days when Wnter Boy breathed snow over the | and and thousands
cane to slamtheir food bow s against the walls, begging for corn to
feed their children.

"Tribute!" Bobcat hissed, as though reading the tracks of Badgertail's
soul . "How can Tharon keep calling it that?"

"It's what it's always been called.”

"Yes, and in the days when the Sun Chief's power protected the people,
it had a nmeaning. But now? |It's becone a bribe. A ransompaid to
stave off our attacks, brother. Have you forgotten the days when we
def ended our sister villages fromoutsiders? Have you? Keran's dream
is dead. They are no | onger our sisters, and we are snakes!"

Up on the banks, a | one ow hooted, and Badgertail caught sight of dark
wi ngs flapping over the water. For a nonent, his soul ached at the
bird s freedom

He wanted to escape. But the chiefdom needed him Thousands of people
depended upon his ability to maintain order. And anyway, where could
he go? He toyed with his paddle, rowing halfheartedly as he |istened
to the sweet notes of the flute in the growing light. He had sat
around a hundred canp fires telling stories about his experiences far
to the southwest in the Forbidden Land, where people grew corn on the
bluffs and Iived in stone palaces. He had even heard Ni ghtshade
hersel f spin | egends about the gods who roaned the

cact us- and- sage-covered deserts there. Sonetimes, in his dreams, he
lived there with them-as free as the eagl es who soared over the red
buttes.



Ni ght shade. Her enigmatic i mage haunted him Beautifu

Ni ght shade--eerie, frightening. Brave nmen |owered their voices when

t hey spoke her nane. And once | carried her over my shoulder. Wy are
our paths always threaded together like a weaver's pattern in a

fabric?

He forced the unsettling thought fromhis head. "lI'mfar nore worried
about Tharon's obsession with Power objects than | am about tribute,
Bobcat. What does he think he's doing by stealing every Power Bundl e
and coveting every ear-spool that's ever been proclainmed to have Power?
It doesn't nake any sense.™

Bobcat gave hima disbelieving |look. "It does to me. He's trying to
gather all the Power in the world to hinmself."

"But why? Does he feel threatened if such objects belong to the
shamans or the priests? Wat does he want with such a wealth of
Power ?"

"Who knows? Maybe he's trying to learn to dive into the Underworld
hi msel f."

Badgertail suppressed a shudder. Four tinmes a cycle, the Starborn,
priests and priestesses of the highest order, filled their black
Wl |l pots with sacred water and dove into the Well of the Ancestors,

swi mmi ng through the layers of illusion woven by First Wnan to prevent
the unworthy fromfinding the pitch-black Cave of the Tree, where she
dwelt. First Wman knew t he magi cal Songs to keep Fat her Sun and

Mot her Earth happy in their marriage. Wthout those Songs, Mt her
Earth woul d grow I onely, and in her despair, the crops would wither.

The chi ef dom had been suffering under the brunt of Mdther Earth's

di scontent for cycles. The |large game had al nost conpletely

di sappeared. He had been five sumers when he had | ast seen an

el k--though the Il egends told of a tine when mllions of themhad dotted
the prairies.

Badgertail had heard O d Marnmpt say that it was N ghtshade's fault,
that she'd begun to breathe death into the pots, not life. Marnot had
cl ai med that N ghtshade had bl ocked the entry to the Underworld through



wi tchery, and he had admtted that he could no | onger pierce the

layers of illusion in the Underworld to find First Wonan. Per haps
Bobcat's suggestion wasn't so farfetched. Did Tharon want to try it

hi nsel f? Someone needed to do sonething--and fast. Gak and hi ckory
had al nost vani shed fromthe uplands. In spring, the rivers and creeks
fl ooded and drowned the crops, stunting their growth. The cornfields
yi el ded barely enough to feed the thousands of hungry nouths. dd

Mar not had declared that Mother Earth had fallen into despair.

The haunting notes of the flute died away as the flotilla rounded the
| ast bend in the |ake. Badgertail cocked his head. He could hear
faint sounds fromthe village: dogs barking, the cry of a child. That
pathetic wail knotted in his gut.

"Do you think Jenos suspects that Tharon has sent a thousand warriors
to 'encourage' himto turn over the tribute he clainms he does not
have?" Bobcat's tone was bitter

"I'f Ni ghtshade knows, Jenos knows."
Bobcat froze, his oar lifted half out of the water. "You nmean you

think that she's foreseen our comng? That she knows we've orders to
drag her back to Cahokia with us? |If you really believe that, turn

t hese canoes around and let's go hone!"™ "W can't be sure. Since
Marnot died, we've no priest strong enough to send his soul swimring to
see what she's up to. We'Il know soon enough."

"Yes, when Hailcloud sends arrows flying over the palisade walls to
land in our bodies. | like Hailcloud, I don't want to fight him
Badgertail, this is madness!" Bobcat banged his oar agai nst the side
of the canoe.

Very quietly, Badgertail responded, "I know that, brother."
The warriors had begun to stare. Bobcat noted their gazes and nuttered
somet hi ng i naudi bl e before stabbing his paddl e back into the qui et

wat er .

Badgertail's eyes barely brushed Locust's, and then he focused on the
hori zon. A dusty | avender gl ow washed the heavens and spilled over



onto the land, flooding the beach ahead. "There," he ordered,
pointing to the place on the shining sands where they would |l and. "Put
in there."

When the bow grated to a stop, he junped out into the cold water. The
others | eaped out and hel ped himdrag the narrow hull onto the sand.

Up and down the shore, canoes | anded and warriors armed thensel ves,
slinging brightly painted quivers over their shoulders. Wthout a
word, they ghosted away into the dawn to surround the village as
Badgertail had pl anned.

He wat ched Wbodchuck's warriors disperse, noted their positions and
nunbers, then bent to pick up his own weapons. Hi s quiver felt heavy,
pressing down on his shoul ders as though already soaked with his

rel atives' blood. He hooked his bow on his waist thong. Do not fight
me, Jenos. No matter how good Hailcloud is, I'lIl win, and you know it.
Gve nme a way out of this |unacy!

"Locust?" Badgertail called. She trotted up to him her body taut as

she searched his eyes. Badgertail gestured toward the nounds. "Bobcat
and | will go alone. | want you and your nen to wait here and watch
for ny signal. You know the plan."

"I do." Locust gestured to a hillock that jutted up fromthe bank
"I'"ll be there, watching." She waved an armto her war party, and they

foll owed her into the broodi ng shadows.

Badgertail grimaced at the east before forcing his reluctant feet up
the slope toward the village. As he wal ked, frost fromthe dry grass
dusted his wet hide boots. He had two fingers of time before Father
Sun slipped over the horizon. It would have to be enough. The Sun
Chief's orders had been explicit. He wanted Badgertail and his
flotilla back at Cahokia by tonorrow, with the denmanded tri bute.

Bobcat trudged by his side, wearing an expression of disgust like a
badge of honor. Their fringed boots squished on moist sand as they
crested the slope and strode out into the open expanse of wi nter-tan
grass. Badgertail's skin prickled, vulnerable throughout the |ong wal k
to the palisade. The main gate made a dark square in the wall, defiant



and dangerous. Badgertail extended his hands, palns up, in front of
him letting Jenos know that he had cone to talk for one last tine.

The pal i sade consisted of upright poles that rose twenty hands high
around the central section of the village. The wall had been thickly
pl astered with clay and baked as a protection against fire, insects,
and rot. Badgertail knew that away fromthe | ake, on the western side
of River Myunds, the Conmon born fended for thenselves, unprotected by
ei ther palisades or professional warriors, though every male would be
armed with a club and bow. He hoped they had w tnessed his approach
and fled into the hills.

"They're up there," Bobcat warned, indicating with a tilt of his head
the shooting platforns that had been erected along the I ength of the
pal i sades.

"l see them"

Faces gl owed, the pale blue of flesh just visible over the sharpened
ends of the poles. Four warriors occupied each platform that would
make nearly six hundred in all. Mre would be huddling inside, using
the forty-five mounds in the village as cover. Badgertail anticipated
around ei ght hundred arned opponents: desperate nmen and wonen who nust
win this battle if they were to feed their famlies through the rest of
the w nter.

He halted and called up to the platformover the main gate: "Leader
Badgertail w shes to speak with the great Moon Chief. WII he open his
arms to enbrace his relatives this day?"

Jenos' rusty voice shouted back, "WII ny father's obscure cousin order
his warriors to lay down their bows until we have finished speaking?"

Bobcat huffed indignhantly, "That old bear-bait!"

Badgertail smiled grimMy at the insult. The people of the nounds
traced kinship through the females. A man belonged to his nother's
clan, disciplined his sister's children. Wen he married, he went to
live in his wife's house and work her clan's fields. He had no say in



his wife's household and could not speak to his nother-in-law, but
must avoid her at all costs, not even neeting her eyes.

The Warrior C ans consisted of men and wonen born through the mating of
the Sunborn with the Comronborn. Such mating had taken place when
Badgertai Fs nmot her coupled with his Sunborn father. Jenos had just

i nsinuated that no one believed the claimof Badgertail's nother--and
this, if true, would have stripped Badgertail of his warrior's status
and privil eges.

Badgertail called back, "Your obscure cousin will--for one hand's worth
of time, Jenos. No nore. // you will guarantee ny party's safety for
the sane length of tinme."

"Towill."

Badgertail turned cautiously and signal ed Locust to obey. Through the
| ong years of warring, she had never |let himdown. He knew that she'd
be paci ng now, anxious, upset by this devel opnent. She liked "clean"
hit-and-run battles, where no foolish diplonmacy tw sted the

ci rcunmst ances out of her control. Badgertail touched Bobcat's shoul der
reassuringly and faced the gate. He could hear his war |eaders calling
out in the voices of their Spirit Hel pers--OuM, Falcon, Wlf--to signa
t hey' d dropped their bows.

The gate slid back to reveal three lines of warriors, kneeling, bows
drawn. Badgertail and Bobcat extended open hands before them and
stal ked boldly forward.

Four nmen ajid one woman fell out of the first line, surrounding them
and forcing them down a narrow pat hway that wound through the village

Badgertail noted that Jenos took another trail. Wwy? Ws it a trap?
O perhaps Jenos needed to get to the rendezvous point ahead of himto
what ?

Grass-mantl ed mounds rose darkly against the pastel glow of dawn. Each
mound had been crowned with a plastered wall, and beyond that, thatched
roofs rose sharp against the dawn: the proud houses of the elite clans.
How many of them woul d remain standi ng when night settled on the
wounded | and?



H s peopl e constructed three kinds of nounds: platform nmounds, which
rose like truncated pyranids and supported prestigious buildings such
as tenmples and the houses of the elite; conical nmounds, where the nost
i nportant | eaders were buried; and ridge-top nounds, which served as
markers for the village boundaries. Only great warriors were granted
burial in these nounds, so that they m ght forever guard the village.
Badgertail gazed appreciatively fromthe nounds to the silver circles
of ponds that dotted the tranpled winter grass. Despite the tension of
the situation, their ethereal beauty soothed him

In the Beginning Tine, Mther Earth and Father Sun had been married.

But sone cataclysmic event had torn them apart and cast Father Sun into
the sky, Mdther Earth had tw sted herself out of shape trying to reach
up to touch Father Sun so she could ease her need for him Then, when
First Wonman and First Man were born, they had commanded all of their
children to help Mdther Earth. For three hundred cycles, BadgertaiFs
peopl e had been carrying baskets of dirt on their backs, trying to

bri dge the gap that kept Mdther Earth and Father Sun so far apart.

The guards | ed them past the mud-pl astered houses of the craftsnen and
across the central plaza with its tall poles, the top of each carved
into a clan totem People garbed in brightly dyed fabrics watched

anxi ously fromthe peripheries as they crossed the chunkey court. Last
summer --no nore than ni ne nmoons past--he had played on this very clay,
wagering his skill and some of Tharon's finest goods, in conpetition

wi th Jenos' chanpion, Mall ow.

How had the world gone so w ong?

Before themrose the tallest mound in the village, the Tenpl e Mund.
Squared steps of red cedar had been placed in the steep ranp, and
Badgertail ascended, his booted feet patting quietly against the wood.
By the time he had nade it halfway to the top, he could see the tenple.
It spread two hundred hands | ong and fifty hands wi de. The peaked roof
jutted fifty hands high.



He and Bobcat passed through the final gate in the wall that guarded
the truncated top of the nound and crossed the flat past the effigy
pol e that rose the height of ten tall men. O ferings had been left at
t he base to appease Spider, the Spirit Hel per carved into the pole top
so hi gh above.

Mal | ow wai ted for them standing before two brawny nen who stood on
either side of the main door of the huge tenple building. Each man was
dressed in the flashy robes of tenple guards. Thin triangles of
pounded copper covered the arns and chests of their red garnents.

Har dwood cl ubs hung fromtheir belts.

Recognition glimered in Mall ow s obsidian gaze. Wre those warm
sumer nights no nore than fadi ng nenory?

Mal | ow dropped his | ance across Badgertail's path. The barest odor of
snoke fromthe sacred fires inside escaped on the norning breeze.

"Stop, War Leader of Cahokia. |'ve been instructed to tell you to
renmove your weapons."

Bobcat stuck his chin out. "Wy? Leader Badgertail swore no bows
woul d be raised until he'd finished speaking with the Moon Chief. Does
Jenos doubt his word?"

Mal | ow stiffened. "You may ask hi myourself--once you' ve renoved al
of your weapons."

"You want us to go inside your tenple, out of sight of our forces,
unarned? Hal"

"Do as he says," Badgertail directed. "I trust the Mion Chief." A
pause. "And | trust Mallow. He is a man of courage and honor."

Sonet hing flickered behind Mallow s stone-hard control

Bobcat's eyes flaned. "But Badgertail! W can't--"

"Do it. Now "

Bobcat grudgi ngly unslung his quiver and bow and ki ssed them before
pl acing themgently on the bosom of Mdther Earth. Badgertail put his

weapons besi de Bobcat's and took a step backward, draggi ng his brother
with him "That's all of our weapons."



Mal | ow scrutinized them suspiciously. He was taller than Badgertail,
and in the subtle light, his beady eyes seened too snmall for his round
face. "You brought no knife?"

Bobcat took a hostile step forward. "Don't insult ny brother! [If he
says that's all, it is!"

Badgertail gripped Bobcat's shoul der and tugged hi m back reproachful ly.
"W brought no knives. But you may search us if you want."

Mal | ow si gnal ed one of the other guards to conme forward and cover them
whil e he knelt and patted down their legs and arms. Rising, Mllow
said, "CGo ahead, War Leader. The Mwon Chief is waiting."

Badgertail inclined his head respectfully and strode to the door. He
stopped to bow to the east, north, west, and south, and to cast a

gl ance heavenward and then downward, acknow edging the Six Sacred
Persons who held the winds in their hands. Then cautiously he pulled
asi de the woven-bark hanging to enter the tenple.

He heard Bobcat's sharp intake of breath as he stepped wthin.
Badgertai Fs eyes wi dened. He had been inside the tenple before, ten
cycl es ago, but he had forgotten the magnificence of the place.

A dimhall stretched fifty hands in front of them |ined by doors that
di m ni shed in size, drawing the eye inevitably to the huge room at the
end, where dozens of fire bow s gl eaned. Badgertail's gaze |lingered on
the bright synbols running the Iength of the hall: the stylized i nages
of Eagle, Father Sun, and Serpent, the odd, concentric squares painted
in black and encircled by rings of white eyes. Intricately carved
stands dotted the way, topped by bird-headed effigy bow s and beauti f ul
of feri ngs such as exotic necklaces and bracel ets.

Badgertail m ght have forgotten the majesty, but he had not forgotten
the tingle of Power that filled N ghtshade's tenple. He shook his
head. Tharon had been an idiot to cast her out of Cahokia. O course
Ri ver Mounds had accepted her with open arnms. N ghtshade's reputation
spanned half of the world. But he wondered how she had ever learned to



live without her Tortoise Bundle. dd Marnot clained that after

Ni ght shade | eft, he had barely been able to use its Power at all; it
was as though the Spirit of the Bundle had retreated ... or had died
fromgrief. The Bundle still graced the main altar in the Great Sun

Chanber, but Badgertail rarely heard anyone mention it these days.

"Come. W haven't nuch tine." As Badgertail wal ked, his thoughts went
to N ghtshade. WAs she here? He hadn't seen her in ten cycles, and
the last time there had been so nmuch hatred in her eyes that he'd been
unable to gaze at her directly. She nust have passed twenty-four
sunmers now, and her Power had increased with each one. A flutter

like butterfly wings, titillated his stomach.

Bobcat's eyes swept the hall as they wal ked. "I1've never felt Power
like this,"” he whispered. "Not even in our own Geat Tenple."

"Qur tenple does not have N ghtshade, brother."

"Not yet," Bobcat said bitterly. "Not until we've gutted Jenos
conpletely.”

Badgertail could sense her here, everywhere. Her soul lived in the
cedar poles and dirt. Seeing, hearing, watching through the very
fibers of the cattail-mt walls. Her presence throbbed as they neared
the i nner chanber, and Badgertail heard the soft beating of a drum O
was it N ghtshade's heartbeat pounding through the veins of halls? He
bowed to the Six Sacred Persons again before stepping over the

t hreshol d.

"You're a bold nman, Leader Badgertail." Jenos' scratchy voice echoed
in the golden warnth of the chamber.

Badgertail saw no drumer, yet the faint beats continued. The drummer
must live in one of the adjacent chanbers. He let his gaze drift.
Firebow s radiated outward fromthe central altar |ike sunbeans, twelve
inall. Their light caressed the plastered walls and Iit the intricate
designs painted on the white clay.

The altar rose four hands high and spread twenty hands in di aneter



Three steps led up to the altar and the sacred pedestal. Carved from
the trunk of a | ong-dead cypress tree, the pedestal's brilliant red,
purple, and yellow concentric circles formed a hal o around the pink
face of Ni ghtshade's Spirit Hel per. Just gazing at that tw sted face
| eft Badgertail uneasy. The pungent fragrance of col unbine seed m xed
with sweet-flag plant wandered up fromthe i ncense bow s on the altar,
where Jenos stood, his arnms crossed over the pedestal. A hard glint
sparked in his brown eyes.

"Not bold, cousin," Badgertail corrected. "Obedient."
Jenos snorted. "Obedient to Tharon? Then you're a fool. Look at the
cat astrophe the boy chief has already wought. 1've heard that the

babi es at Hi ckory Munds are starving. Doesn't that bother your soul
Badgertail ? How many villages have you attacked in the past two noons?
Three? O is it four now? How |long does the Sun Chief think he can
keep forcing our people to feed his before we rise up against hin? W
woul d give the tribute if we could. W can't!"

Jenos stood barely ten hands tall, but he had the gruff voice and

di stinctive triangular countenance of all of the Sunborn. H s face had
been tattooed in a black band that reached fromear to ear. H s thin
nose rode over even thinner |ips above a pointed chin, and his high
cheekbones bore bl ack crescent noons. He had pinned his

shoul der-1ength gray hair on top of his head in a bun and adorned it

wi th copper pins and the drooping feathers of a tan-and-white ow, the
sort that lived in holes in the ground. A palmsized shell gorget hung
around hi s neck, blazing against the background of his gol den robe.

Badgertail wal ked forward through the flickering glow cast by the fire
bowl s He noted that Bobcat remained by the door, guarding the main
entry. Badgertail would watch the tiny portal that broke the wall near
t he point of the northernnmost sunbeam

He knelt before the altar, paying homage, then rose and pinioned Jenos
with his gaze. "Wuere is N ghtshade, Mboon Chief? W've orders to take
her back with us to Cahokia."

Jenos' face slackened. "What? Why?"



"dd Marnmot is dead. The Sun Chief needs a new priestess. He wants
Ni ght shade. "

Jenos cl enched one shaking hand into a fist at this unexpected outrage.
"He would strip us not only of our food, but of our Power? What kind
of nonster has he beconme? W've all heard the stories about Marnot and
Tharon's wife. They say he killed them you know-for finding out
somet hing forbidden. Hulin, priest at Spiral Munds, clains that
Tharon is to blame for Mdther Earth turning against us. He says that
Tharon has committed sone terrible sacrilege and that Marnot and Si ngw
found out about it."

Badgertail |ooked away. Had the runors spread so quickly? Twelve
peopl e, including Singw and Marnot, had died only five days ago. There
had been no marks on the corpses, but all had been staring w de-eyed
when they were found, as though terrified by whatever specter had
wrought their death. Badgertail's breathing went shall ow when he
recalled that terrible night. Mon Miden had shrieked at the nurders
and ordered the Six Sacred Persons to unleash the winds. Thatched
roof s on hundreds of houses had been ripped off. Their fragments had
tunmbl ed through the village, lunbering |Iike beasts, and pil ed against
t he bases of the nobunds. And each victim except for Singw, had been
Starborn: nmenbers of the religious elite who tended the tenple and
presi ded over critical cerempnials. Nearly the entire hierarchy had
been kill ed.

"Where i s Ni ghtshade, Moon Chief?"

Jenos deflated a little and sl ouched over the edge of the pedestal.
"She's not here. She's gone away for a few days. Her |over, Bulrush,
was killed in an acci dent seven days ago. Thunderbird sent a bolt of
lightning to strike the tree beneath which Bulrush slept. It fell on
top of him N ghtshade .. . she needs tine to nourn."

Badgertail bowed his head. He remenbered Bul rush. Fun-Ioving, always
pl ayi ng practical jokes. No one could believe he had taken up with
Ni ght shade. But they had been together for what? Ten cycles now?



"Time is something none of us have. Especially you, Mon Chief. WII
you turn over the tribute? O force me to take it from your storage
hut s?"

Jenos slanmed his fist into the sacred pedestal. H's nostrils quivered
in rage. "W have another moon of winter left. Wthout that corn, ny
people will go hungry! W're in the mdst of the Starving Tine. You
know that. W' ve hunted out all the aninmals for days of travel in
every direction. There are alnost no fish left in the Father Water. |

can't turn our corn over to you." He extended his hands in a pleading
gesture that made Badgertail's soul go cold. "I beg you, Badgertail.
Pl ease. Go back and tell Tharon we cannot do as he commands. |If he

woul d just give us another season, we would pay himtw ce the tribute
he demands."

"I"'msorry," Badgertail said distastefully, and caught Bobcat's

di sgusted glare, "but Tharon has grown tired of your insolence. You
have about one finger of tinme left. What is your choice? War or
peace?"

"Badgertail, do you realize what will happen to us if you attack? It's
not just the tribute. After you're finished tearing R ver Munds
apart, killing our warriors, we'll be conpletely vulnerable to attack

from anyone who wants what little we have left. The independent

chi efdons south of the confluence of Mbon River have becone nore
daring. Runors of your raids travel on wings faster than Swallow s. If
any of those chiefs should becone bold, we're no nore than a nonth's

travel away. You'll doom every man, woman, and child in this

vill age."

The words cane hoarsely. "It's not ny decision, Mon Chief. [If it
were--" Bobcat's boots scuffed the floor, causing Badgertail to whirl.

"What is it?"

Bobcat's eyes narrowed as he peered into the di mess of the hall
"People. Six of them They just ducked under the hanging. They're
com ng. "

Badgertail glared at Jenos. A small, bitter snile curled those thin
lips. "What is this, Mon Chief? You would betray your promnise of
saf ety?"



The old man's shoul ders hunched, naking hi mappear frail and decrepit.

H s mouth puckered as though he had swal | owed somet hing sour. "You' ve
left nme no choice, Badgertail. W are a desperate people. 1In a few
monents | will take you to the gate platformand you can signal your

warriors to call off the attack. Then | want you to sumon one of your
warriors and order himto take my plea for nore time to Tharon."

"Tharon won't listen. And within two days my warriors will figure out
the sham and attack you anyway. You've nothing to gain by taking us
host age. "

"Time, Badgertail. Time. Perhaps in tw days | can sneak out the

nmot hers and children. WMaybe the elderly. Then .. He exhal ed
despondently. "Well, your warriors may do what they will. W will
fight you until we are all dead." FJe lifted a hand and noved it
futilely. The fire had gone out of his dark eyes, |leaving only hatred.
"W will die anyway if you take our food and our source of Power.

Better quickly thain a lingering death that eats our souls with its
pain."

Jenos lifted his gaze expectantly to the doorway. Badger tail prepared
hinsel f. The blaze of the fire bows blinded his eyes to the hall, but
his keen ears picked up the soft hissing of nobccasins against dirt.
Bobcat had flattened hinself against the wall by the entry. Hi s chest
heaved with anxi ous breaths as he nodded to Badgertail. Then his

gl ance touched on Jenos.

They had warred together too long for Badgertail to mss his brother's
meani ng; he waited until the first enemy warrior cane through the
door.

When Bobcat yelled "Go!"™ and swing a fist brutally into the man's
t hroat, Badgertail dove for the floor, crawing frantically for
Jenos.

Jenos vaulted off the altar with the vigor of a boy and sprinted for
the tiny door in the northern wall. Hi s golden robe waffled around his
|l egs as he ran. Screanms and angry shouts flooded the Sun Chanber.
Badgertail caught sight of Bobcat whirling to knee a man in the stomach



before two warriors junmped him An invisible fist constricted
Badgertail's heart

"Moon Chief! Stop!" Badgertail cried as he | eaped forward, tackling
Jenos and knocking himto the floor

Jenos screaned and pounded his withered fists into Bad gertail's face
and back, shrilling, "No! No! Badgertail, have you |ost your human
soul ? Let nme go!"

Bobcat uttered a garbled scream

Desperati on drove Badgertail to grab Jenos' throat in a crushing grip.
"Tell your warriors to stop! Now, or you're dead! You hear ne?"

Two nmen slamed into Badgertail like a rushing rock slide, propelling
himoff Jenos. He struggled wildly, grabbing red tatters of clothing,
gouging with his fingers, until he got an opening and bashed his knee
brutally into the groin of one of his opponents. When the man gasped
and slunped to the floor, Badgertail leveled a |lethal kick to the
warrior's tenple. The man toppled sideways, his w de, dead eyes
staring, as the second warrior twined his fingers in Badger tail's

bl ack hair and wenched hi m backwar d.

Badgertail recognized Mall ow s burning eyes. They struggled, Kkicking,
rolling over and over. Wen they reached the edge of the raised altar
Badgertail gripped Mallow by the shoul ders and shoved hi m over the
short drop with all his mght, pitching headfirst after him He | anded
a knee in Mallow s face, pulverizing his nose. A jagged scream
erupted. Badgertail clenched his fists together and hamrered Mall ow s
skul | again and again until the warrior stopped flailing. He reared
back, preparing to thrust his fist into Mallow s vul nerabl e throat

but his arms went weak.

A wenching sob diverted his attention.

Across the room Bobcat withed weakly in a pool of blood. A blazing
golden light glimered fromthe copper shaft of the |ance that pierced
Bobcat's stomach, pinioning himto the dirt floor. Two warriors stood
over him [laughing, their |ances poised for thrusting.



Oh, Blessed Sun, no. "Bobcat!" Badgertail screamed as he |unged away
from Ml low, racing across the floor

As he junped over a hideously spraw ed corpse, the two warriors spun
re-aimng their lances at his chest. Heedless, he threw hinself at
them how ing his rage |ike a wounded wolf. "Leave ny brother al onel
Get away! Get back or I'Il kill you!"

The sharp point of a lance sank into his right forearm A haze of arns
and | egs flashed around him Then he vaguely glinpsed one of the nen
pull his club and felt the first blow strike low on his spine. Hs

| egs went nunb. Before he knew what was happeni ng, he coll apsed,

| andi ng hard on the floor. The warrior beat himunnercifully.
Badgertail withed, trying to shield his head with his arns. Wen he
struggled to twi st sideways to get away, a stunning bl ow | anded at the
base of his skull. "No!" he heard Jfenos scream "Don't kill him

W need him"

Just before he bl anked out, he heard Jenos scream sonething el se, and
he made out the rising clanor of terrified voices in the village
bel ow. "

Dimy, he heard the war cries of his own warriors comnng closer
Three

Kni ght shade nmoved silently, sensually, on her bed of dried may grass
oblivious to the wails that carried on the norning wind. Her own

whi npers barely penetrated her dream

She smoot hed her hands over Bulrush's nuscul ar back, reveling in the



corded sinew, gently touching each well known scar. His hand crept
slowy down her bare side, massaging enticingly. She |laced her fingers
behi nd his neck and pulled his face down to stare into the warm depths
of his dark eyes. He smled.

I nexplicably, she longed to sob into the curtain of his hair as it
tunbl ed around her face.

"Bulrush, I'mfrightened.” Don't be. I'mhere. Do you feel ne?

He traced a finger down the smooth |line of her jaw and pressed his
nmout h agai nst hers, kissing her with all of the passion she knew so
well. His tongue explored, moving over hers, thrusting deeper

The may grass beneath N ghtshade crackled softly as she wapped her
arnms forcefully around his back and crushed his tall body against her
Fear | ay behind her hurry, as if sone nonster |lurked, waiting to pounce
on them She whi npered, unknow ngly sending a cry through the brush
hut she had constructed on the bluff above the Father Water. Bands of
gol den |ight shot through the structure, falling over her thick

bl ankets and dancing in the long feathers of black hair that spread in
a hal o around her beautiful face. N ghtshade opened her |legs and felt
Bul rush there ... From sonewhere far, far away, the shrill cacophony of
screans eddi ed.

Ni ght shade jerked involuntarily, shattering the dream She felt her
soul being pulled up through layers of sleep and becane aware that a
wash of sunlight shone greeni sh-gold against her closed lids. No! She
fought, struggling to force herself back into the dream-back into

Bul rush's arns.

But the light grew nore brilliant, and Bul rush slipped away into the
haunt ed shadows of her soul

Ni ght shade' s heart pounded si ckeningly.
She opened her eyes and peered at the blurry patches of Father Sun's

light visible -through the rents in the rounded done of her hut. She
had erected a pole frame and then woven handfuls of red hay into the



lattice for protection against the elements. But she had been so
weary from despair that she'd done a poor job.

"Thank you, Wnter Boy," she murmured softly, "for hol di ng back the
snow and rain while 1've lain here sleeping twenty hours a day."

Her breath misted in front of her. She studied the shinmers of silver
as they wafted upward, then let her gaze drift over the rest of the
hut. It spread about twelve hands in diameter. At the foot of her

bed, her painted Power Bundle and water jar sat silhouetted in the
shadows. A few tufts of grass spiked fromthe wall above them ready to
fall at the first gust of w nd.

How | ong had she been here? Six days? Her thoughts rambled over the
sunrises and sunsets she'd witnessed. Yes, six. A sacred nunber,

that. A healing nunber. Bulrush should have finished his journey down
the Dark River of the Underworld and arrived at the Land of the
Ancestors by now

Ni ght shade i magi ned himthere, laughing, talking to all of the precious
rel ati ves who had gone before him

Si x. A healing nunber.

Gief tightened like Eagle's talons around her chest, crushing the life
fromher. Wiy didn't she feel healed? The pain had only grown worse
Li ke shocked fl esh awakeni ng fromthe keen slash of an obsidian knife,
her soul screamed. The pathetic sound wound down and around through
the recesses of her nenories of Bulrush, seeking confort there. And
sometines she found it, in his loving voice, his wy laugh, the joy in
his smle. The screamwould fade to a dull whinmper for a tinme, unti

her body overrode her soul and tried to wake. Then it would rise
again, swelling to a wail as it fled through the recesses, searching,
searching for him

Every norni ng when she drifted at the edge of sleep, she felt the
warnth radiating fromhis body, heard his heart beating slightly out of
rhythmwith hers, as she had thousands of nmornings in the past ten
cycles. She would lie drowsily, enjoying his presence beside her, the
softness of their bed, the songs of the birds perched on the peaked



roof of the tenple, the sweet pungency of the old red cedar poles
supporting the walls. Then she would reach out to touch him and
awaken, startled, to find himmssing. For the briefest nonment, she
woul d think that he nmust have gone out to catch fish for breakfast.

Then the terrible know edge woul d return, and she would realize anew
that his body lay beneath ten feet of earth in one of the ridge-top
mounds at the edge of the village.

Ni ght shade squeezed her eyes closed. "Don't .. . don't think about
it."

Sounds from Ri ver Mounds rode the shoul ders of the breeze.
Cccasionally, when the drafts swirled around and swept up the bl uff,
she thought she heard screams. But it nust have been the nusic of
flutes, or the cries of children at play.

She tried to force her soul to swminto the sounds to locate their
source, but with Bulrush's death, her Powers had withdrawn into the
dar kness of despair. She sensed nothi ng beyond her own angui sh. She
rolled to her side and fiddled aimessly with the dry grass of her
beddi ng. Menories fluttered, unbidden, agoni zing.

She had seen fourteen sumers when she'd nmet Bulrush; it was just after
Tharon had bani shed her from Cahokia. Bulrush had cared nothing of her
reputation, or of her abilities to dive into the Well of the Ancestors

and pierce the layers of illusion spun by First Wnan to guard the Cave
of the Tree. He'd just cared about her

For a few cycl es, happiness had breathed fromevery rock and tree, as
i f each persinmon bl ossom and m sty norning had recei ved Father Sun's
speci al bl essi ng.

Ni ght shade tugged the worn softness of her blanket up around her
throat. The tan fabric caught the norning glow and sparkled |ike
Raven's wi ngs as he dove between flashes of lightning. Her heartbeat
had slowed to a dull jolting against her ribs.

"Why didn't you foresee his death, N ghtshade? Wy didn't Brother



Mudhead warn you?" She had gone over and over the question, trying to
under st and why Midhead had abandoned her. She'd even tried diving into
the Well to ask him face-to-face, but she hadn't been able to get
through the gate. First Wman had barred the entry to her, and she
didn't know why. For the past five cycles it had beconme ever harder to
gain entry. Wat had she done to deserve such punishnment? Mdhead had
told her in a Dream "Humans have thrown the world out of bal ance.

Nothing will be as it was." But she hadn't understood at the tine.
Bul rush ..
Per haps now. It had been six days.

She braced her arns to sit up. Her nuscles burned as though set afire
by grief. She pulled the warm bl anket around her shoulders to fend off
dawn's chill breath. She'd been sleeping in her red dress and deer

hi de boots for so long that they seemed a part of her, like thick folds
of aged skin. Though she had slept al nost constantly during the past
si x days, her body cried out for nore sleep. But the possibility of
seei ng Bul rush drove her on. Wearily she craw ed across the soft,
grass-covered floor to grasp the Midhead Power Bundl e.

Si nki ng back, she held it protectively to her breast while she traced
the blue spiral of Mbon Maiden with her fingertip and followed it

t hrough the four concentric circles of Father Sun to the fat bodi es of
the Hero Twi ns, one white, the other black. One of Light, the other of
Darkness. In the Beginning of the Wrld, they had | ed humans up
through a hole in the ground to this lush hone and taught them how to
live in harmony with the land. Her hand edged down to the contorted
face of Brother Mudhead, and she lifted her voice in an ancient,
lilting Power chant: | amcalling, First Woman, calling. | wear the

m ghty colors of Bird-Man, the Serpent of the Sky. Crimson, Enerald,



Sand. Open the gate to me. | amcalling, calling.

| woul d descend fromthe high land, into the Underworld to speak with
you. First Wman, help ne. Bird-Man, help me. | amcalling, calling.
Open the Gate of the Well

Ni ght shade reverently ki ssed the Mudhead Bundl e and unl aced t he | eat her
ties. Father Sun had risen higher. H's rays no |longer struck her in
the face. They penetrated the | odge in a thousand pl aces, streamn ng
down to speckle her tangled hair |ike copper dust. She cautiously
pull ed a small basket and a black bow fromthe Bundle. She set them
gently on the floor before kissing the Bundle again, then setting it
asi de.

"I"'mcomng, First Woman. Help me, help me." She picked up the
basket, surveyed its faded red swirls, and renoved the woven lid. A
gray smudge of powder sneared the bottom N ghtshade offered a small
prayer of thanks to Sister Datura. Traders brought the precious seeds
up fromislands in the Geat Salt Water far to the southeast. The
seeds cost a fortune, but two of her bows could purchase enough of
themto last her a lifetine. She reached for her water jar and

spl ashed a nmeager amount of water into the powdered seeds, then

hal f-filled her black Wl pot.

Ni ght shade took a deep breath. The danp norning air felt sharp in her
lungs. She forced her soul into cal mpatterns before she dipped her
finger into the gray paste in her Power basket and began nassaging it
into her tenples.

"I amcomng, Bird-Man. Help ne. Help ne. Help ne."

When she let her hand fall to pick up her Wellpot, a gust of w nd
teased her long hair. Not until the breeze had wandered through her
dwel | i ng and scanpered away did Ni ghtshade dare turn her eyes to the
water in the Well pot.

Her reflection transfixed her. Mdnight snarls of hair framed her
face, accentuating the purple circles around her eyes. Her full lips
and turned-up nose | ooked pinched, as though she battled to keep



somet hing | ocked inside that bronze prison of skin. As she stared

into the water, she felt Sister Datura seeping into her bones, catching
hol d of her soul with a granite hand to shake her fears out .. . or to
ki1l her because of them

Ni ght shade shuddered when the sickness started. Her soul reeled as she
began the Dance of Death with her Sister. They twi ned souls like

| overs, rocking, fighting, delighting and terrifying each other as they
Danced over the deadly gate that led to the Well of the Ancestors.

Ni ght shade pirouetted carefully over that bottom ess pit, follow ng
Datura's | ead through the darkness. When the nausea swell ed,

Ni ght shade battled it by chanting, chanting with all of her strength,
into the Well pot, praying for help and gui dance from Bi rd-Man and

Brot her Mudhead. . And at |ast her soul cut |oose fromher body. She
felt it spiral out through her navel and ooze into the Wllpot I|ike

wi spy threads of azure light.

I am coming, Mudhead. | amconing. Bulrush, can you hear ne?

Sister Datura rel eased her hold, and Ni ghtshade nelted into the water.
Her reflection wavered around her, cool and caressing. She could | ook
upward at her own face, though it appeared blurred through the water,
and downward. Down, down through the gate, into the brilliant darkness
of the Well of the Ancestors. She prepared herself and dove,
scattering the colors of her reflection like | eaves in warm autum

wi nds. JLjichen woke with a start, staring w de-eyed at the gol den
veil of light that fell over her room

"Dawn, " she whi spered.
She had been dream ng of playing ring-and-pin--a game that consisted of

flipping a perforated bone up in the air and skewering it with a
shar pened stick--with Flycatcher, when



an unknown woman had shouted her nane. |t had been so | oud that
Li chen imagined it had cone fromthis world.

But only the far-off mournful how s of a coyote disturbed the norning's
qui et .

She snuggl ed deeper into her precious buffalo robe--her nother had
received it as a gift froma trader after having performed a healing
cerenony--and blinked at the chestnut poles that forned the ceiling of
her room The pole on the far right, the one over her head, had a
large knot in it that thrust out into the next row of poles, slightly
skewi ng the whole roof. Custers of eagle feathers dangled here and
there, each a prayer for soneone sick or gone hunting. They twirled in
the cool breeze that roanmed the room

Li chen yawned, a wi de, hazy yawn. Who could have called her? Her gaze
drifted over the interconnected |line of painted yell ow spiders that
craw ed around the clay-washed walls. Their red eyes glowed in the
light spilling through the window. She hadn't recognized the voice.
That had scared her. And she had the vague feeling that the voice had
cone fromfar away.

Li chen foll owed the spiders fromone to another until she came to the
wal I niche that gouged the plaster at the foot of her nother's bed. The
Stone WIf stared at her. Black, tiny, it glimered |ike a speck of

nol ten obsi di an

She scoot ed deeper beneath her robe and peered at the wolf through a
ki nky horizon of black buffalo fur. Should she try talking to it?
Wanderer had told her to.

But the Stone WIf terrified her. Her not her forbade her to touch it

because, she said, the Power in the wolf could kill Lichen, though
Li chen thought that maybe it could do that wi thout being touched. She
could feel its Power radiating all the way across the room like the

prickly feel of a cricket's legs on her arm

Bravel y she shoved her robe down a little to | ook the Stone Wl f
straight in the face. "Do you know who called ne?" she asked. "Do
you know anyt hi ng about that Dream | had two days ago?"



The sensation of Power grew. Lichen thought she coul d hear sonet hing,

like the faint runble of a flash flood before it w ped the face of the
| and cl ean. Fear gripped her. She swallowed hard and dove beneath her
robe, shivering.

From t he bl ackness, she heard her nother stir. An el bow thudded
against the. wall Sleepily, she heard her nmother's voice. "Lichen?
D d you say sonethi ng?"

"Yes!" She threw off her robe and flew across the roomas fast as she
could. The hard-packed dirt floor stung her feet with cold. "I'm
scared!"

Meadow Vol e sat up in bed, her black hair falling about her shoul ders,
and opened her robes for Lichen to craw in. Her daughter scooted back
agai nst her as tightly as the narrow platformwould pernmt before
heaving a sigh of relief.

"\What scared you, Lichen?"

"The Stone WIf. It was |ooking at ne."

"Well, don't worry. It's quiet this norning."

Li chen frowned as she twi sted to gaze up at her nother's round face,

full lips, and slightly hooked nose. "Didn't you feel the Power?"

"No. | didn't feel anything. Maybe you were dream ng."

Li chen kept silent. She still felt it, all around, |ike a noose being
pul l ed tight.

"Li chen?" Her nother's voice changed. "Did you go up to see Wanderer

yesterday? Flycatcher's nother said he cane home as white as clay and
hid in a corner until she coaxed himout for dinner. Do you know
anyt hi ng about that?"

"No," she answered truthfully. She hadn't seen Flycatcher since they'd
cone back, but she couldn't believe he woul d have tattled on her
Except for Wanderer, Flycatcher was her best friend.

"Did you go up to see Wanderer?"

"Well .. . Mdther, he gets lonely. He needs people to cone see him
every now and then."

Vol e sighed and rested her chin on top of Lichen's head. "How nany



times have | told you that he's dangerous? You never know what
Wanderer will do. Hi s mbods change as fast as G andfather Brown
Bear's. | wish you wouldn't--"

"Was he as odd when you studied wi th hinf"

Lichen felt Vole's nuscles tighten for an instant before she nodded
agai nst Lichen's hair. "He's always been strange. He taught

Ni ght shade for many cycl es before he taught nme. | think she cast sone
spell on himthat knotted up his soul. That's why I w sh you'd stay
away fromhim"

A shaft of light clinbed the wall, glaring in the face of one of the
spiders. "But | like him Mther. D dn't you ever |ike hinP"

"Ch, yes, but that was a long time ago, before .. . well, before a |ot
of things happened.”

"Before my father died?"

Her nmot her hesitated for so long that it nade Lichen fidget. She
rolled over in bed and gazed up into Vole's troubled eyes. "How cone
you never tell me very much about my father?"

"There isn't much to tell. W were married for only a cycle, and he
was gone nost of that tinme."

"To go on battle-walks." People in Redweed Village told stories on

l ong wi nter nights about how great a warrior her father had been. She
beamed up at her nother in pride, but found Vole's eyes focused
somewhere far away and unpl easant.

"Yes, battle-wal ks. He was always fighting." Vole turned away. "Wy
don't you try to sleep some nore? We'll have to get up soon.”

Wrried by her nmother's sudden cool ness, Lichen tried to think of
somet hing el se to tal k about to make her happy again. "ls that when
you studied with Wanderer, Mther? Wen ny father was gone raidi ng?"

"Yes. Wanderer taught ne many things. He--" "Wy did you stop
studying with hin? He has great Power. |[|'ll bet he could have taught
you a lot nore."

Her nmot her's eyes sought out the Stone Wlf. "Yes, |I'msure. | just
didn't know how to deal with his soul being an eagle one day and a pack



rat the next." She |laughed softly and playfully tugged Lichen's nose.
"Now, let's sleep for another two fingers of tine. W' ve a |ong day
ahead of us. | have to start making preparations for the Beauty Wy
Cer enony, and you have to help ne."

Li chen wiggled closer to her nother and buried her face against Vole's
soft breasts, where she felt safe. She tried to force herself to

sl eep, but her mnd kept drifting to the frantic sound of the unknown
worman' s voi ce. Four Badgertail ?" Locust call ed.

Where he lay in the glare of the Inner Chanber's fire bows, he could
hear the fear in her voice. Shrieks and pleas for nercy reverberated
through the tenple. "Badgertail! Can you hear nme?"

Then she was bending over him her frantic fingers lifting an eyelid to
see if he lived. Badgertail scratched at the dirt floor with trenbling
fingers. The pungent tang of blood m xed miserably with his throbbing
headache. "Help .. . help ne up."

Locust slipped an arm beneath his shoul ders and cautiously lifted him
to a sitting position. The wound in Badgertail's forearm stung, but
worse was the bitter acid of bile clinging to his tongue. It nade his
stomach want to heave. His vision swam producing doubl e i mages.

"Qui ckly, what happened?" Locust crouched beside him Spatters of

bl ood fl ecked her cheeks and war shirt "When one hand's worth of tine



passed, we attacked. W overwhel med Jenos' forces |ike wolves anong

fawns. | brought my war party directly here, thinking you m ght need
hel p."

Badgertail nodded weakly as he touched Locust's armin gratitude. "And
Wodchuck?"

"He's killing as many warriors as he can, to pay them back for perfidy.
El khorn's raiding the storage huts to collect the Sun Chief's rightful
tribute.” Her jaw went hard as she cast a malicious glance at the

ot her side of the chamber. "W caught Jenos and his Starborn trying to

run for the river."

Badgertai Fs gaze |lingered on Bobcat's dead body. Tears of rage and
hurt welled in his eyes before he lifted his head to seek the man
responsi ble. But only Locust seemed to take note of his pain. She
rose and took a hesitant step forward before Badgertail shook his head
to make her stop

The blazing fire bows blurred into a connected neckl ace of anber
stones. Beyond them at the edge of the western wall, twelve priests
and priestesses in red robes huddled in a semcircle around Jenos.

Thr ough Badgertail's hazy vision, they |ooked |ike fuzzy patches of
flame. Only a very small priestess, with knee-length black hair, stood
out .

He put a hand on Locust's shoul der and struggled to stand. She gri pped
his el bow to support himuntil he got to his feet. H s knees wobbl ed
as he half-staggered toward Jenos. He nade it to the sacred pedestal
and | eaned heavily against it. "Mon Chief, where is N ghtshade?"

Jenos' gray bun had cone undone, and the ornate, double |obed copper
pi n had vani shed. Wsps of hair matted his cheeks. He shook his head
wearily. "I don't know. "

"She woul dn't have gone anywhere without telling you. Where is she?"

"She was grieving, Badgertail. | did not demand that she provide ne
with the details of her plans.”

Badgertail's hand tightened on the cool wood of the pedestal. As his
senses returned, his body howed for himto Iie dowmn. But he couldn't.
Not yet. Not until he had acconplished this final task. He inhaled a
breath to steady hinself and al nost gagged. The scent of urine



pervaded the air here. Badgertail shifted to | ook around the

pedestal. Mallow spraw ed on his side. Hi s intestines had been ripped
out and strewn |ike gray ropes around him Hi s bl adder must have | et
go at the |ast.

On that hot summer day not |ong past, Mallow had played chunkey on the
side of Light, his nuscles rippling as he hurled the polished stone
di sk down the court. Friends .. . they'd been friends.

Badgertail wi ped a trenbling hand over his sweat drenched forehead as
he spread his legs to brace hinmself. The inpact of Bobcat's death
began to sink in. He notioned to Locust. "The young priestess. Bring
her.":

The girl cried and fought as Locust dragged her out of the circle of
the Starborn and uncerenoni ously threw her at Badgertail's feet. Terror
ti ghtened her pretty face.

"Who are you?" he asked, forcing his voice into a cal mess that he
didn't feel. He wanted N ghtshade in his hands now, so that he and
Locust---and Bobcat--could | eave this forsaken village and go hone.

"I am Col denrod. Please, |'ve done nothing. Don't kill nme!" She
prostrated herself before him "I1've done nothing!"

"Where i s Ni ghtshade, Gol denrod?"

She shook her head so violently that a black shroud of hair tunbled

over her face, half hiding her eyes. "She didn't tell any of us where
she was goi ng, Leader Badgertail. | swear it!" Locust and four nen
eased up behind Badgertail. He could snell the acrid odor of their

sweat, see the light glinting off the deer-bone stilettos on their
belts. Locust had been through this same process with himhalf a dozen
times. She responded automatically to the tone of his voice, the
slight tilt of his head.

Badgertail extended a hand and comranded t he young priestess, "Stand
up, ol denrod."

She hesitantly conplied, glancing from Badgertail to Locust and back



again. Her thin robe, woven fromthe soft inner bark of the sacred
red cedar tree and so rare now, clung to the curves of her body,
outlining her breasts and hips.

Badgertail did nothing for a time but gaze across the room at Jenos. He
could make out Jenos' shaky intake of breath; the Moon Chief's jaw

qui vered before he clanped it tight. The holy nenbers of the Starborn
encircling himhad backed away, as if abandoning their chief to
Badgertail's wath. In the weaving firelight, the painted i mages on
the walls seened to nove and shift uneasily.

Jenos lifted his chin and nmet Badgertail's gaze. "So," he whispered,
"you' ve killed ny people, robbed ny food reserves, and now you want to
steal the only strength that R ver Munds has left. W won't tell you,
Badgertail. None of us. Wen N ghtshade returns and finds what you've
done you'll wi sh you'd gutted yourself."

A puff of wi nd penetrated the chanber, and the fire bow s hissed,
wavering so badly that they al nbst went out. Were had the draft cone
fron? A door-hangi ng being pulled back?

Locust cautiously drew her bow, nocking an arrow before she dropped to
one knee. The tawny light danced over her short |ocks. The other
warriors warily nocked arrows and gl anced around, mnuttering
unconfortably to each other. H gh overhead, something rustled in the
t hat ch.

Badgertail strained his ears, listening for footsteps or voices. An
eerie prickle fluttered up his back, as if N ghtshade had just stepped
into the roomand the hem of her robe had swept the w nds before her.

Jenos pressed a fist to his thinlips. "W won't tell you." Pure
| oat hi ng quavered in his voice. "If you kill us, N ghtshade will find
you. She'll avenge us."

Badgertail returned his gaze to Gol denrod. She clanped her hands over
her folded arns so tightly that her knuckles went white, as if she knew
the final noment had cone.

"I don't want to kill any of you, Goldenrod, but | nust find
Ni ght shade. And if it takes killing all of you, one by one, | will do
it." Badgertail lifted a hand to Locust. "See that priest on the far



left?" The white chert point on the tip of Locust's arrow sparked as
she shifted her aim "I do."

Badgertail |et his hand hover while he pinned Gol denrod with his eyes.
"Tell me now, Coldenrod. |'ve no time for nore ganes."

She wrung her hands and sobbed, "I don't know | don't--"

Badgertail sliced the air with his fist, and Locust let fly. A

wr enchi ng shri ek echoed through the tenple as the arrow pierced the
man's chest. Goldenrod covered her face as the priest stunbled
forward, dropping to his knees before he crashed face-first onto the
floor, withing like a skewered bug. Screans and shouts erupted, the
St arborn shoving each other to get farther away. The dying priest
tried to speak, to call out to Badgertail, but blood clogged his
throat. He choked on it, his eyes growing wider until he coll apsed
into a pile of tousled red robes.

Jenos' elderly face had gone pale.

Badgertail raised his hand again, and Locust nocked another arrow.
"Moon Chief? How nmany nore would you have me kill?"

Jenos turned his head agai nst the question

The posture galled Badgertail |like a cactus thorn in his palm "Mon
Chief, you're a fool! W'Il find N ghtshade anyway! She can't be far
and as soon as we've collected our tribute and di sarmed the prisoners
here, we'll go hunting for her. Fifty warriors conmbing the hills--"

"WIl find nothing," Jenos said mserably. "She'll turn herself into a
cougar and tear your nen to pieces.”

Nervous nurnurs broke out behind Badgertail. He turned sharply to
glare at his warriors. They shifted fromfoot to foot, as terrified as
i f Father Sun had just swooped out of the sky to scorch themall. "No
one has that Power!" he shouted at them "Not even Ni ghtshade!"

At their expressions of disbelief, Badgertail whirled and comranded,
"Locust, aimat Col denrod."



The young priestess shrilled and fell to her hands and knees, craw ing
toward Jenos, crying, "Oh, no, no, no! Please, |'ve done nothing!"

Badgertail lifted his hand.

ol denrod grabbed Jenos' ankles and buried her face in the hemof his
robe, sobbing wildly. Jenos flinched.

"Moon Chief?" Badgertail let the question dangle for a few seconds,
then started the downward plunge of his hand.

Jenos yelled, "VWait! .. . Wit."

Locust held her fire but kept her aimfixed on Gol denrod' s narrow back.
The priestess's wails canme muted now, muffled by Jenos' robe.

"\Where?" Badgertail demanded.

"I ... I"mnot ... somewhere up in the western bluffs on the other side
of the Father Water. | don't know exactly where. |It's a secret Power
pl ace that she goes to for privacy. No one knows its exact |ocation."
Once the words had been uttered, Jenos seenmed to deflate |like a

por cupi ne bl adder pricked with a quill. H's shoul ders sagged in defeat
as tears welled in his eyes. He reached down to rest a soothi ng hand
on Goldenrod's hair. "That's all we know " "Locust," Badgertai

ordered, "give ne your ax. Bring .. H s voice cracked as his
self-loathing rose to a crescendo. He could order one of his warriors

to conplete this final duty. It would make it easier ... but he
couldn't condem soneone else to the nenory. He's a relativel Kin!
VW .. . we're famly .. . family. "Bring nme the Mon Chief."

Jenos' mouth gaped. "What? Wat's happeni ng?"

Locust dragged him stunbling across the room and rel eased hi msix hands
from Badgertail. She took up her place directly at Jenos' back. "Is
this another of Tharon's attenpts at coercion?"

Badgertail tested the weight of the unfamliar ax as he nmuttered, "No.
It's his method of assuring future obedi ence. Were is your son, Moon
Chi ef ?"

Jenos' jaw quaked. "My son? Wy?"

"Where is he?"



Jenos tilted his head. "Petaga's roomis five chanbers down. He was
was playing the drumearlier, praying to Father Sun for peace.”

Badgertail nodded to Locust, and she trotted out. The silence
intensified, until Badgertail could distinguish the |abored breathing
of each person in the chamber. The shocked cry of a young man rang out
fromthe hall; then Locust returned, shoving a youth of perhaps sixteen
sumers before her. She stopped two body | engths away, hol di ng Pet aga
firmMy by the arm The youth, a virtual twin of his father, had a
slightly nore rounded face. H s |long black hair hung free over the
shoul ders of his yell ow robe.

Jenos exchanged a warm confident | ook with his son before turning back
to face Badgertail. He opened his mouth to ask some | ast question, but
Badgertail brought the ax around in a powerful swing, slanming it into
Jenos' neck, breaking it imediately. Jenos crunpled to the floor

Pet aga' s screans could barely be heard over the cries of the

St ar bor n.

Badgertail lifted a hand. "Stop. Stop it! Listen to nel"

The Starborn, accustomed to obeyi ng commands, hushed, but Petaga
continued to sob and tear at Locust's restraining arnmns.

"Let himgo, Locust," Badgertail said softly.

She rel eased the youth, and Petaga ran forward, dropping to his knees
to gather his father in his arns and weep into the shroud of gray hair
that fell around Jenos' face. "Oh, Father, Father ..."

"Petaga," Badgertail said respectfully, "you are the new Mon Chief.
bring you a nmessage fromthe Sun Chief. Tribute is due after harvest
during the Mon-of Flying-Snow. |If it is not received at that tine
next cycle, your fate will be the sanme as your father's. Don't force
the Sun Chief to treat you as badly. Now get up. Leave this sacred
chanmber before I must carry out ny final orders.”

Tears roll ed down Petaga's pointed chin when he | ooked up. "What
or ders?"



"Locust, take Petaga and the Starborn down with the wonmen and
children. Then ..." His voice faltered. "Take .. . take Bobcat back
to ny canoe and neet nme at the west gate. |[|'Il organize a search
party. W'Ill find N ghtshade."

When the last of the people had left the Inner Chanmber, Badgertai

knelt and rested the ax on Jenos' bare throat. A trickle of blood
swel | ed beneath the sharp chert blade. "Forgive ne, cousin," he

mur mur ed as he began hacki ng through the nmuscle and liganents. It took
a full finger of time to sever the head.

Badgertail tore a wide length of golden fabric from Jenos' hem spread
it out on the cold floor, and placed Jenos' head in the center

Awkwar dly, he tucked the gray straggles of hair into a bun and fastened
it with the ow -feather roach before he brought up the corners of the
golden fabric and neatly tied them

Badgertail carried the head pressed against his chest as he strode out
of the chanber, trying to ignore the warmrivulet of blood that soaked
his war shirt and | eaked down his rmuscul ar belly.

Before he exited the tenple, he stopped at one of the intricately
carved stands to pick up a rare necklace of marine shell and anethyst.
He tied it onto his belt, and never | ooked back. JLieaning over the

side of the canoe, Badgertail dipped his hand in the cold river. Ice
clung in the shadowed niches along the shore, silver and lunmpy. He
spl ashed his toad face and washed the wound in his arm It burned as

t hough set afire by the cool ness. But his headache had eased sone.
Only the constriction in his chest continued, al nost unbearabl e.
Bobcat's body lay in the rear of the canoe, wapped in a splendid
red- and-gol d bl anket, his head propped next to Jenos'



Badgertail could not bear to look at his brother. In the back of his
soul, he kept hearing the words, "I hate this .. . | hate this .. . |
wi sh we could run away."

Badgertail funbled to dry his nunb hand on his boot and squinted at the
bluff that jutted up before them Locust and young Flute scrutinized
it, too. Flute sat on his knees in the rear, just behind Bobcat, his
sevent een-summer s-ol d eyes haunted, not liking this duty at all. His

t hroat bobbed as he swal | owed.

"I's this the place?" he called to Badgertail.
"This is it."

Flute jerked a quick nod and paddled too briskly. Locust had to fight
the how to keep it ainmed at the foot of the bluff. Dead grass and a
few patches of prickly pear ranbled down the sandy flanks. Rose and
choke cherry bushes poked bare red arns fromthe crevices, as though
reaching out to the life-giving water in the swirling river below To
the north, a haze of blue snoke drifted above the burning houses in

Ri ver Munds.

Badgertail turned away, glaring down at the blood that soaked his war
shirt Falcon's green beak hid behind a crimson splotch half a hand
wide. "W could run away ..."

"Jwish it were so, Bobcat," he whispered softly. "But |I'ma warrior
It's the nature of ny soul to kill." Is it? |Is it your nature to kil
your own relatives? He caressed the blood-stiff painted feathers on
his shut. No tingle of Power remained. Even his Spirit Hel per had
abandoned him

"How about this cove, Badgertail?" Locust pointed her paddle at a tiny
inlet. A dried clunp of pussy-toes nestled against the rocky bank
t heir spoon-shaped | eaves curled |ike fists.

"Yes. (Good."

Locust junped into the river and guided the canoe forward. Badgert ai
eased over the side, gingerly finding safe footing in the knee-deep
water. Together they haul ed the boat up onto the sand. Bobcat's head
rolled loosely in the process.



"Flute," Badgertail ordered wearily, "stay here. Quard ... guard the
canoe |If we're not back by sunset, go hone."

Fl ute nodded heartily. "I will." A brief smle split his face unti
he gl anced down at the dead body in the boat with him then he sank
back against the hull and apparently found sonething very interesting
on his knee.

Badgertail grabbed up his bow and quiver. He understood Flute's
dilemma only too well. The soul split in two at death. The first part
separated fromthe body and roamed the hills, eating fromthe remants
left in cooking pots, or jangling jewelry to frighten people. The
second part clung to the body, awaiting proper burial, when it could
enbark on the long journey down the Dark River to the Land of the
Ancestors. |If given a choice of watching over an anxi ous ghost by
hinself or trying to capture the nost powerful priestess in the world,
Badgertail would have chosen the former, too--but not very happily.
Locust scrutinized the steep bank. "I think we can clinmb up that ranp
of dirt that's sloughed off. Are you strong enough to try?"

"Yes, let's go. | want to get this over with."

He led the way, tranping up the irregular slunp, his boots making a
soft swishing in the dew soaked dead grass. So much of his stam na had
vani shed that when he reached the top of the first terrace, he stood
panting, studying the lay of the bluff that stretched above them a
series of rounded domes dotted with knotweed stal ks.

Locust's bl ack eyes narrowed specul atively as she | ooked himup and
down, appraising his | ocked knees and the trenble in his hands. Her
mouse face was stern with worry. "Wy don't you let ne go al one?
can search by nyself."

"No, you mght need ne."
"We're not going to find her anyway, Badgertail. This is N ghtshade

we're tal king about. What's the point in having you faint hal fway up
the bl uff?"



He lifted his brows. "Your confidence in nme has always been such a
confort, Locust."

She folded her arnms gruffly as she threw him a sideways gl ance. "Wll,
all right, if you insist on torturing yourself. Were do we start?
Ni ght shade coul d be anywhere.™

Badgertail scanned the crevices and sl opes, |ooking for the best way
up. "She'll be on top. It's closer to Father Sun and Mbon Mai den.
Let's try that gentle slope to the west."

"If you say so. Personally, | think we should have brought twenty
warriors with I ances and bows. Hunting down Ni ghtshade isn't ny idea
of a pleasure wal k."

"I thought you just said you could search for her by yourself."
"I didn't say I'd like it."

Badgertail chuckled. Locust had al ways done that to him Mde him

| augh when he felt the least able to. He said, "There was too nmuch to
take care of at River Munds after the battle. | thought we could find
her by ourselves. But if we haven't found her by sunset, we'll cone
back with fifty warriors tonorrow "

"What made you think we could find her? Her soul rides the waves of
the Underworld. [If anyone can hide fromus, she can."

"She's grieving and off-balance. | doubt that she's keeping her eyes
open for strangers.”

"Well," Locust sighed doubtfully, "we'll see." They started up the

sl ope, Locust quickly taking the | ead, stepping around | oose rocks and
dead stal ks of knotweed. Sunlight had breathed so nmuch life into the
stones that Badgertail felt warmfor the first tine all day.

He halted on a flat spot and gazed around. Fromthis vantage, he could
see River Munds clearly, though the afternoon breeze swept away the
sounds. Beyond an endl ess patchwork of dead cornfields, the forty-five
mounds of the village spread in a vast semicircle at the southern end
of Marsh El der Lake. Snhoke twisted fromthe tenple, caught the w nd,



and smeared the denuded bottom and with a broad streak of bluish gray.
Badgertail could just nake out the |ocation of Cahokia, farther to the
east .

He t hanked Father Sun that his parents had died cycles ago and he

woul dn't have to bring themthe news about Bobcat. He couldn't have
borne their sorrow. Bobcat had been their favorite son, always

boi sterous and playful, while Badgertail had been the serious one,
forever troubling people to teach himhow to weave fishing nets, or how
to cord clay for pot-making, driving the elders crazy with his

guesti ons about the Beginning of the Wrld. But he would still have to
tell Bobcat's wife, Monseed. Blessed Sun, how would he do it?

"What's that?" Locust asked with such apprehension that Badgertai
crouched in self-defense.

"Do you see it?" Locust demanded. "There, on the ridge top near that
boul der. "

Badgertail squinted agai nst the sun at the squash-shaped boul der.
Agai nst a background of cerul ean sky, a slender blade of red wavered as
it moved down through the rocks. "A man?"

"I don't know," Locust answered, "but he's com ng at us. Right at us.
Can't be one of ours. Too far from Ri ver Munds. And that col or narks
himas one of the Starborn."

Badgertail straightened and braced his legs to wait. "Well, whoever it
is, he's alone and saving us a walk. Let's catch our breath.”

Locust did not respond, but her hand dropped to the bowtied to her
belt. Her gaze remained glued to the mysterious figure.

Badgertail took the opportunity to rub his gritty eyes. He felt

drai ned beyond exhaustion, like a punky log. Al of his pith had been
eaten away during the fight in the tenple. He kept seeing Bobcat |ying
on the floor, dying, and his muscles would go wobbly. He needed sl eep
badly, though he dreaded closing his eyes. He knew he'd relive this
day a thousand tinmes in his dreans.

Locust took a fearful step backward. "It's a woman. Look at how she
noves. "



"You think it's Ni ghtshade?"
"Who el se woul d be out here al one?"

Badgertail nodded mildly. "Kind of her to save us a trip." Curiously,
the scars on his wists began to itch. N ghtshade had cl awed t hose
gashes when he had swung her up under his armthat night twenty cycles
ago.

"You think so now," Locust said. "Wit until she bl ows corpse powder
on you and kills your soul."

The figure angl ed around a deep crevice in the stone and fl oated toward
them The worman noved with uncomon grace, especially for one so tal
and willowy. Every so often she would nod, or turn to say sonething to
the air at her side. Badgertail clanped his jaw, trying not to think
about it.

"What's she doi ng?" Locust hissed. Wo's she talking to? There's no
one there!™

"No one we can see," Badgertail answered glibly and wi shed he hadn't.
Locust jerked as though he had struck her in the stomach with a war
cl ub.

"What should we do?" she whispered frantically. "Wat if she's
brought an arny of Spirits with her? W can't fight that!"

"W shoul d stand here very bravely, cousin, and wait to see."

"Wai t?" Locust's hands roamed her bow and club before she lifted them

to touch the Power totem of Muskrat on her shirt. "Yes, I'll be
brave," she said. "Right up until the monment that sonething invisible
touches me. Then you're on your own .. . cousin."

Badgertail smiled agreeably, but the hair on his neck prickled as if
stroked by an unseen hand. He could nmake out Ni ghtshade's face; it was
beautiful, with its turned-up nose and full lips, but puffy around the
eyes. Waist-length black hair rippled over her shoulders. A small
Power Bundl e was attached to the belt of her red dress. She carried
not hi ng el se, no bl anket, no robe, not even a pack for itenms such as a
fire bow and food.

How coul d she have survived out here with no provisions?



And in winter. He glanced at Locust and found her glancing at him
They both strai ghtened uneasily.

Badgertail cupped a hand to his nouth and called, "It's Priestess
Ni ght shade, isn't it?"

She continued down the slope, as fluid as a ghost, her red dress
whirling around her hide boots. She marched deliberately toward

Badgertail, her eyes on himalone. Passing Locust wi thout a gl ance,
she stopped and searched Badger tail's face, as though nmeasuring his
soul . The rare turquoi se pendant that had never |eft her neck since

her chil dhood gl eaned opal escent in the sunlight.

"Yes," she whispered hoarsely to the air on her left side. "He's just
as big and fierce as | recall." Her eyes slitted. "I renmenber you,
Leader Badgertail--nurderer, thief, and kidnapper."

Badgertail gazed into those huge, haunted eyes with the paralysis of a
rabbit facing a copperhead. Her pupils filled the orbs, as black as
coal, and cold, so very cold that his soul frosted. He shivered. She
didn't blink, and Badgertail cocked his head in wonder. He knew t hat
the Starborn bartered with the Spirit of Sister Datura to help them
break through the gate that led to the Wll of the Ancestors, but he
had never wi tnessed anyone possessed by the Spirit. Badgertail was
fairly sure that he saw it now

He searched for his voice, saying reverently, "Forgive us if we
di sturbed your sacred journey, Priestess. The Sun Chief, Tharon, sent
us to--"

She took another step, noving so close to Badgertail that he could fee
the warnmt h of her body. Wsps of her hair touched his face. A
strange, pungent scent radiated fromher, part sweat, part the tang of
dry grass, and part something el se, sonmething old and bitter, like nold
t hat has been growi ng beneath a log for a thousand cycl es.

"I know why you cane, and | know what you did to R ver Munds." A
flame of sorrow ani mated her words. She suddenly turned to her left



agai n, peering thoughtfully at nothing. "Yes," she said softly. "I
am aware of that, but it is his fault! Badgertail obeyed those
commands, didn't he?"

Locust stuttered, "Wh-what's happening?' She drew her club, holding it
at the ready, and started circling N ghtshade and Badgertail with the
wary novements of a cat stal king prey. N ghtshade appeared totally
unconcerned as her eyes cane back to Badgertail, w de and accusing.

Badgertail frowned out over the shining ribbon of river. Fish junped
here and there, sending w dening rings across the surface. "You are
born to send your soul swimring with Spirits, Priestess. | amborn to
fight. Not out of hatred or vengeance, but because it's the nature of
my soul and ny duty. A swan is a swan. A bear is a bear."

He could feel her stare boring into his face, but when he turned back
to face her, he discovered that she was exam ning the blood on his war
shirt in mnute detail. She touched each spatter that marred Fal con's
i mage with such aching gentleness in her fingers that it set
Badgertail's heart to poundi ng.

"When you did your duty, Badgertail," she asked, "which of my friends

did you mutilate? Wich ..." The fierceness in her voice dw ndled as

she cocked her head, seemingly listening to her unseen conpani on agai n.
Her mouth puckered. "Yes, | know, Bobcat. He could have run away. |'m
not a nmonster. If he still wants to, I won't stop him but | doubt

that he has the courage. A bear is a bear."

Badgertail stood rooted to the ground, not breathing. He stared at the
enpty space she had spoken to, unable to take his eyes away as

Ni ght shade swept around himto glide down the slope toward the river.
freen Ash, a woman of the Bl ue Bl anket C an, tugged her rabbit-fur cape
nore cl osely around her throat while she studied the snmoke-rising from
Ri ver Mounds. The chill breath of the Six Sacred Persons flitted
gently over the icy water of



Cahoki a Creek and noaned through the few green plants al ong the
banks.

Peopl e around her muttered and shi el ded their eyes against Father Sun's
glare. Geen Ash's brother, Prinrose, anxiously surveyed the stringers
of gray that curled upward, spiking the | avender gl oss of dawn.
Prinrose's husband, Locust, would be in the battle. Wrry lined his
forehead as he I owered his eyes and stared at the fishing net they had
dropped into the water. A mediumsized man with a delicate bone
structure, he had well-devel oped nuscl es that bul ged where the fabric
of his green dress touched his calves and arns.

"Badgertail had no choice,"” Nettle said ominously. "He had to go after
our tribute." Geen Ash glanced at her husband-to-be. Though he had
the gentle soul of a puppy, Nettle |ooned over al nbst everyone in the
village. He stood el even hands tall and had the face of Sister Cougar
round, with a flat nose and piercing eyes. He had tw sted his black
hair into a bun at the base of his skull and pinned it with a
rabbit-bone skewer. The cloth fringes on his brown sleeves fluttered
when he folded his arms to hug hinself.

Peopl e stared at the snoke with hope in their gaunt faces. Especially
ol d Checkerberry, whose cheeks had gone so hollow that the bones stuck
out like a skeleton's. Wnter had been unusually hard. The neager
amount of corn, sunflower seeds, and dried squash that they had managed
to stockpile last autum had been gone early on. Hunger had been
tranping tirel essly through Cahokia for three noons.

Only Badgertai Fs incursions for tribute had fended of f catastrophe.
But for how | ong?

Green Ash put a hand tenderly on her child-heavy belly and offered a
silent prayer to First Wonan. My baby will need food. Let the rains
cone, First Wman

A soft voice echoed fromthe nether regions of her soul, and she cl osed
her eyes to listen. The baby spoke to her frequently, sonmetinmes in a



deep, om nous voice, other tinmes in a voice so sweet and high that it
made the hair on Green Ash's arms stand on end. (Qccasionally she

t hought she coul d grasp words, |ike now Petaga comes .. . south ..
south we nust go .. . find an end to the blowing snow ... Tendrils of
fear wiggled through her stomach. Petaga? The Moon Chief's son? The
Moon Chief. Poor Jenos. How would he feed his own peopl e?

Harvests had been bad everywhere in the last cycle. The ears of corn
had been stubby, no longer than a woman's finger. G een Ash did not
enjoy taking food fromthe nouths of her relatives, but what else could
t hey do?

"Well," Prinmrose said with a |ong exhalation, "I don't like it, but
"Il be standing in line tonorrow norning waiting for our share of
corn.” He bent to the fishing net, testing the tension, |ooking to see

if any fish had swmuminto the deadly weave. The water rippled in
colliding silver rings.

"So will I," Nettle agreed, twining his fingers in the weave to help
Pri nr ose.

Green Ash awkwardly knelt beside Nettle. Her belly protruded so far
now t hat she couldn't see her toes over the bul k. Anmong her people, a
worman coul d not become pledged to. a man until she was pregnant and
had proven her worth--unless she were berdache, |ike Prinrose.

She gripped the edge of the net to help tug. Prinmose had al ways been
odd, touched with Spirit Dreanms, and nmuch too gentle for this harsh
worl d. Some of her earliest menories were of Prinrose crouching down
and covering his head to shield hinself against the beatings of the
village children, who were terrified by his strange ways. G een Ash
had been his protector. Mdre than once she had gotten in trouble for
using her fists to drive away Prinrose's tormentors.

"I don't feel anything," she adm tted apprehensively to Prinrose.
"Let's bring it all the way in and see."

They dragged the net, hand over hand, until it lay in a knotted web on
t he sandy bank. Enpty. Again.



"Mother Earth hates us. She's trying to kill us for the way we've
treated her," old Checkerberry munbled. Her winkles had pulled as
tight as a fresh rabbit hide drying in the sun. "W need to play

net-stick and ball ... to heal the Earth. A big game with a hundred
warriors on each side. Play to twenty." The old woman smacked her
lips. "W need to call a powerful shaman from one of the snall
villages. Forget these elite Starborn priests and priestesses .. . bet
all the clan fields .. . everything we own. If we don't

starvation! War! D sease!"

Nettl e gl anced at Checkerberry, then quickly |ooked away. Prinrose
drew magi cal signs in the air to ward off the ghastly prophecy.

Green Ash's gaze drifted over the stark hills, seeing the deep gashes
cut by ordinary rainstorms. No trees remmined to slow the runoff, and
the water rushed down the hills in torrents, taking the soil and crops
with it. Cycles ago, Cahokians had started trading with the Lakes
People far to the north for hickory oil, sugar-maple sap, |linden sap
and sacred red cedar--not to mention hides of all kinds, for when the
trees went, the aninmals had not been far behind. The el k had been gone
for so long that children under fifteen sumers couldn't even describe
one.

Green Ash exchanged a consoling | ook with Prinrose before her eyes
agai n sought the snoke spiraling in the distance.



Li chen hunched behind a |inmestone boul der, peering around it at
Wanderer, who was sneaking through the tawny remains of |last cycle's
cornfield. H's shrill whistle carried, a shree-shree like the triunph
call of Hawk after he'd caught Ground Squirrel. WAnderer noved
cautiously, slapping the dead stalks with his stick

Summer G rl had roused a little fromher nine-nmoon slunber and sent a
breath of warnth over the |land. That happened occasionally during the
Moon- When- Thunder WAl ks, but this spell had lasted for three wonderfu
days. Lichen tipped her face to the sun and basked in the splendor. A
bead of sweat had forned under her left arm and nowit trickled coolly
down her bare side to soak into the wai stband of her yellow skirt. She
had gone bare-chested yesterday, too, letting the warnth prick at her
bones.

Not a single cloud adorned Father Sky's bosom An unendi ng bl anket of
pal e blue arced across the world, nelting into the spaces between the
buttes, outlining the tufts of trees on the crests. Down in the river
bottom the barest hint of green whiskered the banks of the river.
First Woman had begun to tend the | and agai n.

Li chen smled and started to suck in a deep breath of the danp,
earth-scented air, but she stopped when she caught a hint of novenent
near the edge of the cornfield--just a flicker of |eaves noving where
they shouldn't have. She slowy lifted her bow, nocked her arrow, and
sighted it in.

Wanderer kept wal ki ng and whistling, his gray hair sw mring around his
head |i ke handfuls of frosty twigs. He wore only a breech clout Lichen
t hought his tall, |anky body | ooked poorly after the I ong w nter

Knobby ribs stuck out fromhis chest, and he'd been acting strangely.
She couldn't quite figure it out. Wrry lined his forehead and ate
into his



gaunt cheeks. He kept turning to | ook over his shoul der, as though he

expected to see sone nonster rise up fromthe crevices in the weat hered
i nestone. He had spoken little since she arrived, asking her only if

she woul d hel p hi mhunt for dinner. Absently, he had told her where to
sit in the garden of boul ders, patting her head and then ambling off to
find a stick to beat against the stalks.

Two ravens soared up frombelow the rimof the bluff, their m dnight
wi ngs flashing in the sun. Wanderer waved a hand when he saw t hem and
et out a | ow cawwt hockt hock.

One of the ravens swerved to drift over his head. They carried on a
whi nperi ng conversation for several seconds before the raven darted
away to skimthe cornfield. Wen the gleaning bird reached the edge, a
cottontail burst fromthe field and raced toward Lichen

She jerked up her bow too quickly. The cottontail spied the notion

| urched sideways, then veered behind a bristly curtain of dead grass to
stop, alnost hidden, in the tangle of tan and brown. Lichen slipped
behi nd the boul der again and got down on her stomach. She slithered
across the warm i nmestone, pushing herself forward with her toes while
she pulled with her elbows. A patch of gray-brown noved slightly in
the grass. The rabbit's swift breathing nade its sides puff in and
out. Lichen began the agonizingly slow process of lifting her bowto
aim The rabbit seened to knowit. It pulled its head back to peer at
her through the bl ades.

Li chen held her breath. As always, this nonent of eye contact seened
tinel ess. She could sense the rabbit's terror and confusion, the
silent "Why?" And her young soul cried out that she didn't know It
was just the way Earthnaker had made things.

The rabbit didn't blink. Its stare intensified as it probed her eyes,
waiting for her to nake the first nove. The longer Lichen gazed into
t hose soft brown depths, the nore angui sh she felt. A passageway
seened to open in the air, allowing their souls to commune. The
rabbit's terror becane hers.



Li chen cl osed her eyes and softly Sang her |ove to Rabbit, explaining
her need to eat, asking himto give hinself to her so that the One
great life of all mght continue.

As though they had exchanged souls for the briefest of monents, Lichen
saw hersel f through Rabbit's eyes, lying |ike Snake on the |inestone,
her bow half lifted, her black braid tunbling over her |eft shoul der
She felt Rabbit-s heart fluttering wildly in the narrow cage of his
chest, and she grieved, and promsed to aimwell, to do it right. She
pl eaded for forgiveness. A thread of trust built between them
strengthening with each nmoment, until Rabbit's voice whispered al
around her, "All right, human. | see your need. | give nyself to you,
but do what you nust do quickly. Do not make me suffer.”

"I won't, Brother Rabbit. | pronise.”

Rabbit hopped out into the open space on the gray stone and turned his
side to her. Lichen ained, sucked in a steadying breath, and let her

arrow fly. Wien it pierced Rabbit's heart, she felt it |ike a dagger

in her soul. She burst into tears. Dragging herself to her feet, she
trotted over to where Rabbit lay. H's hind legs still kicked, trying

to run, but the eyes that gazed up at her told her it was all right,

t hat she had kept her prom se.

When finally his body went linp and the glow of |ife faded fromhis
eyes, Lichen propped her bow on a clunp of grass and knelt- down to
caress Rabbit's silken fur. "I love you, Rabbit," she whispered
"Thank you."

She did not |ook up at the pat of Wanderer's steps on the |inestone.
She just kept stroking Rabbit's side.

"Your shot was perfect," Wanderer praised softly. "Come. We'Ill take
hi m home and Sing his soul to Rabbit Above."

Li chen sniffled. "All right."
Wanderer tugged her arrow from Rabbit's side with as much tenderness as

he coul d, then_ picked Rabbit up. They wal ked side by side through the
scattered boulders. A flock of ravens squawked and cooed overhead,



gliding on the air currents |like the blackened, w ndbl own | eaves of
deepest winter. Lichen ached inside. She had never known why Kkilling
did that to her. Mst people seened to be able to do it w thout
feeling anything. Some even seenmed to enjoy it. But to Lichen, the
act always burned with the strength of Rattler's venomin her veins.

It rem nded her of the story of Wlf Slayer and Bird-Man. Sons of
First Woman. Just after the people's enmergence fromthe Underworlds,
nmonsters had roanmed this fourth world of light. Big G ant, Rock
Monster Eagle, Big Horned Monster, and all the others drove people
crazy, troubling them eating their children for breakfast. First
Wman told WIf Slayer and Bird-Man to go ask Father Sun how to get rid
of the nonsters. So they wal ked for six days, stepped on blue crosses
goi ng up through the sky, and clinbed onto the back of a rainbow The
Cat Tail People, Water Bug People, and Rock That O aps Toget her Peopl e
tried to shoot the brothers off the ridge of the rainbow, but they hid
in the bands of light and scrambled up on their stonmachs until they
reached the top.

Father Sun said to them "I will tell you howto kill the nonsters. But
you rmust promise to hand the telling down, so that ny wi sdom will

al ways be on the earth with ny people. Hunmans have many nonsters, both
inside and out, to kill."

Wl f Slayer and Bird-Man traveled far, far to the south, to the Bl ack
Mount ai n, where Big G ant, the chief of the nonsters, lived. They
threw arrows of lightning at Big G ant and killed him

Then they slew all of the other nonsters, killing and killing unti

their people were safe. But the brothers had killed so often that
their souls sickened and alnost died in the shells of their bodies. The
Six Holy People prescribed a ritual for them Were the Brothers
Cinmbed the Rainbow. Al hunmans alive in the fourth world of Iight
joined in the Sing, and Wl f Slayer and Bird-Man got well.



Li chen wondered why her people didn't performthe ritual every tinme a
rabbit or a squirrel died. Maybe the killing wouldn't sear her soul so
badly if they did.

They trudged up over the crest of the slope and pl odded down the ot her
side, their cattail sandals scuffing softly on the sand-filled parts of
the trail. Wanderer ducked through the copse of oak first, then held

t he branches back so she could cone through behind him

"It's so warm today," Wanderer said. "Wy don't we build a cook fire
out si de? Can you gather some of the dead branches fromthe choke
cherry bushes while | clean Brother Rabbit?"

Li chen went to the edge of the cliff, where the choke cherry grew in
scraggly clunps, just barely clinging to the rocky |edge. She tw sted
and yanked until she had gathered a pile half her height, then |ugged
it back and thrust it down beside the wall of Wanderer's house.

He gl anced at her while he gingerly slit open Rabbit's belly. The

i ntestines squirmed out around his chert knife like |living serpents.
Rabbit did not | ook the sane now that he'd been skinned and had his
head renoved. He lay there skinny and pink, |ike a dead baby Lichen
had seen once. |Its nother had died, too. She'd bled to death.

Li chen's mot her had been called in the last nmonents to Sing for the
worman. Lichen remenbered the frantic run across the plaza, the screans
of the relatives, the craw through the dark lodge .. . and the huge
pool of blood that had glistened around that dead baby.

Just like the pool on the stone at Wanderer's feet. Her heart thunped
as she |l ooked for the hide. It lay cradled in the reddish arns of a

| eafl ess rosebush. A short distance away, Rabbit's head perched on a
rock, staring out at the western horizon, gazing sightlessly at the
Road he woul d have to follow tonight."

"Are you all right?" Wnderer asked.

"Can we pray himto Rabbit Above now?"

"OfF course." \Wanderer carefully placed Rabbit's corpse on the pile of



choke cherry linbs, dried his bl oody hands by rubbing themin the
sand, and wal ked over to the severed head.

Li chen stood on the right, in the place of G andnother Morning Star
and Wanderer took the left side, representing G andfather Evening Star
Toget her they mmicked the line of the Road of Light in the sky that
Rabbit rmust run to find his way to the Land of the Ancestors just over
the western horizon. Humans had to venture down the Dark River, but
animals ran the brilliant Road of Light.

Li chen squinted at a puff of cloud that grew, twirling and swelling,
above the river. Then she closed her eyes. The words of the sacred
Song rose fromthe depths of her soul, eddied around the rock shelter
and seened to hang like a veil just beyond the edge of the cliff.
Wanderer's deep voice joined her childish one. Look yonder, Brother
Rabbit, to the life-giving Road of

Eart hmaker. We pray Rabbit Above will cone and take your soul
flying,

to clasp hands with the Stardust,
and | ead you over the western horizon
to the House of Father Sun

where you'll never be hungry again, where it will always be warm and
you'll never have to shiver in the snow.

W thank you, Brother, for giving your life that the One great life of
all mght continue unbroken

Cone, Rabbit Above. Cone, cone, cone, CcoOne.

Take the soul of our Brother flying. W add our breaths now, to give
you the strength.

Cone, Rabbit Above, cone, cone, cone ..

Li chen sniffled again, but she felt better. She could sense Rabbit's
soul rise and run toward the Road of Light.



Wanderer put a hand agai nst her back to guide her toward his house.

She sl unped down by the wall and watched himbuild a hot, hot choke
cherry fire. Flames crackled, shooting out sparks in extravagant
wreat hs of gold. Wanderer tossed rocks atop the sizzling sticks, then
brought a willow tripod frominside his house. He gently pulled Rabbit
off the pile of branches, skewered hirrt with a dry stick of choke
cherry for flavoring, and set himatop the tripod to roast. Wen he
cane to sit down beside Lichen, she rubbed a hand beneath her runny
nose to avoid his questioning gaze.

She knew Wanderer well enough to be certain that he wouldn't bother her
until she told himshe was ready. He-sank back against the wall and
waited, his |leathery hands folded in his lap. Lichen scooped up sone
sand, letting it trickle through her fingers while she studied the way
the grains glimrered. Finally she said, "Wanderer? Wy do | cry when
| have to kill?"

He peered at her seriously. "Ch, | think it's because for you, hunter
and hunted are the sane. Just as they are for. ne

"l don't understand."

"I mean that every good hunter takes the soul of the animal into

hi nsel f before, he kills. You know how you feel when the animal turns
and stares you in the eyes for the first time during the stal ki ng?"

"I can feel its fear and confusion."”

"I know." WAnderer squeezed her sandaled foot. "You remenber what
Bird-Man told you the first tine he cane, when you were four sunmers
ol d?"

n \Mat ?u

"That in the Beginning Time, humans and animals |ived together. Animals
could be humans if they wanted, and humans coul d be animals."

"Yes, but what does that have to do with hunting?"

Wanderer took a twig of choke cherry fromthe remaining pile. He bit
off a thin strip of bark and chewed it thoughtfully. "For nost peopl e,



the only tinme that happens now is when they hunt. When the eyes of
predator and prey neet, they exchange souls. So when a hunter kills, a
part of himdies with the animal. And it should, because he's done
something terrible. Necessary, but terrible.”

"But why do we have to kill, Wanderer? | could live on plants, the way
Deer does."

He brushed the twig lightly over his cheek. Sweat matted his gray hair
agai nst his tenples and forehead, forcing it to lie flat for a change.
H s beaked nose | ooked longer as a result. "Ah, but you're not Deer

Li chen. You have the body of a human. Earthmaker designed it that way
for a reason. Deer eats grass and wldflowers. Humans eat

wi | df j owers, grasses, and animals. Everything has a specific duty--for
a reason.” He paused. The lines between his dark eyes deepened. "Do
you know who the ultimate hunter is, Lichen?"

"Peopl e?"
"No. "
"Who?"

"Mt her Earth. She stal ks us constantly. Al of us. Plants, aninals,
humans. It is only through our deaths that she lives. Qur bodies
provi de her with sustenance. That makes dying nore sacred than |iving.
When we live, we live for ourselves. But when we die, we give to
everything in the world. 1It's the nost inportant thing we do, eating
and being eaten. Do you understand what | nean?"

She lifted a shoul der noncormittally but responded, "Yes, | think so.
But .. . but, Wanderer? | always feel guilty. M soul burns and
aches. If it's so inportant to Mother Earth, why don't | just fee
good? Do you know old Bone Whistle? He really likes killing. He
boasts about it all the tine. Wy doesn't Mther Earth nake us al
feel that way? She'd be a |lot happier, wouldn't she?"

H s eyes narrowed. "Bone Wistle is a fool. |If you |love and respect
what you hunt, you can't be happy at its death. And boasting of it
" He spat on the ground violently. "Hunters aren't nurderers! And

nurderers aren't hunters."



Li chen shrank at the vehenence in his voice. Wanderer slamed down
his twig before getting up to turn the rabbit. The sweet scent of
roasting meat pirouetted around her head as she watched the reverent
way he treated the sizzling rabbit, touching it delicately as he
shifted the roasting stick on the tripod.

"What's wrong, \Wanderer?"
"Not hi ng, Lichen. |'msorry. Don't worry about it."
"Did you have a bad Drean?"

He had his back to her, but she saw his arnms sink slowy to rest at his
sides. "Don't ... I ... | don't want to talk about it. | need nore
time to think."

Li chen nodded, though she knew he couldn't see her. "Al right."

Soneti mes, when she had aVe ally bad Dream she liked to think about it
for a long time before she talked to him She understood. But she
hurt for him knowi ng the gnawi ng terror of those Dreans. L.ichen sat
quietly, playing with her skirt, creasing it between her fingertips.

Wanderer stepped away fromthe fire and went to the edge of the cliff
and stared out across the flat river bottom H s gaze focused on the
tan-and-gray bluffs to the west, where Pretty Munds nestled. She saw
hi m shake hi s head--thought he exhal ed a tense breath--before he | ooked
back over his shoulder at her. 1In those dark, troubled eyes, Lichen
felt Power surging and w thdraw ng, frightened of itself.

She pull ed up her knees and hugged themto her chest, giving himtine.
Wth the toe of her sandal, she drew a spiral into the thin veneer of
sand that had eroded fromthe |imestone, while she prayed to Mon

Mai den to hel p Wanderer. Only Moon Miiden had the Power to do that--to
penetrate the darkness. Ch, the Star Ogres could shed some |ight, but
only Moon Maiden could dispel the dark shadows that inprisoned a
person's Spirit.

Rabbit fat dripped into the fire, bubbling on the hot rocks, causing
the flames to crackle. The sound seened to wake Wanderer. He cane
back and knelt before the tripod. He checked the rabbit, apparently



decided it had cooked enough, and renoved the stick fromthe tripod.
Bl owi ng on the dark, steanming flesh of Brother Rabbit to cool it,
Wanderer carried it back and sat down cross-legged beside Lichen

He had one of those strange | ooks in his eyes. Far away. He blew on
the rabbit for an unusually long tinme, until fat. had congeal ed on the
nmeat again. But she didn't say anything, though she preferred it hot
and juicy. She let her gaze drift over the irregular line of the cliff
and settle on the rock where Rabbit's head drooped sideways. His right
ear sank lower and |lower, first touching the rock, then bow ng agai nst
it.

"Forgive nme, Lichen." Wanderer tore off a leg and handed it to her
She took it gratefully. It had been a | ong day, and she needed to eat.
Fat sneared her nmouth as she bit into the succulent flesh. It tasted
rich and earthy, like a mixture of sweet grass and corn

Li chen wi ped her mouth with the back of her hand. "Do you know t hat
we' re doing the Beauty Way Dance tonorrow?"

Wanderer stopped in nid-bite. "Yes, it is tomorrow, isn't it?"

"You should come."

He cl osed his eyes and | eaned back against the wall, resting the skewer
of rabbit on one raised knee. Lichen hoped he was thinking about the
curative properties of the cerenonial. The Dance brought the world

back into harnony and heal ed the wounds inflicted by humans on Mot her
Earth before the people planted their fields again.

"I can't come, Lichen. You know they wouldn't let me."
would. If ny nother invited you," she asserted boldly.

"Ch, yes they

Wanderer smiled for the first time that day, and it warned her soul
"And how could we get your nother to invite nme? The last time | saw
Meadow Vol e, she called ne some things |1'd just as soon forget."

"Il tell her | want you there. She'll do it. You just cone. You
know it starts at nightfall. You can Dance beside ne. 1'll hold your
hand. Then you'll feel better about your Dream"”



Wanderer's snile faded. "Lichen, have you talked to the Stone Wl f
yet ?"

She squirnmed uneasily. "I tried. It wouldn't talk to ne at all. It
didn't even attenpt to answer--at least | don't think it did. Wy do
you ask?"

"Ever since we tal ked about your Dream" he whispered in a | ow, savage
voi ce, "l've been having the same nightmare. | don't think it's a
Dream-not really. It's nore like a ... a 'shout."" He shrugged his
shoulders in futility. "I don't know howto explainit. But I'll be
lying hal f awake when a snothering shroud of black falls over my face.
| have to fight to get it off before it suffocates ne. And | keep
hearing this voice. | .. ." H's mouth pursed. "I think it's

Ni ght shade's voice, calling ne."

Li chen licked the sheen of fat fromher fingers. Fear nipped at her
belly, but she tried not to showit. "It's a wonman's voice?" "Yes."

"Kind of deep and very beautiful ?"

Wanderer blinked before he turned to her. "Have you been hearing the
sane voice, Lichen?"

"I think so. But I'mnot sure. | don't know who she is, but she
call ed ny nanme and woke ne up."

"She just called your name? She didn't say anything el se?"

Li chen shook her head. "Just ny nane. Maybe our souls are sick
Wanderer. \What do you think? | could have ny nother give us a Sing.
If our souls are sick--"

"No," he interrupted sternly. "I think it's nore than that."

Wanderer ran a greasy hand through his gray hair while he stared
absently at the fire. The choke cherry had burned away into a pile of
gray ashes dotted with crinson coals. Thin wi sps of snoke curled
upward, adding a new layer to the already thick patina of charcoa

bl ackeni ng the rock overhang. "I'mworried, Lichen. Maybe .. . maybe
Il will come to the Beauty Way. Even if people drive me out of the



village .. . well, at least 1'll get to see your nother again.

Pet aga' s gol den robe brushed his legs as he circled the irregul ar
splotch that marked the floor of the Inner Chamber. 1In the flickering
nmustard glow, it |ooked Iike nothing nore than a spill of dye made from
sumac berries, dark and brown.

Jenos' body had been prepared, left in the House of the Dead on the
charnel mound, with food and drink for his Spirit. Slaves had washed
his headless flesh and left it to cleanse in snoke fromthe red
cedar-bark snudge pots. After the six ritual days had passed, Jenos
woul d be buried in a log-lined tonb in the conical nound next to the
temple. Wth himwould be placed his wife .

According to custom she, and all the others, should be strangled by a
relative--in her case, by Petaga's own hand. And! can't doit. [I'm
weak at the thought. M bl ood becomes water

Jenos' slaves and those who were indebted to the Moon Chief would al so
of fer thensel ves for strangul ation. Sunborn people of the River 103

Maybe even talk to her for a while." A wistful nostalgia gleaned in
his eyes.

Wanderer put an arm around Lichen's narrow shoul ders and hugged her

She fit neatly into the crook of his arm I|ike an eagle chick sheltered
under the wing of its mother. She tilted her head and rested it

agai nst his bony chest. She kicked one foot back and forth while she
finished her nmeat. C ouds had started to gather, crowding the sky like
| unbering beasts. She |aughed at them Wen she | eaned forward to

wi pe the fat fromher hands onto her skirt, Wanderer's stick of rabbit
appeared before her eyes.

"Share this with nme?"

"Sure!" Lichen tore out a chunk with her teeth and fl opped back into
the crook of his arm

"Maybe | will come tonorrow,” he said, as though trying to convince
hinself. "Maybe it'll be all right."



woul d be buried around the edges. The Commonborn anong t hem woul d be
cremated, their ashes scattered over the burial mound. Finally, earth
woul d be piled over the entire nmound, adding yet another |ayer--tribute
to a hideously nurdered | eader

Bur dened by such responsibilities, as well as by his grief, Petaga had
only now gathered the courage to reenter this sacred room A terrible
presence pressed down on him heavy, suffocating. The Starborn

mur mured softly on the altar, where they talked to the war |eader of

Ri ver Munds, the great Hail cl oud.

Pet aga's menory kept replaying that | ast warm confident ook his
father had given him and his stonmach knotted with so rmuch angui sh and
hatred that his knees began to trenble. He nmade two nore revol utions
around the bl ood stain before he stopped. H s brooding gaze | ocked on
the sacred fires flickering in the broad pottery di shes that surrounded
the altar. Polluted! Badgertail had brought blood and viol ence here.
Here, to this sacred place. Too many nen had died in this roomfor it
to ever be pure and clean again. At the G een Corn Cerenony, they
woul d ritually extinguish the fires with water and then relight them
after Ni ghtshade Sang the rituals and the appropriate sacrifices had
been offered. And to purify the walls and roof would nmean anot her
Purify? How? Wasn't the pollution too great? Hadn't the entire

buil ding been violated and nmired in filth? The very nound top needed
to be cl eansed--burned to bare dirt and capped with hard clay before
anot her | ayer was added.

He gl anced around, aware of the subtle touch of evil. The painted
figures of animals, nonsters, and the Long-Nosed God wat ched,
chal l enging, fromtheir places on the whitewashed walls. Petaga lifted
hi s hands and studied the patterns of fine Iines on his fingers and
palms. Closing his eyes, he curled his fingers into fists, clenching
themuntil the nuscles in his forearns ached.



Wth those hands, he would have to strangle his nother at sunrise the
foll owi ng nmorning. And how many others? H's vision blurred and he
ground his teeth. | can't! 1'll shame nyself and nmy clan--and all of
Ri ver Munds.

I f that happened, Jenos would go to the Afterlife al one, nocked by the
other Spirits. On top of the humliation of going to the Underworld
wi t hout his head, Jenos woul d be further shamed when the other Spirits
t hought that his wife had deserted himand that his el dest son was a
cowar d.

Pet aga turned, thinking to sumon N ghtshade to ask her advice, only to
renenber the reports he had heard. Common born trenbling in fear and
hiding in the grass beside the Father Water, had watched her rowed
upstreamin Badger tail's canoe. What had happened to her? Had Tharon
killed her, or just kidnapped her? Petaga's heart ached for the tal
priestess. She had faithfully advised his father for cycles. Petaga
had grown up depending on her .. . loving her

"I"'mcom ng for you, Tharon,"
conm ng alone.. .. Hailcloud?"

he said viciously. "And | won't be

The burly war | eader rose and strode to the edge of the altar to peer
down at Petaga. A tall man with a slender, aquiline nose, he had the
col dest bl ack eyes Petaga had ever seen. The crest of dark hair on his
shaved head shone orange in the light, and his copper ear-spools
glinted. The lower half of his face had been tattooed in black. "Yes,
nmy Chief ?"

"How many warriors survived Badgertail's attack?"

"He | eft us about a hundred, nostly the old nen and young boys."

Hail cl oud's tone went bitter. "He gutted our ability to nake war, ny
Chief. |If you're thinking of returning his attack, don't. W
can't."

Pet aga tightened his leg nmuscles to halt the shaking in his knees. "How
many warriors survived at Hi ckory Munds, Red Star Munds, and the
other villages Badgertail has ravaged this cycle?"

Hai | cl oud' s eyes narrowed as he foll owed Petaga's |line of thought. "It
m ght work, nmy Chief. |If we can draw the other |eaders out of their
cowardice--if we can convince their people to fight with little food in
their bellies.”



"The Starving Time will be over soon. By the Planting Mon, butterfly
weed and | anb's quarter will be up. There are always rabbits.”

Hai | cl oud nodded uneasily, clearly disturbed by the prospect of waging

a long series of battles. "Well, if we're going to do it, mny Chief,
we'll need to act quickly, before Tharon and Badgertail catch w nd of
what we're up to. |If Badgertail strikes before we're ready, his rage
will leave all of our villages scorched husks."

- Petaga lifted his gaze to Hailcloud. "Then let's begin. Assenble a
war party to escort me. | want to speak to the chiefs myself. W'l

| eave as soon ... as soon as ..." Images of his mother's face
splintered his resol ve

Hai | cl oud' s cal lused hand settled lightly on Petaga's shoul der. "You
know how the Warrior C ans were forned, ny Chief?"

"OfF course. First Woman prescribed them for unions between Sunborn and
Conmonborn as a way of mxing their strengths.™

"My Chief ..." Hailcloud shifted his gaze uneasily. "My nother ..."
"Cd ai med Jenos as your father. Yes, | know"

Hai | cl oud took a deep breath, and his voice |lowered to a whisper. "I

saw your expression today. Your nother .. . well, the thought has
unnerved you. Tonorrow the entire world will be watching."
"Hailcloud, I--"

"I would ask the honor, my Chief." Hi s voice hardened. "Do you

under st and?"

Pet aga gave himan uncertain glance. "You would achieve a great deal
of status. You would becone as good as Sunborn." But not quite.

Hai | cl oud' s menbership in a Conmonborn clan woul d never be erased

unl ess he were officially adopted. Neverthel ess, Hailcloud' s words
after the ritual performance would carry increased weight with the

ot her chiefs and war | eaders.



"Very well, ny friend. Tonorrow you may performthe ritual duties." A
cool breeze of relief blew through Petaga. Hailcloud had freed him
fromthe horror. |t was one less tornent for his excoriated soul. He
clenched his fists and wal ked down the |ine of fire bowls toward the
door.

Behi nd him specul ati ve whi spers broke out ampbng the Starborn. Listen
to them N ghtshade. Do you hear their words? They killed the only
fam |y you' ve ever known."

The voice of Sister Datura gusted like a dark wind fromthe depths of

Ni ght shade's soul. She fought to ignore her, to break the strangl ehold
they had on each other, but her Sister fought harder. "They destroyed
your village. First Bulrush dies, then this. Wuose blood is that on
their war shirts Listen to them They boast of it!" Raucous

| aughter, like a foul masma, surrounded her as warriors called back
and forth fromthe brightly painted war canoes that glided close to the
m nt - bear ded shores of Cahokia Creek. The air had becone tainted by a
bl uish tint of snoke fromcook fires and hearing smudges. Wrd had

al ready spread, and hundreds had cone running fromthe outlying
cornfields to line the bank and watch the return of Badgertail.

"Ha!" one of the warriors crowed behind her. "I killed seven nen and
took three wonren! |'Il have sons there next winter!" Nightshade knelt
in the mddle of the | ead canoe, her bound hands dangling nunbly behind



her back. The stench of the warriors packed around her nade her
stomach roil. Odors of blood, urine, and torn guts bonbarded her. She
tried to hold her breath, but the effort only hei ghtened the presence
of Sister Datura in her body. The colors of the river began to swirl
together, blue nmelting into brown in curling stringers, then going
green and pal e yellow before | eaping up again to coal esce into sky,
plants, or earth. Against N ghtshade's will, Sister Datura plucked the
hues of sunset fromthe clouds and cast themdown like liquid jewels on
t he waves eddyi ng around the boat.

Her stomach heaved suddenly. She shoved her way to the lip of the
canoe, shouldering aside two warriors so she could vonit into the
churning river. She hung there, weakly suspended between water and sky
i ke a bani shed god, her body trenbling. She vonmited until her enpty

belly could only contort in dry agony. "Now you pay the price for our
sacred Dance. Feel the pain, N ghtshade? |'mstill here .. . stil
here ..."

The warriors around her were silent, watching with strained eyes.
Though Ni ghtshade tried to pull herself up, to bring her head back into
t he boat, her nuscles refused to obey her conmands. She braced her
knees against the hull, feuding with her body; but she only succeeded
in tunbling half out of the canoe. Her long hair spilled into the
water, swirling just below her face in withing, serpentine patterns.
Wth her hands tied behind her back, she did not have the | everage
necessary to rescue herself.

"Hel p. Help ne. Soneone ..

Warriors frantically pushed each other to get away, eager to avoid
having to touch her Spirit-possessed flesh. So many of them crowded
agai nst the opposite side of the canoe that the boat listed sharply. A
hushed murnuring broke out. Up and down the river, men stared, waiting
to see whether N ghtshade could save herself by calling out to the
Water Spirits who haunted these nmuddy banks, or whether the river would
swal | ow her whol e.

Si ster Datura | aughed.



Ni ght shade's red dress had tangl ed around her |egs, making it

difficult for her to move. In sheer exhaustion and futility, she wept.
The curtain of her hair shielded her face, but her shoul ders shook
reveal i ng her shane.

Whi spers pul sed behind her, and she felt the canoe rock with a man's
unsteady gait. Soneone bravely slipped his arnms around her and lifted
her back into the boat. She stared up into Badgertai Fs pensive eyes.
He studied her for a moment through the franme of his shell-heavy
forelocks. "Are you all right? Is it the Spirit of Sister Datura?"

Ni ghf ehade | et her head fall forward. She said sinply, "She always
westles ne for ny life."

"I's there sonmething I can do?"

"No. It's between her and me--an old Dance. W know each other's
steps too well."

"Wuld it help if you |lay down?"

Ni ght shade gazed speculatively into that squat face with its too-Ilarge
eyes, wondering why he would offer. This was the nman who had ki dnapped
her from her hone, dragged her to this foreign land, and offered her up
to the malignant arms of the Sun Chief, Tharon's father--Gzis. "Yes,"
she answer ed.

Badgertail put a hand behind her shoul ders to hel p ease her down into

the bottom of the canoe, where she could nestle against the hull. Bl ood
speckl ed his | eather boots in dark brown splotches. Her soul cried
out. Sister Datura nurnured: "It's probably Jenos' bl ood, or

CGol denrod' s, or

Badgertail rose. The canoe swayed. "W're alnost hone."
"Cahoki a has never been nmy home, Badgertail. You know that better than
anyone. "

He stood quietly before turning and going back to the bow "Wy didn't
you go home, Ni ghtshade? When Tharon first threw you out of Cahokia,
why didn't you return to Talon Town? You're such a coward."

"I was a child," she mouthed the words. She had desperately wanted to
go home, but at the age of fourteen, she had been too afraid to nake
the long journey by herself--a



deci si on she had never stopped regretting. Talon Town's sun-reddened
cliffs still danced in her Dreans, ethereal, beckoning.

Ni ght shade slitted her eyes. Ahead, the yell ow rays of sunset slanted
down, striking the Tenple Mound, which rose in the distance like an

i mprobabl e mountain. It had taken three hundred cycles and fifteen
mllion baskets of dirt to erect that stunning nmonunent to Mt her

Eart h--and now she had abandoned t hem

"Yes, of course," Datura hissed. "First Wman refuses to speak to

Mot her Earth or Father Sun if it will benefit Tharon. 1t's sonething
he's done. You have to find out what. That's why First Wnman has

| ocked the entry to the Land of the Ancestors and barred it with a wall
of darkness. You know what Midhead said. Sonebody has to find out and
make it right."

She nodded, whispering, "I know "

When N ght shade had sl amred up agai nst that midnight wall, she had
screanmed for help, sending out a call to every Powerful Dreaner in
hearing range, but only silence had nmet her pleas. Hadn't anyone
heard? She'd wallowed there, banging her spiritual fists and crying
out for an eternity-until Brother Miudhead had come to tell her that she
must return to the world of men to neet Badgertail and go back into
Tharon's cage. She had begged himto |l et her see Bulrush for just a
nmonent before she accepted her fate, but Brother Miudhead had told her
that First Wman had slipped into her cave and refused to open the
Underworl d to any human.

Tharon. Nightshade tried to snother her dread. He had beaten her
repeat edly when they were children, for no reason other than that he
was bored with his protected life. Once he had bl acked both of her
eyes and hit her in the head so hard that her soul had separated from
her body for two whol e days.

Her hatred for Tharon had fermented over the cycles into a roiling brew
of scorn and malice.

The canoe veered left to skirt a flotilla of slow noving rafts heaped



wi th poles that had been cut fromthe upland ridges two days away from
Cahokia. Wth every cycle, people had to roamfarther away to find
wood. Saplings still sprouted along the riverbanks, but they rarely
grew for nore than two noons before being cut down for building or for
cooki ng.

As they rounded the final bend, the river assaulted her with the
pungent scents of fish and new plants. Turtles |unbered down the nuddy
shores to splash into the water. Reeds had resurrected at the edge of
the water, shooting green tendrils up through the tawny bones of | ast
cycle's dead pl ants.

Ghostly fear clutched at N ghtshade. She shook hersel f, not
understanding, until a pitiful whinper struggled up froma | ong-hi dden
conpartnent in her soul

"W ..." she begged through gritted teeth. "No, ny Sister, not
this."

But the nenories gripped her in |eaden fists, dragging her back to a
time twenty cycles before, when warriors had surrounded her on anot her
trip. The images flashed haltingly at first; then they began to

flow -and the scene returned with horrifying power: the mad flight from
Tal on Town; being handed fromone warrior to the next; being carried
for half the night, then forced to run until she thought her heart
woul d burst. She lived again the desperate battles waged as they
crossed the Land of the Swanp Peopl e, skul king through sliny water that
cane up to her chin, the snakes, the biting bugs, the blazing fires
that certainly belonged to enem es, the screanms of wounded warriors
carrying through the hot, nuggy nights--the wenching |oneliness.

Only Badgertail had tal ked to her, taught her the | anguage, soothed her
at night when the Dreans cane. He had held her, his the only warm body
in acold and frightening world. Now he had come for her again--stil
the only kind voice here to confort her

Ni ght shade saw the | anding | oomup through the eyes of a terrified
four-sumrers-old girl. She huddled in upon herself as the warriors
junped out and tugged the canoe up onto the sand, |aughing, calling
rude j okes to one anot her



Her gaze fixed on Badgertail, barely seeing the gray strands in his
brai ded forel ocks or the lines that now etched deeply around his eyes.
He picked up a bl oody bundl e, rose, and stepped out onto land. As he
trudged up the muddy slope to the first terrace, he gestured for two of
his warriors to bring N ghtshade

The nen, one very young and the other about twenty sumrers, |eaned over
her, trying to coax her into getting up so they wouldn't have to touch
her. She peered at themin terror. Wen the young one kicked her
lightly in the foot, Ni ghtshade screaned, "No! Please don't nake ne!
Leave ne alone! | just want to go home. | want ny nother! Take ne
honme! Take nme hone, takenehone!"”

Badgertail spun where he stood on the terrace, silhouetted against the
dyi ng flames of sunset. He cocked his head as though baffled, and then
sl ow y under st andi ng dawned.

"Cet away!" he shouted at the warriors. "Leave her alone!l™ He ran
back toward the canoe, slicing through the crowd of warriors that
mlled on the banks, unloading supplies and gathering bel ongi ngs.

The warriors around Ni ghtshade stumbled out of the boat, and she buried
her face in the dirty folds of her red skirt. "Mther?" she choked.
"Where are you? Wiy did you let themtake ne?"

Si ster Datura seized i mages fromthat forbidden storeroom of

Ni ght shade's soul and flung them agai nst N ghtshade's cl osed eyes,
forcing her to renenber Badgertail in his youth--tall and conmandi ng as
he had been on the night they had spent at Black Warrior Munds, just
below a big river. The village had been abandoned | ong bef ore--grown
over with trees and brush--and it was the first tine she had seen spark
flies They'd come out at sunset, glittering through the grass and
climbing into the tops of the trees like a brilliant net of fallen
stars. Badgertail had buried a warrior in one of the conical nounds .

When he knelt before her now, taking up all of her vision, horror swept



her. She struggled to crawl away. "Leave ne alone! | want ny
mother! | want to go hone. Please," she cried, "take nme hone."

Badgertail's eyes softened. "I'msorry, | don't understand your words.
No nore now than | did twenty cycles ago."

"Pl ease, please!"

He reached out, letting his hand hover uncertainly, as if to brush her
hair; then he withdrew it and clenched it into a fist at his side.
"Ni ght shade, | don't know what Sister Datura is doing to you, but--"

"Twenty .. . cycles?"

A cry echoed in her nmenories. She saw her nother's face, her nouth
gapi ng, eyes dusted with sand where she | ay, blood drenching her
cerenonial dress .. . and Nightshade sobbed. She would never go hone.
Everyone she | oved was dead, and only Brot her Miudhead cared about

her .

"Ni ght shade?" Badgertail's voice sounded so gentle that she al npbst
didn't recognize it

Si ster Datura faded back, Dancing away to twirl just out of reach
Ni ght shade swal | owed her tears.

Badgertail |eaned closer. Fear and bew | dernment strained his features.
"I don't know what to do, Nightshade. Tell me what to do."

She shook her head. "Just .. . just help ne stand up."

He tucked his bl oody bundl e under one arm and gripped her el bow to
support her while she got to her feet. On wobbly | egs she stepped out
of the canoe and onto the soft sand. A brier of arrow | eaf snagged at
her dress as she clinbed the steep incline to the first terrace.
Warriors shuffled backward, their silent glares as powerful as

shout s.

Fromthe terrace, N ghtshade could see the people tilling the northern
fields with chert and cl anshell hoes. They'd already started to plant,
droppi ng seed kernels into the long, ridged rows that woul d sprout four
di fferent kinds of corn: pop, flint, flour, and sweet. Around the
fields, blackberry vines twi ned over ancient stunps, formng a natura
fence. The new green | eaves stood out against the rich black soil.



Dozens of mounds were scattered in the west and south, but her gaze

ski pped over those form dable | egacies of the elite, resting on an area
where a Commonborn famly was constructing a new house. The
grandfather had a work line going. Children peeled chestnut logs to
make them nore resistant to insect attack. Then they fire-treated the
ends of the logs to protect the wood from ground noi sture before
handing themto two men who sank the ends into a trench in the ground.
At the rear, three wonen, apparently grandnother, nother, and
granddaught er, sat weaving cattail |eaves for the mats that would serve
as walls once they had been daubed with clay. Two sides of the house
had al ready been conpl et ed.

Ni ght shade frowned. Between this terrace and the high palisade that
surrounded Cahokia, hundreds of new houses dotted the flats between
nmounds, their shaggy roofs spreading as far as she could see. Even the
spaces between houses had been tilled, and fresh furrows waited for the
seedi ng.

No wonder that Mdther Earth had abandoned them and that First Wnan
refused to intercede on their behal f! How could Tharon possibly hope
to feed this multitude? They had replanted the fields so many tines
that the crops never grew very tall anynore, though everything that
could be tilled had been tilled: bluff tops and bases, as well as the
broad expanse of rich bottom and. Yet Cahokia never had enough to eat,
not even with the boat |oads of tribute that came up the creeks from
villages too frightened to refuse Tharon's demands. Trade provi ded
exotic itens such as dried abal one, hides, copper, and pi pestone, but
t he Conmonborn i medi atel y exchanged such expendabl e goods for what
food they could get. Only the elite could afford those |uxuries now.

The spectators were pointing and noddi ng as the heavy canoes beached,
each piled to the gunwale with tribute fromRi ver Munds.

"Locust?" Badgertail yelled. "Pick twenty warriors. | want themto
spread out around N ghtshade for the walk into the city. And I'll have



no accidents! If any of the Commonborn so nuch as raise a bow, |
expect your warriors to kill imrediately!"

Badgertail came to stand at N ghtshade's side, glancing at her uneasily
as warriors forned around themin an irregular dianond, with Locust in
the front.

The group began nmoving, cutting a swath through | oops of warriors to
the main pathway that led into the city. N ghtshade felt desperately
tired. Wth every ounce of strength remaining, she forced her feet to
pl od forward. A pack of dogs careened up the trail to greet them
bar ki ng, wagging tails, vanguard for the horde of children that
followed. The children peered at N ghtshade |ike hunting weasels,
asking a thousand questions of the warriors surroundi ng her

"Who is she, Locust? Wy have you brought her?" a little boy
dermanded.

"Where are you taking her?" Another bobbed his head up and down,
trying to get a good | ook at N ghtshade. "Did you catch her in the
battle at R ver Muunds? |Is she a sacrifice?"

A girl of about fourteen sumrers ducked |ow to peek around the

warriors' legs. Her eyes opened wi de before she shrieked, "It's
Ni ght shade! Run! Run!" and the children scattered |like a school of
fish at a thrown rock, racing away to shout the news. It seenmed only

nmonents before a crowd had gathered along the route. Even the old and
sick were hefted onto shoul ders and carried out to watch the spectacle
of Ni ghtshade's return to Cahoki a.

"Stay close to ne," Badgertail ordered.

"I"ve nowhere else to go." She noticed that he had taken his
chert-studded war club fromhis belt before they even reached the
st or ehouses.

The ring of carved and painted cedar posts formng the Sky Circle
appeared on her left. dd Marnot had been adamant about charting the
exact courses of Father Sun, Moon Miiden, and the Star Ogres so that he
could determine the correct days for planting and harvesting, as well
as the great cerenonial s--and other things. Marnmot had believed that
if you could chart the sacred Dance of the sky gods, Bird-Mn



woul d hel p you deci pher all of the nysteries of Light and Dark in
creation. Legends said that Bird-Man had been evil in life, that he'd
fought a devastating war against Wl f Slayer and been condemed after
his death to hel ping humans stay on the path of Light and Harnony. Part
of his duty was to carry nessages between humans and the sky gods and

t he Underwor | d.

Ni ght shade bitterly recalled the winter nights when A d Mrnot had
forced her to sit in the freezing cold waiting for Father Sun to clinb
over the Tenpl e Mound so he coul d pinpoint the position on the |eather
sky map that he guarded with his life. He had been keeping that map
for forty sunmers before N ghtshade's arrival. Wth it, a priestess or
a priest could chart the precise path of the sky gods on any given

ni ght during a period of nineteen cycles.

"Look! It is N ghtshade. Oh, Blessed Mother Earth! Wy is she back?"
someone wail ed, and Ni ghtshade turned to see an old woman with gray
hair fleeing through the crowmd, running with all of her strength.
Peopl e surged in to fill the old wonan's place, but N ghtshade peered
after her. Did she know her? Checkerberry, perhaps? The old woman
had taken care of her in the first cycle of her life in Cahokia. But
perhaps it hadn't been. N ghtshade hadn't known many of the
Commonborn. O d Marnot had forbidden it, saying she hadn't time for
the lowy tillers of the fields, the makers of crude pots and ugly
arrow points. The only Conmonborn she had been acquainted with had
been the clan | eaders, or the privileged artisans paid by G zis
hinself: the flintknappers of special points and ax heads; the stone
grinders, who polished celts, hand maces, and effigy pipes; certain
gifted potters; and the shell-bead workers, who produced al nost all of
t he neckl aces, ear-spools, and bracelets worn by the elite in the

city.
"Locust," Badgertail called. "W'Il enter the outer palisade through
the west gate.” He notioned with his head to the left, indicating that



t hey should take the narrow path that |ed around the base of the
west er nnost charnel nmound. Here the houses and storage buil di ngs gave
way to open space.

Locust veered away fromthe houses of the Commonborn to skirt the snall
pl aza before the charnel nound, but a hooting nmob foll owed them A few
rocks flewinto their procession, and the warriors shouted threats, but
Ni ght shade paid no attention. Her nose had picked up the sickly sweet
odor of the dead. |In the big house on the nound, the Starborn kept the
bodi es of inportant people while they prepared themfor burial by
dressing themin fine clothing, painting their faces in scarlet

pi gments, and rubbing their flesh with a precious mxture of sacred
cedar bark and hickory oil. On the hottest days of summer, the stench
became overwhel mi ng, forcing people to drape their sleeves over their
noses as they passed. dd Marnmot used to tell her that Mdther Earth
found the odor of death pleasing and that N ghtshade, as an adopted
menber of the Starborn, should, too. But she could never nmanage it.
She recall ed running nore than once out of the charnel house to

vom t.

"Badgertail, who died?"
He shrugged, his gaze conbing the nob. "Tharon will tell you."

Ni ght shade sucked in a deep breath when the great palisade appeared
before them tall, white, nmade of upright |ogs daubed with clay before
fire-hardening. The walls towered twenty-five hands hi gh and guarded
the cerenoni al centers and the houses of the Sunborn, Starborn, and
other elite. Warriors nmanned the shooting platforns. Behind them the
tops of several nounds thrust up squarely against the purpling sky. Her
gaze fixed on the tallest nound and its giant tenple that seened to
slice Father Sky's belly. The building even dwarfed the high Spirit
Pol e, made of the tallest tree that had ever been found, and carved in
the Iikeness of Bird-Man. Tharon would be waiting there, dressed in
his finest clothing, wearing a magnificent headdress. Everything would
be orchestrated for appearance and effect.



Fromthis angle, the great tenple glimered with a brazen glory. How
wel | she renenbered that huge building; it spread in a thousand-hand
square and rose a hundred hands hi gh, towering over everything and
everyone. She could make out the carved effigies of Eagle, Deer, and
Ratt| esnake that perched atop the tenmple's high ridge pole. Even from
here, she could see that they needed painting. The slate-blue gl eam of
dusk played like whips of fire in the copper amulets that adorned the
monurrent al buil ding's grass roof and walls. The Lakes People in the
north exchanged nuggets of copper for chert hoe blades. Tharon's netal
wor kers pounded the copper into thin sheets and turned theminto
jewel ry and ornanents

The huge nound and its stunning tenple took a person's breathl. Al

the Power in the world mght have been here. For a single breath, she
saw the tenple through the eyes of the girl she had been twenty cycles
ago, and it terrified her all over again. Oh, Bulrush, what's happened
to ne? M blood has gone as weak as an old woman's. | can't seemto
face anything wthout you.

Ni ght shade squeezed her eyes closed to bolster her courage. Wen she
opened them she found Badgertail giving her a curious sideways gl ance.
Did he know? Could he guess her anguish at walking this path as a
captive for the second tinme in her life?

He hung his war club back on his belt and lifted a hand to signal the
guards over the gate. Wile nmen scurried to obey, Badgertail took

Ni ght shade's arm | eading her forward as his warriors regrouped into a
crescent nmoon around them The crowd pressed as close as it could,

mur muri ng, standing on tiptoes to get a glinpse of the sacred space
encl osed within the palisades--perhaps hoping to see the Sun Chi ef

hi nmsel f.

Wth a bang and a thunp, the log gate slid back, revealing an L-shaped
entryway. Badgertail clutched Jenos' head beneath his left armas he
pushed Ni ght shade through the entry, then waited while the warriors
closed the gate. The beauty here eased sonething weary in his soul
Gardens encircled the bases of the nounds in pale-green fringes, while



wr eat hs of smoke hovered near the summits. The flickering glare from
cook fires reflected on the snoke in ruddy patches.

Ni ght shade shook off Badgertail's restraining hand, and he met her

eyes. They seened to swirl and tug at a man, pulling himdown into
dark, frightening depths. Wen he couldn't bear it any |onger, he let
his gaze rise over the tangled mass of her still-danp hair and shift to
t he gat ekeeper.

"Sout hwi nd, how i s everything here?"

The short, stocky warrior gestured noncormittally. Hi s clean war shirt
hung to his knees and sported the face of a fox on the chest. "As well
as can be expected after the events of |ast week. People have been
staying inside for the nobst part, afraid to come out."

Badgertail nodded solemmly. He could feel it. He had been gone for
two days, but the pall hadn't lifted. The city huddl ed under a

snot heri ng bl anket of quiet. No one wal ked the w nding pat hs through
t he ei ghteen nounds inside the palisades, though he could see the
orange gleans of fire bows lighting the houses on the crests of the
mounds. COccasionally a human voice penetrated the soft noises of the
crickets hidden in the grass, or rose above the distant barking of
dogs--but not often

"Where's the Sun Chief?" "In the tenple," N ghtshade whi spered.
Sout hwi nd pal ed, and his hand crept to his knife. "In the .. . the
tenpl e, Badgertail. W thought he would have his guards carry hi m down

here on his litter, but he's been waiting there for you all day."

Badgertail gave Sout hwi nd a confident nod. "Thank you, ny friend. Go
back to your platform W'Il talk nore in the norning." He turned
back to Ni ghtshade. She stood glaring at the stairs that rose up the
front of the Tenple Mound. Made of polished cedar |ogs, they shone
with a reddish tinge in the fading light.

Badgertail shifted uneasily, giving her tinme to sort through what mnust
have been a haunting mixture of nenories. Little had changed in the



ti me she had been gone. A few nore nounds had been conpleted; three

nore ponds had welled in the hol es excavated to fill the necessary
baskets of dirt. But not nuch else was different .. . except that
Badgertail now had a house on a small nound on the east side of the
temple. Involuntarily he tried to peer through the earthen wall to see

it. GCh, how he would I ove to be conming hone with Bobcat to sit before
the fire and sip anise tea while they discussed the insanity of the
past cycle. W could he talk to now? Wo could he ever confide in
agai n?

He squinted at the sky. The nost Powerful of the Star Ogres had
awakened. Wl f Pup's long nose di pped down to sniff at the peak of the
temple, while his tail brushed the noose around Hanged Wnan's neck

"The cage is | ocked, Badgertail. Can you untie nme now?" Ni ghtshade
asked in that startling, beautiful voice of hers.

"OfF course." He slipped a flake of pale chert froma pouch on his belt
and cut the cord that bound her hands. N ghtshade wi nced as she rubbed
her wists. Wen she had the bl ood going again, she rested her pal ns
on the painted Bundle tied to her belt, touching it al nost

apol ogetically.

"You renenber the way?" He gestured openhandedly, an eyebrow rai sed.

"I"ve wal ked this path a thousand times in nmy nightmares. | don't
think I'"lIl ever be able to forget it."

She strode purposefully along the dirt trail that led to the base of
the stairs. There she paused for the briefest of instants to wet her
lips before clinbing. Her deer hide boots shished on the sand that had
blown into the crevices in the logs. Badgertail silently followed

her .

As they ascended, the magnificence of the city energed. One hundred
and twenty nounds rose fromthe flat river bottom speckling the |and
like gigantic anthills. Wde plazas and small, thatched-roof houses
filled the spaces in between, interrupted only by the wi nding traces of
creeks and the glistening dots of ponds. Everywhere, fires gl owed.

They passed the first terrace, and Badgertail glanced at the small



tenpl e on the sout hwest corner. The structure rested on a platform
and fromthe center, a nman could | ook out over the city at norning or
at night and tell what day of the cycle it was, for the entire Cahokia
conpl ex had been laid out as a three-hundred-and-sixty-five-day

cal endar.

When they reached the highest terrace of the nmound--two hundred hands

above the floodpl ain--and stood before the door in the final palisade,
Ni ght shade was gasping for breath, though Badgertail could not be sure
how nuch of her effort cane from exhaustion

A call rang out. "Who cones?"
"War Leader Badgertail! | conme according to the Sun Chief's orders,
and | bear himgood news. All that | was ordered, | have done!"

The heavy gate swung open on thick | eather hinges. Fromthe corner of
Badgertail's eye, he noticed a shiver wack N ghtshade as she stepped
i nside the final courtyard.

The giant tenple rose before them blotting away the night sky. For
the first time, a tendril of anxiety crept into Badgertail's soul. What
was it? Were did this sense of rot and corruption cone fronf? You're
uneasy. It comes fromthe presence of Ni ghtshade so soon after
Bobcat's death. That's all.

To one side, the huge effigy pole of Bird-Man rested |ike an arrow
pointed into the sky. Around the base of the giant shaft was placed a
ring of offerings. Several lengths of colored cloth had been tied
around the girth, each bearing a nmessage to Bird-Mn

Badgertail averted his eyes as he grabbed N ghtshade's hand and hurried
forward, alnost pulling her off her feet. At the doorway to the
tenpl e, Ni ghtshade jerked | oose and stopped. Badgertail could see her
knees trenbling beneath the red fabric of her dress. "The Sun Chief is
waiting. Can you make it, or would you like hel p?"

She inhal ed deeply, as though using the rich scents of smoke and river
to fortify her will. "I have obligations to the gods, kidnapper. ['l



manage." Then she bowed to the Six Sacred Persons, a soft lilting
chant issuing fromher lips, the sound unearthly in the hush.

Badgertail lifted the door-hanging out of the way so she could enter
the main hal I way, then ducked through after her into the warmradiance.
The tenple was an intricate nmaze of |ight and shadow. Twelve corridors
intersected this main one, six comng in fromeach side, creating blots
of darkness in the halo cast by the fire bows that sat at the bases of
the walls; the spiced hickory oi Uhey burned sent a fragrant current
through the tenple. Six red door-hangi ngs shielded the roons of the

Bl essed Starborn, who inhabited this forenpst section of the tenple.

They wal ked side by side past the spectacular wall paintings of

Bi rd- Man, Spider, Rattlesnake, WIf, the Eye In The Hand, Wod Duck
Wodpecker, and all the others. Carved faces of Tharon's ancestors had
been pl aced along the route, their old eyes watchful. Had their
expressions always been so distasteful, or had the carvings begun to
change?

Every so often N ghtshade would lift her hand to smooth her fingers
over one of the wall figures, usually that of a serpent or a spiral
Affectionately, she patted the faces of G andfather Brown Bear and
First Wonman. The tenderness of the gesture nade Badgertail wonder
whet her she hadn't painted some of those hall owed i mages hersel f--a
very long time ago in another life.

Ni ght shade bowed agai n when she reached the entry to the G eat Sun
Chanmber. Before she straightened, Tharon's shrill, childish | aughter
wafted into the hall. Laughter, and the soft, muted cries of alittle
girl: Tharon's nine-sumers-old daughter Orenda, no doubt. An odd
child, she seemed to cry constantly. N ghtshade flinched. She threw
Badgertail a dull glare before she squared her shoul ders and stepped
into the brilliance beyond. Her steps did not even slow as she strode
to stand directly in front of the raised altar where Tharon | ounged

i nsolently over the sacred pedestal. The twelve sacred fires cast
yellow light on the wealth of Cahokia: a radi ance shone oh polished



sheets of worked copperpl ate; on exquisite wooden statues and masks
painted in glossy colors; on nacre conch shell and endl ess strings of
shel |l beads. The finest pottery in the world circled the room the

pi eces decorated with incised swirls, punctations, or effigies, the
best pearl escent and shining. Beautiful fabrics, each dyed in a
brilliant color and bearing a conpl ex design woven in contrast, covered
the walls and fl oor.

"Tharon," Nightshade said to him "I see you' ve changed very little.
You're still blasphenming the gods."

Tharon | ooked away, whispering, "So .. . you're here at last."

Over twelve hands tall, Tharon had the triangular face and sharp nose

of a bat. Red concentric circles tattooed his cheeks, the |lines
running all the way to the copper ear-spools dangling fromhis |obes.
He | ooked irritable and tired tonight. Indigo snudges of exhaustion
dar kened the puffy flesh beneath his brown eyes, accentuating the
prom nence of his cheekbones. A headdress of bright yell ow tanager
feathers caged the black coils of hair piled on top of his head. Mca
beads, the stone fromtheir |local quarries fashioned by Tharon's
artisans, encircled his hemand collar, glittering wildly with his
every nove. Galena bracelets and anklets covered his arns and | egs.
Any other man so ostentatiously attired and bejewel ed woul d have been
t hought contenptibly effem nate--but not the Geat Sun Chief.

Tharon funbl ed for his handspi ke, then tapped it irritatingly against
t he pedestal The spike, a stylized war club, was scul pted fromthe
finest white chert; it served as his synbol of office. It flared at
the top and narrowed to a point. He tapped the spike four nore tines
and apparently gai ned the courage to speak again, but as he opened his
nmout h, Ni ght shade turned away to the Tortoi se Bundl e, which sat on a
tiny table at the edge of the altar. |Its red, yellow, blue, and white
spirals had faded to near nothi ngness, as though untended for cycles.
The hand that N ghtshade extended to stroke it with trenbl ed.



In the heavy silence, Badgertail wal ked between two of the twelve
spokes of fire bowls that radiated out fromthe raised altar. The
bow s' artist had sculpted the clay so that a variety of birds' heads
rose above the lips of the vessels: eagles, fal cons, and occasionally
the head of a dove appeared. Father Sun had created birds to serve as
assistants to Bird-Man, carrying messages between humans and ot her
types of beings. Legend foretold that if any of the bowls in this
sacred chanber ever went out, Father Sun would flare and the world
woul d di e.

"Ch!" Tharon had spied Badgertail. He dropped his handspi ke, trotted
down the three steps fromthe altar, and ran across the floor. He
began cl appi ng his hands as he junped up and down like a
five-sumrers-old boy. His eagle-feather cape fluttered extravagantly.
"Ch, Badgertail, I'mso glad to see you! What did you bring me? \Were
isit? Wuereis it?" He scranbled around Badgertail, touching his war
shirt and boots. Badgertail lifted his arnms, the way he always did, to
| et Tharon search him "I know you have sonething. What did you bring
nmne? Gdve it tonme. | can't wait!"

Badgertail drew the anethyst-and-shell necklace fromhis belt, and
Tharon's eyes wi dened. He grasped the necklace and took a step
backward. "Ch, it's magnificent! Thank you. Thank you, faithful
Badgertail. Here, put it on ne."

Tharon gave it back, and Badgertail Icissed the necklace before
cautiously draping it over Tharon's head. Geat care had to be taken
since the great Sun Chief's nobods could change as rapidly as the
clouds. The slightest touch in the wong place or the nerest tone of
voi ce could throw himinto a | ethal rage

"There, ny Chief."

Tharon anbl ed back toward the altar, fingering his gift appreciatively
as he clinbed the steps.

On the far western side of the chanber, Orenda sat cross-|egged,
wat ching her father intently. Six nenbers of the Starborn stood behind
her, nen and wonen, each young and dressed in a bright scarlet robe.



Badgertail knew the six, but not well. They were the el dest sons and
daughters of the victims of |last week's mad nurders. At |east they had
siblings to confort their grief--unlike Orenda, who was an only child.
In a semicircle around them|lay an array of Power objects: el even Power
Bundl es, several eagle-feather prayer fans, a necklace of perfectly
round white stones, an anethyst bracelet, ow -tal on headdresses, and

el aboratel y beaded noccasi ns.

Ni ght shade was | ooking at the objects, too. Her gaze rested on one
particul ar Power Bundle, a curious, fat-bodied creature w thout |egs
and a long, flat tail painted in gray on the outside. She cocked her
head as if she heard nuted voices comng fromit.

Badgertail cautiously spread his hands. "M/ Chief, aren't you
forgetting sonethi ng?"

Tharon gave hima bl ank gaze. "Forgetting ..
Badgertail nouthed the words, "The drink."

"Ch! Yes!" Tharon clapped his hands. "War Leader Badgertail and the
great Ni ghtshade have come! Bring us the holy white drink!"

One of the-Sunborn, a young man, slipped into the back. N ghtshade
seened unaware of the awkward silence, her attention rapt as she stared
sightlessly at the Bundle.

The young man returned, wal king in slow neasured steps, a huge,
beautifully etched conch-shell cup in his hands. He Sang, reciting the
story of how First Wrman had brought the gift of white drink to humans
to clear their thoughts and give theminsight. The word "white"
referred to the purity of the beverage, not to its color, for that was
a deep black. Only as he canme close did Badgertail notice the
trenbling in the youth's hands and the tense set of his jaw

Tharon took the offered bow and drank deeply before handing it back, a
preoccupied frown tightening his face. The youth approached
Badgertail, who accepted the cup with two hands and adm red the
etchings on it: interlinked figures of Rattlesnake that formed a cross,
their tails bending off to the left in right angles. Badgertail drank



the bitter, black brew, it was tepid and oily. Naggi ng unease ate at
him The drink, properly served, could have been poured over a finger
wi t hout scalding it, but just barely.

He returned the heavy bow to the youth, who gave it to N ghtshade. She
absently took the shell, drinking at first with reluctance, then with
firmer resolve. A light had kindled in her eye when she finally handed
the bow back and thanked the youth. One by one, the others drank, and
the youth retreated with the vessel

Cer enony observed, Badgertail knelt before the pedestal. "Bl essed
Tharon, Great Sun Chief, we have returned in triunph. Your tribute is
bei ng unl oaded as we speak." He cautiously placed Jenos' head on the
altar at Tharon's feet. "And | have brought the head of your 'cursed
eneny," as you demanded." "Did you?" Tharon wet his lips, as if
frightened by that fact. He tugged at his necklace. "I'msurprised.
thought .. . well, I'd no idea my cousin would have the courage to face
you." He flicked a hand anxiously. "Unwap it."

Badgertail untied the ends of the stiff golden fabric and peeled the
bl ood-caked cloth back to reveal Jenos' face, hideously distorted by
the tight folds that had bound it. The crescent noons tattooing the
cheeks had shriveled to black pits, but the eyes were glaring
defiantly.

Tharon's thin lips pursed in revulsion. "The fool, he should have
known better than to oppose nme. Did he die well, Badgertail ?"

"He died bravely."

"You forced his son--what's his name?--to watch?"

"Petaga, yes."

"Well, Jenos deserved it. He shouldn't have opposed ne. His son will

know better." Tharon nodded vehenently. "Yes, the boy will obey now,
just like everyone else. Win't he, Badgertail?" "Yes, ny Chief."



Tharon's eagl e-feather cape swayed around his | egs as he stepped away
fromthe pedestal to | ook at N ghtshade, whose stunned eyes had focused
unbl i nki ng on Jenos.

"So," he said, his voice brittle, "you are mne again, N ghtshade. It
seens | can cast you away or drag you back at my whim"

She stood silent for a nonent before a deep-throated | augh escaped her
lips. When she caught Badgertail's warning gl ance, she | aughed | ouder
letting her mirth twine ranpant through the bright stillness. Even the
whi nperi ng Orenda hushed in shock

"It was hardly you who dragged ne back, Tharon, but your whinms are
certainly the reason I'mhere," she said snmobothly. "So you killed Ad
Marnot. \What--"

"You liar! How dare you suggest such a thing?" he thundered, his eyes
darting to the Starborn, hovering hesitantly over his child. They
whi spered anong t hensel ves.

Ni ght shade paced lithely before the pedestal, her dirty red dress

adhering to the curves of her body like a second skin. "It wasn't a
'suggestion,” and | doubt very nuch that Marnmot's Power Bundl e woul d
lietonme. It was there, after all, when he stunbled back into his

room after you poi soned him™"

Badgertail rose to his feet so fast that he tripped over his own boot
and had to grab the altar to keep fromfalling. N ghtshade' s demeanor
had changed dramatically. Was this the sane woman who had | ai n sobbi ng
like a child only a short time ago? Power now enmanated from her

| aci ng her deep voice and adding a sensual fluidity to her novenents.
Coul d this be another of the faces of Sister Datura? Wen she smiled"
a haunted gl eam entered her eyes.

"What did Marmot find out, Tharon? What is it you' ve done to anger the
gods so much that they've abandoned us?"

Tharon | eaned on the sacred pedestal and picked up his handspi ke,
lifting it as if torap it, but he didn't. H s nouth puckered into a
pout. For a long time he stood absolutely still, studying her



"Do you know that A d Marnot believed you were a witch?" Tharon's
teeth flashed. "He said that you were breathing death into the

Wl lpots. | could have you killed on that suspicion, you know." He
made a wi de, sweeping arc with his hand. "Everyone would approve."

Ni ght shade lifted a brow challengingly. "lI'mthe only one |left who can
breathe life into the pots, Tharon. Kill ne and you'll cut yourself
off fromthe Underworld forever. And without First Wrman's gui dance,
you'll doom your people to oblivion."

Tharon sl amed his spi ke down onto the pedestal and fought to suppress
tears. "W're already doomed! Look at what's happened to us!" he
screamed. "M Mther Earth refuses to grow trees. First Wman won't
send rain, and when she does, the floods kill our crops!" He flung his
spi ke across the room It hit a fire bow and tunbled end over end
until it struck the wall with a dull thud.

One of the Starborn, a honely young worman naned Kettle, gasped as oi

trickled out of the bow. She ran to grab another off the altar and
repl ace the cracked one, chanting frantically all the while. Kettle
nmust have becone the new Firebow Tender. |If so, she would never set

foot outside the tenple, forever nonitoring the Sun Chanber's bows to
assure that nothing snuffed their light. Tharon watched her with
di sgust on his triangul ar face.

"Enough!" he shouted. "Bring me ny handspike."

Kettle finished replacing the bow and carefully shifted the w ck

bef ore she scanpered to return the spike. She bowed as she handed it
up to Tharon. He jerked it from her fingers, ordering, "Now go back to
your place with nmy child."

"Yes, nmy Chief." She ran back to the western side of the chanber, her
feet pattering like a frightened squirrel's.

Tharon toyed with his spike, tapping it into his pal mbefore he gained
the courage to descend the altar steps and approach N ghtshade.

She watched himsilently as he circled her, a speculative quirk to his
nout h.



"I"d no idea you'd grown up into such a beautiful woman," Tharon said

furtively. "l've heard that your Power has grown by equal bounds." He
circled her again. "Do you know what | did for you?" he asked with a
m xture of childlike joy and apprehensi on. Wen N ghtshade did not
answer, he shouted, "I had your old room prepared!"

Ni ght shade glared at himfromthe corner of her eye. "Wy did you
order me brought back here, Tharon?"

H s mouth opened and closed. "I ... well .. He shrugged and sniled,
circling her once nore. "W grew up together, you and |I. Renenber when
you taught ne how to make grass bracel et s?"

Ni ght shade responded softly, "I remenber.”

Hs face it with a pained warnth. "And renenber when you taught mne
the steps to the Spring Corn Dance that your people used to do?"

"Yes."

Badgertail cocked his head. It was curious that he had never

consi dered the probability that N ghtshade and Tharon had been friends.
He had never thought of anyone as being Tharon's friend, but Tharon had
been ei ght when Badgertail had brought Ni ghtshade to Cahoki a; she had
been four. Both of them babies. Both lonely. O course they would
have sought out each other

Tharon chanced a smile. "I wanted you here, N ghtshade. |'msorry
bani shed you ten cycl es ago, but you nade ne so angry when you beat ne
in that chunkey gane!" He sulked for a nonent before glancing up at
her from beneath his |ashes. "Maybe we could be friends again. You
could breathe life into the Wellpots and talk to the Spirits, and Il
rule the land. Wuld that be all right? What do you think? HmP"

Had it not been for the silence that snothered the chanber, Badgert ai
woul d not have heard her response: "Tharon, answer ne. Wy did you
kill Marnmot? Did he find out what you'd done to turn First Wnman
agai nst us?"

"Ni ght shade!" Tharon's hand shot out with the quickness of Snhake to
snatch a handful of her dark, tangled hair. He yanked her face up to
wi thin a handsbreadth of his own.



"Don't .. . don't ever ask me that again. Do you understand?"

A snmile curled N ghtshade's lips. "Let me go, Tharon. O shall | cal
out to the hundreds of Spirits who inhabit the Power objects you've
stolen? They won't be as gentle with you as | will. They'll gladly

eat your soul."

Badgertail's nuscles tightened at Tharon's answering |augh. For

several moments, no one noved--and then something subtle changed in the
room As if the Ice Gants had strode back into this world, bringing
glacial cold with them Badgertail shivered. The light started to spin
inlittle whirlpools at the edges of his vision. He could al nost see
Power seeping out of the Bundles to infuse the gol den gl ow t hat
pervaded the room He took a step forward.

"Don't threaten me, Ni ghtshade!" Tharon glanced around fearfully. "You
don't ever threaten ne! [|I'mthe Son Chief. You have to obey ne.
That's all you have to do!"

"I won't obey a fool, Tharon."

Tharon raised a fist over his head, poised to strike. Badgertail broke
into a run. Nightshade hunched down as the bl ow descended, and
Badgertail caught Tharon's fist in md-swing, holding it tightly

agai nst hi s bl ood-soaked war shirt

"Don't do this, my Chief," he whispered insistently. "You're tired.
Get some rest and think .. . before you do sonething you'll regret. You
know t hat Ni ght shade doesn't deserve this kind of treatnment."

Firelight sparkled on the beads of sweat that trickled down Tharon's

throat. H s sudden laughter grated eerily. "Yes. You're .. . you're
right, Badgertail. |'mjust worn out. And it's been a terrible
week. "

Badgertail released Tharon's hand and backed away. "No one sees
rightly when he's tired. Wth your permission, I'll escort N ghtshade

to her roomso that you can rest."

O enda whi npered again, muted, hal f-choking. Tharon gritted his teeth



and gave his daughter a | ook that would have nelted snow. O enda
buried her face in her little hands and sobbed al nost soundl essly.

"Go ahead, Badgertail. Take Ni ghtshade to her chanber." Tharon wi ped
his mouth with the back of his hand as he stared at N ghtshade. "o
on. Take her away."

Badgertail quickly ushered N ghtshade fromthe Sun Chanber into the
di mess of the hall. In the living quarters around the chanber, fire
bow s glowed only at the intersections of the corridors, |eaving npst
of the tenple om nously dark. They walked in silence until they
reached the correct passageway and turned |eft.

Badgertail inhaled his first easy breath of the night when they stopped
before the door to her old room "N ghtshade --"

"You're not planning on defending himto me, are you? Don't nake
pretenses with ne. You hate himjust as nmuch as everyone el se does."

He nodded mildly. "Perhaps, but you nmust understand that he's lost his
wi fe and eleven friends in the past seven days. He's--" "He nurdered
ad Marnot, Badgertail," she said unenotionally. "I don't know why.

But I must find out. |If someone doesn't heal the wound that Tharon's
ripped in the soul of First Wman, she'll never speak for us again, and
Mot her Earth will let us all die."”

The wild gl ow of Sister Datura had faded from her powerful gaze,

repl aced now by sonething softer and a little frightened. Gief had
once nmore inprinted its tracks on her beautiful face, tightening around
her mout h.

He straightened up and bowed slightly. "Have a good rest, Ni ghtshade.
W' || see each other again."

Badgertail started down the hall, anxious to | eave so that he could go
to Bobcat's hone and tell Moonseed the things he nmust. Already his
ears rang with her cries.

"Badgertail ?" N ghtshade call ed.

He stopped but did not turn. "Yes?"

"Bobcat wanted ne to tell you that he forgives you."



Like a knife in his heart .. . Badgertail clanmped his jaw before he
swi vel ed hal fway around. "For what?"

"For not |eaving when you had the chance." She pulled back the
door - hangi ng and vani shed into the darkness of her room The hanging
swung erratically, revealing glinpses of her red dress.

Badgertail braced his hand against the cedar wall as nmenories of his
brot her swept over him Softly, he said, "Tell Bobcat |I'msorry."

I reen Ash shoved her way through the crowd, calling, "Aunt? Aunt, what
isit!"™ Her child-heavy body made maneuvering difficult. "Mve," she
shouted at a big nan who bl ocked her path. "Move, please!"™ Geen Ash
shoul dered by him aware that her breath had begun to cloud as the air
cooled with the com ng of night. Around her, a babble of voices rose
and fell as people discussed the nmeaning of what they'd just seen

Green Ash broke out of a thick knot of people, and rounded one of the
houses, stepping carefully to avoid freshly turned rows of soil where
someone had started a small garden. A brown-and-white cur barked and
ni pped at her. Finally, Geen Ash caught sight of her aunt.

Checkerberry wail ed as she ran through the |avender veil of dusk, a

hi gh, breathless sound that traveled eerily on the still air. People
made a small path for her, barely glancing as she rushed by. Everyone's
eyes were still fixed on Badger tail's warriors, who | ounged haughtily

out side the palisade, boasting of their exploits at River Munds.

Green Ash followed and turned the corner at the end of a thatched wall
Ahead, Checkerberry, gray hair tunbling over her wthered face, had
fallen to her knees to scranble into her house. "Aunt?"



Green Ash put a hand on her protruding belly, and craw ed through
behi nd Checkerberry. The house consisted of one room twenty hands by
fifteen. As the powerful and respected | eader of the Blue Bl anket
C an, Checkerberry's house reflected her status. Sacred masks of the

gods covered the walls, glinting with copper and shell inlays. A
| adder led up the left wall to a narrow platformthat served as a bed;
it sat close to the juncture of the roof and wall, where a slit allowed

the breezes to repel the snoke fromthe fire pit

Green Ash blinked in the near darkness. Finally she spied Checkerberry
in the rear, hunched in a pile of blankets and jerking spastically at a
banded red, blue, and tan bl anket, attenpting to cover her face. When
she had tugged the blanket into place, she sat trenbling, only one eye
show ng.

Green Ash extended a hand. "Aunt? Are you all right?"
Checkerberry spoke in a barely audible whisper. "She's cone back."
"If it was her."

"Bvil .. . evil walks with her. Couldn't you feel it?"

"Well, even if it was N ghtshade, what difference--"

"Di fference?" Checkerberry shouted, and her blanket slipped down to
her shoulder. "She killed nmy entire famly! M/ poor little Hopl eaf.
Oh, Hopleaf ..." Checkerberry fell into choking sobs.

G een Ash closed her hands on air. She hadn't even been born then, but
she knew the old stories. About how the Geat G zis had chosen
Checkerberry--respected and renowned even then--to teach N ghtshade the
ways of her new people. Less than two noons after Checkerberry had
taken on the task, her husband had perished in an accident while
hunting. Wthin the cycle, all three of her children had died one by
one fromstrange fevers. Checkerberry's soul had cone unhinged. She
had never been quite right since.

"Ch, my niece, ny niece. She was bound and surrounded by guards. She
didn't return of her own free will. W are doonmed! There'll be no
nmore rains. The crops will wither in the fields!"



Green Ash edged forward until she could touch Checkerberry's knee
gently. "No, they won't, Aunt. You know that First Wnman w |l protect
us. She--"

"Ni ghtshade is nore powerful than First Wonan. She'll throw corpse
powder on us and kill us all! She's a witch," Checkerberry hissed. "A
witch! Wit. You'll see.” Seven

Li chen panted as she scranbled up the gritty rock outcrop that
encircled half of Redweed Village. Flycatcher and two ot her boys
clinmbed above her with the agility and speed of frightened pack rats.
The dirt cascadi ng beneath their sandals spattered her |ike hail stones.
A snoky filmhad already built up on her red-and-tan skirt. Lichen
spat gravel from her nmouth and clinbed faster

On the banks of Punpkin Creek, fifty hands bel ow, peopl e |aughed and
raced around the central plaza, preparing for the Beauty Way Cerenony
at nightfall. Fifteen houses with shaggy thatched roofs framed the
plaza in a long rectangle. Turtle and bluegill |ay naked on drying
racks before them their sweet flesh desiccating in the bright
afternoon sun. Farther out, at the edge of the village, storage huts
sat on raised poles. Beneath a hut near the bend of the creek, a
raccoon struggled, trying to clinb one of the greased poles and reach
the rich supply of corn inside. It junped valiantly, attenpted to sink
its claws into the wood, and scratched wildly at the bear grease before
toppling backward to land in a soft bed of knotweed.

Soneone shouted, and the raccoon, realizing its chances of w nding up
in that sel fsame storage buil ding--al beit skinned,



gutted, and dried for someone's supper--bolted in a ring tailed streak
for the low brush and a | onger life.

"Hurry up, Lichen!™ Flycatcher called fromthe top of the outcrop. H's
shoul der-1ength black hair glistened with sweat. He waved inpatiently.
"W're going!"

Screechow , the biggest boy in the village and neaner than a mating

m nk, propped his fists on his hips and sneered over the edge at

Li chen. He'd broken his nose as a baby, and it still zigzagged as
sharply as a lightning bolt. He had small dark eyes and a nouth |ike a
catfish's, but his shoulders spread as wide as a man' s--and he was
barely el even sunmers. He scared Lichen half to death. "Come on
girl!™ he yelled, then turned to his conpanions. "Let's |eave her

She can't keep up."

"I"'mcom ng!" Lichen cried as she watched the boys charge away in a
cloud of dust. "Flycatcher! |'mcomng!"

She slid her knee onto a | edge and dug her fingers into the crevice
above, pulling up frantically. The cracked stone gave way, comi ng off
in her hand, and she slipped and fell, landing hard on a | ower |edge.
She grabbed at the rock to keep fromfalling all the way and managed to
hook her thunbs into a weathered hole. Blood trickled warmy from a
scraped knee. She bit her lip to drive back the hurt and tackled the
rock face again, clinmbing until she could slither over the top of the

| ast shel f.

Li chen rolled over to catch her breath. Sand stuck to her bare, sweaty
back in itchy patches. She scratched at them while she studied the

cl ouds that brushed the turquoise sky in long streamers, sweeping
southward toward the great villages that |lined the Father \Water

The hooting | aughter of Screechow made her turn onto her stomach. The
boys huddl ed together, shoul der to shoul der, behind an upright boul der
in the distance. They butted each other playfully as they fought for
the best position. Lichen got up and trotted toward them but her
steps faltered when she realized where they were. They nust be | ooking
down on the dressing' area of the Masked Dancers, who would conjure



Beauty fromthe earth and plants in tonight's cerenonial. She bent

| ow and sneaked up on cougar-silent feet to see what occupied them so
thoroughly. |In the grassy space at the rear of the tenple, two wonen
stood naked, painting each other' sbreasts with bright red ochre. The
spirals fanned out fromtheir nipples to blossomin the center of their
chests as mmjestic imges of Thunderbird in flight. H's wi ngs swept up
in a rounded arc until the tips of the feathers connected with the
Dancers' earl obes.

Everyone was curious about the sacred painting cerenony that
acconpani ed the Beauty Way. Legend said that Wl f Slayer hinself cane
to help the Dancers with the artistry, but it was considered bad | uck
to see the painted designs before the Dancers made their appearance on
the night of the cerenony. Lichen lifted a brow at the boys. She

whi spered, "You turkey brains! Do you want to ruin the cerenony? You
know nobody's supposed to see the Dancers until they come out of the
tenmple tonight. You're bringing bad luck. Terrible things could
happen! "

Fl ycat cher shrugged in shame and slid backward on his hands and knees,
but Screechow grabbed him by the thongs on his breech clout and haul ed
hi m back. Flycatcher let out a yow while he chopped at the bigger
boy's meaty hands. "Quit that, Screechowl! Let me go!"

"Well, what are you doing listening to a girl! Wat does she know?"

Li chen cl anped her teeth and narrowed her eyes. "A lot nore than you
do, ugly boy ... at least about ritual. M nother's the Keeper of the
Stone Wl f."

"So what ?" Screechowl jeered. "She doesn't have any Power. M father
says she's the Keeper just because sonme old nman named Left Hand got the
WIf a mllion cycles ago and said only his famly could take care of
it. That's stupid. | bet my father could take care of it a lot better
than your nother does. He's the great-great-great"---he waved his hand
to indicate a bunch of "greats"--"grandson of First Wman herself."



"That's stupid!" Lichen pronounced. "Nobody's the relative of First
Wman! " She hesitated, not quite sure of how that could be, but it
sounded potent, so she continued, "My nother knows all the sacred
stories. Wat does your father know about the Emergence fromthe
Underworl ds in the Beginning Tinme, or about WIf Slayer's battle with
his dark brother, the Bird-Man? Nothing, I'Il bet."

Screechow got to his feet. He threw his huge shoul ders back and
stal ked toward Lichen |ike G andfather Brown Bear wal king on his hind
| egs.

She let out a yell and ran.

Her skinned knee told her in no uncertain ternms how bad an idea that
was. Her leg got weaker with every step, and Screechow 's |long gait
was rapidly closing the gap between them Lichen forced her knee to
wor k even harder. \Wen she junped a squat papaw bush to reach the
trail that led the |long way back to the village, her knee gave way. She
tunmbl ed ankl es over snarled hair to land hard at the base of a pile of
boul ders, a little dizzy.

Screechow bawl ed in triunph as he dove for her, but Lichen sonehow
scooted out of his way, rolled to her feet, and stood with her jaw
thrust out and her fists up. "Stop it, Screechow, or I'll break your
nose again!"

Fl ycat cher and young Wart raced up as Screechowl kicked Lichen in her
sore knee. Wen she screamed, he grabbed her hand.

"Now |'ve got you! You'll never be talking bad about my father
again."

He swung his clenched fist at her cheek. Lichen ducked and ranmed her
head into his stomach, then sank her teeth into his side for good
nmeasure before flinging herself backward to break his rawhide grip.

Screechow started to bellow in pain but caught hinself and
straightened up. To his friends, he said, "Conme on! Let's get her!"

Fl ycat cher stood dunbly, casting covert glances at Lichen, while Wart



junped fromfoot to foot, waiting for sonebody, anybody, to tell him
what to do. Only seven, he didn't have nmuch sense yet. He didn't have
much chin, either. Just doe eyes and a forehead that took up npbst of
his face. H's long black braid dangled in a fuzzy nmass over his left
shoul der.

Li chen braced herself for the battle. "Flycatcher! You're ny best
friend!"

"I knowit!" But he nade no nove.

"Your best friend's a girl!" Screechow taunted. "You' ve got the

testicles of a worm  Conme on, Wart, help nme get her!™

Wart gritted his teeth so hard in indecision that his head shook
Finally, on the verge of bursting fromsheer |ack of action, he took a
hesitant step forward, then yielded and ran to Screechow 's side.

Li chen al most [ ost control of her bladder. She glared at Flycatcher
trying to | ook fierce but know ng that her expression quickly changed
to pleading. "Flycatcher? Your grandnother was ny great aunt's
sister!™ If nothing el se, kinship mght work

H s eyes darted cal culatingly over the clouds, apparently trying to
renmenber if that was right; then he grudgi ngly nodded and trotted to
stand beside her. Throwi ng out his chest, he declared, "Don't shove-ny
cousin around!"

Li chen grinned at Screechow, but he didn't seemto appreciate her
acconpl i shnment. He hunkered down, spreading his armnms |ike Fal con ready
to soar into the sky, crowing, "All right. W're coning!"

Wart scanpered to follow Screechow 's | ead as he |unged for Flycatcher
Fl ycat cher brought up his foot, catching Screechowl in the shoul der
but he only succeeded in throwi ng hinself off bal ance so that
Screechow could slama fist into his butt and knock himfl at.

Fl ycatcher sprawl ed across the gray stone |like a dead spider, roaring,
"“Ach! "

Li chen hopped around anxiously, trying to figure out how to protect
herself fromWart's attack. He flew at her, yelling, his nouth w de
open, so she took her fist and jamed it down that black hole. His



teeth nade a crunching sound at the sanme tinme that her hand erupted in
agony. They shrieked sinultaneously.

Li chen stared at her bl oody knuckles, shook themto fight the pain, and
spun to face Screechow , who had managed to drive Rycatcher at | east
ten paces up the slope.

Screechow 's lips twitched as he turned to face her

"Don't do it, Screechowl!" she threatened. 1In a stroke of genius, she
pointed at the sky. "Bird-Man is ny Spirit Helper. |If you hurt ne,
["Il call out to himand he'll come and carry you up to the stars

bef ore he drops you on Redweed Village!"

Screechow |aughed ... a low, disbelieving |laugh. He sauntered forward
nmenaci ngly, but Lichen refused to give ground. She grabbed up a rock
and stood with her knees trenbling, thinking it was probably a good day
to die.

As his shadow fell over her in a cool wash, Lichen's throat
traitorously contenpl ated screani ng again, but before the sound coul d
clear her lips, a large rock plunged out of the blue and snacked
Screechowl in the ear.

He whooped, "What the--" and staggered backward. A tall figure wearing
a raven mask rose with ghostly stealth from behind one of the rocks up
the slope. Black feathers sleeked down over its face and fornmed a ruff
around its neck. Its huge wooden beak slowly creaked open, show ng

gli npses of a puckered nouth beneath. Then a shrill caw flooded out,
sounding so real that Screechow stood petrified.

In a flash, the figure swioped down the slope, holding out the woven
edges of its rabbit-fur cape |ike wi ngs, screamnm ng sonethi ng nobody
coul d understand. Screechowl clutched at his heart with one hand and
hi s wounded ear with the other before flying down the path toward the
village, Wart wailing and stunbling behind him

Li chen 'and Fl ycat cher grabbed each other in terror as the figure
turned and propped age-spotted hands on bony hips.

"Li chen," the Raven-Man said, "you should stay away from Screechow .
He's got bad blood. Did you know his grandnother used to suck toad



eyes for fun? She kept a batch rolling around in her cheeks all day
long. | never did like her." One hand reached up and tugged off the
mask, revealing a face painted with alternating stripes of red, yellow,
and blue. A single black spot covered the mddle of the forehead.

"Wanderer!" Lichen shouted in glee as. she pushed Flycatcher from her
to grab the old man around the right leg. "Wen did you get here? |

t hought you would wait until nightfall, when people couldn't see you so
well."

Wanderer grinned. "No, no. | cane early to talk to the rocks."

Li chen exchanged a prudent | ook with Flycatcher. "What for?"

"Why, to hear stories about the Beginning of the Wrld. Come on, I'lI
show you." He spun in a whirl of glistening rabbit fur and tranped
back up the sl ope.

Li chen followed in his noccasin prints, taking two steps for each one
of Wanderer's. Wen she reached the highest cluster of rocks, where
Wander er crouched, she turned to speak to Flycatcher, but the. space
behi nd her was enpty. She stretched her neck and saw hi m dashi ng down
the trail irf the distance, his short |egs punping as fast as they
coul d.

"I guess he didn't want to talk to the rocks," she said.

"Ch, nost people don't," Wanderer observed. "It's a curious prejudice.
They' Il talk to thenselves with no hesitation, but when it comes to
conmuni cating with higher Spiritual forns, they go deaf and dunb. Cone
over here, Lichen ... let ne show you this."

He ducked | ow and w ggled through a wi de crack between the rocks that
led into a sort of cave, then extended a hand to her. Lichen tucked
her fingers in his and allowed himto pull her into the darkness. Only
a tiny dinple of sunlight penetrated the fissure, |ancing down between
two upright slabs of gray stone and striking the far corner. \WAnderer
slid into the light and crouched so that it hit himsquarely in the
chest.



"What now?" Lichen asked as she snuggl ed up beside him
"Al'l of these rocks have voices," he answered. "But not everybody can
hear them You have to listen very carefully.”

The fissure snelled nustily of pack-rat dung. Wen her eyes adjusted
to the di nmess, she could discern the rat's nest of evergreen tw gs and
shiny bits of mca stuffed under a narrow shelf in the back. It |ooked
abandoned. Too bad. Her stomach had been grow ing since noon. She
coul d have used a snack before tonight's big feast.

She wet her chapped |ips and gazed around. They |ooked |ike ordinary

rocks to her, gray and lunmpy. "lI'mlistening, but | don't hear
anyt hi ng. "
"Wait." Wanderer reached around the side of one of the slabs and

pul l ed out a gray rope of braided human hair. He wapped it around the
upper nost rock, which protruded just over his head, and hoarsely
whi spered, "Are you ready?"

"Yes. | want to talk to the rocks."

Wanderer started pulling the hair rope back and forth, back and forth.
A soft, protesting noan resulted. He breathed, "Can you understand
what they're saying?" ' She concentrated on the variations in sound,
trying to deci pher words. "No. What?"

"They're telling the story of Father Sun's first mating w th Mt her
Earth. You see, these rocks are very old. They were alive untold
cycl es ago, so they remenber.”

Li chen canted her head, straining to understand. She could hear
somet hi ng, but not words so nuch as notes in a Song, rising and
falling, twining in an ancient nmelody. "They're Singing about the
Begi nning Tinme, aren't they?"

"Yes." Wanderer sniled broadly. "I thought you'd hear them Mbst
people can't, but the hole in the top of your head is still partly
open. "

"What are they sayi ng now?"

"Hm? Ch, they're telling the story about Bird-Man fighting his
brother, WIf Slayer. It was a great battle of Light and Dark, which



sundered Mot her Earth and created the hole through which our people
energed fromthe dark Underworlds to this world that is both Light and
Dark. Like all things here, half this, half that, always in harnony
unl ess we do something to upset it."

Li chen scooted closer to the rope. "Wanderer? Could you ask the rocks
somet hing for me?"

"Ask them yoursel f."

"Al'l right." Lichen hesitated, not sure of how to put the words so
rocks woul d understand. "You rock people,"” she began, "I sort of hear
your Song, and | amgrateful for your Singing. Since you know about

t he Begi nning Tinme, maybe you could help ne. Bird-Man cane to ne once
when | was a little girl and told me | had to learn to see life through
the eyes of a bird, a human, and a snake. Do you know what he neant?
think the time has conme when | need to know how to do that."

Wanderer had a | ook of engrossed concentration as he sawed the hair
rope back and forth. Lichen brought up her knees--careful of the stiff
one--so she could wap her arnms around her shins. The rope |ooked |ike
a glimrering icicle, the way it nmoved in the gl oom

"Ah," Wanderer said thoughtfully. "I understand."
"What ?"

"The rocks say that you should take heed of putting on Bird-Man's w ngs
wi thout a resigned will."

Li chen blinked at her knees. The bruise had turned into a black knot
that felt hot. "But Bird-Man told me | had to learn to fly .. . so |
could go talk to First Wman in her cave."

The rope continued to Sing, sounding nore and nore |ike a swarm of
grasshoppers sawing their legs in the weeds. "Yes, the rocks say
that's true. But to do it, you first have to enpty yourself of your
humanness, so you can be Snake, who lives in the dark Underworld, and
be Hawk, who roanms the brilliant light of the sky. Wen you can unite
all three worlds in yourself--Snhake, Bird, and Human--then First Wman
will let you enter her cave."



"Well .. . but ... | don't know how to do that. Can Bird-Man cone and
hel p me?"

Wanderer frowned. His bushy gray brows drew together as he |istened.
"The rocks say that he's never left you."

"So, where is he?" Lichen | ooked around warily, searching the dark
cracks in the rocks for any hint of shiny snakeskin or the flutter of
f eat hers.

Wanderer pulled down the hair rope and quietly coiled it in the shaft
of light. "They stopped talking."

n W]y?ll
"I don't know "
"They didn't want to tell ne?"

"Perhaps Bird-Man won't let them And then, rocks don't know
everyt hing, though they're always |istening and | earning when peopl e
| east suspect it."

Li chen squinted one eye to peer up at the sky, visible through the rent
overhead. A puff of cloud sailed across the space, its edges tinged
with the pal est of pinks. "W should be going, Wanderer. It'll be
sunset soon. W can't be late for the Beauty Way. It took ny nother
half a day to convince the people in the village that it was all right
for you to cone."

H s face darkened as he | ooked down at his rope. "It was kind of
Meadow Vol e to ask them And kind of you, Lichen, to ask her for
ne."

She patted his armaffectionately and craw ed out of the rocky fortress
into the wani ng daylight. The crinson face of Father Sun hung a
handsbreadth fromthe horizon. 1In the purpling stillness, she could
hear voices clinbing the slope-soft, reverent voices, as if the
approach of the cerenonial turned the world as frail as a plum bl ossom
so that it had to be treated gently.

"What were you and the boys doi ng up here?"
"Playi ng chase. But then, when the boys got to the top, Screechow
wanted to | ook down on the woren painting thenselves. | said it was

wrong, and we got in a fight."

Wanderer's mouth puckered |ike a corded bag pulled tight. "Bad bl ood!
Vell, | pray Power is lenient with him"



"Leni ent ?"
"Yes. Power always gets back at people.”

Li chen | ooked at the boul der, and a tickling feeling grew in her
st omach.

Wanderer--his mask tucked under one arm-canme up beside her, and they
took the trail down to Redweed Village, tw ning around clusters of

vi ne-covered stone. A coolness had clinbed onto the shoul ders of the
air, so heavy that Lichen shivered. Wen Wanderer noticed, he lifted
his rabbit cape and spread it around her to shield her fromthe com ng
ni ght .

"Wanderer," she asked, "what am| going to do? About learning to enter
the Cave, | nean?"

"Do you want to enter it?"

"Yes. Bird-Man told me | needed to, or First Wman was going to
abandon the world and let us all die." She |ooked up into that |ong,
beaky face with its unruly frame of gray hair to see if he wanted to
make fun of her. G own-ups usually did when she told them about

Bi rd-Man conming to her. Even her own nother |aughed at her.

"Well then," he said, "I guess we just have to teach you how to turn
i nto Snake and Hawk, so you can go searching for Bird-Man."

"WIl | have to give up nmy human soul, |ike you have?"

"Yes, for a while."

Li chen grabbed onto the fringe of his deer hide sleeve while they
maneuvered through a thorny branble of rosebushes. Her heart had
started to jam agai nst her ribs. "Wnderer?"

"Yes, Lichen."

"What if |'m scared?"

He smiled. The growing bonfire of sunset cast such a lurid hal o over

his face that his winkles stood out |ike dark cobwebs. "Ch, don't |et
it trouble you. Being human isn't all it's nmade out to be. You m ght
be surprised at what Hawk can teach you about Earthmaker. | just wi sh

well, 1 wish you could cone and live with me for a while, so



could teach you all the little things about changing souls."” A pause.
"But | doubt your nother would approve of that."

Li chen stepped over a rock and tried to i magine what it would be |ike
to live with Wanderer instead of with her nother. She didn't know if
she Iiked the idea. She had always lived with her nother, beneath the
wat chful eye of the Stone Wl f, and cl ose enough to Flycatcher to hit
himwith a rock if she wanted to. But she | oved Wanderer just the
same. Maybe she could do it. "AmIl allowed to pick the kind of bird
and snake whose soul | get? Like nmaybe | could get Water Snake's soul
or Fal con's soul ?"

"You can try. But sonmetimes when you're swimring in the Silence
| ooking for a soul, one comes to you that you didn't expect."

"You mean |like the weasel that's been trying to take over yours?"
"Yes, just like that."

Li chen ran a hand under her itchy nose. What would it be like to have
to fight a weasel for her soul? She had seen weasels attack animals
ten tines their size, pull them down and chew their throats out. They
were so fast, so ferocious and deadly. She wondered if it worked the
same way with souls.

They reached the foot of the trail and wal ked out through the
cornfields that led to the village and its central plaza. 1In the
fadi ng beanms of sunlight, the straw roofs of the houses glittered as

t hough coated with honey. Lichen sniffed at the tangy fragrances of
clover and smartweed. They passed the rai sed storage hut where Raccoon
had been struggling earlier in the day, and Lichen detoured for a
nmonent to exam ne the claw marks in the bear grease. Bear grease was
expensive. They found so few bears now that they had to buy grease
fromthe traders who went north to the Geat Lakes.

As they wal ked on, Lichen asked, "Wanderer? What do you think the
rocks meant when they said that Bird-Man had never left ne? | saw him
fly away through nmy w ndow. "



He gl anced up at the people who had begun to gather around the edge of
t he plaza, surveying the nmagnificent colors and shapes of their sacred
masks. Voi ces had dropped to murrmurs, though a dog barked, breaking
the spell of quiet. Wnderer's eyes narrowed in thought. "GCh, | think
they were trying to tell you that Bird-Man lives inside you as well as
outside. Wen he flew away, he also flewinto you."

"l don't understand. What does that nean? Were is he inside ne?"

"Ah," Wanderer breathed and shook his finger right in her face as

t hough the action inparted a great truth. "If we knew that, we

woul dn't have to go | ooking for himby changi ng oursel ves into Snake
and Hawk."

"What if we don't find hin? No matter how hard we try."
"I wouldn't worry about that," he said mldly. "It's usually when you
gi ve up searching for your Spirit Hel per that he pounces on you Ilike
G andfather Wl f--with his teeth bared."

Li chen hung her head to watch the slanting sunlight play in the bl ades
of new grass. She decided not to ask himthe next question, but it
repeated in her soul anyway. And chews, you up? Does he chew you up
Wanderer? |s that how he kills your human soul ?

Lailcloud stood rigidly by the door. The council |odge of Hickory
Mounds had suffered in the recent fighting. Poles dangled fromthe
wounded roof, letting thatches of cattail slunmp precariously into the
room Five-hands-w de gaps gashed the walls. Badgertail's attack had
devastated the village. Over seventy percent of the popul ation had
been



killed, and all of the food reserves had been plundered. Hailcloud
anxiously fiddled with his war club, running his fingers over the
deadly chert studs. WII they never cone to any decisions? Wat is
there to discuss? If we don't fight, we'll surely die. Wy can't
these el ders see that?

Moonl i ght streamed through the fissures, falling in veils of silver
over the nmen and wonen who sat in a circle on the floor. Fromone hand
to another, they passed a large steatite effigy pipe, carved in the
formof a warrior decapitating an eneny. The scent of tobacco rose
pungently on the air. |In the shed behind the council, four wonen
tended a fire, brewing strong white drink, straining it as they poured
it into conch shells, each shell decorated with fancy designs.

A worman, one of the clan | eaders, walked into the circle. She cupped
the drinking shell in reverent old hands as she Sang the Song of First
Wman's gift. First she handed the vessel to Petaga, then to
Hai | cl oud. The hot black liquid nearly burned the war |eader's mouth
and settled firmy in his stomach. His |inbs began to tingle. As this
bow was drained, another of the old wonen entered, Singing, ensuring
that no participant wanted for sacred white drink and the Power it
brought to nminds, and to words.

"So," Naskap, chief of Hi ckory Muunds, finally said. A short man, he
had a bul bous nose beneath bushy brows that nmet in a line over his

eyes. For this council session, he had braided his silver-shot black
hair into two |l ong ropes and had worn a blue-and-red-striped kilt. A

t hi ck neckl ace of marine shells hung down over his bare chest. "M
young cousin, Petaga, wants a hundred warriors to add to his ragged
group. Tell me, how many do you think it will take to face Badgertail ?

Hm®? A thousand? Two?"

Hai | cl oud saw a swall ow go -down his chief's throat. He wanted to junp
to Petaga's aid, but that would humliate the young | eader. The youth
had been pushed too far already. Petaga had nustered courage from
somewhere, watching with a stoic expression that only Hail cl oud had
been able to pierce, as the sacrifices were nmade for Jenos. Petaga had



not been ready to assume the nmantle of Mon Chief, but he had done it
anyway. Knowi ng what this visit cost the young man, Hailcloud's
fingers tightened around his war club. He watched intently as Petaga
snoot hed cl ammy hands over his gol den robe, summoni ng his best
argunent .

"Fifteen hundred, cousin," Petaga answered in a strong voi ce.
"Badgertail's warriors are tired. They've been raiding all winter. |If
we hit them soon, before they--"

"How soon?" old Rai nbow Wonan demanded. She had tw sted her white
hair into a bun at the base of her skull. Wen she lifted her chin to
glare at everyone in the room Hailcloud respectfully |owered his eyes.
She had been a cunning warrior in her day--and the true power in

H ckory Munds. No one would want to argue with her

Pet aga answered, "Wthin a noon."
"You' think Badgertail will stay put that |ong?"

"I do, Grandnother. Cahokia has all the food it needs. They've
al ready planted corn and squash. | don't believe that Tharon has any
intention of going to war again until next winter."

Rai nbow Worman rocked back on her heels and puffed the | ong pipe for
what seened an eternity before cocking her head to gl ower at Naskap. "I
say we do it."

Naskap inhaled haltingly. "You think we can beat Badger tail? Wth a
hastily formed--" "Yes." She pointed a firmfinger. "Somebody has to
try. O would you have us wait until next cycle to defend ourselves?

W' ve barely two hundred warriors left at Hi ckory Munds, Naskap

Al one, we're dead. Together, naybe we have a chance of w nning."

Naskap rai sed a hand to the gathering of honored elders. "Who
di sagrees? Who wants to wait?"

A low runbl e coursed through the room Hailcloud gritted his teeth.
Fool s!  Men and wonen | eaned sideways to chat privately. Sonme nodded,
whil e others raised fists and shook themw th soundl ess ferocity.



Hai | cl oud gazed | ongingly through the largest gap in the western wall.
Wsps of cloud drifted through the indigo sky, glowing |ike polished
gal ena. As Mon Miiden slowy sank in the west, the shadows of the
trees shot tendrils of black filigree over the land. He didn't want to
fight either; no one with half a soul did. But they had to gut
Badgertail's forces before the next Moon-of-Flying-Snow. They couldn't
count on the corn crop. Already people had begun to coment on the
unusual heat and lack of rain. Hailcloud doubted that any of the
peopl e woul d be alive cone spring if the corn produced poorly again
this cycle. W have to act now.

"I woul d have just one question,"” Loon said |loudly, and the ruckus died
down. The oldest man in the village, sixty-two sunmers, he had an
overgrown nose and thick, bloodless |lips. Forked-eye tattoos and

coil ed serpents covered his cheeks. "Once we have assenbl ed this arny,
who will lead it?"

Pet aga nmet each council nenber's eyes in turn before extending a hand
toward the door. "Hailcloud. He's fought beside Badgertail .. . and
against him He knows Badger tail's weaknesses."

The confidence in Petaga's voi ce nmade Hail cjoud's stomach churn. Did
he? He searched his soul, trying to find any evidence to support that
claim Yes, sonewhere, probably he did, though he couldn't think of
any weaknesses at this noment. But as a roar of approving voices
sprang fromthe gathering, Hailcloud realized, that he had better cone
up with some.

"And what will you do, Hailcloud," old Rai nbow Wiman chal | enged hi m
with a hard gleamin her eyes, "to those villages that won't join us?
After talking to them can we trust themto keep their mouths shut
about what we're up to?"

Hai | cl oud | ooked around the room his gaze lingering on the charred

pat ches of roof where flamng arrows had |l anded. "That is not a
decision for warriors, Grandnother. | wll do whatever my elders tel
me to."

But he could see the decision on the stony faces that gazed at him and
it made his breathing go shallow



As

I s Moon Maiden slowy sank, the shadows of the mounds stal ked across
the village, snuffing the glimers of grass and cattail roofs, unti
they fl ooded over Locust's house. She tipped her chin--trying not to
wake Prinrose--to peer out and watch the sky. Their bed of hides and
bl ankets was spread atop a raised platformat the intersection of the
wal | and roof. Through the gap in the wall she could watch the world
grind inits eternal and ponderous notions. Wsps of cloud sailed

t hrough the | eaden sky, glowing with a pale wash of noonlight.

She had not been able to sleep, though her tired body cried out for
rest. Images of the battle-wal k kept repeating thenselves in her mnd
Agai n she saw Badgertail's angui shed face when he first gazed upon his
dead brother. The flame had gone out of his eyes--as though a part of
his soul had died with Bobcat--and a matching flame had entered
Locust's soul, burning, aching for Badgertail. Wwo would he turn to
now? Wio would the great Badgertail allowto confort hinP? Even though
she was probably his best friend, he rarely allowed her to see him
hurting. Her, or anyone el se. Badgertail could not risk such

vul nerability. Wth Bobcat's death, he would truly be on his own.

Locust shifted her head on Prinrose's nuscular armso she could | ook at
him H s deep-set eyes and delicate bone structure gave his face a
frail, innocent quality. He had washed and brushed out his long hair
in preparation for her homecom ng. It spread over their blankets |ike
waves of pitch-black silk. She extended a hand tenderly to stroke the
glistening strands.

"Still awake?" Prinrose whispered
"Yes."

"Wirried about Badgertail ?"



"I can't stop thinking about him "Prinrose always seened to knovy
what troubled her. It was as if so nuch of his soul lived inside her
that he couldn't help but know. Wen she had first taken himfor wfe,
her relatives had scoffed and snickered behind their hands. "You're
taki ng a berdache for your wife? Ridiculous! Find a good woman who
will care for your house and can bring you children." Every woman
warrior had a female wife, and nost of those wi ves had borne babies
through lying with select men--generally Sunborn. But Locust did not
want a pack of brats running around her house; she wanted the freedom
of a quiet life with Printrose. Now she lifted a finger to trace the
snooth line of his jaw. The boyish purity of his face belied the
strength of his fenale soul

"He's alone, Prinrose. And he's never been al one before. | don't know
what he's going to do."

"Being lonely is terrible."

Locust squeezed his hand. Prinrose knew about |oneliness. Mst people
found himan enigna, others feared him Mny, |ike her, knew and
reverenced the special Power bestowed upon him by Earthmaker. He was a
bri dge between the worlds of nale and fenale, Light and Dark. But few
people felt confortable in his presence. That meant he forever hovered
at the edges of society, respected by sonme and hated by others, never
fully admitted to any group

Prinrose braced hinself on his elbows to peer down into her face, and
the curtain of his hair tunmbled around her in a shimering wealth.
Locust let herself drown in the warnth she saw i n those deep-set eyes.
"Badgertail will learn to survive, believe ne."

"You sound so certain."

"I am He's a strong man. He'll find soneone else to confide in. |
hope it will be you, Locust. You're his only real friend now "

She turned away uneasily. The breeze that blew through the gap chilled
the sweat that had pool ed on her throat. Though she desperately wanted
Badgertail to rely on her, she feared it, too. They'd never quite



managed to quell the childhood attraction they had felt for each

ot her, and sonetinmes, when Badgertail |ooked across the fire at her
after a difficult battle-walk, she could see pain in his eyes and
desire for her--and then she | onged to soothe himin the only way she
knew how.

Incest! The people would kill you for it.

Only Prinrose would understand. He was berdache, hal f-nman, half-woman.
He understood human weaknesses better than other people did. Prinrose
woul d know that the melding of flesh was nothing nore than an attenpt
to ease two aching souls.

Neverthel ess, it would hurt him

Li ke a war shirt torn in the heat of battle, the nagic would go out of
their precious life together. Locust knew it as surely as she knew

t hat she woul d never stop seeing the effect of her betrayal in
Prinrose's eyes. Some nmen took great pride in their invincibility, in
their stalwart skill at allowing no injury to penetrate their soul. But
Prinrose was berdache and hel d nothing of hinmself fromher. Every
ounce of his strength and love, his entire soul, he gave

wi | lingly--because he trusted her with it.

For that reason, he would forgive her for breaking his heart. He would
find some way to blane hinself, or to explain it away by saying that

t hi ngs just happened on battle-walks. And they did. Men and wonen
pushed to the linmt of endurance often took nmomentary sol ace in each
other's bodies. It neant nothing to the warriors invol ved except the
chance to escape the horrors of war for the blink of an eye. Locust
had seen' it often enough to know. Battle-walk romances fl ared--and
then died the instant the palisades of hone came into view

Locust woul d never tell Prinrose, of course. She could never
deliberately hurt him But he would know. Just as he had known
toni ght that her thoughts Iingered on Badgertail

"How i s Green Ash?" Locust asked, changi ng the subject.

Prinrose pursed his lips as he trailed his fingers over her bare



breast. "Not well. She's only seven nonths, and the child is so
large that .. . well, the old wonen have begun to say that sonething
m ght be wong."

"You mean they think she mght die?" Locust asked in her usual direct
manner .

"It's just talk. 1 ... | don't believe it. Sone babies are |arger
than others. Nettle is a big man, he nust have planted a big child."

"When are they to be nmarried?"

"When the baby is born. Not long. Locust, | sense sonething odd about
t he baby."

" Cdd?"

"Yes. | don't know how to explain it, but |'ve been having Dreans."

He paused. "Strange. | see huge creatures Dancing around two cradle
boards. The creatures are wearing brightly col ored ani mal nasks,
coyotes, wolves, ravens ... but the beings have no arns or legs. |

don't know what to think about that."
"Have you told Green Ash about the Dreans?"
"I don't want to frighten her any nore than she already is."

Locust frowned. Menories tugged: sonething Badgertail had told her he
had seen in the Forbidden Lands when he'd gone to steal Ni ghtshade.
What had it been? "What does Checkerberry think about the baby? She's
seen dozens born. Is she worried?"

Prinrose settled hinself into an easier position on their worn hides.
"Checkerberry hasn't been 'right' since she saw Ni ghtshade."

"What do you nean, not 'right'? Do you nean she's angry, ill, what?"

"I"'mnot sure. Checkerberry ran |like a hunted nouse at the sight of
Ni ght shade. | think the shock--she hid in her house and refused to
cone out for an entire day."

Locust had heard the old stories told time and again, when the tales of
the clan were being chanted around the winter fires. Stories of how
Checkerberry's famly had died during that first cycle when she had



cared for Nightshade. "Do you nean she's afraid that N ghtshade will
wi tch her again? To hurt the Blue Bl anket C an?"

"Yes. That very fear seenms to have unhinged her mind. She sits for
hands of time just staring at nothing while she nunbl es about terrible
t hi ngs happening in the future: fam ne, floods, and war. | don't know
what to think. Geen Ash is terrified."

"I don't blane her," Locust said. "G ven what's happened this past
cycle, Checkerberry's predictions aren't too outlandish."

Prinrose toyed with a lock of Locust's hair, but she saw that anxiety
had etched crow s feet at the corners of his eyes. "Locust?' he said
timdly. "I heard a runmor this norning. It frightened ne."

"What was it?"

Prinrose sank down beside her and snugged his forehead into the crook
of her neck. He hesitated, as though not wanting to tell her, afraid
of her response. Locust waited, picking tawy shed dings of deer fur
fromthe soft mass of Prinrose's hair. |In the noonlight that streaned
through the gap in the wall, the fur shone silver. Their hides had
grown old and brittle, but new ones were scarce. Three tines a cycle,
traders shipped canoe Igads of pelts in fromthe western plains, where
el k and buffalo still roamed in vast herds. These days, no one but the
elite could afford such |uxuries.

"Prom se you won't get angry?" Prinrose asked. "This is only your
second ni ght home, and | couldn't bear any harshness from you.
Pl ease?"

"Prinrose, tell me. I'mtoo tired to be angry. Wat is it?"
"I was com ng back fromthe squash fields with G een Ash, and two
warriors were |lounging around the palisades. They were talking about

Badgertail ."

He rai sed his eyes to her face, checking to see if she had adopted the
characteristic defensive squint that boded ill for all concerned.



Locust diligently kept her expression blank, but a hot tide of alarm
war med her chest. Wat had these warriors said?

"And?" she pronpted

"They whi spered that Badgertail had |ost his nerve. One of themsaid
he'd seen Badgertail weeping and scoffed that maybe Cahoki a needed a
new war | eader."

Locust fought to keep her breathing even, but rage seared her veins in
a fiery wash. "Did he?"

She saw again the | ook on Badgertail's face when he had first gazed
upon Bobcat's bl oody corpse, and the tears that came to his eyes

pi erced her heart |ike an obsidian-tipped |ance. She threw off her
hi des and rose to clinb down the |adder. When her feet touched the
cold dirt floor, she shivered.

Prinrose hurriedly foll owed her dowmm. He stood in the tarnished |ight
stream ng through the wi ndow, his muscles bulging out in hard swells.
Their house spread in a rectangle around them fifteen hands by ten
Everything occupied its rightful place, arranged with care by
Prinrose's |oving hands. Four rows of colored baskets hung on the |ong

south wall, each ordered according to size and shape: round on top
then square, oval, and the curiously formess on the bottom Al ong the
northern wall, two shelves held their cooking pots and spice storage

jars. Prinrose nust have repl enished their supplies while she was
gone. The savory ghosts of dried spiderwort and | avender hyssop m xed
fragrantly with fresh mint.

As Prinrose folded his arms protectively across his naked breast, his

sad eyes glinted with a silver-silk flash of nmoonlight. "Locust,
pl ease, | didn't want to upset you. | just thought you ought to know
what's being--"

"OfF course | ought to know what's being said behind Badgertail's back
Who were the warriors? Wat were their nanes?"

"I don't know. There are so many warriors, | can't know themall."



Locust glared at himwith inpotent fury. |In the quiet depths of his
eyes she detected pai ned understandi ng and synpat hy. Shane reddened
her cheeks.

"I"'msorry | hurt you," she said softly. "M/ anger isn't directed at
you. "

"No, | ... | know that."

She held out her arnms, and Prinrose quickly came to hold her tightly.
He nuzzled his cheek against her hair, and his muscul ar body felt
suddenly frail in her arms, too frail to endure her bouts of rage.
Locust patted hi m absentm ndedly while her thoughts raced over the

i mplications of what he'd told her. So the warriors had started to

accuse Badgertail of sentinentalism Well, what if it were true? D d
that make himless a leader? Wth a sinking stomach, she realized that
the answer to that was "Yes." A war |eader had to nmaintain a hard,

practical exterior. Any display of weakness shook the confidence of
every warrior around him Vulnerability made a | eader unpredictable,
and therefore unreliable in times of stress.

The fact that she understood that truth did not make it any easier for
her to condone disloyal remarks from other warriors. Locust tightened
her grip around Prinrose's waist. "Thank you for telling ne. | need
to know such things. It gives me tine to prepare in case .. . well, in
case sonething conmes of such talk."

He pushed back slightly and gave her the boyish snile that always
overturned her heart. "Locust? Could we go back to bed? | want to
| ove you. | mssed you when you were gone."

"I mssed you too, Prinrose.”
He bent to kiss her gently. The feel of his arms around her, the

steady rhythm of his breathing, conforted her--as it had for fifteen
treasured cycl es.



N ne

The lilting flute called to Lichen where she sat shivering in her

bl anket at the northern edge of the plaza. Several other children
dozed around her with their backs agai nst the houses, or entwined with
their dogs for warnmth. The old people and mothers with tiny babies sat
hunched agai nst the houses on the south side of the plaza. Mbon Maiden
had peeked over the eastern horizon, but her |ight cast no warnth on
this cold night. Lichen pulled her blanket up over her icy nose so she
coul d breathe down the front and warm her chest.

The fire where white drink was made had begun to die down, and the |ast
of the sacred drink had been exhausted. Several times Lichen had heard
men conplaining that in the old days, traders had brought enough of the
herb fromthe southern coastal |ands that the drink could last al

night. For the last couple of years, it was said, Redweed Village had
paid too much comfor the little they had received.

Li chen sighed. White drink was for grown-ups. She and the other
children had Danced until very late, then been sent out of the plaza to
nap while the grown-ups finished the cerenonial. Lichen could see the
Dancers, silhouetted before the flanes of the fire, Singing as they
bobbed up and down. Six circles of people wove about |ike a tangle of
snakes.

A d nman Wod Duck, with his mained |eg, stood at the edge of the
circles and Sang, shaking a gourd rattle as he swayed back and forth.
The firelight reflected in his reverent eyes. He had the scratchiest
voice in the village, but it didn't matter. The only thing that
mattered toni ght was that First Wwman see the goodness in their hearts.
If they kept their souls pure and treated each other well, First Wnman
had taught, she would go to Mdther Earth and Father Sun to speak for
humans. Then the rains would cone and the crops would grow tall



Fl ycat cher nmunbl ed sonmething in his sleep and el bowed Li chen before he
rolled to his side, dreanming. She squirned to get the kink out of her
back

The Dancers blurred together in her tired vision, seeming to sink into
t he darkness and cold. Only their voices and the tinkling bells on
their noccasins assured her they hadn't been sucked up by the Water
Spirits that haunted the cerempnials. Al of the pignents that hunans
used for painting their bodies came fromthe bones of the Water
Spirits, and on nights like this one, when so many colors flashed, the
Spirits were drawmn to the souls of their dead ancestors. They cane to
wat ch fromthe shadows, sonetines to Dance, sonetines to steal a bad
child and take himto their honme beneath the | akes.

A gust of wi nd swooped over the rock outcrops and soared down, blasting
the plaza. Lichen closed her eyes against the whirling ashes and sand.
The fire sputtered, sending a shower of sparks upward into the

bl ackness.

Fl ycatcher rolled over and scooted forward so he could lay his head in

Lichen's lap. "I'mcold," he whispered. "I wish it was over." She
stared down at his round face. |Ice had formed on the tan edge of the
bl anket closest to his nose. "I'mcold, too. But you know we can't go

inuntil the Dance is done. First Wnan m ght get nad."

"I know," he said. Mrosely, he snaked a hand out of his blanket and
held it up before her face. "Lichen, could you breathe on ny fingers?
They feel like frozen sticks."

She took his hand and held it to her lips, breathing steadily.
Fl ycat cher shivered wi th delight.

"Li chen, what did the rocks say to you this afternoon?"

"Ch, nothing much. They just tal ked about the Beginning Tinme." She
decided not to nention the part about how she needed to give up her
hurman soul .

"You coul d hear them really?"

"Sure. Wanderer nmade a rope for themto talk through .. . though it
sounded nore like Singing to ne than words."



"He's weird, Lichen. | don't think I like him"

She lifted her eyes to study Wanderer. He stood a head taller than
anyone else in the village, so it was easy to spot him Also, his
raven mask glinted in the flanes. He | ooked skinny, the way he tw sted
in the Dance. He had been Dancing next to her nmother all night, which
Li chen found very odd since her nother didn't |ike Wanderer either. "I
m ght go live with Wanderer for a while, Flycatcher."

He shot up out of her lap to peer at her nose to nose. His eyes |ooked
i ke huge noons. "Wat for? You m ght never cone back!"

| mght never cone back as a human, you nean. "There are things he
needs to teach me. And | don't think I can |learn themfrom anyone

el se.™

"What things? You mean Dream ng things?"

"Mostly." She drew her blanket more tightly around her shoul ders. "And
stories. He knows |lots of stories that nobody else does. | think it's
because he's so old."

"And he talks to rocks."

She nodded.

"Do you want to go live with him Lichen?"

"l don't know. | mss Wanderer when |'mnot around him but | think
I'd miss my mother nore. She's taken care of ne ny whole life."

"Wuul dn't you be scared to |live around sonebody who wasn't hunman?"
She shook her head valiantly. "No. | live around birds and raccoons

and other animals right now They don't scare ne. Do they scare
you?"

"Well, no, not when they're in their own bodies," Flycatcher replied
sarcastically. "Wy can't he come and teach you down here .. He paused
and scow ed. "No, that would never work. Sonebody woul d whack himin

t he head before long, and you'd probably feel bad."

"Yes." She sighed glumMy. "I would.”



Fl ycatcher rolled the edge of his bl anket between his fingers, as

t hough thinking hard. "You know what, Lichen? 1'd mss you if you
went away. | don't want you to go live with Wanderer. |[|s your nother
goi ng to make you? What if--"

They both started when Whod Duck let out a shrill cry of joy.
Anwkwardly, he tried to Dance as he shook his gourd rattle in tinme to
t he pounding of the drum The Dancers separated, falling back
splitting into two groups to line the way fromthe tenple at the
eastern side of the plaza.

"Here they come!" Flycatcher said excitedly. He junped to his feet
and ran out to stand by old man Wod Duck. Lichen raced behind him
eager for this final nmonent of the cerenonial. Al around the edges of
the plaza, old people and children roused to | ook

It began slowmy. A runble |like an earthquake trenbled on the cold air.
Frominside the tenple, a chant echoed, deep and powerful, hailing
softly the Spirits of the plants and ani mals.

Lichen lifted her voice to join that sonmber call. People all over the
vill age added their voices until the resonant chant rose |ike thunder
over the fire-lit plaza.

The tenpl e door-hangi ng was swept aside, and twelve Corn Dancers
energed into the pewter flood of Mboon Maiden's light.

Li chen's voice faltered as they Danced into the plaza on whirling feet,
their masks gl owi ng as though cut from Father Sun's rays. Pounded
copper covered their faces, reflecting the flames in spectacul ar
patterns. Ears of last cycle's corn hung fromtheir necks and bounced
agai nst their naked, intricately painted bodies. They carried eagle
feathers in their right hands.

The | ead Dancer spread her arnms and spun like a wing seed circling
around and around as if spurred by the wind. She dipped sideways to
brush the ground with her fingertips, and Lichen knew t he Dancer
reached for the Power that lived in the roots, summoning it into her
body.



The ot her Dancers followed, touching the ground and Singing as they
twirled.

When they reached the central fire, they fornmed into a circle and began
spinning around the flanmes, darting and | eaping |ike wayward noths
confused by the |ight.

The people rushed to join in. Dozens of outspread arns spiraled in the
flickering light as people Sang their thanks to First Wman and Mot her
Eart h.

Li chen whirled al one, watching the Star Ogres rotate above her. The
| onger she Danced, the nore their bodies ceased to be made up of points
of light but melded into gigantic, glowing circles---rings of silver.
Musi ¢ sounded in her ears, rising and falling as the rings slid over

each other. It rang like a hundred bells struck all at once. Thank
you, Star Ogres, she prayed, for sharing your nusic with ne. Soneday,
if I learn enough and if | can find Bird-Man, maybe |I'Il grow fal con

wings and | can fly up to Sing for you.

She smled as she spun with all of her strength, spun until her feet
started to stunble--just |ike everyone else's. People fell down al
around her, clutching Mdther Earth to their breasts while they kissed
the ground. Finally Lichen toppled sideways and dug her fingers into
the cold dirt. Her vision swam

The Corn Dancers ran through the crowd, sprinkling everyone with
cornneal so that each person could carry the neal prayers showered upon
themto First Woman in their Dreans. Perhaps, if they all Dreaned
well, First Wman would hear themthis tinme ..

Li chen rolled onto her back to peer up at the Star Ogres again. A vei
of meal -dusted hair tunbled over her eyes. Through it, the Ogres
seened to shimer nore brightly, as though pleased by the cerenonial

Li chen | aughed when a huge raven | eaned over her. Wnd fluttered in
its black feathers. Through its open beak, she could see Wanderer's
grin.
"Cone on," he said. "Your nother invited nme to have nut cakes and tea,
and |I'm starved."



"Mt her invited you?" she blurted as she struggled to sit up
"Yes. She hasn't been herself tonight,"” he answered blithely. "I
don't know what's wrong with her, and |'mcertainly not going to
ask."

He extended a hand to pull Lichen to her feet. They held on to each
other as they made their way across the plaza. People swerved wi de
around Wanderer, still not sure that he ought to be allowed in human
conpany, even though he had Danced with all his raven soul

The avoi dance made Lichen angry. "l watched you. You were the best
Dancer here."

"I watched you too, se specially when you were talking to the Star
Qgres. They heard you, you know. "

"How do you know?"

"Ch, | could feel it." He tapped his chest. "In here. What did you
say to then?"

She lifted a shoulder. "They sent nme their nusic. It was beautiful
Wanderer, so | thanked themand told themthat sonmeday I'd try to
sprout falcon wings and fly up to Sing for them™

Wander er squeezed her shoul der as they started down the path that |ed
to her house. Moonlight blazed so brightly that it shadowed each bl ade

of grass. "I'msure they'd like that. They get lonely up there. Very
few humans talk to them anynore, though Eagle and Hawk still do, of
course. "

"I"'d talk to themnore if | could.”

Qut in the darkness, a wolf yipped, and a whole pack joined in to
serenade Moon Maiden. Now that the cerenonial was over, Lichen felt
cold to her bones, and very sleepy. She twined her fingers in the soft
fur of Wanderer's rabbit cape for warnth.

When they turned the bend in the path; she could see that |ight already
gl eaned around the edges of the door-hanging. The scents of Punpkin
Creek--water and wet earth--hung, heavy on this side of Redweed
Village. But Lichen snelled sonething else. She sniffed noisily.



"That's Modther's special raspberry tea, Wanderer,"
He sniffed too. "Um snells good."

Li chen gave hima qui ck | ook, wondering why her nother woul d rmake it
for Wanderer when she wouldn't make it for Lichen except on inportant
occasi ons. She slipped out fromunder his armand trotted forward to
duck beneath the hanging. Her head brushed against two of the clusters
of eagle feathers that dangled fromthe ceiling.

"You | ooked beautiful tonight, Mther," she said as she ran across the
house and dove beneath her warm buffalo hide. It felt good to be hone.
The house spread in a thirty-hand square around her. The firelight
fromthe slab-lined hearth in the mddle of the floor shinmered over
the yell ow spiders on the walls and flickered in the eyes of the Stone
WIf that nestled in the wall niche at the foot of Meadow Vol e's bed.
Al ong the southern wall, at the foot of Lichen's bed, several cooking
pots sat atop each other. Next to them three |large storage jars

huddl ed, filled with the seeds of giant ragweed, corn, and

sunf | owers.

Vole smled. She wore a white dress with black and red spirals dyed on
the hem and across her chest. She had pulled her [ong hair away from
her face, fastening it over her ears with shell conbs. The style made
her hooked nose seem smaller. But her eyes |ooked | arge and dark

dar ker than Lichen thought she had ever seen them "So did you,
Li chen. | was proud of you. [I--"
Wanderer called softly fromoutside, "It's me, Meadow Vole. Are you

ready for ne yet?"
"Come in, Wanderer. W're ready. The tea isn't, but we are.”

Wander er ducked under the hanging. He had taken off his nmask and was
holding it reverently. His gray hair spiked out around his |long face.
He wi nked at Lichen before crouching by the fire, where the pot of tea
sat propped on two pieces of red stunp ware Flanes |icked up around
the sooty bottom of the pot. The steamthat rose saturated the air
with the scent of raspberries.



Wanderer smiled awkwardly at Meadow Vol e, and she smil ed back before
rising to fetch the plate that had the nut cakes on it.

"Are you hungry, Lichen?" her nother asked.
"No, I"'monly tired."

"Why don't you try to sleep? Wanderer and | are just going to talk for
a short while."

Wanderer's absurd grin faded. He hung his head. "Yes, you sleep
Li chen. We won't be long."

Li chen wi ggl ed deeper into her hides, frightened by the hurt expression
on Wanderer's face, but she kept her eyes slitted to watch what
happened.

Her not her knelt beside Wanderer and of fered hi m a nutcake, which he

accepted gratefully. "Thank you, Vole. It's been a long tinme since
I've had one of your cakes." He took a bite and snmiled wanly. "They're
as good as | renenmber.. .. Thank you," he repeated.

They stayed quiet for a time, and Lichen felt the tension rise between

them Finally Meadow Vol e said, "Wanderer, | wanted to talk to you
about something that's happening. | don't understand it."

H s eyes wi dened. "What?"

"Well, it has to do with Cahokia and with Tharon's nmad attacks on the

surrounding villages. D d you know he attacked R ver Munds a few days
ago?"

"No, I ... | thought | felt sonmething, but ... what happened?”

Her mother ran a hand through her hair. "lI'mnot sure. | heard that
Jenos refused to deliver the tribute that was owed to Cahokia and that
Tharon went crazy. He--actually, it was Badgertail. Badgertail killed
Jenos and took his head to Tharon."

"Ch," Wanderer said so softly that Lichen alnmost didn't hear. Gief
twisted his face. "Jenos was a good man, and a good chief. 1've never
forgotten his kindness to N ghtshade when | asked himto take her in
after Tharon bani shed her."

"You did that?"



"Ch, yes. She had nowhere else to go, and | knew that Jenos needed
her and her Powers."

Li chen's mother | owered her eyes uncertainly at the word "Powers," as
i f she expected Wanderer to shout at her for not having any Powers
herself. "Well, the worst part is that runors say Petaga has gone
crazy, too. He was at Hi ckory Munds yesterday, raving about joining
forces with all of the surrounding villages and wagi ng battl e agai nst
Tharon. It's silly. Redweed is so small, yet he sent runners to ask
us to join him Tharon has too many warriors. Even if we all banded
together, | don't--"

"Where's N ght shade?"

"I"ve heard that she was captured and returned to Cahokia, but I'm not
certain that's true. | got the story froma trader who was passing
t hrough yesterday. He could have been wong."

Wanderer sat so still that his dark eyes caught the firelight and held
it as unwaveringly as mica mrrors. "Tharon nust be crazy, all right.
Either that or he's |l ooking forward to having his heart cut out in his
sl eep. "

Li chen' s nmot her extended her hands pleadingly. "Wat are we going to
do, Wanderer? Tonorrow we're neeting to discuss whether we should join
Petaga or not. Do you think we shoul d?"

He sighed. "If you asked nme here because you hoped |'d Dreaned
something, | haven't. I'msorry. | didn't know about any of this.
Except .. He took another bite of nutcake and chewed it thoughtfully.

"Except that | keep hearing N ghtshade call ne, as though she needs
hel p. But | don't know where she is, and no nmatter how hard | try to
find her, I can't. 1t's as though she's lost herself, and | can't
grasp onto anything to follow. " He nethodically finished his cake and
brushed the crunbs from his hands onto the hard fl oor

Her nmot her rose to pace before the fire. Oange flickers played in her
hair. "Well, thank you anyway. |f you do Dream anything---" "I"I
tell you inmediately."



"I'd appreciate that."

Wanderer's eyes flared disconcertingly for a nonent before he said,
"There's sonmething else 1'd like to talk to you about, Vole."

"What is it?"

"I't's about Lichen. Do you know she's been having Dreans? Powerful
Dreans. "

Her nmot her frowned in bew | dernent. She swung around to stare at her
daught er, but Lichen quickly closed her eyes to avoid that wounded
look. It made Lichen feel bad inside, but she couldn't have told her
nmot her. Vol e al ways nade fun of her Dreams, that or told her to go

out side and play. Wanderer was the only grown-up she knew who |i stened
to her seriously.

"No," her nmother said quietly. "She didn't nention themto ne. What
sort of Dreans?"

Wanderer's lips pressed into a tight line. "It doesn't matter. \Aat
does matter is that she's old enough now to start |earning howto
manage them and .. . and I'd like to teach her." He glanced up
hesitantly. "WII you let ne?"

"Well, I ... | don't know. I'll have to think about it."

Wanderer stood up and faced her. "Every time |'ve ever heard you say
that, it meant 'no." |If that's the case, tell ne now, Vole."

"If you're going to push,” Vole replied with hushed viol ence, "then the
answer is no!"

"Please." Wanderer stepped to the door-hanging and pulled it aside.
"Come outside with me so we can tal k about this nmore thoroughly."

"I"ve already told you ny decision, Wanderer."

H s gaze rested on Lichen again. She lay absolutely still. His
wrinkl ed face softened, and in the depths of his eyes, worry flickered,
as if he saw sonething so terrible in her future that he al nost
couldn't bear it.

"Vol e," he whispered, "don't | even have the right to teach her how to
be happy? You know she'll be mserable if she can't control the



Dreanms. Soon they'll begin stalking her." At the hard | ook on her
nmot her's face, Wanderer said, "Please, Vole. You' ve denied ne every
other right. Just let nme--"

"She's ny daughter, Wanderer. You have no rights regarding her." She
fol ded her arnms and turned away. "Please go."

Wanderer closed his eyes wearily for a nonent before ducking beneath
t he hangi ng and di sappearing into the night. Lichen listened to his
foot steps fade away, and her stomach clutched. She waited until her
not her turned to pick up the plate of cakes before she slipped

conpl etely under her buffalo robe to cry. Silence envel oped the Sun
Chanber .

As Tharon wove between the fire bow s the whorls of shell on his gol den
robe glittered with a torrid light. Too quiet! He could hear the

i ndi vi dual breathing of each person who slept in the tenple. It
haunted him hissing at himlike the viperous warning of a hundred
menaci ng serpents. Yes, they're sleeping while you' re up wal king the
floor. What sort of servants are these Starborn? Negligent. They're
no better than the |l ast batch. Well .. . perhaps I'll have to find new
priests and priestesses sooner than |I'd thought.

Tharon peevi shly wandered the sacred room poundi ng his handspi ke into
anyt hi ng that happened to cone within reach: the sacred pedestal, the
altar, the seashells on the walls. Already a |line of crushed shel
glittered along the floor. This handspi ke was his favorite. COver four
hands | ong, the head arched like a spreadi ng norning-glory bl ossom
whi l e the edges scall oped the stone to a fine and | ethal point.

Tharon took a long drink of galena tea and snmacked his lips in

sati sfaction. Wen crushed and mxed with the seeds of norning glory,
gal ena had a potent netallic flavor that the Starborn proclained a
renedy for alnost everything .. . though few could afford it. And



Tharon had not been feeling well lately. Bouts of weakness and severe
headaches woul d cone upon hi mout of nowhere and with such ferocity
that he would start to tear his black hair out in handfuls.

Even now as he gazed around the room the glow of the fire bows hurt
his eyes. The painted figures on the walls seemed to grin malignantly
at him and the wooden faces of the carved effigies nmocked him Daggers
of pain shot through his head whenever he | ooked directly at the

fl anes.

"Stop it!" he shouted at the fire bowls "I hate you! People are
al ways feeding you oil and watching over you like their |ives depended
on you--while I'mleft to wander the tenple in pain!"

He glared at them

"Such superstition. Firebows and Father Sun's wath. Ridiculous."
Leani ng forward to enphasi ze his words, he said, "Don't you think
know Fat her Sun's m nd? Wy, |I'mhis own son! Born when a shaft of
his light penetrated ny nother's wonb."

Tharon haughtily trai psed down the seventh line of fire bows, the line
that aimed at the door, dribbling spittle into each as he passed. The
flames sizzl ed and popped; the Iight wavered so violently that it threw
his shadow in multiple i nages across the walls.

He | aughed as he whirled to stir the inmges. The sight pleased him
Why, it gave hima ghostly army at his beck and call! He needed one
t hese days, when everyone had fallen to plotting against him

Everyone except Badgertail. The burly warrior obeyed Tharon's
slightest whim Down to bringing himJenos' bloody head. Fool. D d
he t hink such subservi ence gl eaned Tharon's respect? Ha

"But it does keep Badgertail alive," Tharon mused. "Yes. Perhaps he's
nore canny than one realizes."

The queasy sensation possessed Tharon for the third time that norning.
Angrily, he bent forward to clutch his stomach. "Well, if Badgertail's



so canny, perhaps one should keep a better eye on him No telling
when he' ||l decide he can start making decisions for hinself."

Tharon tilted his head speculatively. "You don't think he's doing
that, do you? | nean, right now? He could be. Wy, of course he
could. He's a warrior. They're always schem ng, the bloodthirsty
brutes.”

Slyly, Tharon tipped his chin to exam ne the Power Bundl es and sacred
headdr esses and neckl aces that huddl ed together on the west side of the
room "Wat do you think? You' re supposed to know things like this.

| s Badgertail conspiring behind nmy back?"

He waited for an answer until he couldn't stand it. "Wat's the nmatter
wi th you?" he demanded of the Bundles. "I know you can speak. |
order you to answer ne!"

They stared at himmalignantly. Yes, he could feel their gaze on him

i nsidious and hateful. Espeeially Od Marnot's Power Bundle. The blue
hawk' s head painted in the center glared as though readying itself to
spring. "You can't hurt ne! [I'mthe Sun Chief! Wile you--" he

gestured snmugly with his handspike "--you are nothing nore than strips
of hide wapped around silly bits of bone and stone."

When he sensed their indignation, Tharon fell into suffocating
| aughter. The mirth shook himwi th such force that he threw back his
head to chortle, "Foolish, foolish things! D d you think you could

frighten ne? Me? | fear nothing." But as he said the words, the
gueasi ness grew nore severe. He straightened up and blinked at the
flickering light. "Except .. . N ghtshade, of course."

Ti ppi ng his cup, he drained it and threw the clay vessel across the
room where it shattered, its pieces falling atop the broken seashells
that lay scattered on the fl oor

The shuffling of sandals against dirt echoed in the halls outside.
Tharon tensed. His blasted knees started to shake. "Oh, Bl essed Mon
Mai den, not another bout of weakness! Wat's happening to ne?"



Al of the fire in his soul drained away of a sudden, |eaving him
barely able to stand. Hi s hands had begun to trenble. Angrily, Tharon
bel | owed, "Kettle! Thrushsong! Shagbark!"

In noments, all three priestesses rushed into the chanber and threw
thensel ves at his feet. Their hair lay in tangles over their

shoul ders. They hadn't even conbed it before coming into his presence?
Tharon eyed themthreateningly. Fat, every one of them Look at the
way their thighs bulged through their red robes. And ugly. Not one
had a face he could bear

"I don't know how your parents could have borne you!" he roared,
forcing his shaking knees to hold himup. "Look at you! Your parents
were good and | oyal menbers of the Starborn. They tended to ny every
need. | never wanted for anything while they lived. But you .. ." He
ki cked Thrush song in the stonmach and sent her toppling sideways. Wen
she et out a small cry, it fired his anger. "None of you care about
me! You're all waiting for ny death so you can fl ee Cahokia

forever!™

Kettle nmustered the courage to | ook up at him pleadingly. Her honely
face had flushed with a nottled red. "No, ny Chief. That isn't true.
Tell us what you need. We will bring it inmrediately."

"What do | need?" Tharon raged. "Wat have you ever given ne?
Not hi ng! | need everything! M--ny tea cup was enpty and so | snashed
it intothe wall!" He lifted a quavering armto point at the renains.
"My body is wasting away before your eyes fromthis--this illness, and

you've not mxed a single Spirit potion to help ne!"

"I'"ll mx one, ny Chief." Kettle hurriedly rose and started to trot
for the door.

"Not now | don't want it now Did | grant you perm ssion to go?"

Kettle fell to her knees on the spot, her hands over her face in
hum | i ation

Tharon strutted before Thrushsong and Shagbark. As he scrutinized



their prostrate position, his head started to pound and he felt so
nauseous that he wanted to vomt. He knotted his fingers in the golden
fabric over his belly.

A voi ce whi spered from sonmewhere. He jerked his head to listen. "Wat?
VWat did you say?"

"What, ny Chief?" Shagbark responded timdly.

"Not you, you silly fool. There's a Spirit speaking in my head. But I
| can't quite hear it. Shut up, all of you! Don't even
br eat he! "

The roomwent thick with silence. A faint repetition of don't, don't
whi spered in his mind. But the fire bows continued to pop and hi ss,
maki ng it inpossible for himto decipher the rest of the Spirit's
words. "Be quiet! | command you to stop that noise!"

The fire bow s defiantly refused, and Tharon sprang forward |ike a

fam shed cougar. He swung his handspi ke back and forth, denolishing
every fire bowl he could. Bird heads tunbl ed across the fl oor

"ceramic fragments rolling fiercely as if trying to escape his wath
Scented hickory oil spattered his face and hair and ran in rivulets
down his neck. "No!" Kettle shrieked as she lunged to her feet. "No,
stop. Stop, ny Chief. Father Sun will kill us all! Stop this madness
bef ore you cause the end of the world!"

Tharon checked his handspike in md-swing and rose with the sl ow

del i ber at eness of G andfather Brown Bear rearing up on his hind |egs.
Kettle's mouth gaped in terror as she took a step backward. Not noving
a muscl e, Tharon scanned the roomthrough narrowed eyes.

Shagbark' s ragged breathing sawed the air behind himwhile he studied
the oil that stained the floor in splotches as dark as spilled bl ood.
C ay shards fanned out in a rough circle around him and fromtheir

m dst, disenbodi ed bird heads peered through glistening bead eyes.
Sinister. Wcked.

Tharon forced a swall ow down his dry throat. The arny of ghosts that
had protected his back earlier had vani shed. Now the shadows of
Kettl e, Thrushsong, and Shagbark | oonmed over his own shadow I|ike

gi ganti c Underworl d beasts.

"Al'l of you. You're---you're trying to kill ne!"



The tangles of their hair protruded fromtheir shadows |ike claws,
fl exi ng open and cl osed as they reached for Tharon. Shagbark took a
step, and her shadow | unged for him

He stunbled in horror, screaming "No!" as he whirled and drove the
poi nt of his handspi ke into Shagbark's chest.

When she staggered face-first into him her forehead sl amm ng agai nst
hi s shoul der, Tharon wrenched hi s handspi ke free and shoved her away.
Kettle let out a choking scream Shagbark crunpled to the floor with
the quiet of a feather alighting on a bed of tawny grass. Blood gushed
rhythm cally fromher chest while she withed weakly under the veil of
deat h that descended |ike a black curtain.

Tharon coul d see the curtain conming down, down. He backed up until he
collided with the raised altar and sat down.

Odd. Hi s nausea had vani shed.

Calmy, he said, "You think I don't know that you Starborn inbeciles
are trying to Dreamny death? Well, every tinme you have a Dream about
me, you had better renmenber that | know "

Kettle cl osed her eyes and stood with her nouth puckered agai nst sobs.
Tharon sucked in a deep, soothing breath, rose, and crossed the room
"Clean up this ness, Kettle," he ordered as he passed. A new spring
had entered his step as he headed to his bed chanber; | should sl eep
wel | tonight.

Starlight glistened on the yellow wall spiders over Meadow Vol e' s head.
She lay in her robes, watching the light, listening to the broken

words Lichen spoke to Wanderer in her sleep. Lichen's voice sounded so
breathy and tearful



that it made Vole's soul wither. She rolled to her side to study her
daughter. Only the top of Lichen's head showed over the edge of the
buffalo hide. Her Iong braid snaked across the sleeping mat |ike a
fuzzy | asso of sunmer ermine fur

Li chen whi npered and turned over onto her stomach, her little hands
digging frantically into the cattail mat as if she were trying to flee
some terror.

Vol e threw of f her blankets and went to kneel by her. She put a tender
hand on her daughter's cheek. "Lichen?" she called softly. "Lichen
wake up. It's all right. Lichen?"

"Mt her?" Lichen whi spered, her voice nmuzzy.

"I"'mhere. You're safe."”

Li chen reeled sleepily to her feet and stunbled into Vole's arns. "OCh,
Mother, | had a terrible Dream There's a girl who keeps calling ne,
and |I-1 don't know who she is. And | sawthis man, a terrible man

She buried her face in the shroud of Vole's dark hair. Vole stroked
Li chen's back gently and made soft shushing sounds in her ear. "What
el se did you see in your DreanP"

Li chen took a breath as if to speak, then shook her head. "I ... it
never mind. |I'msorry | woke you."

Vol e propped her chin tiredly on Lichen's head; her heart sank. Lichen
didn't want to tell her, and she knew why. Vole feared real Dreans.
She had never |earned how to control them So on the few occasions
when they came to her, they controlled her--with such terrifying Power
that she often wondered whether the Dreans hadn't ripped her soul from
her body. Vole had spent half of her life fighting to obliterate her
own Powers and the other half trying desperately to protect Lichen from
her inheritance by shepherding her away fromanything renotely to do

wi th Dream ng.

Li chen di sentangl ed herself from Vole's arns and quietly sank back into
her bed and tugged the robe up over her shoulders. She squeezed her
eyes closed, a clear signal that she didn't want to talk any nore.
"Thank you, Mbdther, but you can go back to sleep now. I'mall right,
really."”



Vole let out a tense sigh. She touched the frizzy end of Lichen's
long braid. "Lichen? Do you want to go live w th Wanderer?"

A pause.

"Do you want nme to?"

"Not really,"” Vole admtted. "But he could teach you a great deal, and
maybe .. . well, maybe |'ve been wong in thinking that if | tried hard
enough, | could kill the Power in you. It seens, ny poor daughter

that First Wman has condemmed you to be a Dreaner. | pray she has

mercy on your soul ."

Li chen's eyes shot open. The two stared at each other for a long tine
bef ore Vol e gathered her daughter into her arms and held her cl ose.
Fromthe wall niche across the room Vole thought she heard the Stone
Wl f call out for the first time in cycles--as if in approval.

"Sleep now, Lichen. Tonorrow we'll pack your things and I'll take you
to him'

wander er bal anced on his navel on a spire of rock that jutted fromthe
| edge above his house. The rock curved out over the cliff face so that
he coul d see two hundred feet straight down. Wat a feeling of
freedom Wearing only a deerskin breech clout he spread his arns and

| egs out over thin air to inmtate the novenments of the flock of ravens
soari ng above him The birds squawked and floated on the warmair
currents that swept up the side of the bluff. Wanderer inhal ed deep
breaths of the grass-scented air and squawked, too. The sound
resonated a bit too high until he began to draw it fromthe very back
of his throat. He squawked again, bolstering his concentration by
focusing on the silver ribbon of the Father Water that slithered across
the treeless bottom and in the distance.

Crossed Beak, the | eader of the flock, swooped down and hovered in



front of Wanderer's face. He tipped his wings illustratively.
Wanderer swiveled his arms in the sane way, but couldn't quite get it
ri ght.

"My soul wants to, Crossed Beak," he explained in pained enbarrassnent,
"but my human body is stubborn.”

Crossed Beak eyed himbefore letting out a guttural ca ww and sailing
up into the cloud-strewn sky in di sappoi ntment.

"Maybe in nmy next life, Earthmaker will let ne have wings so | can fly
better,” he called to the flock. "1--" "I doubt it," a

fam | iar-sounding voice wafted up fromhis house on the | edge bel ow
"You'll probably be a rat's liver in your next life."

Hi s concentration shattered, Wanderer |ost his balance. He listed

si deways precariously before he slid off the point of rock. Only by
sheer luck did he sink his fingers into the right crevice to keep from
plunging off the cliff to his doom He hung there for ten heartbeats,
staring down w de-eyed at the |imestone boul ders that |ooked like ants
below. Finally he managed to swing his | egs up and edge down to the
overhang that formed the roof of his house. Beneath him Vole and

Li chen stood awkwardly. The packs on their backs made it difficult for
themto crane their necks to peer up at him Their bare chests gl eaned
with a coppery sheen in the mdday sunlight, Lichen's breasts not yet
budded, Vole's full and high.

"Hello!" Wanderer yelled in surprise. After that last night in
Redweed Vil |l age, he had never expected to see Vol e again--at |east not
unl ess he sought her out. H's gaze took in the packs again, and a tiny

dagger of hope pierced his heart. "What are you doi ng here?" Vole
cocked a brow. Her long hair, as blue-black as magpi e feathers,
fluttered about her shoulders. "Walk down here I[ike a human and we'l|

di scuss it."

"Ch, of course!" Winderer raced down the narrowtrail to the | owest

pl ace on the overhang, where he junped off. He |anded hard in front of
hi s house and stunbl ed several steps sideways before he caught hinself.
"My, it's good to see you both! Come in. Have sone tea."



He hurried forward, but Vole's voice halted him before he coul d duck
t hrough the doorway.

"Wanderer ..." she began. Then the words flowed out of her in a
worried stream as though she nust speak now or she woul d never be able
to. "You've been right all along. I'msorry | tried to prevent Lichen
frombeconming a Dreaner. | was just trying to protect her. You
know - -"

"Yes." He gave her a kind smile and waved down her explanation. "I
know. The life of a Dreamer is very hard, and you | ove Lichen very
much. | know that. Thank you for letting Lichen make her own

deci sion."

Vol e made a gesture of futility "I'mgiving you ten days. You should
be able to teach Lichen the basic skills of Dreaming in that tinme. |Is

that fair? Is it enough tinme?"

“I'll do what | can. It would be easier if |I could teach her for three
moons straight ... but it will be enough."” He extended a hand toward
his house. "Now, please cone inside and have a cup of tea. You've

wal ked a great distance today."

Vol e wet her lips nervously, as if after all these cycles, she stil

feared him "No. Thank you. | nust be getting back. The village
council is nmeeting late this afternoon .. . and you know how i nport ant
our decision will be." Vole slipped the pack from her back and dropped
it in the shade of the rock overhang, then knelt to hug Lichen
desperately. "Learn as much as you can," she whi spered into her
daughter's ear. "Perhaps you'll be able to teach ne the things that
Wanderer couldn't." She threw Wanderer an apol ogetic gl ance that nade

hi s heart pound.

"Yes, Mbdther," Lichen answered in a small voice. She kissed Vole's
cheek, and two tears left Vole's eyes, tracing fine lines through the
dust on her round face.

Wanderer turned away, and gazed out at the fluffy clouds that scall oped
the bluff over Pretty Munds while Vole finished sayi ng good-bye to her
daughter. He could hear their hushed words entw ning: Vole giving
orders and rem nders, Lichen responding obediently, a hint of sorrowin
her voi ce.



H s thoughts returned to the cycles | ong before, when Vole had first
cone to him begging to be taught, on the verge of madness fromthe
Dreans that tormented her sleep. She had been so young then, fifteen
and so frightened that of course he had agreed--even t hough he knew
that it would take precious tinme fromhis own search. But things had
not gone at all the way he had planned. Rather than using the things
he taught her to deepen her Dreaming skills, Vole had used themto
build a wall so high around her soul that she had cut herself off from
Power. Then when her husband, Shouts-At-Ni ght, had gone on that | ast
battl e-wal k, Vol e had asked Wanderer for sonething he had never planned
on giving any woman. Sexual intimacy |essened the ways of Dream ng
forcing Power to disperse in order to handl e the thousand probl enms such
i nti mcy brought. But, for a few noons, he had allowed hinself to |ove
her. She had left himwhen news had come of Shouts-At-N ght's death,
but she would have I eft himsooner or |ater anyway. Vole feared
Dreaners nore than the invisible talons of death itself.

Li chen sniffed and patted Vol e's cheek gently. "I1'll be all right,
Mot her," she said bravely. "Wanderer will take care of ne."
"I know he will," Vole answered. She rose slowy to her feet. Wen

she turned to him he could see the pleading in her face. "Should
cone and get her in ten days, VWanderer?"

"No, let me bring her hone."

Li chen objected. "I can go hone by nmyself. [|'ve done it a hundred
tinmes."

"Yes, but things change once you sprout a Dreaner's wi ngs," \Wanderer
said with a wink. "Your soul will be concentrating on other things. |
don't want you to get lost. 1'll take you."

Li chen blinked, curious and not understandi ng, but accepting his
decision just the sane. Vole touched Lichen's hair |lovingly before she
began backi ng away. "Good-bye. 1'Il see you before the next new



moon." She ran through the oak thicket, |eaving the branches flailing
agai nst one another. \Wanderer watched her until she vani shed over the
crest of the hill.

Lichen bit her lower |lip as she | ooked up at Wanderer. "Well, | guess
I''mhere."”

"Yes, and |1'mso glad. How did you rmanage it?"

"I had a bad Dream | ast night--the one about the little girl. | woke
Mot her. After that, she decided it would be all right."

"Urn," Wanderer rmurnured, studying the anxious twi st to her nouth. "And
how about you? Do you think it's all right?"

She fl apped her arns helplessly. "I have to find Bird-Man, \Wanderer
You know | do. | want you to teach me how. "

“I'"ll do ny best. Wy don't you take off your pack? We'Ill get
started.”

Li chen | ooked startled. "Ri ght now? So soon?"

"Yes. This is as good a time as any. W've a long way to go in the
next ten days."

Li chen hesitantly unslung her pack and dropped it atop the one her
nmot her had left. \Wen she cane back to stand beside him she wung her

hands nervously. "Wat do | have to do?" "First," he said, "you learn
to fly."

"Al ready?"

"Ch, yes. | was doing it this norning. The ravens were teaching ne.
But I'mnot nearly as good at it as you'll be. Come on, let's go back
up to the overhang and I'Il show you,"

Li chen stopped dead in her tracks. "lIs that what you were doi ng when

we got here? Wen you were bal ancing on your stomach on that pointed
rock that hangs over the edge of the cliff?"

"Yes."
Ast oni shed, she said, "That didn't |look like flying, Wanderer. "
"No? What did it |ook |ike?"

"Well, | don't know exactly. Mbdther said you were thrashing around
like a turtle whose head was being chewed off by a wolf."



"Ah!" he exclaimed in sudden delight. "That's exactly it! Learning
to fly is like having your head chewed off. Cone on. As soon as your
human head gets devoured, you'll grow bird eyes and be able to see the
road that ties the sky to the earth.”

"Wanderer," she remarked reprovingly, "maybe you shouldn't put it that
way. | don't like the idea of getting chewed up."

He grinned as he hiked toward the path that zigzagged up the dusty

overhang. "No one does, Lichen." Eleven ha ron nmurdered your own
brother, Uncle!" Petaga slammed a fist into the wall poles. "Are you
such a coward that you'll do nothing to avenge ny father's mrurder?"

Al oda, Star Chief of Spiral Munds, slitted his ancient eyes. "Do not
call me a coward, young chief, or you'll get nore than you expect here.
| may be fifty-two sumers, but | can still swing a war club."

Petaga gritted his teeth to hold back his anger. He began pacing the
council | odge, his sandals scraping on the uneven dirt floor. He had
dressed sinply, wearing a golden robe with a red band of squares
decorating the hem H s headdress of ow feathers accentuated the
triangul ar shape of his face and nade himseema little ol der, an
attribute he needed just now. Hailcloud guarded the door. The tal
warrior bore a stoic expression, but his eyes gl ared.

The room spread around Petaga in a hundred-hand square. Newly built
after Badgertail's last attack, it had al nost no adornment. Hardwood



benches lined the walls. In the four corners, fetishes of hawk
feathers hung fromthe ceiling poles. Four finely woven baskets with
red and bl ack designs sat on the floor near Al oda, who reclined on a
thick pile of old buffalo hides. The traditional conch shell, traded
up fromthe southern coast, rested beside the chief's elbow, half full,
and growi ng cooler by the nonment. Patches of hair had fallen out of
the hides, leaving themratty. Snoke fromthe pipe curled in fragrant
wreat hs through the room Aloda's elderly body had grown as thin as a
spruce needl e since Petaga had seen himlast, three cycles ago. But
his black eyes had not lost their keenness. He wore only a finely
tanned deer hide kilt and a necklace made of gal ena and copper

nuggets.

"Hi ckory and Quill Dog Mounds have agreed to join us, as have severa

of the smaller villages," Petaga explained tightly. "W have over nine
hundred warriors conmmitted already. |If you would join us, Uncle,

we' d--"

"Petaga, please, you nmust understand." Al oda nmade a weary gesture.
"During the Mon-of-Flying-Snow, we had four hundred and thirty-two
warriors. Two noons |later, we had seventy, and half of our village had
been burned to the ground. | have been praying we can survive for just
one nore cycle.”

Al oda inhal ed deeply fromhis giant effigy pipe. The piece had been
carved, ground, and polished fromsolid granite to represent a man
kneeling in prayer, his face lifted to the sky. The stone bow was so
heavy that it rested on an ornately carved wooden di sk and was spun
about to present the stem a piece of hickory as long as a man's | eg,
to visitors.

Now Al oda deferentially blew a cloud of snoke toward the ceiling
carrying his prayers to Father Sun. "M/ people have already begun
preparing to separate into their clan groups and | eave Spiral Munds if
we can't grow enough corn this sunmer to pay Tharon's tribute and stil
feed ourselves next winter. O course,"” he added bitterly, "Badgertai
made that easier. He killed half, half of our people--and al nost al

of the nen. This is a terrible time for us."



Pet aga studied him fromunder brooding brows. A ring of cane had been
placed in a circle around the center post and lit to provide
illumnation. The newly cut poles gleamed whitely in the light.

"So you refuse to join us? You refuse to help your relatives when they
are in need?"

"If we could, we'd--"

"Just commit fifty warriors, Uncle. Just fifty!"

"Petaga," Aloda said, "can't you understand? M warriors are at this
very instant out working their clan cornfields. W can't spare a
single hand. Wthout everyone here pulling together fromsunrise to
sunset, we won't be able to neet our obligations when the

Moon- of - FI yi ng- Snow coni cs. "

"But, Uncle," Petaga charged angrily, "can't you understand that if we

can gat her enough warriors to destroy Cahokia, none of us will ever
have to worry about 'obligations' to Tharon agai n?" Al oda snoked his
pi pe for a while, pinning Petaga with hard eyes. "Do you know the cost

of what you're suggesting? What happens if you wi n?"

Pet aga straightened. A gust of wi nd penetrated the door, dancing in
hi s headdress and cooling his sweaty face. "Then we're free. Each
village can govern itself independently. There'll be enough food. W
can live in peace with each other."

Al oda shook his head. "No, my young nephew -though | w sh that were

true. If it were, | would commit all five hundred nen, wonen, and
children who are left at Spiral Munds. | hate Tharon as nuch as you
do, but if you destroy Cahokia, all of the villages that make up our
great chiefdomw Il collapse.” "What are you tal king about? W'l

just reorgani ze."

"WIl we?" Al oda shoved hinself to a sitting position. "Tell ne, why
do you think Cahokia becanme the center of our world?"

Pet aga forced hinself to respond politely to this irrel evant question.
n W]y?ll



"Look at where it sits." Aloda bent forward to draw a series of wavy
lines on the dirt floor

Pet aga recogni zed the rivers. "You nmean because it's at the confluence
of the nmmjor waterways?"

"Yes. And what do we do on the waterways?"
"We fish, we war, we trade, we--"

"Stop." A oda raised a withered hand. "W trade. Yes. Everyone who
goes up or down the Father Water has to pass within reach of Cahoki a.
Qur great chiefdomcontrols the river--and not just the Father Water
but the Mother Water, and even Moon River, and everything that floats
down the tributaries that feed them Just as an exanple, what's River
Mounds' job in the hierarchy?"

Pet aga shook his head, irritated. "You know our job, Uncle. W nake
certain that every trader who passes stops and trades, or el se he pays
for the privilege of passing us by. Wth Tharon and his thieves gone,
Ri ver Mounds will be free to control the river better, because we won't
have to answer to Tharon. W can--"

"Ah." Al oda sat back, nodding. "There it is. The beginning of the
end. Do you see? Over hundreds of cycles, we have worked out a way of
trading that benefits every village in the chiefdom Cahokia organizes
and funds the chiefdom s traders. River Munds and Pretty Munds
ensure that the river traders conmply with our laws. Cahokia

redi stributes the exotic foodstuffs and materials. W trade the exotic
items for whatever we want. W pay tribute to Cahokia to keep the
entire systemworking. And in the past, when food grew short in the

wi nter, Cahokia's storage huts of tribute were opened to feed the
hungry wherever they happened to be in the chiefdom Because Mt her
Earth has turned agai nst us, that sharing has ceased, but ..." Al oda
lifted a finger. "But when we chop off the head of our chiefdom every
village will think it can do it better. W'Il be at each other's
throats in only a few cycles, warring, killing--wrse than now. No
trader will risk coming up our waterways. We'Ill be isolated



and nore desperate than we've ever been. Consider this ..

As Petaga listened, he found hinself increasingly astonished. The
acrid snell of snoke had yet to vanish from Spiral Munds, and Al oda
could speak in this way? As if he wanted the brutal systemthat had
destroyed his own village and killed over half of his people to
conti nue?

"Uncle," he interrupted, "Badgertail killed your own brother to feed
Tharon's need for blood. Wat are we tal king about ?"

Al oda stared at hi munblinking. "You, ny dear nephew, are talking
about revenge. | amtalking about survival."

Pet aga | eaned down with fire in his eyes. "I won't stand witness to
the nmurder of any nore of my people, Uncle. 1'mfighting. WII you

join us or not?"
"I can"t."

Pet aga straightened with a slow deliberateness. "That is your
deci si on?"

"It is."

Pet aga tranped toward t he doorway, his anger rising to near hatred.
Mermories of his father's nmurder replayed in his soul. And until death
stol e over his exhausted body, he would renmenber the I ook in his

not her's eyes as she knelt at Jenos' log-lined crypt and Hail cl oud

wal ked up from behind, the supple black cord to strangle her in his
power f ul hands.

Pet aga notioned for Hailcloud to | eave before him then grabbed the
door frame and turned for one final tinme. "This day will bring you
woe, Uncle."

He went out into the bright noon sunlight, but as he left the nound, he
heard Al oda shout: "Maybe | should just disband ny village now? Eh,
Petaga? It will happen in the end anyway!"

Lot her Earth baked in a blinding heat wave. Sunlight |anced through a
| ayer of clouds and fell in stifling sheets of



gol d across the corn and squash fields belonging to the Bl ue Bl anket
Can. Those first fragile green | eaves, ripe with so much prom se,
were wilting before Green Ash's eyes. The water level in the creek had
gone so low that the irrigation ditches had dried up. Already people
had begun carryi ng baskets fromthe creek with which to water the

crops. Two lines of wonen noved with the efficiency of ants, one going
to the creek, enmpty baskets propped on top of heads, one returning from
the creek to pour the contents of brinmm ng baskets into the |ong,

ri dged rows.

"Ch, First Wman," G een Ash whi spered, hoping that Prinrose, who
| abored on the next row, could not hear. "Wat are you thinking? W
can't survive w thout rain."

She propped her chert-headed hoe on the ground and stretched her aching
back. Her unborn child had grown very large now Oten the back pain
kept her awake all night. She had fashioned new skirts, short and

| oose-fitting, to ease the disconfort during the | ong workdays. The
sunny yel |l ow col or made by boiling the fabric with lichen brightened
her soul, but nothing hel ped the pain very nmuch. Her naked breasts
hurt, shining full and coppery beneath the glare of the sun. This was
her first child, so she knew little of what felt normal and what did
not. Wonen with large famlies told her not to worry, that every baby
nearly broke its nmother's back just before birthing.

She wi ped her sweating forehead. Insects buzzed in glittering clouds
above the cornfield; their spiraling colums curled upward into the sky
as far as she could see. Msquitoes, flies, and gnats had been
tormenting her since before dawn.

Wearily, Green Ash bent over her task again, using the hoe to thin the
corn plants. Last week they had been able to performthe sane | abor

wi th nussel -shell hoes--but not anynore. There had been no rain. The
rich soil had transformed itself into mudstone before their eyes. They
needed stone for stone. Each swi pe of her hoe made a crackling



sound, sharp, as ominous as clods of dirt being shoveled into a
grave.

Checkerberry worked twenty hands away, slanming her hoe into the hard
soil with a vengeance. Her elderly back seened to have hunched nore in
t he past week. Her gray hair slicked down over her head, accentuating
her bul bous nose and undershot, toothless jaw. Since N ghtshade's
arrival, Checkerberry had been unnaturally quiet, as though waiting for
the end of the world.

Over the western bluff, a thunderhead built up; clouds piled atop each

other in gigantic opal escent tuffs. "Look, Aunt," G een Ash called
joyfully and lifted her arm Prinrose glanced up. "Perhaps it will
rain after all." She |laughed gaily, hoping to pull Checkerberry from
her gl oom

The ol d woman bashed her hoe down with all of the force she could
muster. The earth groaned beneath the blade. "No," she said tersely,
"it won't."

Prinrose's boyish face tensed before he cast Green Ash a conforting
| ook and went back to work, his blue-and-tan dress straining over his
shoul ders.

Di sheartened, G een Ash peered at the clouds, praying Thunderbird woul d
prove Checkerberry wong. Sucking in a breath, she attacked the weeds
agai n.

Twel we

A

i s dawn seeped beneath t he w ndow hangi ng of Tharon's room a gray vei
fell over the Tortoi se Bundl e, which sat on the platform beside his
bed. He had placed it there the night before, curious whether the
bundl e woul d affect his Dreans. It hadn't. The spirals around the
edge had faded so nuch that



he could barely see them but the eye in the center of the red hand
had focused on Tharon, as though alive and studying him

"Don't stare at me, you evil thing," he grow ed as he dressed. "I'm
taki ng you back to Ni ghtshade. You ought to be happy about that.

You' ve m ssed her, haven't you? dd Marnot used to say you did. Marnot
said that was why you refused to |l et himuse your Power."

He strode across the room picked up the Bundl e, and ducked beneath the
door-hanging. Hi s steps echoed in the quiet. From somewhere cane
sounds of a priestess chanting her norning prayers to the un risen sun
The scent of spiced hickory oil mxed with dust as he wal ked by the Sun
Chanmber and turned left, striding down the hall toward N ghtshade's
room Tharon clutched the Tortoise Bundle to his chest, took a deep
breath, and slipped silently beneath her door-hanging. The fire bow
in the mddle of the floor had gone out, |eaving the wi ndow ess chanber
cl oaked in darkness. He could just nake out the line of multicol ored
pots sitting along the right wall, one stacked atop another. Each
brimred with a seed or plant that he knew Dreaners |iked: norning
glory, toadflax, the dried | eaves of foxglove, nmistletoe berries, and
the shrivel ed bl ack seeds of Sister Datura fromislands in the G eat
Salt Water. Tharon knew Dreaners |iked such things because he had
taken these pots fromMarnot's room The filthy old meddl er didn't
deserve the benefits of ny wealth.

Marnot's intricate star map bl anketed the entire left wall over

Ni ght shade' s sl eeping bench. Points of silver revolved in

i nterconnected circles, representing the sky gods during each nmoon of
the cycle. A jug of water and a washing bow sat at the foot of her
bed, half full. She nust have bathed before going to sleep. 1In the
transparent halo of light that crept beneath her door-hangi ng, her skin
and hair gleamed. He could hear her breathing, the sound soft, deep
with the rhythns of slunber.



He tiptoed across the room and sat down cross-|egged on the floor

besi de her. Very gently he placed the Bundle on the silken veil of

bl ack hair that tunbled over her mats. She didn't nove. Ginning, he
| eaned cl ose, so close that he could feel her breath warmon his
triangular face. He wanted to clap with excitenent! She had no idea
that he sat there! He couldn't wait until she woke and di scovered
hi m

Tharon | et his gaze wander her body. She lay on her back, her

i vory-and-green blanket pulled up so that it just covered her bare
breasts. The thinness of the blanket reveal ed her sensuous curves with
brazen clarity. He had to fight his hands to keep fromreaching out to
touch her naked shoul ders. Yes, she had grown into quite a worman. Her
| arge eyes, full lips, and turned-up nose were perfect in her oval

face. And you cast her out of Cahokia? Idiot. You could have married
Ni ght shade instead of that tittering little fool, Singw You know how
much Ni ght shade | oved you when you were young. He smiled to hinself,
snmugly recalling the adoration in her eyes when she had | ooked at

hi m

Ni ght shade stirred, rolled to her left side, and her forehead touched
the edge of the Tortoise Bundle. Tharon slapped a hand to his mouth to
suppress his mrth. Wuld she awaken now?

No, she slept on; but her eyes had started to nove erratically beneath
her |ids.

He | eaned back and straightened his lace tunic. Thanks to the richest
brew of bl oodroot and hematite that his textile specialists could
concoct, the crimson color stood out regally agai nst the gol den
background of his robe. The |ace had been created with the delicate

t hread spun of cottonwood seeds; it sported tiny circles in a flowery
weave. It cane fromthe south, from Yellow Star Munds, the village
cl osest to the Forbidden Lands of the Pal ace Builders. He had given
smal | segnents of the precious cloth to his own weavers to see if they
could duplicate it, but their crude imtations failed to satisfy him
So Tharon's traders continued to pay a chief's ransomfor the |lace. But
he loved it too nuch to do without it--even if it neant that he had to
force his gal ena or chert



mners to work all day and night to quarry the necessary trade goods

to pay for it. He could always threaten to withhold corn fromtheir
clans to get themto work harder. Lazy. Everyone these days had grown
slothful. That's why the people were starving.

Tharon strai ghtened the coils of black hair on top of his head. He had
adorned the el aborate style with the inner spirals of conch shells and
wi th copper clips engraved with the i mages of Father Sun, Mbon Mi den,
and First Wonan. He wanted to | ook his best this nobrning to inpress

N ght shade.

She stirred again, nuzzling her forehead agai nst the Tortoi se Bundl e as
though it were a lover's cheek

Tharon | eaned forward until his nose was poised only inches from hers.
A broad smle split his face when her eyes fluttered briefly open and
cl osed. He thought he would burst from suppressing his |aughter

When finally her lids opened fully, she didn't react at all in the way
he had expected. Instead of junping or crying out in surprise, she
stared unblinking into his eyes, the black of her pupils boring so
deeply into his soul that he felt he had been skewered by a dull Iance.

The hair on his arns began to stand on end.

Tharon threw up his hands in exasperation. "N ghtshade! You never
play right! Not even when we were children. Can't you ever let ne
have fun?"

She shoved her bl anket away and rose from her bench |ike a dandelion
seed borne on a |l azy sunmer breeze. Her grace, mixed with the
perfection of her naked body, struck Tharon |like a physical blow. Hs
nmout h gaped while he watched her slip on a clean red dress, then braid
her long hair into a single cord that hung down to the middle of her
back.

Tharon clumsily got to his feet and stood with his fists clenched at
his sides. "Nightshade, talk to ne. Onh, conme on!" A pause.

"N ght shade, you can't treat nme this way. | command you to speak to
ne!"



She strode back across the room reached around him picked up the

Tortoi se Bundle, and stroked it reverently. "I'mgoing to spend the
day in Ad Marnmot's Star Chanber, Tharon, Singing for the Bundle. |'m
surprised it's still alive after what you've done to it. Don't disturb
ne."

Then she crossed the room ducked under the hanging, and vani shed.

Tharon stamped his feet. "N ghtshade, | hate you! | hate you, | hate
you!"

H s voice echoed around him Humliated and angry, he fled the room
running wildly down the halls until he reached the front doorway of the
tenmpl e, where he burst out into the daylight.

Bl

Padgertail and Locust stood at the edge of the playing field in the
center of the plaza. Leaning on their gam ng poles, they were
breathing hard fromtheir seventh strai ght gane of chunkey. Badgertai
had suffered so many ni ght mares about Bobcat that he had been unable to
sleep. Nervous and irritable, he had awakened Locust hours ago to
chal | enge her to a game, hoping the physical activity would drive away
the grief that knotted his stomach. They had dressed in brown breech
cl outs and begun playing as soon as the first |avender rays of dawn
poured over the palisades onto the plaza. The light glistened on the
sweat covering Locust's snall, bare breasts.

In the past two fingers of time, the rest of the village had roused.
From the di stance canme the rhythm c thunping of pestles being driven
into holl owstunp nortars as comwas processed into flour. Snoke from
cook fires curled into the silent norning sky. Soft voices and the
sweet scent of corn gruel carried on the stillness. Badgertail allowed
hinself a few nonments to appreci ate the shadows of the nmounds that |ay



in long black fingers over the plaza. Then he turned to Locust.
"Ready?" he asked as he lifted the round chunkey stone to start the
ei ght h mat ch.

Locust wearily braced herself on her beautifully decorated pole.

Si xteen hands long, it had a red-and-blue serpent painted up the length
of the shaft. "No. Gve ne a few nore nonents to catch ny breath.”
She had pi nned her short hair behind her ears with wooden conbs, but
strands had cone | oose, fluttering around her flushed cheeks. ™"That's
the sixth gane you've won," she panted. "I'mbeginning to feel like an
amat eur . "

"Don't be npbdest. You're the best chunkey player in the chiefdom and
everyone knows it--including ne."

"I used to think so, too. But I'mnot so sure now Maybe | should try
pl aying on Wl f Slayer's side." She gestured toward the white band
tied to his upper arm

The gane had ancient origins, representing the primeval struggle of the
Heroes to kill the nonsters who had inhabited the world in the

Begi nning Time. One player took the side of WIf Slayer, the other
took the side of Bird-Man. The chunkey stone synbolized the nonsters,
while the players' |ances represented the bolts of lightning that the
sacred Brothers had thrown.

Wth a flourish, Badgertail took the white band fromhis arm and
presented it to Locust. "There. Al yours."

She gave hima wy |look as she tied it to her arm "Leaving ne no
excuses, eh?"

He smiled and gazed down the length of the field. It stretched two
hundred hands | ong and forty hands wide. A white clay line cut across
each end, twenty hands fromthe edge. The gane began when one pl ayer
hurl ed the chunkey stone to roll down the field; then both players
raced to the throwing |line and cast their poles, trying to hit the
speedi ng stone. The player who managed the feat scored two points, but
if neither hit it, the player whose pole |anded cl osest to the stone
when it quit rolling scored one point. |If the poles lay at an equa

di stance, neither scored. Woever achieved ten points first won.



Locust sucked in a few nore deep breaths. "All right. I'mready."

Badgertail brought his armaround in a conplete circle to fling the
stone underhandedly. When it hit the ground rolling, he and Locust
charged for the throwing line, already calculating the speed and notion
of the stone. They cast simultaneously as their toes touched the |ine,
then raced over it, eyes on their poles, trying to influence the flight
by chanting their own special Power Songs. Badgertail slowed to a

hal f-trot when he saw his pole making a perfect arc toward the chunkey
stone. Locust let out a frustrated cry as his pole struck the stone
and sent it careening sideways.

"I don't believe it!" she shouted. "I quit! I'mnot playing with you
anynore."

Badgertail |aughed. He slapped her on her bare shoul der as he stooped
to pick up his pole. "I'mjust lucky today." Mre softly, he added,

"Maybe Bobcat's hel ping ne."

Locust searched Badgertail's face worriedly before | owering her gaze to
t he hard-packed ground. "There's nothing you could have done,
Badgertail. Stop blamng yourself." She picked up the chunkey stone,
then marched the short distance to retrieve her pole.

Badgertail rolled his pole in his fingers. The hollowness in his chest

had begun to throb, like the punky sound of the nortars in the
di stance. He studied the pink clouds that drifted westward over the
village. Nothing | could have done. "Il--1 know, " he I|ied.

Locust came up behind himand put a conforting hand on his forearm "I
coul d use sone breakfast."

"So could |I. Too bad we don't have Prinrose to cook for us. H s corn
cakes are wonderful ."

Locust nodded. Prinrose had taken Green Ash to see the birthing wonen
this nmorning. Geen Ash had been having severe pains for two days.
Badgertail understood Locust's anxiety about the safety of her
sister-in-law. The child had swelled G een Ash's belly so nmuch that
runors had been flashing through the village that she night die.



Locust gave hima weak smle. "Well, perhaps tomorrow . if Prinmose
is hone."

"You may be an aunt tonorrow," Badgertail replied encouragingly and
patted her on the back. Her face went wan, filled with fear

As they started off across the plaza, Badgertail noticed Tharon
standing on the top step of the tenple nmound. "Locust," he call ed.
"Vait."

"What is it?" She followed his gaze and fell silent,

Tharon stood rigid at the crest of the nound, his face set |ike
granite, his red-and-gold garnents shining. Behind him the tenple
rose in aglittering wealth of copper-studded walls and roof.

"He | ooks angry," Locust observed.

"Yes, he does."

"They say he murdered young Shagbark yesterday. For no reason.”

"I heard that, too. | think he's finally slipped into conplete
madness. Kettle told ne--"

Badgertail stopped in nidrsentence. Tharon had plunged down the steps,
taking themthree at a tine. BadgertaiFs gut withed when Tharon
sprinted across the plaza toward them

"Locust, give nme your lance!" Tharon ordered, and jerked it roughly
from Locust's extended hand. "Badgertail, | want you to play chunkey
with ne."

"OfF course, ny Chief," Badgertail responded with a slight bow He gave
Locust an apprehensive gl ance as he reached for the chunkey stone. She
gave himthe stone and the arm band, but let their fingers touch for a
nmonent - -a warni ng, a gesture of silent support.

Tharon fidgeted beside him stabbing Locust's pole into the ground and
roughly jerking it out. Locust cringed at the mstreatment of the pole
she had taken such care to breathe Spirit into.

"Do you want to play on the side of WIlf Slayer, ny Chief?"

Tharon cocked his head slowy. His right eye tw tched.



"No. | hate Wlf Slayer. He condemmed people to this world where
everything is so hard. 1'Il fight on Bird-Man's side. He never wanted
humans to enter this world."

Badgertail incline fl his, head obligingly and wal ked back to the
field, Tharon tranping along behind him "Should I roll the stone, ny
Chief, or do you want to?"

"You do it." Tharon set hinmself, lifting his |lance as he bent forward.
"Co on. Throwit!"

Badgertail flung the stone, and Tharon charged forward. Badgert ai

qui ckly caught up. When they reached the throwing |line, they both
cast, but Badgertail deliberately threw his pole short. He |oped

| ei surely down the playing field, letting Tharon take the lead. Wen
Tharon's pol e | anded twenty hands cl oser than Badgertail's, Badgert ai
cl apped approvingly. "An excellent throm" As they wal ked toward
their pol es, Badgertail watched Tharon closely. The Sun Chief's eyes
roiled with such dark thoughts that Badgertail's skin started to
creep.

"I hate Cahokia. Did you know that, Badgertail? | hate ny hone."
"No, | didn't know that," he answered | anely.

As Badgertail picked up both poles and the chunkey stone, Tharon
blurted, "You' re always letting ne win this ganme, Badgertail. Wy is
that? Don't you think I can beat you fairly?"

"I didn't let you win, nmy Chief."

"You did so. |'ve never seen you nmiss by so far!"

"I"ve been playing all norning. |I'mtired. Maybe we should conpete
again later in the day. M aimw |l be back by then."

Tharon scuffed the toe of his cattail sandal on the ground, |ooking
much i ke a petulant child. "No, I--1 don't want to. |'mnot feeling
well."

"I"'msorry to hear that. Perhaps if you would go rest, soothe yourself
with--"

"Ch, Badgertail," Tharon whispered miserably, "I need to talk to
someone. Would you conme up to the Star Chamber?"



"Yes, of course, ny Chief," he answered too quickly, then flinched
when Tharon's eyes slitted. No one sane wanted to be caught alone with
Tharon. Anything, the slightest tone of voice or tilt of the head,

could throw himinto a calamtous fury. "I nmean, |'d be happy to. Wat
what will we be discussing?"

"I"'mconfused about N ghtshade. | tried to surprise her this norning,

and she .. . well, she wasn't surprised. She was very nean to ne."

"She's undoubt edly unused to being back in Cahokia. And then, too, she
| ost her lover recently. [I'msure she's still hurting. She probably
didn't intend to be unkind." He wondered idly how N ghtshade had the
bravery to commit such a slight.

He shifted both poles and the stone to his right hand and fol |l owed
Tharon across the plaza, where he handed the chunkey equi pnent to
Locust. She glanced at Tharon's back and nout hed the words, "Be
careful!" Badgertail nodded and started up the steps of the Tenple
Mound behi nd Tharon, trying to figure a way out of this
madness- - knowi ng that he couldn't.

Their feet tapped out a dissonant rhythm against the-cedar |ogs. Over
the top of the palisades, Badgertail could see the Commonborn going
about their early duties. Wnen already worked the fields, plucking
every weed, thinning the sprouting corn with chert hoes. Men lined the
riverbanks, their fishing poles bobbing here and there, while others
used nets to reap the catfish and carp that liked the mud on the stream
bottom No one was catching nuch. |In the dirt paths, children played
under the watchful eyes of the elderly. Their laughter rose with
bell-1ike beauty. A perfect day.

But Tharon didn't seemto notice, and his expression had hardened
again. They reached the top step, and Badgertail saw Jenos' head
sitting on a tall pole that rose fromthe palisade. The ravens had
been at it. They had eaten the eyes first, |eaving hollow black pits
that stared through a dry web of gray hair. Strips of flesh hung in



tatters down Jenos' cheeks. Badgertail could feel the ghostly
condemation com ng fromthat head.

Tharon | aughed. "1 put it there nyself. | had that ugly Kettle bring
me the pole."

Badgertail nodded, unable to find words. They stepped into the
conpound.

"Don't you like it?" Tharon demanded.
"Yes, ny Chief. Well done."

They curved around the tenple and headed down the worn path in the
grass that led to the Star Chanber. Badgertail could see the chanber
ahead at the northern edge of the nound; it was nothing nore than a
clay-plastered ring of upright posts laid out in a perfect circle, the
roof open to the broad expanse of sky. dd Marnot used to sit up al

ni ght di agram ng the positions of the Star Ogres--and other things that
Badgertail didn't grasp.

Abruptly, Tharon stopped ten paces fromthe chanmber. "I ... |'ve
changed my mind. | don't want to go in there. Let's just sit down out
here and tal k. "

"That's a good idea. Fromthis vantage, we can see hal fway across the
chi efdom "

Tharon sl unmped down against the wall of the tenple. dumy, he brought
up his knees and propped his pointed chin on them Badgertail sank
beside him The shaded wall felt cool against his sweaty back

Pl ucki ng a bl ade of grass, he chewed it as he gazed westward. Heat
waves blurred the horizon, changing the bluffs above the Father Water
into pale, floating ghosts.

"What's it like out there, Badgertail?" Desperate |onging invaded
Tharon's voice. H s eyes drifted over the rolling green hills.

"Ch, it's not as pleasant as it appears fromhere. You re not m ssing
nmuch. "

"Don't tell ne that. | know !l am | wish | could go outside. But
L--1"mafraid to. Do you remenber twenty cycles ago, just after

Ni ght shade arrived, when | ran away and those warriors from Dark \Water
Mounds wounded me before you



cane and killed then?" He jerked up his sleeve to reveal a |long
scar.

Badgertail surveyed it. Little nore than a scratch, it was the nost
traumatic thing that had ever happened to Tharon-including the death of
his wife, Badgertail suspected. Wen Badgertail had attacked the

hi dden canp of the Dark Water warriors, he had found Tharon tied to a
tree, weeping. All the way back to Cahokia, Tharon had cl ung,
frantically to Badgertail's war shirt refusing to let go. "Yes. |
renmenmber. You had everyone terrified for three days."

"It was N ghtshade's fault. She was always tornenting ne!" Tharon's
chin quivered. "Wy do | have so nany enenies? Wy does everyone want
to kill ne?"

Badgertail cautiously responded, "Enemies cone with power. It's just

the way things are.”

"But if | wanted to leave, | could turn rule over to one of mnmy cousins
and go." "You could. Yes."
"No, that would never work. You know it wouldn't, Badgertail. M

cousins are too young. They couldn't keep order."
"Probably not."

"Only | can do it. That's why |I nust stay inside the walls, where it's
safe. You all need ne. Every one of you."

Tharon's eyes misted as he stared at a red-tailed hawk that hovered
over Cahokia Creek. The bird's tail feathers shone like polished cora
when it angl ed down through a broad band of sunlight. "Everything in
the world is free except ne," Tharon whi spered.

Badgertail wi ped at the dust that covered his nuscular arm The

chi ef dom bal anced on a knife's edge--wavering between existence and
nonexi st ence--and Tharon whi ned about his own freedon? 1In the villages
beyond Cahoki a, rage, hatred, and desperation seethed, fit to expl ode
in revolt. Tharon ought to know full well why his own freedom had been
denied. Especially after the insane battl e-wal ks he had ordered | ast
wi nter.



Tharon lifted the hemof his red-lace tunic to peer at the clouds

t hrough the delicate weave. "N ghtshade doesn't |ove me, Badgertail.
I've always | oved her. Even when we were children. | don't know what
| did to nake her hate ne."

"I don't think she hates you. She's confused right now, and | onely.
G ve her nore time to get over the |l oss of Bulrush, then maybe ..."
Badgertail fought to keep his true feelings hidden. N ghtshade hated
Tharon nore than anyone el se he knew.

"But what if she doesn't cone to |ove nme?" Tharon |owered the |ace so
that it hooked on his copper hair clips and fell in a veil over his
face. In the gusty breeze, the edges fluttered. "That's a bad
qguestion to ask soneone |like you, isn't it, -Badgertail? You've never
been in love. You can't possibly understand what |I'mfeeling."

Badgertail let out a slow breath. "I was married once. It didn't
work." Tharon was too young to renenber the runors about Badgert ai
and Locust--thank Father Sun. "Wr has been ny passion.”

"War? She's not a very warmlover. Aren't you lonely too,
Badgertail ?"

"Sonetinmes. | think all hunmans are."
"But it's worse for warriors, isn't it? | nean, it nust be hard to
trust peopl e when you know you night have to ... to kill them sonmeday.

And then you |l ose so many friends. Like Bobcat."

"Yes," Badgertail responded hollowy.

Tharon seemed to sense that he had struck a sore spot. He unhooked the
| ace and brought it down, staring intently at Badgertail. "Did | tel
you that |'ve decided to adopt Bobcat as a full nenber of the Sunborn?
I've already told the Starborn to prepare a special burial for him
inside the palisades. Did | tell you?" He turned sideways eagerly.
"Ch, it will be grand, Badgertail. Just you wait."

"Thank you, nmy Chief. [--"



A deep, beautiful voice rose in Song fromwi thin the Star Chanber.
Badgertail stopped speaking, startled that anyone was in the structure.
Tharon whirled, staring in terror for an instant before he |l eaped to
his feet and ran. His lace tunic billowed behind himas he swerved
past the pole bearing. Jenos' head and vani shed around the front of
the tenple.

Badgertail's nuscles tightened when understandi ng dawned. That rich
voi ce bel onged to Ni ghtshade. Had she overheard their conversation? Is
that what had frightened Tharon so, that she m ght have heard hi m say
he I oved her? O had sonething el se pronpted Tharon's abrupt
departure? Not that it mattered. Badgertail sank back in relief that
he was gone.

Snoke spiraled up fromthe Star Chanber, redolent with the tang of
burni ng cedar.

Badgertail eased down on his back in the cool grass and granted hinself
one hand's worth of tinme to drift with the beautiful lilt of

Ni ght shade's Song. In the distance, he could see | aborers digging a
hole in the farthest ridge-top mound. Dust swelled around them while
they worked to prepare Bobcat's resting place.

Lurry, Aloda!" Black Birch, the war | eader of Spiral Munds, yelled as
he pushed aside the door-hanging to Al oda's bed chanber. "They are

al ready upon us! They sneaked up the drainages |ike cowering dogs!" He
ran away.

Al oda threw his long shirt over his gray head, reached for his bow and
qui ver, then ducked outside into the night.

The cold ground bit at his bare feet as he foll owed the swayi ng shadow
of Black Birch across the top of the nmound. Starlight drenched the
world, turning the thatched tenple into a hunching beast. Before he
had even rounded the corner of the |odge, he heard screans. They

swel led in the darkness-jagged with terror, comng from nowhere, from
everywhere at once



"Traitors! Filthy, treasonous dogs! They are worse than Badgertail!"
Bl ack Birch proclained. He joined a huddle of warriors who peered over
t he edge of the nound, surveying the happenings below. "At least with
Badgertail, you can understand his reasons, but this .. . I"

"I understand Petaga's reasons,"” Al oda panted as he stopped behi nd
them "If we survive, one of us nust go to Tharon. That's what he
fears.”

Streaks of fire sailed through the sky, landing on top of the thatched
houses. The bone-dry structures burst into flame. People fled wildly
t hrough the village, half-dressed, dragging shrieking children. Behind
them pursuing warriors |let out piercing war cries.

"Follow me. Hurry! Let's at least try to protect the children!" Bl ack
Birch shouted as he led his warriors forward.

Al oda braced his elderly legs. The full inpact of the attack sank in.
H s seventy warriors could not even fight a del aying acti on agai nst
Petaga' s nine hundred. This was pure butchery, merciless and brutal

Pet aga, you fool. You conme spouting words of cooperation and unity,
and then you attack us in the mddle of the night. |[If our survivors go
to Tharon begging protection, it will split our people down the middle.
What a trap you've laid for us. You little fool

A woman carrying an infant was cut down in her tracks by a flaning
arrow. Aloda's old jaw quivered. She shrieked when her dress caught
fire. The flanes |leaped into her long hair and turned her into a
living torch. She threw her child fromher and rolled frantically in
t he dew soaked grass before her body went linp. The child toddled to
its feet, crying in the glare of the blazing houses, reaching out
blindly to every warrior who fled past. Al oda watched in anguish as a
man bounded by, stopped, and slanmed his war club into the baby's head.
The child fell, kicked, and went still. Blessed Earthmaker. Does

Pet aga plan on killing us to the



last child? Wat harmcould a baby do hin? Wen the other villages
find out

Al oda stumbl ed forward as Hail cloud sprinted over the crest of the
nound, his bow raised. Thirteen

Sunset lay like a golden mantle over the land. Mourning doves cooed
fromrock perches, their calls nmixing oddly with the undul ant buzzing
of cicadas in the marshes below. Lichen trotted across the bl uff
behi nd Wanderer, trying to match his long strides. She could see clear
to the edge of the world. Redweed Village lay in the distance. Snoke
fromits evening cook fires srmudged the sky with a ripple of gray. She
let herself drift for the briefest of instants, thinking about her

not her, m ssing Flycatcher

A hol | owness had grown inside Lichen's chest. She |oved Wanderer, but
she missed her fanmily. And learning to Dream cane so hard. Only a few
days ago, she had felt that she knew herself and her place in the
worl d. But now everything had changed. Her old Dreans had cone
effortlessly. This new Dreaming often terrified--or amused--her. She
never knew for certain what nmadness Wanderer woul d suggest next.

Lichen smled to herself as she glanced at the back of his | ong head
with its spiky gray hair. He carried a thick coil of rope | ooped over
his shoulders and a box trap in his hands. Unfamliar enotions
scurried through her chest, tingling like sticky ant feet. Things had
changed between them He no longer treated her like a child. He
treated her like a Dreaner. She didn't know how to feel about that.



In past cycles, she had visited himfor a few hours, but she had never
spent the night before. Only since she'd |left Redweed Village two days
ago had she really cone to know himin all of his am able craziness.
They tal ked constantly about Dreaners he had known and the trials they
had faced, about the nature of Spirits and Spirit Power. He was al ways
chal l enging her to go farther, to "step into the mouth of the Spirit
that wants to chew you up,"” as he put it. She hadn't accepted that
teaching yet. Wo would want to?

Narrow ng her eyes, Lichen grinmaced at the slope they clinbed. The

i mestone had been carved by the Ice G ants and smpot hed i nto nounds
like those on a buffalo's back. The need to Dreamtornented her
calling out in unfamliar voices, showi ng her flashes of places and

t hi ngs she had never seen before. She longed to give herself up to the
ways of Power.

But it took so much courage

"Al'l right, here we are. This is it!"™ Wanderer cried in elation. "Sit
down, Lichen."

She sat. The gray prom nence of rock formed the highest point on the
western bluff. Her blue dress and her braid had acquired a fuzzy
pati na of dust in the past hour of clinbing. Wnderer knelt beside
her. Hi s buckskin shirt and pants | ooked just as dirty as her clothes
did, but his gray hair appeared surprisingly clean.

"Are you ready, Lichen?"

"What can we catch up here, Wanderer?" Lichen scrutinized the place.
Not a sprig of grass sprouted anywhere. "A lizard? A snake? This is
barren rock."

H s wide eyes flared, rearranging the winkles of his |long face. "OCh,
just wait. You'll see soon enough.”

She watched himcarefully as he took the box trap they had spent al
nmor ni ng maki ng and prepared to set it up. Laying the lid flat on the
ground, he tilted the box up so he could prop a flimsy stick beneath
its lip. He laughed slyly as he got to his feet; then, his eyes stil
on the box, he pulled on the I ength of rope that hung over his bony
shoul ders. The action sent a mass of coils spiraling down around his
tall body. "Onh, ny," he said in distress.



"Aren't you going to put any food in the trap, Wanderer?" Lichen
asked, attenpting to ignore his enbarrassment.

"No, no. W won't need any." He began stepping this way and that,
trying to extricate hinself fromthe tangl es of henp.

Li chen gl anced back at the trap. It didn't make any sense. Wy would
an animal go into the box if there was no bait inside to lure it? But
after the "flying" episode two days ago and the "slithering" yesterday,
she was not so sure that she wanted to press Wanderer about the trap
Her belly still stung fromthe cactus she had accidentally slithered
over when Wanderer had been showi ng her how to "snake" through the
brush in the nmoonlight.

Li chen si ghed.

"There!" Wanderer had finally unraveled the nmess. He quickly tied one
end of the rope to the stick and seized the other in his left hand.
"Hurry! W haven't much tine."

He took two | ong bounds, grabbed Lichen by the arm and raced down the
rocky slope, trailing the long rope behind. She ran to keep up. When
they reached the bottom they were both breathing hard.

"Hi de behind that blackberry bramble," Wanderer panted, pointing to a
bristly hedge. "Quickly!"

Li chen | eaped over a bush and ducked down. Her heart had started to
patter at her ribs. Thousands of tiny thorns poked out of the brier
warni ng her not to get too close to the handfuls of white bl ossons that
covered the vines. Wanderer scooted in beside her and swiftly began
taki ng up the slack of the rope.

Li chen stretched her neck to peer through the tapestry of |eaves. The
rope was trailing down the slope, the curls unwi nding with each of
Wanderer's tugs. The danp scents of night pervaded the air. What
could they possibly trap this late in the evening? What prow ed the
rocks at dusk? Sister Cougar? No, their trap was too snall

"Li chen, get down! W don't want himto see us!"

"Who?" she cried as she dodged behind the highest arc of the
branbl e.



Wanderer's nouth dropped open expectantly. "Shh. Here he comes.”

She searched the rocky parapet, trying to see sonethi ng noving out
there, but all she spied was Father Sun's glowing face as it

di sappeared into a thick layer of clouds that lay |ike a |unmpy bl anket
over the horizon. The clouds blazed, changing frompale pink to a
lurid violet.

"Wanderer? What did you see? It'll be dark soon. Don't you think we
ought--'-"

"Hush!"

She | owered her voice and | eaned over to cup a hand to his ear. "Wl

are we trying to catch a bat?"

"No." Hi s gaze fixed on the trap as his fingers tightened around the
rope--1like he was alnost ready to jerk the stick out. A wild gleam had
entered his eyes. "W're trying to catch Father Sun."

"Father .. . Sun?" She gave hima sidel ong | ook

"Yes."

"Wn't he get mad?"

"Ch, don't worry. By the tine we've let himloose in the norning,
he'll have forgotten all about it."

Li chen nodded shortly. Her gaze slid back to the gray hunp where their
trap sat sil houetted against a | um nous wash of lavender. A thin strip
of clear sky spread between the clouds and the rock. When the first
sliver of molten gold edged beneath the cl ouds, Wanderer tensed, and

Li chen found herself hol di ng her breath.

"Just alittle nore,’

Wander er whi spered hoarsely. "Alittle nore

Fat her Sun descended until his face shone full and round in the gaping
mouth of the trap. |In a flash, Wanderer tugged the rope and the box
slamed closed. He let out a shrill cry of triunph as he flopped on
his back, kicking his long legs in joy. "W got him W got him"

Li chen lunged to her feet to run and see, but Wanderer caught her arm



"No, wait! He has to thrash around for a while trying to get out.
See? Look at the sky. Wen he quiets down, then we'll go."

Li chen frowned at the horizon. Cdouds roiled, twisting madly as they
changed fromgold and pink to an angry crinmson. A low roar started in
her ears, but she didn't know whether it was just the hush of twlight
settling over the land or Father Sun's rage. Wen a famly of frogs in
t he neadows burst into song, she grabbed Wanderer's shoul der hard. He
junped at her touch, but his nouth quirked know ngly when the croaking
chorus continued, its throaty tones floating skyward on the cool draft
that eddied up the bluff.

Li chen's face flushed. "Sorry."

"Ch, it's all right. It happens to everyone their first time. Here,
hold this,"” he said and thrust the end of the rope at her. Startled,
Li chen grasped it. "Good girl. 1'll be right back.” He vaulted to

his feet and ran headl ong up the sl ope.

When Lichen realized she held a rope that no | onger had a purpose, she

threw it down and ran after him "Wanderer, wait! | want to see,
too!"™ The sky had gone a dark indigo by the tine she crouched next to
hi m besi de the box! She could not renenber Father Sun vani shing so
quickly .. . maybe we really did trap him Excited, she shouted, "Can
| see? Please, Wanderer, let nme | ook?"

"Ch, not yet." Wanderer crooned softly as he picked up the box and
held it tightly against his chest. "Later tonight. First we have to

prepare ourselves. Come on, let's take him hone."

n the corner of Wanderer's house, Lichen sat on the pile of fox hides

that had beconme her bed. She stared at the Power synbols on the walls,
just as Wanderer had commanded her. In the dimglow of the fire, they
gl eaned as though alive. The black crescent noons seenmed to be | eaning



si deways, whispering secrets to the purple star bursts But the red
spirals ... oh, the spirals! She bit her Ilip as she gazed at them
They nmoved tonight. Spinning, rising and falling over the wall,

pul ling at her with invisible hands.

Wanderer's chanting only intensified the sensation. He sat on his

bl ankets on the opposite side of the room hunched over the trap like a
vulture. He had been painting it for hours, until the spirals,
serpents, and faces of Father Sun, Mon M den, and First Wnan | ooked
perfect. Wen not absorbed in his artwork, he spent his tinme glancing
at Lichen .. . neasuring, appraising.

When he at |ast picked up the trap and stood, Lichen turned” No don't
| ook at ne," he said quietly.

Li chen returned her gaze to the spiral in the center of the back
wal | .

But fromthe corner of her vision, she saw Wanderer reach into the
green-and-red basket where he kept shavings of butterfly-weed root. A
Power plant. 1In Redweed Village, only her nother had the right to keep
and guard it. The cerenonials surrounding the digging, drying, and
distributing of the root took six full days in the spring. Wanderer

di pped a bristly handful into his water jar, shook off the excess

wat er, then sprinkled the shreds of root on the flanes. Steam and
snoke exploded, filling the room The fragrance encircled Lichen as
sweetly as a rain-soaked forest.

Wanderer cl osed his eyes and began chanting again while he waved the
trap through the sacred snoke. Hi s feet noved in a Dance step that
Li chen didn't know-but the spiral on the wall did. It bounced from
pl ace to place in perfect rhythm Her breathing went shallow as she
watched it. She became so entranced that she barely noticed when
Wanderer stepped away fromthe fire and cane to kneel before her

"What do you see, Lichen?" he asked in a soothing voice.

"The spiral .. . Dancing." Her mouth didn't want to work. And her
body felt nunb, floaty. Wth every breath she took, the sensation



deepened. How | ong had she been staring at the spiral? Half the
night? O for only a few noments? She didn't know -but she could no
| onger take her eyes fromit. It had begun to expand and contract in
tinme to her heartbeat.

"Good. Keep watching it." Wanderer |owered hinself and sat
cross-legged in front of her, the trap held protectively in his lap
"Al'l right, Lichen. | want you to | ook at me now "

It took great effort to force her head to turn. Wanderer's eyes shone
as bl ack as the darkness, deep-set and piercing under tufts of gray
brows. Sweat covered his beak nose. |In the glinrers of firelight, his
gray hair blazed like polished threads of silver

"Now | ook at the trap, Lichen."

She did and found anot her spiral there, spinning, as red as blood, just
i ke the one on the wall.

"What do you hear, Lichen?"
"You. "

"Listen harder. Listen to the notion of the spiral. Listen .
listen ..."

Wanderer's voice faded, going so |ow that she could barely hear it. At
the sane tinme, blackness closed in around her, swallow ng everything
except the spiral on the trap

She did hear sonething--or rather, she felt it, warmand soft, like the
water in the hot pools that |ined the Father Water. The "sound"
swirled up out of the spiral, envel oping her. Lichen's body at first
seened to rise off the floor and hover; then it evaporated into

not hi ngness. Her soul floated alone in the silence of the spiral
Silence? A tingle of longing went through her. Could she find

Fal con's soul here? O maybe Water Snake's?

Bi rd-Man? Are you here? | need to talk to you. Can you cone and talk
to ne? |'Lichen? Lichen, look at the trap." Wanderer's kind voice
cane froma great distance

She hadn't even realized that she had cl osed her eyes, but now her |ids
felt as heavy as granite. She fought to open them Wen he managed a
slit, she saw Wanderer sniling gently.



"Not at me," he whispered. "At the trap.”

She | owered her gaze and noticed that he had placed his hand on the
edge of the lid. His fingernails had gone, white. Then she heard the
| eat her hinges creak when he slowy lifted the cover

An amber shimer glided fromthe crack. Lichen watched in awe as the
shi mer slithered down over Wanderer's legs and formed a pool on the
fl oor.

"Li chen?"

She saw Wanderer opening the trap wider. In a sudden flood, |ight
gushed out, fountaining up in blinding golden waves. Lichen gasped
when it touched her. It felt cool. The Iight Danced, formng into

strange, birdlike patterns that fl apped across the room circled her
head, then hovered to stare at her through glittering eyes. Bird-Mn's
Hel pers. They carried nmessages. Lichen waited for themto speak

"Don't be afraid," soneone said.

Li chen did not understand what she should be afraid of. This was
beautiful. The Light Birds fluttered closer, conming so near that she
could feel the puffs of their wings on her face. Suddenly she felt the
wi ngs flapping inside her chest, soft, erratic, and her body lifted off
t he ground, rising higher and higher. Then the deep runble of
Thunderbird echoed through her soul, and the |ight changed, forning
into the face of a man. He had eyes so kind that they tore at her
heart. H's snmile turned forlorn. Renenber the owl, little one.
Remenmber ... The light burst into flame around her. It engulfed the
Power synbols on the walls and spread down to expl ode in Wanderer's

bl ankets. Thunderbird roared again, the sound deafening am dst the
crackling of the flanes. Fierce yellow tongues |icked toward her
devouring her hair, burning her flesh until it peeled from her bones!

"No!" Lichen screamed. "Stay away!"

She lunged for Wanderer's door. The light pursued in a vast gol den
torrent. "Help! Help ne!"

She dove out into the darkness and weakly got to her feet.



Li ke a pounci ng beast, the |light swallowed her up again-glittering in
a blazing whirlpool. Lichen ran, heedl ess of direction. She screaned,
"Wanderer? \Wanderer!"

Sonet hi ng heavy tackl ed her and knocked her to the ground. "Lichen
it's all right. You're all right! It's Wanderer. Shh .. . shh!"

She saw his face hanging in the blaze, but the light faded |ike paint
diluted by water, thinning until nothing remained but the darkness.

"Wanderer?" she called weakly.

H s eyes had gone owlish. Behind him in the house, Lichen could see
the trap lying on its lid by the side of the fire. No |ight streaned
fromit now. She | ooked up at Wanderer and started to sob in great
choki ng gul ps.

"Ch, don't do that. It's all right." He gathered her into his arns,
where she buried her face in the folds of his buckskin shirt. He
snel l ed pleasantly of snoke and sweat. "You don't know what you did,

do you, Lichen?"
"What ?" She gazed up at himthrough blurry eyes.

Wanderer smiled. "Youjffew |'ve never seen anyone learn to fly so
qui ckly. You'll have Falcon's soul before you know it."

"Maybe | don't want it anynore, Wanderer. The light hurt ne!"

"I know," he said as he stroked her hair. "That was ny fault.
shoul dn't have pushed you so fast. But you did it, Lichen. For just a
nmonent, you flew"

Long before dawn, they put on heavy coats and hiked to the gray hump to
| et Fat her Sun go.

B.

"adgejtail stood stiffly atop the nound, watching the burial procession
nmove past the line of torches that marked the route across the starlit
pl aza. Chanting undul ated on the still air. Six warriors, three nen
and three wonen, conveyed



the litter bearing the body. They noved |ike ghosts in the w ndbl own
glare of the torches, visible one instant, gone the next. Behind them
cane Monseed and her clan nmenbers, with all of the servants who had
ever attended to Bobcat's needs. Their wailing rose on the quiet

night, as pathetic as a newborn's newl. There nmust have been ten in
all --nmost of them young wonen.
Badgertail gritted his teeth, trying not to think about it ... Eighteen

menbers of the Sunborn followed next in line, beating drums or shaking
gourd rattles, waving prayer feathers over their heads. N ghtshade |ed
the group. She |ooked ethereally beautiful. Her red dress had been
pai nted with pi gnent nade of crushed galena mxed with oil. The
resulting silver color gave the stylized serpents, crosses, and hand
synmbol s a gaudy spl endor

Lastly, Tharon rode in a curtained litter, borne on the shoul ders of
ei ght muscul ar attendants, their hickory-oiled skin gleaning as they
appr oached.

Badgertail waited at the northern end of the log-lined tonb excavated
into the mound. He refused to | ook down into that terrible glittering
dar kness. Tharon had ordered that Bobcat be placed on a bl anket of
twenty thousand shell beads, dozens of chunkey stones, and arrow
points. It represented the finest work of special artisans--ten
lifetimes' worth of wages for a single corn farnmer.

Bobcat woul d have hated it.

The bare breeze whispered forlornly to Badgertail, and he thought he
heard Bobcat's voice calling out in a final goodbye.

"Burials are savage," Badgertail whispered bitterly to Locust. "Don't
let themdo this for ne when ny time cones.”

"You mean that Tharon's burials are savage," Locust clarified.

She exchanged a pained | ook with Badgertail. They had worn their



finest war shirts Locust's a pale gold deer hide with intricate quil
wor k that accentuated her breasts and hips, Badgertail's nade of white
noose hi de and covered from knee to shoul der with green fal cons,

wol ves, and badgers: predators held sacred by warriors. Copper beads
sparkled in their braided forel ocks.

"I won't. Not if | can prevent it" Locust replied softly, but her eyes
nar r owned.

When t he procession began clinbing the nound, Badger tail clasped his
hands in front of him It seemed an eternity before very one took
their proper place around the trench, but at last Tharon's litter sat
on the east side. N ghtshade stood on the west side. Everyone else
grouped al ong the southern edge.

Badgertail nustered the courage to | ook at Bobcat's oiled and painted
body. The face had been painted in bright red, with lines of yell ow
crossing his breast and bl ack zi gzags streaking down his legs. The
corpse had bl oated and deflated fromthe heat and the tending in the
charnel house. It didn't even |ook Iike Bobcat. Attendants threw back
the curtains of Tharon's litter, revealing himsitting there regally,
dressed in gold and with a pounded-copper headdress that flashed in the
night. He wore a beautifully crafted mask of Long- Nosed God- - not
really appropriate for this cerenony. He |ooked around haughtily
before he inclined his head to the Six Sacred Persons, raised his
handspi ke to the Star Ogres, then lowered it to point at the
Underworld. A giddy excitenment filled his voice when he addressed the
mourners: "We conme to pray for a great warrior of our people! Wrthy

Bobcat, of the Squash Bl ossom Cl an, brother to Leader Badgertail, is
about to start his long journey down the Dark River to the Land of the
Ancestors. Wi will acconmpany himon his journey?" The druns began,

low at first, then rising to boomlike thunder when the first cries
erupted. Monseed's cries.

Two of Moonseed's ki nsnen brought her forward. Her face had gone pale,
and her | egs wobbl ed as she wal ked. She wilted in their arnms, weeping



i ncoherently. Her black dress blended so well with the night that she
al nost vani shed when t hey yanked her away fromthe glare of the torches
and forced her to stand at the edge of the burial trench. To her
credit, she did not plead for life. The blow came quickly, the hanmer
smashi ng the back of her skull as it would a ripe nelon

Badgertail flinched at the sound of the blow Monseed, why didn't you
l et thembuy your life, or provide a substitute? Wuld it have been so
hard to |ive wi thout Bobcat?

Moonseed' s cl ansnen carefully | owered her over the edge of the trench
where one of the Sunborn gathered her in his arms and | aid her out on
t he sparkling bed of shell beads.

When t hey brought up the attendant who woul d serve Bobcat in the

Underwor| d, Badgertail |ooked away. The servant could not have been
nore than twelve. Her cries shredded his soul before the cord
strangled her. It's only the death of the body, not of the soul. His

eyes darted over the stars, noved to the nmounds huddl ed within the
protective walls of the palisades, touched on the torches in the plaza,
and finally came to rest on N ghtshade. And considering what lies
ahead for us, perhaps they are the |ucky ones.

Anot her young girl screaned

But the world had gone quiet around Badgertail. Though he could sense
peopl e novi ng, he saw only N ghtshade's bl ack, |um nous eyes sucking
himin, devouring his soul

Wien she started toward him he frowned.

"What's she doi ng?" Locust demanded. "She can't do that! The
priestess has to stay in the west until the ritual is finished!"

The nourners pointed, whispering behind their hands. Badgertai
glinmpsed Tharon lunging to his feet in indignation

Ni ght shade stopped no nore than a handsbreadth away and pl aced sl ender
fingers over Badgertail's heart. A tingle went through him

"What is it, Nightshade?"



"Wanderer," she said softly. Her beautiful face tensed as she
searched Badgertail's eyes. "You must not kill him Bring himto ne.
He has found the way to First Wnman."

"Wanderer? | thought he was dead. Where is he?"
She shook her head as she started to back away. "I don't know W'l
know in a few days." She returned to her place in the west.

Badgertail braced his feet as if to steady the world. Another woman's
body was lowered into the tomb. A chill played along his spine |ike
dancing mce feet. Wanderer? The old lunatic? Bobcat was lifted and
carried forward, |lowered gingerly, and placed beside his wife.
Badgertail battled to keep tears at bay, trying to still the turnoil

i nside. Yes indeed, the lucky ones.

Perhaps it was just the glare of the torches, but he swore that a huge,
transparent figure stood at Ni ghtshade's side, swaying in tine to the
beat of the drums. Fourteen

Dusty afternoon sunlight streaned across the cornfields in the basin
bel ow, reflecting fromthe mst that tw ned through the short stalks.
Shi mering, interconnected rai nbows arced over the crops.

Lichen smiled. She stood half-hidden in a fortress of rocks, her bow
up and ready. Though they had been hunting all norning, they hadn't
found anything that Wanderer would |l et her shoot. He seened to be
waiting for sone specific game, but he wouldn't tell her what it was.
She had been pretty angry when he refused to et her aimat a grouse
that strutted over the top of her feet. She sighed and studied him as
he tiptoed across the bluff, his eyes on the ground.



Li chen frowned when he froze with one foot in the air. Slowy, he
knelt, brushed at the ground, and whi spered, "Cone | ook at these
tracks, Lichen."

She | owered her bow and trotted through the dense shadows cast by the
towering rocks. She slid to a halt and braced a hand on Wanderer's arm
to | ook where he pointed. Bare rock, covered with a scattering of old
needl es, met her gaze.

"I don't see any tracks. \Wanderer."
"Ah, you're not |ooking very hard. Look again."

Li chen crouched to bring her eyes within a handsbreadth of the stone.
The fragrant scent of cedar net her nose, but there weren't any
tracks.

"What tracks?"

He jerked around and peered at her like a startled stork. His
rabbit-fur shirt and breech clout shone whitely in a | ance of I|ight
that penetrated the rocks. "Lichen, you're smarter than this. What do
you see down there?"

"Rock.""
"And what el se?"

She gl anced at the stone again. "A few cedar needles that were
probably blown off in the gale this norning."

"Yes!" He bounded to his feet and sl apped her affectionately on the
back. "Now keep your bow up. She's around here sonewhere." He
started off, taking one careful step at a tine while his eyes
diligently scanned the terrain.

Li chen threw hima glance. Blessed Thunderbird, we're not tracking a
tree, are we?

She shrugged and fell into |line behind him tipping her face to the
cool wind. It had tousled her hair all day as they clinbed.

The afternoon snelled danply of water, as though it mght rain. d ouds
nmeander ed across the tarni shed anber sky. Two full noons had dragged
past begrudgingly since they'd had a soaki ng downpour. The few
sprinkles that cooled the evenings did little for the crops. It
worried Lichen. This noon had started out even drier than the [ast

one.



"Ha!" Wanderer blurted. "More!"

Lichen trotted up to peer over the top of his gray head. He tapped a
finger next to another cluster of cedar needl es.

"We're close, Lichen, so be quiet. You'd better stay back and let ne
| ead the way."

"CGo ahead."

He gave her a confident wink before tiptoeing forward |ike a
| ong-bill ed sandpi per in a shallow pool of water

She crept along behind, trying to peer around his | anky body to see
where he was going. Every so often he would stop and point out nore
cedar needl es.

Ci chen shook her head. They sneaked through a cluster of boul ders
where Wnd Mother had laid down a thin layer of soil. Roots |addered
the path. Wanderer thrust out a hand to stop Lichen fromcom ng any
closer. Then he knelt to stroke the roots reverently. Wen he turned,
he stared at her so hard that she was afraid to breathe.

"I have to tell you something," he murrured just |oud enough for her to
hear. "You know that red cedars are sacred, but this tree is special
You. have to hunt her correctly, with the proper ritual intent--or

she'I'l kill you. You understand."

"Why is she special ?"

He | eaned cl ose and breathed, "She's First Wiman's tree. She grows in
three worlds. Her roots are buried deep in the Underworld next to
First Wonman's cave, but her trunk and branches stretch up through the
earth and into the sky. Thunderbird lays his eggs in her branches."

Lichen listened in fascination. "And |I'm supposed to kill her? |
don't think that's such a good idea."

"Ch, we just have to be careful and do it correctly."

Li chen wet her lips. "Are you sure? What if one of Thunderbird' s eggs
falls and breaks?"

"That would be very bad. It mght never rain again. And we're having
enough trouble these days as it is.”

She nodded in fervent agreement. "I knowit. So, you know what,
Wanderer? | don't think I'"'mthe one to do this. Here--" she thrust
her bow into his hands--"you do it."



Li chen took a step backward, swiftly clasping her hands behi nd her
back | est he think of returning the bow

Gently, Wanderer said, "I can't. You' re the one who wants to find
Bi rd- Man. "

"I's he in that tree, too?"
"Ch, yes," Wanderer responded positively. "He's there."

"Well, why can't he just come out and talk without me killing First
Wman's tree?"

Wanderer |owered his head and gazed contenplatively at her snmall bow.
He plucked the tightly braided hair bowstring and canted his head to
listen to its responding thrum Lichen watched his bushy gray brows
rai se and | ower expressively. "Well, at |east your bow knows why."

Lichen scowed at it. "It does? Wat is it saying?"

"It said that you have to prove your courage to Bird-Man before he'l
talk to you face-to-face. You do want to talk to him don't you?"

"Yes, but ... well "
"Li chen?" he asked reprovingly.

"I do," she announced agai nst her better judgnent. "All right,
Wanderer. How do | hunt First Wnan's tree?"

H s dark eyes narrowed. "She's just behind that rock. Wen you go in,
you have to shoot straight into her branches. Don't aimat her trunk
or Thunderbird will feel the tree shudder and send |ightning shooting

out the ends of the branches to get you."

"Because he'll think I"'mtrying to disturb his nest?" Lichen asked
reasonably. She had been pecked in the back of her head once when
she'd reached into a finch's nest to steal eggs. The nother finch had
chased her all the way home, twittering and diving.

"Yes, that's right." Wanderer lifted her bow and handed it back. "Can
you do it?"

She felt as though nmaggots were craw ing around in her stomach. "I
guess so," she admitted nmorosely. She took the bow and nocked an
arrow. "Just one arrow will be enough?"

"I't should be. But if she cones after you, shoot her again."



Cones after me? "Sure.'

Wanderer sat on his haunches and lifted his voice in a strange Song
that had no words, just beautiful, lilting sounds.

Li chen bravely stal ked toward the rock. She eased around the gritty
side, and a shadow fell over her face as a dark cl oud wandered over the
bl uf f.

Li chen edged farther, then junped back. The cliff fell away in a sheer
drop of a hundred hands. Wanderer, there's no tree here. But when she
craned her neck to explore over the edge, she saw a tiny cedar tree
clinging to a patch of soil no bigger than her foot. The tree couldn't
have been taller than her knees. This was First Wman's tree?

Li chen didn't see any of Thunderbird's eggs in the top. She frowned
over her shoul der at Wanderer, then sighed, lifted her bow, and shot
into the branches. The tree flailed mldly, as though trying to

di sl odge her arrow

She turned. "Wanderer, | did it. What should ..."

A flash of lightning crackled through the air, striking the bluff a

t housand hands away. Chunks of stone expl oded |ike huge hail stones.
The roar of Thunderbird that foll owed shook the ground so violently, it
knocked her off her feet.

"Li chen!™ Wanderer shout ed.

"I didn't hit the trunk!"™ she yelled.

Thunderbird's growl subsided, rolling away into the setting sun. Lichen
lay panting, staring up w de-eyed at the cloud. A drip of sweat

tickled her neck. "I didn't," she vowed. "I didn't hit the trunk."

Wanderer ran up, and clutched her tightly against him "Are you al
ri ght?"

"Yes, but | don't know what | did wong."

"Ch, Thunderbird is contrary. Sonetines he just does that to scare
people. Did you kill the tree?"

"I think so."
He rel eased her and slithered forward on his stomach to see. "Oh, yes.
You did very well. Wiy don't you sit in the shade while | cut off her

top."



Li chen sl unmped down agai nst the rock and -w ped her drenched forehead.
Hunting Spirits took a lot of strength. "Just the top? Wy don't we
take the whole tree?"

She coul d hear a soft zizzing as Wanderer sawed with his knife.

"It takes only a very snmall portion to open a tunnel through which you
can speak to Bird-Mn."

"A tunnel ?"

"Yes. These branches are |like hollow reeds. They connect the
Underworl d with humans and the sky." "Do | have to craw into the
tunnel ?" That possibility frightened her nore than Thunderbird's
wr at h.

"Ch, yes, just like Snake. Tonight we're going to prepare you to die
and--"

n \Mat ?u

Wanderer | ooked up with sudden surprise, his knife halted in
md-motion. "Didn't | tell you?"

"No!" she protested. "You didn't tell me anything at all about having
to diel"

"I"'mgetting so forgetful." He shook his head and turned back to
finish sawing. Wen the very top of the tree came off in his hand, he
pl aced prayer feathers near the trunk and Sang a soft Song of thanks to
First Wman

G ngerly, he used his toes to pull hinmself backward. He grinned as he
extended the fragrant branches to Lichen. "Wll, anyway, we have a | ot
of work to do. Let's go home. W have to build a death litter and
prepare food for you to take on your journey to the Underworld."

"Wanderer, | don't want to die tonight."
"Just wait, you will." JLjhchen sat cross-1egged on the floor near the

fire. The flanes crackled and spit, throwi ng Wanderer's gangly shadow
over the walls. He bustled around the house, Singing



softly while he arranged Lichen's hides and bl ankets on the death
litter. Consisting of two side poles, the litter had hair ropes laid
out across the floor in front and a net bottom nade fromthe woven
under coats of wol ves.

Just what | need, to go into the Underworld on scraps from Wl f
Slayer's Spirit Hel per.

Wanderer's eyes had gone bright and alert, |ike Raven's when feeding on
a week-ol d carcass. He grabbed a yell ow basket covered with red and

bl ack designs and filled it to the brimw th rabbit jerky, sunflower
seeds, and a healthy sprinkling of corn pollen. He set the basket on
the foot of her death litter.

"Now, Lichen, you have to renenber that if Bird-Man deci des you're
worthy, the journey will have stages. At first the road is easy, but
the problems increase as you get closer to the Land of the Ancestors.
There's a wide, rushing river that blocks the entry--or sonmetines it's
a high wall. Only a very good Dreamer can pass--"

"Well, that lets me out, Wanderer. \What happens if | can't?"

H s |lips pursed speculatively. "Wy, | don't know. | suppose you just
cone back. But sonething m ght eat you."

"Li ke what ?"

"Ch, there are strange creatures down there. Snhakes with w ngs.
Buffalo that live under the water. | once had a toad with antlers try
to gore me." He gazed absently at the ceiling, as though renenbering.
"Hm Well, so, when you get to the river, or whatever, let your team

pull the weight of the litter. Don't--"

"What teanP"

Firelight reflected in his dark eyes. "Your wolf team It wll pull
the litter through the Underworld. That is, if Bird-Man agrees. You'l
have to ask himto harness the wolves for you before you set off.

Wl ves al nost never | et Dreaners touch them™

Li chen squirmed, not liking this even a little. The closest she had



cone to |l earning howto be Snake was the slithering incident, from

whi ch she still had cactus spines festering around her belly button
She twi sted her hands in her lap. "Wanderer, are you sure |'mready
for this?"

"No," he said curtly. "But if we don't try, we'll never know, will
we?"

"No, but--"

"So, let's get you started on your journey." A twinkle lit his eyes
when he | eaped over to her. "First you nust go and lie facedown on
the. litter

Li chen nodded sullenly, "All right. | guess I'll have to do it
sonmetine anyway. First Wman's cave is in the Underworld." She

stepped forward and stretched out on the litter. The fox fur glistened
inthe firelight as though drenched with nmorning dew. She nuzzled its
softness. "How s, this?"

"Ch, that's good. Your chin is right over the cedar we cut from First
Wman's tree. It's hidden under that top hide. Now turn your face so
that your mouth rests agai nst the fox hide."

Lichen did. "The fur tickles ny nose, Wanderer."

He cane and crouched by her side. "That's all right, you'll get used
toit. Now, you just have to stay on your stomach with your nouth
against the hide and call to Bird-Man all night long. If he wants to,
he'I'l answer you."

"And then | have to ask himto harness the Spirit Wlves to ny
litter."”

"That's right. Now," he said, patting her foot, "you'd better get
started." Lichen pressed her nouth to the hides and called, "Bird Man?
Bird-Man, it's me. | need you to conme and talk. Bird-Man ..."

She tilted her head and saw Wanderer crouched barefoot in the mddle of
hi s bl ankets, laying Power objects in a circle around his bed. Briskly,
he arranged painted rocks so that they alternated with eagl e-feather
fans, skulls frompredators |ike Marten, Badger, Coyote, \Wasel--no, he
hastily thrust



Weasel 's skull back into its basket. |Instead, he picked up a huge
bear paw and placed it next to where his head would rest. The |ong
claws glimered in the crinson glow of the fire.

"Wanderer? \What are you doi ng?"

"HmP" He swiftly rearranged a rock and a skull. "Don't concern
yourself with it. |It's for protection, that's all."

A small thread of panic stitched her chest. "Protection? From
what ?"

He grinned |ike Coyote baring his teeth. "Bird-Man is your Spirit
Hel per, not mine. | don't know himas well as you do." He flicked a
hand emphatically. "Keep calling him Lichen."

"Bird-Man, Bird-Man, Bird-Man ..."

Wanderer spraw ed fully clothed on top of his blankets and closed his
eyes. In alnost no time, snores erupted from his nouth.

"Bi rd- Man, can you hear me? Bird-Man? Bird-Man?"

Li chen had to breathe through her nmouth or the fine red fox hairs that
had gl ued thensel ves inside her nose nade her sneeze. |t gave her
voice a nasal quality. "Bird-Man? | don't like this any nore than you
do, but it looks like we've got to do it, so why don't you cone and
bring the Spirit Wlves? Bird-Man, Bird-Man ..."

Her chant becane a singsong. She called for what seemed an eternity,
until her soul felt nunmb and her body had gone past aching. Her neck
burned so badly that she feared it night snap in two if she noved.

Shadows clung in black welts along the ceiling. The flanes had died
down | ong ago, leaving freckled red eyes to glare at Lichen

She shifted to bring up her knees, feeling sneaky since Wanderer had
told her to lie on her stomach. But she conscientiously kept her nouth
pressed over the cedar. "Bird-Man? Renenber when you said that |
needed to learn to see through the eyes of a bird, a human, and a
snake? Well, Wanderer's been trying to teach me how. "



The Power synbols on the walls peered disnmally at her, |ooking through
the eyes of Spirits long accustoned to failed Dreaners.

I"'mtrying, Spiral. Can you help nme? The Synbols stayed nute,
hostil e, w shing she would go away, trying to lull her to sleep

Antl ered nmonsters who |ived under water |urked just beyond the horizon
of her drooping eyelids, secreting thenselves in the broodi ng shadows
of her thoughts. She dared not sleep

"Bi rd-Man? Why won't you cone?"

She slid out flat again, in the manner of Ground Squirrel sunning
hinself on a log. The tuft of branches beneath her chin made a | unp
under the sl eekness of the worn hides. Lichen blinked lazily at the
coral threads of light reflecting on the wall

"Bird-Man ..." Gitting her teeth, she grow ed, "Bird Man, Bird-Mn
Bi rd- Man! "

A lonely wol f barked sharply, trying to locate its pack in the gl oom of
m dni ght. From across the bluff, answering yips echoed. The first
wol f let out a delighted howl, and a chorus rose in eerie cadence.

Li chen yawned deeply. Her tired body floated on the sound, rocking
like a leaf in a peaceful stream The paddi ng of paws approached with
the gentle rhythm of sacred drunbeats, soothing, echoing .

A whi sper of sound cane fromthe branches beneath the hide. Lichen
stiffened, too afraid to nove. Tinmdly, she called, "Bird-Mn?"

"I hear you, Little One. | brought the wolves."

Li chen heard an aninmal snuffle. She twi sted around and saw two huge

bl ack faces silhouetted in the door. They had pushed the hangi ng aside
with their noses. A fiery sheen glowed in their yell ow eyes. One of
the wol ves took a step into the room a paw lifted, waiting.

Li chen got to her knees. Her throat had gone as dry as cottonwood

| eaves in the dusty radi ance of autum. Frightened, she croaked, "Can
you harness themfor me, Bird Man?" "Yes, if you think you're

ready. "



"Don't you?"

"You' ve sprouted the wings of a Dreaner, but they're wet and frail. The
journey will be hard on you."

Li chen swal l owed the lunmp in the back of her throat. "I have to learn
sonmetine, Bird-Man." "Yes, but you're so young. And brave. Al

right. Come down through the tunnel. Cone. |I'Il be waiting for you,

Li chen. "

The wol ves padded across the floor, their nails clicking on the stone,
and di pped their nuzzles through the nooses that Wanderer had brai ded
fromhis own hair.

She took a last | ook at Wanderer's slack old face. H's nmouth hung
open. Softly, she called, "I found Bird-Man, Wanderer. [1'Il try to
cone back to you."

The wolves lifted their snouts and gazed at her. One wagged its tai

as though waiting for instructions. Lichen gripped the side poles of
her death litter in tight fists. "Let's go." The blackness rippled
around her as they dove. Fifteen

Checkerberry's ancient voice droned on to the acconpani nent of
precoci ous giggles. Surrounded by twelve children under the age of
ten, the old woman seened truly happy. For the first time in weeks,
her withered cheeks gl owed pink, drawi ng attention away from her

bul bous nose and hunched back. She had pulled her gray hair into a
neat bun and fastened it with tortoiseshell conmbs. Her orange dress
added brightness to the overall effect.



Green Ash shifted miserably on the thick cushion of blankets near the
front door of Prinrose's house. Because berdache were technically
fermal e, the Blue Blanket C an had given this plot of |and and the

adj acent fields to Prinmrose. Locust, his "husband," had noved here and
now worked the fields for the clan--on rare occasions, given her
obligations to the Wodpecker Warrior Cl an

Odinarily the children's |aughter woul d have brought G een Ash joy,
but not today. Over the past week, her pain had grown to

i ncapacitating levels, and the birthing wonen had been unable to ease
it. She distracted herself by watching Prinrose huddl e over the
central fire pit stirring a soup of ground corn nmixed with the green

| eaves of lanmb's quarter and flavored with nmint. He wore a sinple tan
dress with fringed sleeves, but his long hair glimered with
seashel | s.

Locust napped on the high sleeping platformbehind Prinrose, the tips
of her nobccasins visible. Geen Ash noticed that Prinrose kept

gl ancing up affectionately, as though to reassure hinself that Locust
still lay there.

Green Ash let her gaze drift to the long rows of col ored baskets on the
wal I's. Where had Prinrose gotten that talent for coordinating col or
and shape? A round red basket sat perfectly over a square green one.
No two simlar colors were allowed in close proxinmity. It pleased the
eye and cal med the soul

Green Ash coul d use a good dose of calm Her unborn baby had started
ki cking so violently that she had grown ill with panic. Ws the baby
all right? The birthing women didn't seemto know. She had been
guestioning the other pregnant wormen in the village about how t hey
felt. Four of them were seven nmoons al ong, just as Green Ash was, but
none of themreported such pain as she was suffering. Blessed First
Wman, don't let ny baby die.

The words, seeping up froma cold pit where she had buried them goaded
her to face the fear. Had Prinrose not pleaded with her to cone today,
she woul d have stayed home, sleeping to avoid her desperation. But his



anxi ety about Checkerberry had pronpted G een Ash to wal k hal fway
across the village to attend this round of Taletine.

Once a noon, each of the clan | eaders collected the youngsters and told
themthe Ad Stories. Wen the children becanme adults, at thirteen or
fourteen, they would be expected to recite the sacred stories

flaw essly.

As it turned out, Prinmrose's worry about Checkerberry had been
unfounded. The instant the children had crowded around her knees, the
ol d woman had roused and thrown off her dread |ike Badger shaking a

bl anket of spring snow fromhis glistening coat. Checkerberry seened
nore her old jovial self than Geen Ash had w tnessed in noons. Her
wrinkled lips had curled into a full smile

Checkerberry | eaned forward and pointed at Little Burrowing OM. "
And what happened t hen?"

The five-cycles-old boy clapped his rapture at being given the chance
to answer. "Tortoise brought up nud!"

"That's right," Checkerberry praised. "Tortoise brought up rmud from

t he depths of the oceans, and Earthmaker fashioned the nud into the

| and and kneaded it into shape for the trees, animals, and humans. Then
what happened?"

Hyssop scranbled to her knees. "Earthnaker breathed Spirit into the
world, just like we do with arrow points! And all living things chose
their own colors. The trees turned green, and the animals--"

"Good. You've got it." Checkerberry rocked back on her hips and
smled broadly. "And after Earthnaker had finished his creation, he
realized with a shock that he'd forgotten to | eave roomfor the rivers
and creeks--tout by then, he didn't know where to put them He'd nade
everything so perfect that he hated to start ripping ditches so that
the water could flow He vacillated so long that the trees started
drooping and the animals were dying of thirst. Miskrat cane to him

wi th his tongue hangi ng out and told Earthmaker he'd better do

somet hing fast."

"So Earthmaker nade rivers!" two-cycles-old Buzzard slurred around the



finger in his nouth, only to be shouted 4

down by the other children yelling, "No, he didn't! Stupid! Not
yet."

"You, Big-Nosed Rattler," Checkerberry singled out the older girl
"What did Eart hnaker say to Muskrat?"

"He said he didn't know where to put the rivers."

"That's it. Earthmaker said, "Yes, yes, you're right, Miskrat, but
where shall | put the rivers and creeks? Do you have any ideas?"

"So, together, Earthmaker and Muskrat went to the rimof the sky to
peer down upon the world. Fromtheir height, the only things they
could see clearly were the huge serpents that Earthmaker had created.
They slithered all over the land, creating squiggles everywhere. But
when a dark shadow ski nmed over the face of the world--it was
Red- Tai | ed Hawk | ooki ng for dinner--the serpents instantly froze. Only
their forked tongues darted to scent the air for danger."

"Ha!" Big-Nosed Rattler blurted in delight. "They were beautiful
squi ggl es! ™

"Yes," Checkerberry agreed. "Miskrat pointed at the snakes and said,
There! Look at those magnificent patterns! Put the rivers where the
snakes are. Isn't that beautiful? Not even you could have found

better places than Red-Tailed Hawk." So Earthmaker turned all the
gi ant serpents into rivers--and the trees, animals, and humans have
been able to Iive well ever since."

Hyssop let out a happy shriek and threw her arns around Checkerberry's
neck. "Tell us another one, G andnother," she begged, and all the
children joined in.

Checkerberry | aughed and patted Hyssop. "All right, sit down. 1I'm
going to tell you about how G ant Beaver witched Bear and forced Bear
to build danms for him This was in the days when beavers grew as big
as bears ..."

A staggering pain ripped Geen Ash's belly. Bending over, she clutched
at the yellow fabric of her dress.

"Geen Ash?" Prinrose called. He knocked over a water bow in his
hurry to reach her. "Are you all right? |Is the baby coni ng?"



The room had gone silent, and dozens of w de eyes had fixed on G een
Ash. Locust | eaned over the edge of the sleeping platform her |ean
tattooed face creased with alarm Short black hair spread in a halo
around her head. She shot a glance at Checkerberry.

Checkerberry sat |like a statue carved of weather-beaten wood. Only her

nostrils flared | o show that she breathed. "Wtched ..." she
whi spered. The old wonan's thoughts had gone dark
Prinrose raced to the fire to fill a cup with herbs and hot water.

Green Ash rocked back and forth, nmoaning. Her whol e body burned as
t hough the invisible creatures of the Underworld had crept into her
wonb to bite her with teeth of fire.

Fromthe sil ence, Checkerberry's hoarse voice rose. "Conme and listen
to ne, children. 1'mgoing to tell you a story of long ago. A true
story of Nightshade and the evil creatures that come at her bidding

Rel uctantly the youngsters tugged their gaze away from Green Ash and
stared at Checkerberry, who had | eaned forward into the midst of their
circle, her eyes bl azing.

"I heard her calling," Checkerberry began. "It was in the middle of
the night, and | thought she was calling to ne. She'd only just cone
fromthe Forbidden Lands--four cycles old, she was, and helpless. 1'd

decided to sleep in the tenple for a few nights in case she needed
ne.

"The wind battered at the tenple as | wal ked t hrough the di mcorridors,
foll owi ng her voice. N ghtshade was crying. M heart ached for her

| had a little girl of my own at the tinme. Pretty, with big brown
eyes, and | kept imagining how ny own Hopl eaf would feel if she'd been
dragged away to a strange land, with no famly or friends.

"In the corridor that led to Nightshade's room all the fire bows were
out. | couldn't see nmy hand in front of ny face--but | kept marching,
pushi ng on through the bl ackness to get to her



"Her door-hangi ng was swi nging when | arrived, as though sonmeone had
just entered. A thin line of light seeped around the edges, l|ighting
the floor at ny feet."

Little Hyssop's face had slackened in terror. She had begun to wing
her hands in her |ap.

"I heard Ni ghtshade | augh. A gay sound, as if all her fears had been
swept away. Wien | pulled back the door-hangi ng and stepped into that
firelit room my heart rose into my throat. | don't know what they
were. Huge things, with no arns or |legs. They Danced around her bed,
their beaks clacking like thunder while they spun and |l eaped in time to
music | couldn't hear."

Prinrose dropped the cup, and it smashed on the floor. Geen Ash's
gaze darted back and forth between her aunt and her brother. Prinrose
stood rigid, as though the words had torn the threads of his soul

Checkerberry's nouth hung open for so long a tine that a bead of
spittle formed at one corner and dribbled down her chin. Big-Nosed
Rattler cast a pleading | ook at Prinrose and nmout hed, "Wat's w ong
with her?"

Prinrose shook his head; Checkerberry blinked herself awake as though
returning froma |l ong Soul Voyage.

"I ... | cried out--in fear, you see. And the dark shadows .. . That
pi nk demon with the twisted face flew at me. He drove ne down the
hall, clutching at nmy hair and dress while | screamed ny throat raw.

The next day, ny baby--Hopl eaf--she died. Wtched. Wtched by
Ni ght shade, because 1'd seen the evil Spirits she'd called to keep her

conmpany. "

Checkerberry lifted her head and stared straight at Geen Ash. 1In the
pause, Prinrose touched his nmouth with quaking fingers. Locust's eyes
had narrowed to slits where she peered over the sl eeping platform
"Wtched," Checkerberry repeated. "M baby died!"

Green Ash jerked as a warm fl ood poured from her vagi na, soaking her
yellow dress. "Ch, Prinrose! Help me! | have to get to the birthing
womren. | think ..."



But when she had stunbled to her feet, she saw that it wasn't water
that trickled down her |egs, but blood.

A low groan worked its way up Green Ash's throat. "Hurry. The pain.
An!"

The room whirled around her, but she didn't realize that she had fallen
until she heard the children's shrieks and saw Prinrose | ean over her
his face wild with fear as he call ed hoarsely for Locust. Prinrose
slipped his arns beneath Green Ash. 1In a voice that shook, he said to
Locust, "Get old woman Nit. Quickly. She lives near the southern end
of the palisades."

Locust sailed out the door, her black hair flying in the sunlight.
Green Ash barely realized that she had gone until she heard the
scritching of sandals on gravel

Prinrose stroked G een Ash's hair. "It's all right. Everything' s
going to be fine. Stay calm"”

Beneat h the soot hi ng words, Green Ash could hear Checkerberry
mur muri ng, "N ghtshade .. . she's a baby killer."

But Green Ash's baby didn't cone, and the pain eased by dusk. She
spent the night tossing and turning in horrifying dreans wherein

arm ess creatures Danced in the moonlight and children fell dead in the
streets. , ha ron tiptoed through the dimhalls, blow ng out the
flickers of light in the beautiful ceramic fire bows as he went.
Kettle woul d assunme that a gust of wi nd had snuffed them She would
grouse tonorrow as she went about relighting the wicks. Qly blue
snoke rose in Tharon's wake.

When he stopped before her door, a bout of nerves mixed with his
eagerness. Sweat drenched his back and beaded his face. He scanned
the halls, making certain that no one wandered about at this hour. Then
he seized the hanging, jerked it aside, and ducked under



She | ay asl eep on her bed, her black hair hal oing her swollen face.
She nust have cried herself to sleep. He smiled with disdainfu
amusenent .

Around him corn-shuck dolls watched through unblinking, obsidian-bead
eyes. She had arranged themw th precision so that they sat side by
side along the walls, going fromtallest to shortest. One doll, a huge
thi ng twel ve hands hi gh, slunped beside her bed, within reaching
distance. Did she coddle it, tell it secrets? Probably. Wll, you
know what | do to people you tell secrets to. Evil came fromthat

doll. Yes, Tharon could sense it glowering at him One of these days
he woul d have it burned just to show her what he thought of her

"compani ons. "

Wth the stealth of Wl f, he stal ked across the room and cl anped a hand
over her nmouth, |lest she screamand alert the guards outside the

tenpl e.

She woke in terror, her brown eyes jerking wide as she flailed wildly
at him But her pathetic strength was no match for Tharon. A nmuted
cry breathed against his hard hand. Then her tears started to fl ow,
warm ng his fingers.

"Don't make a sound," he warned. Sixteen

Ni ght shade knelt on a mat in the stifling darkness of the sweat | odge.
A small, conical structure, it spread ten hands in dianeter. She had
been here since before dawn, Singing, talking to Brother Miudhead, who
cane and went |ike a breeze over a neadow. The Tortoise Bundle nestled
on a tripod to her left. 1t shot out frail fingers of Power to touch
her skin, as though desperate to be close to her. She reached



back with her soul, soothing, assuring it that she woul d never |eave
agai n.

"1'"'mhere, Bundle."

The bitter ache in her soul had eased. Her vigil had al nost sil enced
Bul rush's laughter and the joy of his smile. Though occasionally, for
the briefest of nmoments, it would be spring again, and she would find
herself lying in Bulrush's arns, gazing up at bill ow ng cl ouds that
floated through deep azure skies. The pungent scent of the river would
fill her nostrils, the gaiety of his voice would sound in her ears .

Then a terrible shroud of weariness would descend. N ghtshade wi el ded
it as she would a knife, concentrating on it, using it to separate her
fromherself so that her nenories drifted with a detached quality, as
if soneone else's. He who loves is |ost and gone, an old worman's voice
echoed in her mind. Render of the fair heart's Song. Wman weep, for
not you know ..

Ni ght shade di pped her cup into the red pot of cedar scented water

besi de her and slowy poured the cool liquid over the hot rocks in the
center of the floor. An explosion of steamerupted. Sw, eat drenched
her, cleansing, purifying. She tipped her chin to let the rivulets of
wat er stream from her face and trickle down over her breasts to the
flat of her stomach.

Brot her Mudhead's twi sted face wavered in the glistening veil of
steam -huge, and pink with the clay of the Sacred Lake. H s dark eyes

shone with concern. "The tine has come. You must renew the Bundl e by
tying your Spirit to it once and for all. The Bundl e needs you."
"Yes," she whi spered, her voice sounding far away and unreal to
hersel f.

Laughter penetrated fromoutside. Players called scores in a chunkey
gane.

Mudhead vani shed, |eaving only swirling mst.
Ni ght shade |ifted her deep voice, Singing the Beginning Song. The

notes lilted in the cranped | odge, seening to hang on the mist |ike
shi mering gens.



When she had finished the Song, she reverently reached for the
Tortoi se Bundle and placed it on her knees. The freshly painted red,
yel l ow, blue, and white spirals that encircled the edge shone dimy in
the shreds of |ight penetrating around the hide hangi ng over the door
The black eye in the center of the red hand stared at her

unbl i nki ng.

"Let's go back to the Beginning Tine together."

She Sang her own personal Spirit Song as she cautiously untied the danp
| aci ngs on the Bundle. Power drifted up, muted, alnobst dead. The
"Thousand Voi ces" had waned to a few whi spers, the words

i ndeci pher abl e.

Tears stung Ni ghtshade's eyes. "What did he do to you?"

Al'l of the other Bundl es and Power objects that Tharon had coll ected
had been in the sanme condition, their souls withered to near

not hi ngness, even A d Marnot's. How could one man kill so nmuch Power
so quickly? O had the Power been dwi ndling for cycles? I1f she could
only strengthen the voices of the Bundle, they m ght be able to answer
that question-and tell her what Tharon had done to anger First Wnan so
much that she woul d abandon them "Help nme, Tortoise Bundle."

Wth the tenderness of a |over, N ghtshade pulled back the hide
covering, revealing the sacred contents. Her fingers snoothed the edge
of the long dart point with the fluted base. |In the Beginning Tineg,
humans had hunted gigantic, tw tailed nonsters with such points,

t hough it seemed inpossible now Tiny bits of bone |ay scattered on
the bottom of the Bundle, AOd, brittle beyond belief. Her nother had
told her they had cone froma Spirit WIf that had hel ped Wl f Sl ayer.
A snoot h, black rock--no, a shark's tooth, but this was definitely
stone--rested on the left side. It had been drilled perfectly before
being strung on a | eather thong, so ancient that it crunbl ed before her
eyes. Only the stone shark's tooth retai ned enough Power to touch her
deeply. She rested her hand on it, feeling its cool ness, exchangi ng
Spirit for Spirit while she gazed at the other relics. A beautiful



tortoi seshell gorget inscribed with the face of Thunderbird | ay next
to the shriveled head of Rattl esnake.

No matter how often she had gazed on these ancient Power objects, she
had al ways felt that something was nissing-sone bit of stone or shel
that woul d rouse the sleeping Spirits to full life again. What had
happened to the absent object? Had it been | ost sonewhere? O had the
gods hidden it from her people to punish themfor a crine conmitted so
long ago it had been forgotten?

Cycl es ago, N ghtshade had Dreaned of a honely nman with a silly smle
He woul d cone to open the Bundle and gently touch the stone tooth. Then
he woul d turn, |ooking at the rising sun, wondering. A reddish-yell ow
hal o woul d formaround him as if spun by the very sun, and with his
strong left arm he would point ... eastward. Then the yellow red halo
woul d engul f him like flames devouring a tree.

After that, she had al ways sensed that the m ssing object and the tooth
remai ned tied sonehow, joined by a thin strand of Power that spanned
centuries.

Careful ly, N ghtshade renmpved each object and passed it six tines

t hrough the purifying steam of the |odge, rejuvenating its Power in the
fragrance of cedar. After each pass, she brought the object to her
mout h and softly breathed Spirit into it, promsing her life to protect
it. The "Thousand Voices" cried out weakly in relief.

When finally she had breathed Spirit into each object, she rearranged
them on the sacred hide and hesitantly slipped her turquoi se pendant
over her head. She had worn it for that last Corn Dance at Tal on Town.
Not hing in the world contained nore of her soul than this tiny slip of
stone engraved with the inage of the wolf thlatsina. Cdutching it
tightly to her breast, she Sang a soft Song of praise to the thlatsina,
then pl aced the pendant on the hide with the other objects, tying her
soul once and for all to the Tortoise Bundle's soul

She blinked, heat snothering her. Her vision began to blur as sweat
poured down her body. Light-headed, she pulled up one knee and propped



her forehead against it. The hiss of the steampulsed .. . pulsed .

voi ces whispered .. . "First Wman killed our Power deliberately. To
keep it from Thar on. He has polluted the tenple .. . killed Marnot
and Singw .. . and all the others ..."

Her stomach twi sted, and her head throbbed with each beat of her
frantic heart. The voices faded as a m sty grayness settled like a
suf focating bl anket on her soul

Bl

Jadgertail charged headl ong down the steps of the Tenple Mund and hit
the grass running. Breath tore at his lungs as he swerved around the
eastern corner of the nmound and raced past his house toward the | ow,
rounded done of the sweat |odge ensconced agai nst the rear palisade
wal | .

Ni ght shade's red dress hung froma peg on the outer wall, the hem
swayi ng in the warm breeze. Badgertail slowed his steps to a trot.
Fi st-sized stones lay in a bed of glow ng coals just outside the
entry.

" Nightshade?" A long silence answered. "N ghtshade |'msorry to

di sturb you. The Sun Chief demands your presence in the tenple. W've
just received a nessenger--"

"Yes, yes," she replied wearily. "And Tharon wants to know what |'ve
Dr eared about Petaga.”

Ni ght shade emerged fromthe | odge, her naked body drenched in sweat.
She had pinned her long hair on top of her head, but wet ringlets
curled over her ears and down her back. Her novenents betrayed deep
exhaustion, but a strange glitter possessed her eyes, as if somnething
nore than Ni ght shade i nspected hi m

She tilted her head back, her eyes closed, nmouth open, and breat hed
deeply, as if revitalizing herself. Sunlight glistened on her flesh,
sparkling, and Badgertail's heart raced at the sight of her.



He averted his eyes to kill the sudden attraction he felt and bounced
nervously on his toes, attenpting to appear nonchal ant.

"Throw ne ny dress." N ghtshade's voice sounded normal, but sone
under | yi ng Power caused Badgertail to junp, as if an order had been
bar ked.

He groped for the garment, renmoved it fromthe peg, and forgot what he
was doi ng as he ended up staring again. He shook hinself irritably and
tossed the garnent to her without a word. Blessed Sun, |I'd no idea
such magnificence existed in the world. Beautiful and terrifying.

How di d she know what | wanted to tell her?

Ni ght shade slipped the dress over her head and reached back into the
| odge to grab the Tortoise Bundle. Cradling it in her arms, she
started off, as straight and deliberate as an arrow, the fatigue that
had wei ght ed her sonehow vani shed.

Badgertail kept pace at her side, throwi ng her alarned glances. "Do
you al so know what news the nmessenger brought ?"

Ni ght shade's eyes tightened. "Tharon is such a sinpleton. Does he
really think I would tell himanything that would betray Petaga?"

Badgertail nmarshaled all of his strength to keep from shouting at her.
Dread had fermented into a sickening brew in his stomach. Blue

wi | df | owers spl ashed the sl opes of the nounds. Above the bl ossons,

cl ouds of insects swarmed, their iridescent coils unfurling into the
sunlit heavens.

"Ni ght shade,"” he said quietly, "if Petaga attacked Spiral Munds, he's
surely planning on attacking us--nmaybe not now, not until he's raided
the other villages and gat hered enough supplies and warriors, but
soon. "

She just kept wal ki ng.

When she rounded the eastern corner of the Tenple Mund, he stepped in
front of her, blocking her path. Qut in the plaza, people whooped and
cl apped; wagers were being shouted back and forth on the chunkey gane
in progress. Cans had been known to win or |lose entire tracts of



| and, buildings, food stocks, even the clothes on their backs--or, on
rare occasions, their lives.

Badgertail spread his hands wide. "Don't you see that you're in
danger, too? And what of every other innocent person here? Do you
hate these people so nuch that you'd--"

"I do not hate, Badgertail. | just see nore than you do." She slipped
lithely past himand hitched her skirt up to start clinbing the
nmound.

He trotted beside her, his woven cattail sandals clacking on the wooden
steps. Anger stirred in his breast. "Wat does that nean? That you
see the patterns of the future?"

When she did not respond, he grabbed her shoul der and spun her around
to face him They stood there, gazes |ocked, breathing hard. He knew
that he ought to be terrified by the | ook she was giving him-as
dangerous as a wounded bear's--but he could only think about the

ef fects of another war, the probability of total destruction, the
death, and the horror. It ripped himinside out.

"Ni ght shade,” he inplored, "is Petaga truly nounting an arny agai nst
us?"

She chuckl ed softly at first, then | ouder, and the sound drove himto
near nmadness.

"Pl ease!" He extended his hands to her. "Talk to ne. Just .. . talk
to ne."

Ni ght shade's gaze drifted fromhis fingers, up his tattooed chest, to

his eyes. "W've nothing to discuss, Badgertail."

"I beg you," he inplored. "Gve nme just one hand of tine. Let me talk
to you."

"Al'l right, War Leader. But not now. Later. Tharon--" "Tonight? At
my hone. [I'Il send a warrior to escort you."

"Tormorrow. There are rituals | must performtonight. Now we nust go.
| have to discover what orders Tharon is about to give you."

"Orders?"



"OfF course," she responded coolly. "Did you think he could hear about
Spiral Munds and not consider sending you out on another battle-wal k?
It will make hima hero.”

The very thought of initiating another attack so soon after River Mund
sent Badgertail's soul reeling. "What?"

Ni ght shade exani ned his squat face and began clinbing again. She had
entered the tenple before he could force his feet to follow He took
the steps in | eaps, bowed to the Six Sacred Persons, and sprinted
inside to catch up with her.

Orenda peered fromone of the doorways, her young face swollen from
tears, her nose red. She clutched her huge doll against her breast.
Her mouth opened. Feebly, she called, "N ghtshade .. ." then gl anced
at Badgertail and vani shed. The door-hangi ng swayed behi nd her

Badgertail shook his head. In Oenda's entire nine cycles of life, he
had heard her speak no nore than three or four sentences. She never
left the temple. She never played with other children. The little
girl's only solace had been her mother, Singw. Wth Singw gone, how
woul d the child survive?

They proceeded down the long hall in silence, toward the angry voices
com ng fromthe Sun Chanber. N ghtshade bowed again and stepped over
the threshol d.

Tharon was glaring at the messenger, the war |eader of Spiral Mbunds,

Bl ack Birch. Young, he stood a hand taller than Badgertail. H s high
brow accentuated the flatness of his pug nose. H's nowpale flesh nade
the tattoos of parallel lines across his forehead and cheeks stand out

starkly. He wore a bl ood-soaked war shirt cut from pal e |eather

"I did not say that, Sun Chief!" Black Birch responded, his voice
tight. When he saw Badgertail, he swung around. "WAr Leader, surely
you see that Cahokia cannot sinply sit by and I et her sister villages
be ground to dust beneath Petaga's heel! \Where will your tribute come
fromnext cycle? You know you can't survive w thout us!"

Ni ght shade wal ked quietly to the ring of Power objects that lay on the
edge of the altar. She reverently placed the Tortoi se Bundle near AQd



Marnot's and seated herself beside it. The light fromthe fire bows
reflected |ike honey in the ringlets of her hair. But the flames did
not shine with their usual luster today. The dull, rusty glow barely
crept halfway up the walls, leaving the high ceiling in utter

bl ackness. Not even the new seashells glittered.

"I's that what's going on, ny Chief?" Badgertail asked. "Are our
sister villages being ground to dust, or is it just Spiral Munds?"

Tharon strolled across the altar to the sacred pedestal and propped his
el bows on it. His golden robe and tanager-feather headdress made him
seema figurine carved of pure anber. He had rubbed oil into the red
circles on his cheeks to give thema sheen. "Just Spiral Munds, for
the nonent. But Black Birch says that everyone is turning agai nst us.
Even sonme of the smaller villages have sided with Petaga. He says that
Petaga is planning on attacki ng us once he gets enough warriors. Do
you believe that?"

Badgertail glanced at Black Birch. He had fought against the nan only
nmoons ago and knew t hat he was arrogant and reckless. Could he be
trusted? What if he was in | eague with Petaga and trying to lure

Badgertail into some sort of trap? A deadly keenness, like freshly
struck chert, animated Bl ack Birch's eyes, and Badgertail knew that
look. "Yes, ny Chief. |If Black Birch says it is so, | believe it."
Tharon's gaze slid to Nightshade. Hi s |ips quirked in amusenent. "And

you, Priestess? Wat have you seen regarding this?"

Ni ght shade softly stroked O d Marnot's Power Bundle. "Nothing, Tharon
That's what | see.”

" Not hi ng?"
" Not hi ng. "

Tharon ground his teeth. "What kind of priestess are you? M people
are plotting behind ny back, and you ..." N ghtshade canted her head
and he swall owed his words. Even Badgertail flinched at that deadly
glare. "Well," Tharon retreated, "Black Birch says that places |ike
Redweed Vil |l age have gone over to Petaga's side."



"Redweed Vill age?" Badgertail gestured dismissal. "W don't need to
worry about them ny Chief. |If they have nore than fifty warriors, 1'd
be surprised."”

Bl ack Birch interjected, "Petaga is massing forces, War Leader. He has
al ready gl eaned over nine hundred fromthe southern villages. |If he
keeps receiving pledges of fifty here and fifty there, soon no one wll
be able to stop him"

Bl ack Birch turned to glare at Badgertail, and the unspoken words, even
you, hung like a war club over Badgertail's head. He folded his arns
and stared at the floor. Even with nine hundred warriors, Petaga could
not have nol ded nen and wonen fromdifferent villages into an "army" so
soon. The warriors would still be studying each other, scranbling to
gain position for thenselves and their clans in the comng war. And
Pet aga was so young. The older village |eaders would want to test him
to make certain he had the courage and stami na of his father

Badgertail could alnost pity the boy--if this weren't such a deadly
serious game. And if Black Birch were telling the truth, the ganme grew
nore deadly with each passing nmonent. Badgertail could not give Petaga
the tine he would need to turn his warriors into an arny.

He forced his nouth to say, "I think Black Birch is correct, mny Chief.
We must stop Petaga now. "

"You' re recomendi ng attack?"

"I am" \When he glanced at N ghtshade, he found her watching him
unemotional ly, as though she had known all along that he woul d say
those very words. He wanted to slamhis fists into sonething, or to
shake her until she told himevery vision she had ever had. "I see,”
Tharon said. "Well, all right, but first, before you attack Petaga, |
want you to strike Redweed Vill age."

Badgertail's thick brows drew down over his nose. "But .. . why?"

"They' ve turned against me! | want every traitor there wiped fromthe
face of the earth.”



"But, my Chief ..." Badgertail shook his head in disbelief. "They
are inconsequential. Let ne concentrate ny forces--"

"No!" Tharon shouted inperiously. "You will attack Redweed Vill age

and .. . andbringme the Stone WIf that resides there."
"The what T
"The Stone WIlf. A trader told me about it. |It's supposed to have

great Power."

Unable to contain his incredulity, Badgertail blurted, "You have dozens
of such objects, ny Chief! What good woul d another do you? And a
Stone WIf? How would | even recognize it? It could be a necklace, a
bracel et, a pipe, anything! Wy are you so interested in these Power
obj ect s?"

Tharon's face reddened, and Badgertail braced hinself.

Ni ght shade | aughed. "He's trying to protect hinself. That's it, isn't
it, Tharon? You think that if you can mass all the Power objects in
the world around you, you'll be shielded fromFirst Wwman's wrath. "
Under st andi ng dawned in her eyes. "And that's why she's draining
their--"

Tharon's eyes darted wildly over the room as though he feared everyone
was |laughing at him "I want that Stone Wl f! Badgertail, you will
attack Redweed Village and get it!"

H s heart thundering, Badgertail bowed very properly. "Yes, ny
Chi ef . "

Bl ack Birch turned eagerly to the sacred pedestal. "And then
Badgertail will join forces with the rest of us to destroy Petaga?"
Badgertail's stomach cranped. Already his m nd had begun runni ng
battl e plans, and he could see cycles of war, one after another, not
ending until thousands had died. Bile rose in his throat.

"Yes," Tharon agreed. "Then he can help you. |Is that understood,
Badgertail ?"

"Yes .. . yes, of course.”



Tharon stepped fromthe altar and left the room his head high. When
he had vani shed down the hallway, Badgertail rubbed a hand over his
face, as if to wake hinself froma wenching nightmare. "Black Birch,"
he said softly, "let's neet tomorrow. It will take time to organize
W'l talk about details."”

"It can't take too nmuch tine, Badgertail. Petaga' s next stop is Red
Star Mounds. They've three hundred warriors left there. |If he manages
to convince--"

"I understand," Badgertail said shortly. "We'Il discuss it at dawn."

Bl ack Birch cast a wary | ook at Ni ghtshade before he bowed and left.
Badgertail's eyes focused blindly on a single fire bow that flickered
on the verge of going out. He couldn't mnmuster the will to call Kettle

to cone and fill it.

Ni ght shade rose

She came to stand in front of him "Tonorrow, after Wl f Pup rises.
Send the escort. 1'll be ready." 'ister Datura's know ng | aughter
echoed.

Ni ght shade exhaled slowly. Her fingers traced the designs on her
sacred basket before she put it down by her knee. The soft sounds of
the sleeping tenple crept into her room someone snoring, poles
creaki ng and moaning, the rustling of the wind through the roof thatch
Ni ght shade | eaned forward. Her Wellpot sat on the floor in front of
her, its black shape alnmost invisible in the darkness.

"I"'mcomng, First Woman. |'mcoming. Open the Gate to the Wl l of
the Ancestors.”

The water had a faint yell ow sheen fromthe |ight that seeped beneath
her door-hanging. |mages flashed across the surface: Singw violently
shaking Orenda .. . Orenda fleeing through the tenple, searching one

room after another until she found a stack of blankets to crawl behind



A d Marnot staring into his Wellpot |ike a wounded vulture .
and Tharon .. . Tharon stalking the halls .

"What is this, ny Sister? | nust talk to First Wonan. These glinpses
tell me nothing. Let ne go deeper."” "First Woman has cl osed the gate.
No one may enter. It's just you and me tonight, Ni ghtshade. Here, in
this world."

"What ? Way? What have | done to deserve--"

Nausea overwhel med her. She rose to her feet and reel ed across the
room trying to reach her bed. Halfway there, she vomited onto the
floor. She sank down, pressing her hot cheek to the cool dirt. "Oh,
my Sister, be gentle with nme." Seventeen

The I ong, deeply blue twilight of the Planting Moon had settled over
the countryside, bringing with it Wnd Mdther's fury. A gale had cone
up last night, roaring, blasting everything in its path. Now a potent
gust sl apped at Wanderer's fringed sl eeves as he paced the ledge in
front of his house; then it tornmented the choke cherry bushes before
soaring over the precipice into the neadows bel ow. As Wanderer
surveyed the land, his thoughts hardened |ike raindrops in the grip of
Wnter Boy. Snoke drifted in the south, rising from Spiral Munds. A
great purple snear trailed across the horizon. War! . And Lichen
hadn't awakened in two days. He ran a hand through his matted gray
hair. She lay lifelessly on the litter inside his house.

Wanderer had checked for a heartbeat. He had placed a nmica nirror
beneat h her nose. Not hi ng.



"Ch, Lichen, what have | done to you? | ... | just wanted you to see
the tunnel. | never thought you'd be able to--"

Hs words were torn away by the wind and blown into the green
di st ances.

Wander er hugged hinself as he anbled to the very edge of the cliff.
Cornfields dotted the bottom and in enmerald patches. \Waving between
them the Father Water cut a blue swath of hope in a |l and al ready
wilting fromthe heat of early summrer. He had sent Lichen on this
journey. But he had never imagined that she had the ability to enter
the Tunnel to the Underworld. He'd prayed she would just be able to
peer over the edge into the darkness. It took even the greatest
Dreamers cycles to gain the skill and courage to actually plunge down
that spiraling black throat.

"You underestimated her, you old fool."

The truth seared his soul. He knew better than anyone that gaining
entrance to the Land of the Ancestors required strength beyond neasure.
The Underworl d creatures devised terrifying traps with which to capture
the Dreamer's soul.

"And you .. . you didn't even warn her about the traps."

Wander er | ooked up when three ravens swooped down fromthe hazy sky,
eying himcuriously. Crossed Beak fought to bal ance hinself in the
gusting wi nd. He cawed, and Wanderer cawed back. The bird fluttered
into the oak thicket, his black feathers shining with the frosty

i ri descence of seashells.

"I"'mso glad to see you, Crossed Beak. |'ve never been this frightened
inny life."

Crossed Beak thocked softly, tilting his head first to the right, then
to the left.

"Yes, | know. But waiting is so difficult. 1've been half crazy since
| found her."

A deep-throated caw runbl ed as Crossed Beak fluffed his feathers, then
used his beak to pluck at sonme irritation beneath his right w ng.



Wanderer expelled a breath and nodded. "You're right. Many Dreaners
stay in the Underworld for days, talking to Spirits, visiting with old
friends. But Lichen is so young, and I--I"mworried, that's all."
Quilt constricted around his heart, making it pound nauseatingly.

"How coul d | have done that to her, Crossed Beak? She's the npst
i mportant thing in ny life."

Crossed Beak whi npered and sprang fromthe tree, challenging the w nd
before flapping over the crest of the bluff. The other two ravens

ti pped their wings and foll owed. Wanderer shielded his eyes to watch
their sinuous flight. The way they circled into the sky, they could
have been chi ps of obsidian borne on the breath of a dusty whirlw nd.
What am | going to do? |If she hadn't awakened by tonorrow norning, he
woul d have to do sonething. What? Danger lurked in even the slightest
interference. |If Lichen were struggling agai nst sone Underworld
creature and he so nuch as called her nane, the distraction could cause
her doom But if she'd had an accident, if her litter had overturned
and she was fleeing .. . well, she would be running through a country
that had no landmarks ... a country haunted by horror. H's voice m ght
hel p | ead her back to the tunnel, fromwhich she could come hone.

"But you can't know which it is unless you go yourself."

He hadn't been to the Underworld in cycles. But if Lichen had not
awakened by tonorrow, he would go. It might do no good. The
Underworl d spread infinitely in all directions. Finding her would take

a mracle.

He fol ded his arns, his thoughts tw sting |like Snake caught in the jaws
of Badger, while he studied the smoke from Spiral Munds.

What was happeni ng out there?

Could it be Badgertail again? Wy would Tharon order his warriors ..
Pet aga?

Wanderer's hands dropped linply to his sides. The snoke had thinned to



streaks of pale gray that stroked the gentian fabric of evening like

wi spy fingers. Wiy would Petaga have attacked Spiral Munds? To steal
supplies? Wanderer had heard that after Badgertail's attack, A oda had
barely enough to fend off starvation. What political notiveA sound
penetrated his thoughts. Wanderer cocked an ear. It barely carried
over the wi nd, soft, mew ng.

Then he clearly heard a cough and a wheezed, \Wanderer? ""Lichen
Ducki ng beneath hi s door-hangi ng, he saw her |ying on her side, her
body dripping wet. Strange bits of noss clung to her tan sleeves. She
coughed again, desperately, and tried to raise herself on her el bows
but weakly fell back against the fox hides.

"Ch, Lichen." Wanderer scooped her up in his arnms and frantically

ki ssed her soaked face. "Thank First Wman, | was so afraid."

Lichen tried to speak and fell into a violent coughing fit. A trickle
of water ran from her mouth. She fought to catch her breath and
started choking. |In terror, Wanderer laid her facedown on the fl oor
Straddling her, he firmy pressed agai nst her back. Myre water gushed
fromher lungs, formng a small, crystalline pool on the dirt. He

pressed again and again, until she seemed to be breathing easily; then
he' stretched out on the floor beside her to study her face. She
sm |l ed weakly. Wanderer lifted' a hand and stroked her sopping hair.
"Are you feeling better?"

"Yes," she whi spered.

Her pretty face, with its full lips and button nose, had gone as pale
as clay. But her eyes gazed at himsteadily. A lumnous serenity lit
t heir mahogany depths. "I fell into the river, Wanderer."

"You did? How did you get out?"

"I was .. . was drowning. | saw sonething in the waves. 1t cane and
slithered inside me."

" Snake?"



She nodded. "Water Snake. | ... | got Water Snake's soul, WAnderer
Then ... | could swmto shore."

"Ch, that's good, Lichen. You wanted Water Snake's soul. How-"

"I saw WIf Slayer. He cane ... to ..."
"Wait, Lichen," he said gently, seeing how hard her words cane. "You
need to rest and eat. W'l talk about it when you're stronger."

Li chen's hand crept spiderlike across the floor until she could tw ne

her fingers in his buckskin shirt. "I tried very hard ... to cone back
to you. | love you, Wanderer."

Tears welled in his faded eyes. "I love you, too, Lichen. You sleep
now. Wen you wake up, we'll eat and talk." he sweetness of roasting

grouse pervaded the air. Wanderer crouched before the birds, turning
their stick carefully on the tripod so they would cook on the other
side. Lichen knelt on her knees before the fire pit He had bathed her

and conmbed her long hair until it crackled. The green shirt with red
spirals that draped her skinny body came fromhis ritua
attire--specially blessed by Raven Above. It hung down to her

ankl es.

She' d been quiet, deep in thought. Her dark eyes fixed on the spark
flies that glinmrered beyond the doorway |ike Dancing suns. He had tied
up the hanging so that the cool, rain-scented breeze could bl ow through
the house. Raindrops patted softly in the dust outside. Not nuch, but
enough to wet the world. The wind had died down to a rippling breeze.
The richness of danp earth snelled so good, so soothing, that he | onged
to run out and Sing his thanks to Thunderbird. Any other night, he
woul d have.

But he dipped a horn spoon into the pot of tea, stirring it for the
twentieth tine, waiting for Lichen to speak



After every Power journey he'd ever undertaken, he had needed tinme to
just sit and look at the world. Talking to Spirits did that. Left a
Dr eamer drained of physical vitality, but filled with a silence so
profound it felt downy agai nst the soul

Wanderer rose and went to sift through the basket of phlox bl ossomns
near the back wall. The delicate, flowery scent swirled up when he
grasped a handf ul

Li chen blinked. Slowy, she turned her head to gaze at him Her eyes
gl eaned |like sunlight on snow He snmiled as he stirred the bl ossons
into the boiling blend of roots.

"I saw WI f Slayer, Wanderer," she repeated softly.
"Did you? Wen?"

"After | swamto shore. He was sitting on the bank, waiting for ne.
He's beautiful, Wanderer. He glows |ike Father Sun."

Wanderer listened intently. He had never seen Wl f Slayer--but each
Dreamer net different Spirit Helpers in the Underworld. Lichen had
cl asped her hands in her lap. She funbled with them vul nerably.

" And?"

"We sat by the river and talked. He told ne things .. ."

When her eyes went vacant, unblinking, Wanderer filled two wooden cups
with tea, then slid the grouse fromtheir roasting stick and put them
in clay bows. He carried Lichen's over and set them by her knees. She
didn't even seem aware of his closeness. He returned to pick up his
own di nner and stretch out on his bed.

Gently, he said, "Tell ne about the journey. Bird-Man came up through
the tunnel in the cedar branches?"

"Yes. He brought the wolves for me. They put their muzzles into the
nooses you made. Then .. . then we started down .. . into darkness."

Steam rose around Wanderer's face as he sipped his tea. "Eat, Lichen
W have lots of tine."

She plucked a leg fromher grouse and chewed it thoughtfully while her
gaze touched each Power synbol on the walls. The spirals and purple
star bursts |listened especially intently tonight.



"The wol ves had a hard time pulling the litter in the river,
Wanderer . "

"They always do. |It's so deep and wi de."

"And fast. It rushed so fast."

"So you fell in and had to turn back?"

She finished chewi ng and swal l owed. "No. On the other bank, we

started seeing signs of people. Footprints--"

He sat forward, shocked. "On the other side? | thought you fell into
the river on the way across."

"No, on the way back."

Wanderer straightened slowly. She had made it across into the Land of
the Ancestors and returned! At her age? Alnobst unbelievable. It had
taken him el even cycles to acconplish the feat.

"Anyway, we started seeing things like old fire pits aspen stunps wth
ax marks. And the trees, the trees. Wnderer! They were so tall,
their tops disappeared into the clouds. That's when Bird-Man appeared.
He soared down fromthe sky. He was so beautiful. H s wi ngs shone

i ke a rainbow "

"Did he take you into the Village of the Ancestors?"

Li chen gobbl ed a chunk of meat, barely chewing it. "Alittle way.
Bird-Man told nme he wanted ne to talk to sone people and to see a
vision."

"What vi sion?"

Lichen's lids fluttered before she | owered her eyes. Tears glistened
in those dark depths. "People dying. The land dying. Just like here.
But this was a place far to the south. | think it's where the Pal ace
Bui l ders live. There were huge buil di ngs nmade of stone. Bird-Man said
that they had wounded Mbther Earth just as badly as we have and t hat
they need a Dreanmer too, to set things right again."

Wanderer nethodically gnawed at his grouse, but his attention stayed on
Li chen. She had changed. She sounded so different, older. But that
happened when a Dreaner got a new soul. They becane disoriented for a
time, seeing an old world through strange new eyes. He had known
Dreamers who'd gone mad fromfear. Ohers would | eave their hones,



searching to fulfill the visions that suddenly filled themwth

| ongi ng. Dreamers |ike Wanderer just delighted in the bizarre thoughts
that came to them After he had gotten Pack Rat's soul, he'd had the
unquenchabl e urge to poke his nose into dark crevices, |ooking for
shiny objects. He had spent an entire noon sleeping in the day and
poki ng around at night--collecting bits of mca, and crystals. Then
one night he'd poked his head into a hole in the ground where Wase
lived. He'd pulled his head out quickly, but not before Wasel had
sunk his needle teeth into the top of Wanderer's skull. He'd had
problems with weasel s ever since.

"Lichen, did you tell WIf Slayer that you wanted to go see First Wnman
and talk to her about the | and dyi ng?"

"Yes, but he said | couldn't. Not yet."

Li chen si pped her tea, watching Wanderer with the bright, unblinking
eyes of Water Snake. \When she set her cup down, she brought up her
knees and w apped her arnms around them "Wanderer? Wy didn't you

ever tell ne you were ny father?"

H s hand stopped mdway in bringing his cup to his nouth. "I

Lichen .. He fought to swallow past the knot in his throat. "Your
not her never clainmed ne. She wanted people to believe that
Shout s- At - Ni ght was your father. 1t made things easier for her."

"How di d you know you were mny father?"

He smiled. "Ch, | knew | felt the instant you were conceived. |
could see your glowin Vole's womb. | even knew you'd be a Powerful
Dr eamer because of the colors of your soul, blue and red so brilliant

t hey shimered purple.”
"Why didn't you tell anyone?"

"I couldn't. You belong to your nother's clan." Tea sloshed onto the
floor when he tried to set the cup down, because his hand was shaki ng.
"I't would have been enmbarrassing for Vole. | wasn't well |iked. People
feared me. And ... | loved your nother. | didn't want to hurt her."



As the flames died down in the fire pit snoke curled upward in
billowing clouds. It hovered, roiling along the ceiling before beirfg
sucked out the doorway.

Li chen's mouth quirked. "You know what, Wanderer?"

"What's that, Lichen?"

"I wish 1'd known a long time ago. Mybe | could have conme up to see
you nore often.”

Wanderer bowed his head. "I would have liked that. | got lonely for
you. "

Lichen bit her lower lip uneasily. Her fingers had knotted in the

green fabric over her shins. "Wat am| going to do, Wanderer? Nbther
won't |ike ne having Water Snake's soul. | don't ..." She fidgeted
"I don't want to go home now. | want to live with you. You understand

about things like this."

"Yes, | do. And then, too, you still have to try to find Falcon's
soul . Maybe we should talk to Vol e about it when we take you hone."

"She won't let ne, Wanderer. She thinks you' re bad for ne.

He et out a sigh. "Maybe |I can convince her anyway. She has |istened
to me once or tw ce before."

A spark fly had flown in through the window It blinked over Lichen's
head. For the first time that day, Wanderer heard Lichen |augh that
childi sh laugh that warned his soul

She tipped her face to watch the spark fly erratic path. Slowy, she
lifted a finger. The insect flitted down and sat on the tip. Her
mout h gaped. A joyous expression canme over her face as she exam ned
the yell ow designs on the fly's back while it crawl ed over her hand and
up her arm

When it finally wi nged away toward the ceiling, Lichen propped her chin
on her drawn-up knees and gave Wanderer an affectionate gaze. "I'm
glad you're ny father, Wanderer. There's nobody else I'd want for a
father."

Enotion swelled at the back of his throat. He tilted his head
awkwar dl y, and Lichen junped up and ran across the room Her green hem



swung around her legs as she crawed into the circle of his arms and
snuggl ed agai nst him \Wanderer kissed the top of her head and hugged
her cl ose.

What if Vole wouldn't let Lichen stay with hinf? How could he take her
hone in three days and just wal k away? The thought twi sted like a
serrated chert blade in his gut.

"Lichen?" le couldn't help but ask. "Who told you | was your
f at her ?"

"WIlf Slayer. He said that's where | got ny ability to Dream-from
you. "

"What el se did he tell you?"

Li chen pull ed Wanderer's arm over her so she could hold his hand

agai nst her chest and pat his fingers gently. The spark fly caught her
attention for a nonent while it blinked near the door-hanging, trying
to find a way out.

"Wanderer, you have to pronmise not to tell anyone. WIf Slayer told ne
it was a secret.”

"I promise. Wat did he say?"

Her brow puckered. "Well, he said that you and I, we have to go to
Cahokia. Bulrush told ne that N ghtshade needs us. | don't--"
Wanderer's sudden jerk silenced Lichen. He squeezed her hand tenderly,
trying to conceal his alarm To help N ghtshade? |Is that, why she's
been calling ne? "Did he say why?"

"No, he just said that one of these days soon, Foxfire would cal
us."

"Who is Foxfire?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. A Dreaner. Haven't you ever heard
of hi nP"

"No. But if WIf Slayer warned you he would call, we'd better be
prepared. "

n W]y?"

"No Dreamer wants to be called by a Spirit Hel per he has never heard
of, Lichen. It's alittle like nmeeting G andfather Gizzly
unexpectedly in the forest. You never know whether he'll just turn and
wal k away--or force you to run for your life."



H

i ght shade wal ked the long halls of the tenple, her red dress
fluttering around her legs in the muted light. The fragrance of spiced
hi ckory oil rose especially strong tonight; even the delicate scent of
t he cedar poles was overpowered. Frightened murrmurs drifted out of the
roonms. From sonewhere far off, she could hear Tharon's high, shril

| aught er.

In the afternoon---and for the first tinme--the Starborn had cone to
her, begging her to breathe life into their Wl lpots so they m ght see
into the future and discern the patterns of the battles to cone. They
were desperately trying to pl ease Tharon. Ni ghtshade had | aughed. What
a fool Tharon had been to think that she would ever agree to help him
or his priests and priestesses.

She had earned herself twelve nore enemnies today. But you knew it was
com ng. Unavoi dable. Nightshade turned down the hall to her room..
and stopped dead in her tracks. Orenda lay curled on her side in front
of Ni ghtshade's door. Asleep? The child clutched a huge doll to her
chest. The toy stared at Ni ghtshade fromits bl ack-and-white mask. A
mast er pi ece of carved cedar, it represented the triunmph of Light over
Dark in the Beginning Tine.

How odd that Orenda woul d have gat hered the courage to approach
Ni ght shade's door. No one el se possessed such bol dness--not after the
past week--includi ng Tharon

She knelt by Orenda. The girl's pretty face | ooked haunted, her cheeks
unnatural ly pal e against the tunbled frane of her hair. Her closed
eyes and nmouth twitched. Dirt and soot spotted her gol den robe.

Ni ght shade frowned. Didn't Orenda have attendants? WAs there no one
to make certain that she ate and dressed properly? Strange. \Wen

Ni ght shade had been ni ne sunmers, she'd had two attendants who slept in
the roomw th her, there to take care of her



Ni ght shade stroked Orenda's hair delicately.

"No! D-Don't!" Orenda scranbled back against the wall in terror
draggi ng her precious doll wth her.

"Orenda, it's Nightshade. It's all right. [I'mnot going to hurt
you. "

Orenda's mouth trenbl ed, moving with silent words while she stared
wi de-eyed at Nightshade. "You .. . can

"What is it, Orenda?" Wen tears filled the child' s eyes, N ghtshade
smled gently.

Shivering all over, Orenda managed to say, "I--1 wanted to know ..."
"Yes?"

"Could I ... | want to sleep in your room" She burst into choking
sobs.

A tickle of prenonition played at the edges of N ghtshade's soul
Sonething's not right here. Wy would she choose ne, of all people?

"OfF course you can. And |I'd actually enjoy the conpany," she said as
she rose to her feet. "Il've been lonely since | returned to Cahoki a.
"Il rearrange the hides so you'll have a place to sleep.”

Orenda darted forward and twined a hand in N ghtshade's skirt. She
| ooked up with her whole tormented heart in her eyes. "Can .. . can we
go in now?"

Ni ght shade pul |l ed asi de the door-hanging. "Yes. | even have sone fish



soup left that we can share." &

Eighteen i "'mreally frightened this tine, Badgertail. Wat in the nane
of Mboon Maiden are we fighting for?" Locust shook her head and fl opped
back against the wall. To escort Ni ghtshade, she had dressed plainly,

wearing a sinple blue-and-tan kilt. No adornments hung in her stubby
brai ds, which made her stern expression seemall the nore stony.

"The chiefdom" Badgertail said fervently. "W're fighting to keep the
chiefdomintact. to protect our way of life."

"Then why doesn't it feel like it, cousin? Do you know that Tharon
called ne to the tenple five tines today? You know what for?" Locust
shook a fist angrily. "To rant and shout, vowing to obliterate his
betrayers. "

"He did the sane to nme."

Badgertail paced the shabby hides that lay on the floor. H s house was
a long rectangle, forty hands by thirty. A variety of war coups
decorated the walls. The entire western side was covered with shields
painted in bright yellows, reds, and blacks.. Stunpware sat in every
corner, supporting exotic pots and baskets acquired during

battl e-wal ks. Hi s sleeping platformstood al ong the northern wall at
the junction of the wall and roof. A ladder led up to it. The doorway
opened to the east, facing the palisade wall and Father Sun's first
norni ng rays.

On this warm ni ght, Badgertail had pinned the door hanging up so the
light of the nobon could drench the interior. A liquid silver film
poured through the opening, so radiant that it sparkled in every hair
on the elk hides that lay strewn across the floor. By conparison, the
fire bow sitting in the southern corner seened a pale caricature.

"Badgertail, tell ne what we're going to do."

"We're going to obey the orders of our chief, Locust."



"How can we? He just commanded us to destroy a little village of a
hundred people and then kill anyone who won't join forces with us! It's
insane! It will destroy the' chiefdom™

"No." Badgertail massaged his forehead. "No, | don't think so. W'l
have to initiate the attacks properly, but if everything goes as |I'm
pl anning, the only thing we'll destroy will be the troubl emakers."

"Who isn't a troubl enaker these days?" Locust shouted as she shook her
fists in frustration. "Who?" She clenched her teeth so tightly that
her jaw stuck out.

"Locust

For a long tinme Badgertail evaded her gaze. He had been fighting a
losing battle against a tide of despair ever since the attack on R ver
Mounds. Hi s dawn discussion with Black Birch had only augnented the
sense of futility. The man had |lost his sense. He just wanted
revenge--and revenge was the business of the clans, not of the

chi efdom Badgertail had left the neeting with an overwhel mi ng urge to
slamhis fists into sonething, preferably Black Birch

To calmthe sick dread tormenting him Badgertail had gone to wal k the
shooting platforms that lined the palisades. And all day he had
listened to his warriors |augh about the war in the offing, cursing

Pet aga and the traitorous villages that had joined his cause, boasting
of their prowess and of how quickly they would destroy these upstart
enemi es. Every warrior had hung on Badgertail's words, nost of them
staring at himthrough eyes reverent with faith. They believed he
could lead themto victory and honor. Qhers, however, had studied him
with a measured .. . what? Skepticisn? He batted away the thought.
Too much is happening for you to heed absurd notions.

"Badgertail, listen to ne." Locust |eaned forward. "Qur warriors do
not understand yet what sort of orders Tharon is giving. When they do

Badgertail lifted his hands and shook them hel pl essly. "Wat would you



have ne do, Locust? Shall | join forces with Petaga? Do you want ne
to assassinate the Sun Chief? What?"

"I don't know, cousin. | just want you to think about it. You know
I"mon your side, no matter what you decide." By the Long-Nosed God,
she neant it! Badgertail's soul shriveled, twisting |like a slice of
nmeat tossed carelessly into the niddle of a blaze. Did everyone have
faith in himexcept hinself? He had never felt so alone in his life.
Desperati on began tugging at his guts with the keen tal ons of Eagle.

"I'"1l think about it, Locust. But you know what mnmy decision will be in
the end."

Locust gl anced unconfortably at him Badgertail had seen "that sane

| ook once before, the night they had carried Bobcat's body fromthe

I nner Chamber at River Muunds. Forced loyalty--the loyalty of a
warrior who knows that what she is doing is wong but feels she owes
too nmuch to her war |eader to back out of the battle, no matter that it
m ght cost her her soul.

Locust | owered her eyes and sighed. "Wl f Pup has risen. |1'd better
go to escort Nightshade.”

"Thank you. Maybe she can help untangle this nmess."
Locust stood. "Do you really believe that?"
"I want to believe it."

"She hates us, Badgertail. |If she could influence your actions to our
doom she would."

"l know that, cousin. Leave it to ne. I think I1'Il be able to tell if
it's the latter."

"I certainly hope so," Locust grow ed as she left.

Badgertail paced aimessly for a few noments, shaking his head,
fighting with hinmself. Then he went to pull the jug of tea fromthe
shadowed niche in the south wall, where he'd left it to cool. Funbling,
he knocked it sideways so that a splash darkened the floor. Cal m down,
he told hinself. Do you want N ghtshade to think you're a fool?

Carefully, he poured the tea into a small fal con-headed pot. Made from



birch twi gs steeped in hot birch sap, the tea tasted of wi ntergreen
and honey. He placed the pot and two cups on the shell-inlaid wooden
platter that sat atop a thick pile of hides.

Badgertail resumed his restless pacing. Wen he caught his image in
the mca mrror suspended near the doorway, the reflection stunned him
Bul gi ng brown eyes gazed back at himfroma weave of deep winkles. The
tattoos on his cheeks, once bright blue, had dulled to a nelancholy

i ndigo. Gay shone in his hair like strands of Spider's web shinmering
in the sunlight. Wen did you get so old, Badgertail? And when did
you start fighting wars that had no honor in then?

Roughl y, he massaged the back of his neck to | essen the tension

Tharon had ordered himto hurl their entire arny of a thousand at
Redweed Vill age. Badgertail had protested, convincing Tharon that
prudence dictated he | eave at | east two hundred warriors to guard
Cahoki a. But eight hundred battl e-hardened warriors agai nst a hundred
corn farmers'? How coul d Badgertail convince his warriors to go
through with it? Locust was right. Once they understood the brutality
of the order, only a few of themwould like it. He would have to
-figure sonething out, naybe split his forces into small groups and
take only the nost "hearty" warriors to Redweed with him

Soft voices rose outside. Locust called, "I've brought Priestess
Ni ght shade, Leader Badgertail ."

Badgertail nervously straightened his tan-and-black kilt. His
shel | - heavy forel ocks swung with his novenents. "Enter. "

Ni ght shade ducked through the door-hanging. Beautiful |ong black hair
spill ed around her shoul ders; her red dress was belted with a delicate
cord woven of mlkweed threads. It highlighted the narrowness of her
wai st and the full ness of her breasts. A shell gorget engraved with a
human hand draped her neck.

"Pl ease, sit down."



Ni ght shade kept standing, rigid, vigilant.

Locust | eaned through the doorway. "WII| you need ne for anything

el se?"

"No, thank you, Locust. |[I'Il escort the priestess back to the tenple
Go home and get sone rest. You'll be needing it."

"Yes, cousin. 1'll see you tonmorrow. Good night." She vanished |ike

snoke in the w nd.

When Badgertail turned, he found N ghtshade staring at himintently.
What was it about those eyes? So black and unforgiving, they nade a
man feel as though he had been castrated with a dull chert flake. And
yet so magnetic; it was like looking into the eyes of a coiled

rattl esnake.

"Could I get you something to drink?"

"You could. Thank you."

"l have a wonderful tea ... and, of course, white drink."
"Tea would be fine."

He knelt on the hides and poured two conch-shell cups while he
surreptitiously watched N ghtshade wander his house. She scrutinized

t he shields, touching the painted designs with the intinmacy of a nother
tending a hurt child. D d they speak to her? Could she discover their
bl oody history just by laying a hand on then?

"Why don't you sit down, N ghtshade?"
"I don't plan on being here long."
"Pl ease stay long enough to finish a cup of tea."

She came across the roomli ke Wasel stal king Muse, unnaturally quiet,
fluid. Her red dress spread in a circle around her when she sat down
opposite him Through the doorway behind her, spark flies danced

agai nst the pearl escent background of night.

He handed her a cup, noticing how quickly she took it. Their fingers
brushed for less than a blink of time. Trying not to touch nme. Am|
so tainted? Badgertail sank back, bringing his cup carefully to his
mouth to sip. The wintergreen tasted rich and sweet. "N ghtshade,
wanted to talk to you to--"



"Tel| nme about Orenda.”

"Orenda?" He gestured aimessly. "There's not nuch to tell. As
you' ve noticed, she's a bizarre child. | don't think she's left the
temple in four or five cycles. She never plays with .. . wth anyone,

children or adults. She just skul ks around the tenple."
"I's she Spirit-touched?"

"No, no. | don't think so. Although--"

"Have you ever heard her speak to anyone but Tharon?"

"To Singw, when she was alive. | even saw her whisper to A d Marnot
once."

"How | ong ago?"

Badgertail drank leisurely while he thought about the inplications of

Ni ght shade' s questions. Wy was she so curious about Orenda? The
child had never been nore than a trace of mist at Cahokia, |ess visible
than that, if the truth be known. Badgertail remenbered being startled
several times by com ng upon Orenda hiding in the tenple, usually
crying--startled, because he had forgotten she existed. "I saw her
speak to A d Marnot for the first tine just a few days before his
death. Wy do you. care?"

"She's been hurt, Badgertail. By Tharon, |I'malnobst certain.”
Ni ght shade |ifted her eyes to gaze at the wall behind him

Uneasily, he turned to exam ne the space hinself. The square of
nmoonl i ght that penetrated the doorway had transformed her shadow,
changing it into an anorphous creature, dark, huge. Badgert ai
suppressed a shudder, worried that it m ght not be a shadow after all
but her Spirit Hel per, Mudhead. He had |listened many tines to Ad

Mar not whi sper about the enornmous denmon with the tw sted face who

foll oned N ghtshade everywhere. dd Marnot, the great and powerful
priest, had feared that Hel per as though his own soul were in jeopardy
any time it appeared.

Ni ght shade said, "So, Badgertail, you called me here to ask nme about
Petaga's war plans."” "lI'mnot asking you to betray him Ni ghtshade."



"No? What are you aski ng?"

Badgertail net her stern gaze and noticed for the first time the

puffiness of fatigue that encircled her eyes. Had she been" wal ki ng

the floor at night worrying, as he had? "Tell nme howto stop the

killing. Can you? Do you know how | can save the chiefdomw thout'.
wi t hout doi ng what Tharon has ordered nme to?"

"No. "

He paused. "You don't know-or you won't tell ne?"

"l don't know. "

Badgertail frowned into his tea. "How can you not know? | nean, |
don't understand very much about Dreaning, but | thought--"

"You thought right. | should have been able to dive through the Wl
of the Ancestors and walk the path in the Underworld to ask First
Wman. "

"And you haven't?"

"No. "

"Can | ask why not?"

She ran a hand through the wealth of her black hair. "Apparently First
Wman has cl osed the Underworld .. . out of anger." "At us?"

"Yes. For destroying the land. And in punishnment for something that
Tharon has done. | wish | knew nore, but |I don't."

Ni ght shade shifted sideways to bring up her knees so she could prop her
cup on them Moonlight fell over her face, silvering each curve,

hi ghl i ghting the shadows of her cheeks and nostrils. She seened frai
and half-afraid. Her face touched sonething deep inside him sone
illogical need to hold and pet her

"Ni ght shade," he said, "if you can't get in, who' can

"A woman whom Wanderer is teaching. | don't know her name, but she's
Powerful. Mre Powerful than | am"

"I didn't know there was anyone nore Powerful than you."



She funbl ed insecurely with her cup, as though his words had wounded
her. He couldn't imagine how Bulrush? Had he said sonething that
rem nded her of Bulrush? O perhaps it was just being alone with a man
for the first time since her |over's death.

"And that's why you want me to bring Wanderer here? So we can find out
who this woman is?"

Ni ght shade nodded. "Yes. She's the vital link."
"To what ?"

"To stopping this war."

Badgertail exhaled in relief. "That's all | needed to know from you,
Ni ght shade. Thank you for telling ne. ['Il bring Wanderer here as
soon as | find him.. . and I'll guard himwith nmy very life."

Ni ght shade took a long drink of her tea, and Badgertail expected her to
set her cup down and |leave. But she didn't. Instead, she pointed to
the falcon pot. "My | have nore tea?"

"Of course," he said in surprise and refilled her cup, then poured his
full again, too.

She smiled, and the softness of it built a warnmth under Badgertail's
heart. He noticed that her breathing had gone shallow. The red fabric
over her breasts rose and fell swiftly.

"I also didn't know that you feared anyone,"” he said softly. "Least of

all, me."
"/Il feared anyone, it ought to be you, ny kidnapper."”
Badgertail | ooked down at the scars on his wists. "I didn't do it out

of malice, N ghtshade. dd Marnot had Dreamed that you and the
Tortoi se Bundle could bring Mother Earth back to life."

"He didn't understand the problemhere.” "You nean that his Dream was

wr ong?"

She set her cup on the floor, where it cast a |ong shadow. "Not wong,
just .. . inconplete. He didn't see far enough, or he woul d have known

that I wasn't the one he needed. And he woul d have seen that your
peopl e--"



"You still don't consider us your people, after all these cycles?"

Her brow furrowed, as if the question upset her. She picked Up her cup
again and took four long sips to drain it, then set it back on the

platter. "You will never be ny people, Badgertail. You've forgotten
First Wonan's Dream "Find a new way," she said, or we'd all be dead.
"Learn the grass, the root, and the berry." Your people abused her

Dream You decided it was all right to take and take."

Wearily, she braced a hand against the hides and stood up. "Thank you
for the tea, War Leader." She turned to the doorway.

Badgertail stunbled over the platter as he rose and | unged for her

hand. "Nightshade, please ..." They stood toe to toe, staring at each
other. She glanced down at his hand, holding hers in a hard grip, then
scanned his face, waiting. "If you Dream anything ... could you .
I'"mnot asking that you help me, but there are people out there, nany
of them children, who don't deserve what's coning."

Desperation taunted him He needed her hel p--but she would never help
him H's gaze traced the smooth line of her jaw, renmenbering how she
had | ooked as a child: terrified, clinging to his war shirt for entire
days and nights while they skul ked through the swanps to find the Bl ack
Warrior River. He had never nmeant to hurt her. He had only been
trying to save his people. Inpulsively, Badgertail gently caressed a

| ock of Nightshade's hair. She had grown into such a beautiful woman

Ni ght shade shivered, as though cold. Instinctively, he lifted an arm
then hesitated to slip it around her shoulders, letting it hover
awkwardly. For several agonizing nonents, she held his gaze. Then her
eyes changed, going soft and nore vul nerable than he had ever seen
them She took a step forward and eased into his arns. "Just hold
me, " she said.

He pulled her close. The scent of her hair and the feel of her breasts



agai nst his chest left himoff balance. How long had it been since he
had held a wonan? Twenty cycles? Yes--Two Tassels. But it hadn't
been like this. Holding N ghtshade conforted himdeep down, like a
war m bl anket on a cold winter night. He brushed his chin over her
hair, and for a tineless nonent |let hinmself drown in the feel of her
body against his. Wy had she asked himfor this? Ws she as lonely
as he was? As worried about tonorrow?

Slowy, fearful of her response, he | eaned down and kissed her. The
touch of her lips against his sent a fiery wash through his veins.

Ni ght shade pul | ed back. Her eyes searched his face. "Bulrush stil
lives in ny soul, Badgertail. But ... | thank you."

He straightened. "Let me wal k you back to the tenple.”
"It's not necessary."

"But | think it wise. The village is confused. Tenpers are running
wild--if you'll recall the reaction upon your arrival. You night need
ne."

She inclined her head. "Thank you."

Badgertail wal ked at her side, parting the net of spark flies that
glittered above the grass. Tonorrow he would have to sit down with
Tharon and Bl ack Birch and lay out his final plan for annihilating
Petaga's arny. |If he could just get to the chiefs of the northern
vill ages, especially the | arger ones such as Bl addenut and Henfoot, he
m ght be able to end this before it boiled into full-scale warfare.

Per haps he could even talk sense into Wite C over Munds; they had at
| east four hundred warriors. Petaga would never bargain as long as he
had superior nunbers, but if Badgertail could equal the odds, he

m ght .

Badgertail found hinself watching N ghtshade's hair flutter in the
wi nd. And sonet hing soothed in his troubled soul

n a hidden valley to the north, nine hundred warriors canped, their
robes thrown on the soft grass. The pungent



scents of 'sweating bodies and human wastes pricked the breeze,
wafting up to the guards who stood on the bluff, silhouetted agai nst
t he noonlight.

Pet aga cl apped hi s hands as he peered over the crackling canp fire at
Hai | cl oud. Moon Maiden's glow illum nated the war | eader's face,
shadowi ng his eyes and nouth. "That's three hundred nore, Hail cl oud!
Wth Red Star on our side, that makes twelve hundred. W can do it. W
can beat Badgertail!™

Hai | cl oud's brows drew down over his slender nose. "l pray that you
are right, ny Chief."

Petaga's joy died at the apprehension in that voice. "You don't think
so?"

"Maybe. |If we can keep our warriors together. They cone from so nany
different clans." He gestured weakly. "I don't know. It will be a
trial. W still nust recruit nore warriors and gather supplies

qui ckly, praying that we haven't |ost the el enent of surprise. And

t hi nk we have."

n W]y?"

"Too many peopl e escaped our attack on Spiral Munds. Any one of them
could have fled to Cahokia. | fear, my Chief, that Badgertail has
al ready started assenbling his warriors."

Pet aga | owered his eyes and squinted at the wavering flanmes. The
orange |ight drenched the brush around themlike thick anber resin.
"What will Badgertail's strategy be? Can you guess?"

Hailcloud lifted a burly shoulder. "Wre | hin? | would nmake a play
for all the unaligned chiefs. Every small village we haven't
approached yet, and those that have refused to join us--they'd be ny
target. | would tell themthat the chiefdomwas at stake and that they
had to choose sides."

"And if they refuse? As nost did our offer."

Hai | cl oud propped a fist on his knee. "He's Badgertail. The small
villages will gorigid with terror the nmonent they see himconing." He
fixed Petaga with stony black eyes. "They'll either flee instantly or

want to please him"



"But if he surrounds themwith a full force of a thousand, how can
they flee?"

Hailcloud's fist tightened. "I don't .. . I"'mnot sure, but | don't
thi nk Badgertail will approach it that way. |If he really does want
them on his side--and he does--he'll send | ess-threatening em ssaries.

It would be nore like himto split his forces into smaller groups. That
way, he can discern very quickly which villages are friends and which
are foes."

Pet aga exhal ed wearily. "Then we must stop him"
"Yes ... if we can. He'll make it easier for us if he does split his
forces."

"How do you mean?"

"Smal | war parties are easier to confuse than |large ones. |If we use
qui ck hit-and-run tactics .. . well, 1'll have to think about it nore
But the first thing we must do is to cut off his lines of

communi cation. "

"So we'll need to station | ookouts on every possible trail, you
mean?"
Hai | cl oud nodded. "And in groups of three or four .. . just in case

Badgertail decides to send guards with his runners."

Pet aga stared out into the cool darkness where the spark flies

twi nkled. The distant nmuttering of wind in the valley bel ow sounded

om nous, |ike denons whispering secrets to each other. H's father's
smle, knowi ng, reassuring, lurked bittersweet in the back of his
menory. He heard Jenos' words: "No one can |lead wthout risk, boy. The
di fference between a great |eader and a fool is know ng when to act and
when not to." But how do I know, Father?

Jenos' gentle eyes had gone sad, shrinking blackly into hollow orbits
froma sun-bl eached skull that stared out over an enpty land. Tattered
strips of desiccated flesh clung to the bone here and there. They
quivered and trenbled in a hot breeze that gurgled like his nother's
throat had on the day Hail cl oud strangl ed her



Pet aga rubbed his brow, dropping his hand to his tenples to mask his
troubled eyes. "Let's get the | ookout parties organized first thing
tomorrow, Hailcloud. |If what you say is true, Badgertail will be on
t he nove soon.”

"As you wish, my Chief."

"I's there a way out, Hailcloud? O was Aloda right? Are we all
trapped in the end?"

Hailcloud filled his lungs and exhal ed, a vacant smile on his lips. "I
amonly a warrior, ny Chief."

Pet aga nodded. A warrior always had a way out ... in the end. The
acrid snoke of Spiral Munds--so many days behind them-still burned in
Pet aga's nose. Wuld he ever be free of that stench?

N net een

Li chen blinked herself awake in the warnth of her blankets. A cool
breeze neandered through the wi ndow and sniffed at the col orful baskets
al ong the back wall. The Power synbols, particularly the black
crescent noons, observed it with a detached bermusenent, as though
intrigued by the curious habits of Wnd Mt her.

Qut si de, Hanged Wnman shone dimy above the cloud puffed horizon
Li chen stretched while she stared at the eight tw nkling points of
light sewn on the lilac canvas of predawn.

Wanderer's bed lay enpty. \Where could he be? Lichen studied the
shadows that flowed into the folds of his tunbled bl ankets, then rose
and slipped on her dress and sandal s.

She took the trail that wound over the top of the rock shelter
considering all the places Wanderer m ght have gone. The waking sun
sent shafts of light to pierce the drifting clouds. Far down on the



west ern horizon where Hanged Wman's feet had di sappeared, the
irregul ar skyline of the bluffs glinmrered purplish. Shadows | engthened
in the floodplain below, blurring the bristly outlines of goosefoot and
starwort.

Li chen yawned as she wal ked. The fragrance of bl ossom ng gay feat her
clung to the air. Delicate stens heavy with purple flowers survived
undaunt ed al ong the sun-blasted knoll tops. Lichen wi shed she had
brought along a digging stick. She could have pried out two of the
long roots and roasted themover a fire for breakfast. This early in
the spring, gay feather had a sweet, earthy flavor, but in another
nmoon, it would have gone pithy and unpal at abl e.

She squinted at the trail. Mccasin prints dinpled the sand. Lichen
cal l ed, "Wanderer?"

Caws punctured the norning stillness, and Lichen tipped her face to
watch the ravens. They flirted with the ragged edge of the bl uff,
di ving cl ose, hovering on the updrafts, then canting their wings to
soar away.

She cupped a hand to her mouth and yelled, "Crossed Beak, is that
you?"

One of the ravens swooped over her head, and she could tell that it was
i ndeed Crossed Beak. He thocked at her. ""Were's Wanderer? Have you
seen hi nP"

The voice that eased up over the edge of the precipice nade her junp.
"I'mover here."”

Lichen trotted forward and peered out into near nothingness. The

i mestone dropped away in a cliff that plunged to the ground two
hundred hands below. Six hands down, Wanderer sat cross-legged on a
narrow | edge that perched over thin air. He had wapped a

red- and- brown bl anket around his shoulders to fend off dawn's chill
"That | ooks pretty scary, Wanderer."

"Does it? | hadn't noticed," he responded cheerfully.
"What are you doi ng out there?"

He extended a hand to her as he slid over a few feet. "Cone down and
"1l tell you."



Li chen put her fingers in his and |let himsupport her weight while she
scranbl ed over the gritty edge of the bluff to sit beside him She
scooted as far back as she could, making certain she had solid rock
behi nd her before she relaxed. The three ravens glided down to fl oat
on the ocean of air before them

"This is a Power place," Wanderer explained. "I come here a lot to

t hi nk about Earthnaker, the Spiral, and the One." He grinned and
untucked his blanket to wap it around her shoul ders. She snuggl ed
against him glad for his warnth. He'd worn his tattered wol f-hide
robe, painted with the red tortoise and the green spirals. It snelled
of wood snmoke and odd spi ces.

"What are those things? | mean, | know who Earthmaker is. |'ve heard
stories about himall ny life. About how he made the world covered
with water and told Tortoise to dive down and pull up dirt"--she
illustrated Tortoise's journey with a plunging hand--"so that he could
nmol d | and and people. But what are the Spiral and the One?"

Wanderer's winkles rearranged into sober lines. "What are they? Wy,
they' re everything."

"The Spiral is everything?"

"Yes." He waved a hand at the bl ue-shadowed valley below. "The Spira
is all that is."”

"And what's the One?"

"All that is .. . and is not."

Li chen tucked the edge of the blanket around her chilly toes. "That
doesn't make any sense, Wanderer. Al that is not isn't anything at

all."

"Good thinking! Tell me, what else conmes to your nmind?" He shifted to
peer at her.

"Well, if the One isn't anything, what is it?"

" Not hi ng. "

Li chen grimaced, and Wanderer's face lit as though he anticipated great
t houghts fromher. "Nothing can't exist, Wanderer. | nmean .. . it's
not hi ng. "

"Exactly! That's why the One is the heartbeat of the Spiral. If it



was sonething, it couldn't be the basis for everything. It can be the
basis for everything only if it isn't anything at all."

Li chen opened her nmouth, then closed it and-shook her head. "Wanderer
that's silly."

A lopsided grin split his face. For several nmonments he squinted out at
t he strengthening gl ow of Father Sun. He chuckled softly, then sniled,
t hen chuckl ed again while he watched the veil of translucent anber
creep higher and higher into the |lavender belly of the sky. Rays from
t he unborn sun tinted the basin, painting the silhouettes of rocks and
bushes with an opal escent fringe of fire.

"You know, Lichen," Wanderer said at last, "there are Dreaners who
believe that all of the Spiral is illusion."

"You mean they think the world is illusion?" She snorted her disgust.
"Do you believe that?"

Wanderer | eaned cl ose and whi spered, "Lichen, do you really want to get
to the Cave of First Wman?"

"Yes," she answered fervently. "l have to."

Wanderer's eyes twinkled. "Wat if | told you that no matter what |
teach you, no matter how hard you try, all the know edge and skill in
the world won't be enough to take you there?"

Li chen frowned. "I don't understand, Wanderer. 1Isn't that why you're
teaching ne? So I'll learn howto Dreambetter? 1Isn't that what
trappi ng Father Sun and hunting First Wman's tree was all about ?"

"No, Lichen. | was trying to teach you that you have to let go of the
i dea of you."

"I'f I let go of me, how can | becone a Dreaner?"

Leani ng back against the |inestone, Wanderer |aced his fingers around
one knee and watched the splinter of sun peek over the horizon. A

gl orious flood of yellow drenched the land. Plants cast off their
shadows and stood naked in the splendor, their arns lifted high to
recei ve Father Sun's norning bl essing. The ravens soared and dove in
del i ght.

"Poor Lichen," he said as though speaking to soneone who wasn't there.
"She thinks she can Dream her way to the Cave." He grinned wyly at
her. "Don't you?"



"Sure. | thought that's why |I was here."

"No. You will never find it. There are no tricks or methods for
getting there. Wen you learn that everything you want, everything you
crave and believe, is just spark flies flitting through the

dar kness--then you'll find First Wman's Cave."
" Spar kflies?"
"Yes," he chuckl ed. Know edge and skill are nothing nore than spark

flies darting through the evening sky with Bat in hot pursuit. They
| ead Bat a nerry chase, don't they?"

Li chen nodded. "So what?"
"When Bat catches them what happens?”

"He gets to eat, which keeps himfrom dying."
"Yes," Wanderer said sadly. "Bat spends a great deal of tinme chasing
spark flies so he won't die. And if he would just let hinself die,
why, he'd find out that he didn't need those glittering flies at

all.”

"OF course not!" Lichen blurted inirritation. "He wouldn't need
spark flies because he'd be dead."

Wanderer grinned. "You don't follow this at all, do you, Lichen? On,
wel | "

He hopped to his feet and began scranbling back up over the edge of the

bluff. H s noccasins sent a shower of sand over Lichen's head. "And
you did so well in the Underworld! But never mind, you'll understand
the One eventually. That is, either you will or you won't. And if I'm

any good at all to you, you'l

H s voice faded, as he strode across the bluff in that ungainly,
long-linmbed wal k, his tattered sleeves swirling about him

The flock of ravens flapped to glide around his head, caw ng as though
gi ving advice. Wanderer yelled back at them waving his arnms for
enphasis whil e he strode headl ong back toward his house.

"Wait! \Wanderer?"

Li chen tied the bl anket around her waist and warily eased up fromthe



linmestone lip, sliding her back against reliable rock until she could
dig her fingers into a crevice and brace her feet. By the tine she
managed to cl anmber up onto the crest, Wanderer was no longer in

si ght.

Green Ash ducked and waddl ed t hrough her doorway before she inhaled a
breath of the heavy night air. The pain in her wonb throbbed with each
step she took, |eaving her weak and trenbling. The odor of smudge pots
wafted on the breeze coming up fromthe river. Dogs barked and yi pped
somewhere. A baby crying, voices of a man and wonan having a | oud
argunent, and frogs croaking could be heard. Oher than that, the
houses of the Commonbom had gone omi nously quiet. She |let her eyes
adjust to the night. Fires gleamed |like strewn drops of honey,
reflecting fromthe thatched houses and sonber faces of people cooking
dinner. But no laughter carried on the cool evening wind. This night,
no one dared breathe. Today Badgertail had left with over eight
hundred warriors, and then the traders had rushed in, brimrng with
terrible news of Petaga.

More war. How can we bear it?

Green Ash carried her plate of corn cakes across the hard-packed ground
toward the elders sitting outside of Checkerberry's house. A pile of
corncobs |l ay stacked near the central fire. The cobs burned hot and
fast, but wood was too precious to use for a sinple warnming. The
people in the outlying villages could still scavenge oak, hickory, and
dogwood, but it was a full day's wal k for people here.

Green Ash eyed the powerful woren around the fire warily. They'd cone
to talk of the future, to decide what the clans should do. Tharon

m ght be the Sun Chief, but these wonen held the ultimte fate of
Cahokia in their hands. The decisions they made on this night would
determine the course of the future.



The four clans controlled all of the fields w thin walking distance of
Cahokia. They farnmed them gave half of their crops to the Sun Chief
to keep the chi efdom goi ng, and stockpiled the rest to feed their
lineage, or to trade for needed goods. 1In the past five cycles, the
stockpil es had been pathetically small. By the Deep- Snow Moon, no one
had been above begging the Sun Chief for a bow of corn. Discontent
had been grow ng.

Sandbar, fromthe Squash Bl ossom C an, sat next to Redhaw, fromthe
Deer Bone Rattle C an; and Tickseed, |eader of the Horn Spoon C an
hunched besi de Checker berry, maternal elder of the Blue Bl anket C an
Each had a prunish face and alnbpst no teeth left in her head. dd, so
old. Their heads glimered with a frosty sheen in the firelight.
Behind them a ring of men and wonen sat quietly, waiting in the hope
of being able to express their views.

Green Ash stepped over a dog sprawl ed at the outer edge of the circle
and hurried to set the plate of corn cakes in front of Checkerberry.
Then she backed away to sit down between Nettle and Prinrose, each of
whom wore a dark expression. Nettle opened the tan-and-red bl anket
over his shoulders to enfold Geen Ash in the warmh. Snuggling

agai nst him she whi spered, "Have they started yet?"

"No. They're just vying for position--boasting of how many children
have been born to their clans this cycle, of how many marriages are in
the offing." "Wat has Checkerberry said?"

He gl anced at her. "Nothing."

"What ? Doesn't she realize that if we don't present a strong face,
we'll be dragged into this like a rabbit to slaughter? | can't
understand--" Prinrose bent sideways. Softly, he said, "Checkerberry
has been staring at nothing ever since Redhaw arrived."

"But |I--" Geen Ash hushed when Redhaw pul |l ed hersel f up straight.
Redhaw wore a beautiful deer hide dress covered with shiny beads of
gal ena--a sign of wealth and status. Geen Ash thought of how nuch
food Redhaw coul d have



purchased for her clan last year if she had sold that dress. She

could have fed fifty for another moon. Only one tooth remrained in
Redhaw s mouth, hanging in the front like a rotting fang. She waved an
armauthoritatively. "Deer Bone Rattle C an has six new husbands

com ng from Yellow Star Mounds. They're bringing | ace and thousands of
seashells with themas dowy. W'I|l be able to trade far to the south
and east next cycle."

"So?" Tickseed snorted disdainfully as she lifted her flabby chin. Her
gray hair had grown so sparse that it |ooked as wi spy as a spiderweb
spun about her round skull. The firelight reflected with snowy

radi ance in her blind eyes. "Wat good are such things when the trade
routes are cut off? Eh? You heard what the traders said today--that
Pet aga has cut off our trade routes!"™ Over the nmurnurs of outrage,

Ti ckseed shouted, "There will be no. nore hickory oil fromthe east.
No nore sacred red cedar will be rafted down the river fromthe north.
VWhere will we get maple sap? Not to mention all the baubles Iike pink
stone for our pipes, or seashell for our bead workers!" She rocked
forward, pinioning Redhaw with her white-filned eyes. "You won't be
able to trade at all, unless we take sonme action here!"

A hollow pit of cold grewin Geen Ash's belly. She shuddered. Nettle
hugged her nore tightly, whispering, "Wait. She may not mean what it
sounds |ike."

G een Ash nodded, but she knew Tickseed better than he did. G een Ash
had served as Checkerberry's nessenger to the other clans for five
cycles. Tickseed rarely attenpted misdirection. It night take her a
little time to lead up to what she wanted to say, but her words were
al ways straight.

Sandbar's eyes narrowed over the broad |unmp of her nose. "Wat are you
suggesting, Tickseed?"

"Al'l of us know what the Sun Chief did to our sister villages this
winter. We--"

"He retrieved the tribute that was owed Cahokia!" Redhaw shrilled in a
voi ce |ike sand against stone. "That corn was ours!”



The dog that had been sl eeping at the edge of the circle yipped and
sprang to its feet in alarm Prinrose waved a hand to it, calling it
over. The dog sniffed the air with a dusty nose, checking for danger
before wagging its tail and trotting over to fl op down on the spreadi ng
hem of Prinrose's tan skirt.

Sandbar shook her head. On the eastern horizon, Mon Maiden timdly
peeked over the bluffs. A mlky flood tarnished the | and, shadow ng
every house and mound in the village. "It doesn't matter whose corn it
was. Qur sister villages needed it to survive. W took it fromthe
nmouths of their children to feed ours. We--"

"Mother Earth is dying," Checkerberry nmuttered. She funbled with a
stick, trying to draw spirals around her extended foot. In the warm
anber gl ow, her unblinking eyes shone w th madness.

Gazes darted around the gathering before falling to stare at nothing.
The words echoed everyone's darkest fears. Wat had happened to the
priests and priestesses who rode the waves of the Underworld? Runors
had rushed like wildfire through the village that none of the Starborn
could get into the Underworld now-that First Wman had cl osed the Gate
to the Well of the Ancestors.

Bl essed Star Ogres, what will we do if it's true? |If the gods have
abandoned us, how can we possibly survive?

Redhaw wet her withered |lips nervously. "I don't think Petaga can keep
the trade routes closed," she began, trying to change the subject.
"Badgertail will slice his arny--"

Checkerberry cut her short. "It's N ghtshade! She's a witch. She's
cursed us! She's always hated us--ever since Badgertail stole her from
her home when she was a child. She's killing us!"

Frightened cries and shouts broke out. People wanted sonmeone to bl ane
for their msfortune, and N ghtshade's reputation blew |like a black
wi nd through their souls.

Redhaw t hrust up her hands. "Stop. Stop it! W don't know this. |If
it were true, why has the Sun Chief not already killed her? It nakes
no sense!"



Checkerberry hunched forward. The fire that had briefly lit her eyes
dwi ndl ed to not hingness. "Still," she whispered, "it's Ni ghtshade.
She's killing us. Wit. Youll see.”

A difficult swallow slid down Sandbar's throat. Funbling with the hem
of her green dress, she said quietly, "Tickseed, earlier you sounded as
t hough you wanted us to choose sides in the upcom ng battle. Do

you?"

Tickseed lifted a narrow shoul der. "Want has nothing to do with it.
Sooner or later, we'll be forced to. You' ve seen how the com grows.
Everyone knows it will be stunted again this cycle."

Redhaw sai d, "Maybe, yes, but what--"

"Just this! |If Badgertail w ns, next season will be worse than |ast.

No one will want to give tribute. W'Ill have to kill to the last child
to take the stockpiles we need to survive." Tickseed pointed a crooked
finger at Redhaw s heart. "If Petaga wins, the systemw || be changed.

You heard the traders talk! Petaga is saying that each village should
handle its own affairs, that we should reorgani ze so that every village
| ooks after itself. |If we don't want to trade south, we can save our
goods and use them for other things--things we want--not things the Sun
Chi ef thinks are good for the chiefdom"

Redhaw shook her head violently, while Sandbar's wrinkled nmouth pursed.
Checkerberry didn't even seemto have heard the argument; she gazed
fixedly at the toe of her sandal.

Green Ash's heart went out to her aunt. It wasn't Checkerberry's
fault. Her soul seened to hover half in her body and half out, as
though it thirsted to | eave, to travel down the Dark River and find her
famly again. It made G een Ash frantic. She |oved her aunt, but she
didn't know what to do to ease Checkerberry's distress. And |I'm not
sure she's wong. Perhaps N ghtshade is to blame for sonme of our
problems. Not all, but

"So you want to join Petaga?" Redhaw asked, glaring at Tickseed.

"It will have to be a unani mous deci sion by the clans,"



Ti ckseed replied cautiously. "Tharon will have to accept anything we
decide here tonight--as long as we all agree to the sanme decision. \Wat

warrior--even Badgertail--will |leave on a battle-walk if his clan tells
himnot to? Were will Tharon find nmen and wonmen willing to enpty our

storage buildings if we tell our people not to? Nowhere! That's where.
Qur people owe their kin before they owe the Sunborn.”

"That's true," Sandbar nuttered, waving a w thered hand. "W know our
power here. Go on with what you were going to say."

Ti ckseed steepled her fingers, choosing her words carefully. "I think
we shoul d consider all of the alternatives. The Sun Chief did not
consult us last cycle before he decided to attack our sister

vill ages--where we have kin. Renenber, elders? For generations, we've
been marrying our nen off to those very villages! Nowwe're killing
them Yes, think back to the old days ... to the great and wi se Keran
Keran woul d have asked us before he even thought about ordering an
attack. G zis would have talked it over with us after he'd thought
about it. Today our nen--our sons--are dead from arrows nade at

Cahoki a." Tickseed paused. "I think we've seen the begi nning of
somet hi ng unbearabl e. "

Sandbar fingered her lunpy nose in thought. "Yes. | think Tickseed is
right. W should watch and consider. Let us wait to see what happens
bet ween Badgertail and Petaga. Then, if--"

"Traitors!"™ Redhaw snarled. She stood up on tottering legs. The

gal ena beads on her dress shimrered in the firelight as she lifted a
fist high over her head. "The Deer Bone Rattle Clan will be no part of
plotting agai nst the Sun Chief! | have spoken!"

She tranped away into the night, the six del egates of her clan
fol | ow ng behi nd.

"Wait!" Prinrose shouted as he leaped to his feet to run after them
"Wait, please! No one here is suggesting treason. Come back
Redhaw " Green Ash stole a glance at Nettle. He had closed his eyes,
i n agony.



Twenty wanderer stretched out on his side and gazed across the room at
Li chen. He had been deliberately waking hinself every few fingers of

time to make certain that she was all right. When she had first

crawl ed under her blankets, she'd been afraid that the nonsters of the
Underworl d mght rise up fromthe darkness and capture her soul.

Hot wi nd seeped through the wi ndow, rocking and spinning the

eagl e-feather prayer fans Wanderer had hung with such care over her
bed. Lichen lay curled securely beneath them her body illuminated in
a shaft of starlight.

The Power synbols on the walls observed in silence, pensive, uncertain
about Lichen now. She had gone far beyond their expectations. \Wanderer
could sense the awe of the Spirals, and he knew how they felt. The
starlight had tipped Lichen's long lashes in silver and flowed into the
twists of braid that fell over her bare shoul der.

Oh, how he loved that child. He had al ways wondered what it woul d be
like to be her father, not just her friend. But he'd never conceived
of this joy. Every time she gave himone of those wy, reproachful

| ooks that said, Wanderer, you're not serious, are you? his soul
soared. \Wen her brows drew together and she listened to himas
breathl essly as if he knew nore than Earthmaker--well, Wanderer didn't
know what to do. It left an unconfortable tickle at the base of his
throat. How did parents handle that? Such unwavering trust nmade him
feel as though he carried a frail pot in his trenbling hands, a vessel
that he dare not break. Lichen demanded nore of Wanderer's soul than
he'd ever had to give to anyone or anything .. . except to Power.

It frightened him The call of Power eddied at the edges of his soul,
rem ndi ng himthat he had been negl ecting his own Dreaning.



| haven't forgotten you. |It's just that she needs ne nore right
NOW.

Great Deer's hooves tw nkled through the wi ndow. The Ogre perched
upsi de down on his nose, his feet in thin air. Wnderer smled. How
did the Ogres do that---tilt themselves into such awkward positions? He
woul d have to see if he could nmanage it sonmetine. H s thoughts
drifted, contenplating all of the rocky places where he m ght be able
to string the necessary ropes.

Wl ves howled faintly in the distance. Twelve of them had roaned
around the rock shelter all day, spying on Lichen and hinself from
behi nd rocks or brush. Every tine he had told a story, they'd pricked
their ears. Qdd. He had never seen so many so unafraid.

Wanderer slipped his armunder his head, floating on the nenory of

t hose burning yell ow eyes. They had been trying to tell himsonething.
VWhat was it? He let hinself drift, thinking about it. Tension
trickled fromhis body, leaving himfeeling as Iight as a hovering

m | kweed seed. Into that peace a Dreamswelled with the runbling Power
of Thunderbird's roar .. . S now bl asted Wanderer, shoving hi m si deways
into an outcrop of boul ders sheathed in ice. He fought to gain a
handhol d, but as he clawed at the transparent surface, his feet
slipped. He tunmbled down the slope, over and over, head over heels.
When he saw the towering snowdrift loomup before him he raised his
arms to protect his head. Flakes gushed around himas he struck it.

Wanderer lowered his arms slowy. dittering apparitions of ice spread
for as far as he could see. To the west, plains collided wth indigo
peaks so jagged and lofty that they lanced the bellies of the Star
Qgres. But .. . the Ogres |ooked different. Their shapes had changed.
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life. Teach her that in Union she will find the Iight, though it
appears as darkness, nakedness, nothingness."

"Who are you?" '"Your people know ne as WIf Slayer. M people called
me WIf Dreaner. | Dance with Power."

"Wl f Slayer?" his voice quaked. "Are you the Spirit who spoke to
Li chen in the Underworld?" "Yes. Hurry .. . hurry ..."

Wanderer forced his wobbly legs to carry himto the edge of the

rai nbow, where he sank his fingers into the bands of |ight and hoi sted
hinself onto the arch. A thrill filled himas he ran up the center. By
the tine he reached the crest where the youth waited, he was panting.

G orious colors curled up around himw th translucent splendor. WlIf

Sl ayer's body radiated a golden light, as if Father Sun lived inside
him Black eyes stared out fromeither side of his straight nose. The
grief and concern in those eyes rent Wanderer's soul. WIlf Slayer's
smle turned wistful. "Do you hear them Dreaner? Listen."

Faint screans crept up fromevery sparkle in the rai nbow. Agony
clutched at Wanderer, a pain so overwhelm ng that he crunpled to his
knees and dug his fingers into the red-and purple bands.

The colors swirled and twi ned, solidifying into war. Sparkflies
glittered in the air, seemngly unaware of the tattooed warriors who
raced through a plaza with their chert-studded war clubs raised. And
the fires! Flames vaulted from house to house before catching in the
bone-dry grass. The fire swelled to a brilliant orange wall as it
consumed t he underbrush and swept into the parched cornfields like a
ragi ng beast.

Wanderer felt hinmself descending, being pulled into the mdst of the
battle. Wmen and children |lunged out of their blazing honmes and into
the haze of snoke that billowed into the starry sky. The pungent odor
of fear-sweat sickened Wanderer. Shrieks and shouts tore the air as



peopl e rushed around him their terrified faces bl eached by the flanes
engul fing the night.

"Where is this, WIf Slayer?" "You don't recognize it?"
"No, |--" Another thatched house ignited, and Wanderer glinpsed the
| oom ng shape of a mound. "Cahokia?" : "Yes. The tine is short.

Prepare yourself. Dreanmer. When Gzis' father, old Keran, decided
that his people could pillage the | and, he tipped the Spiral out of

bal ance. But when Tharon broke one of the people's nost sacred taboos,
the Spiral flipped. And now war has sprung fromthe drought > and

fam ne. First Wnman has turned her head. She believes humans deserve
to tread the path of Mammoth and Saber Tooth Cat. She has spun such a
veil of illusion around the entrance to the Cave that no Dreaner has
been able to pass to talk to her

"Badgertail left today. Petaga will be waiting for him Beware.

Mot her Earth's hold on life in this land is frail, and grow ng nore so
the I onger First Wman bars the entry to the Cave. |If Lichen cannot
enter the Cave, First Wman's wath will sweep humans fromthis I and
like bits of goose down in the w nd."

Wander er gasped when red Spirals burst fromWlIlf Slayer's chest to
unwind into arms and legs. The tall youth vani shed, and a huge red

spi der rose on those spindly linbs. It |oomed over Wanderer, |eaning

close to peer into his eyes. Wanderer fell to his knees. "I'Il help

you! | promise. Just tell me what to do! Don't hurt me!" "Watch .
see the future that will cone if Lichen cannot enter the Cave."

The spider turned and raced up the rainbow, then | eaped into the
frosty, tw nkling heart of Wl f Pup.

"Wait. Wait!" Wanderer shouted, startled. "Don't |eave ne! WlIf
Sl ayer? Come back! How nmuch time do | have left to teach Lichen? How
nmuch tinme remai ns?"

Wanderer glanced in fear at the battle raging around him The wld



flames sil houetted a crowd of people rushing up fromthe bottom of
Cahokia Creek ... and he recognized N ghtshade. Her expression could
have been nolded fromwhite clay. Hard, unforgiving. But if the
shrieking warriors frightened her, Wanderer could not see it. Wen she
reached the palisades, she ran around to the gate, her long hair
stream ng out behind her

A horde of eneny warriors flooded over the top of the palisade. Wen
t hey saw Ni ght shade, they whooped and pursued her. One shouted, "It's
her! The traitor. Kill her quickly!™ The |ead warrior dove and

t ackl ed Ni ght shade, knocking her to the ground. A second warrior
lifted his war club over her head. N ghtshade screaned.

Wanderer cowered as an earthquake shook the rainbow. distening

t hreads shot through the stars, crackling like lightning as they |anced
across the sky. One bolt soared straight toward WAnderer's chest.
Beady spider eyes grew larger and |arger as the thread approached,

until Wanderer could see the web spinning around himin rai nbow shades,
drawi ng so tight that he couldn't nove .

He bolted, upright in bed, scream ng, "WIf Slayer! No!" Cold sweat
drenched his body. CQutside, an ow hooted as it glided through the
dar kness that capped the bl uff.

"Wanderer ?" Lichen called

He turned and saw her kneeling in bed, an eagle-feather fan clutched to
her bare chest. Her braid draped over her shoulder, the tip touching
her green-and-tan kilt. She gazed at hi mthrough w de eyes.

"Wanderer, are you all right?"

"Lichen, a ... a spider is trying to take over ny soul!"

"What ?  JUst now?"

"Yes, it sent out a web to catch ne."

Li chen bounded to her feet |ike Deer does when an arrow th woks the
tree at her back. Her feet thudded on the hard floor until she |eaped
into bed with him Wth funbling fingers, Wanderer pulled his blankets

up around her chin, then snuggled close to her. On, N ghtshade .. . so
much rests



on nmy daughter. Am| good enough to teach her in time? The Power
synmbol s wat ched in stunned sil ence.

"It didn't have antlers, did it?" Lichen inquired in a small, anxious
voice. "The spider, | mean. D d it have antlers?"

"No, just beady eyes."

She relaxed a little. "But it was a Drean? A Spirit DreanP"
"Yes."

"What was it about?" She flopped onto her back to listen better

"War . nostly."

"You shouted "Wl f Slayer!"™ when you woke up. Did he conme to you?"
Wanderer smoothed his sweaty gray hair. "Yes. Yes, he did. But
Lichen, let's sleep. 1'll tell you about it tomorrow, when | take you

hone. Dreanms have so many hi dden neani ngs. Spiders and rai nbows and
warriors. | need time to think."

Li chen nodded and nuzzled nore deeply into the shelter of his arms. "I
guess it was pretty bad, huh?"

"Pretty bad."

Wanderer fiercely kissed her tenple while his eyes drifted over the
room taking in the fire pit the prayer fans, and finally the rip in
his sleeve. Blood. Through the hole, he could see the gash that tore
his arm , ha ron grabbed one of Orenda's dolls and brutally tore it
in half before throwing the pieces across the room Breathing hard, he
began ki cking the rest of her toys with all of his strength. Fragnents
of corn shuck and silk fluttered in the thin glow. \Were was that big
dol1? He searched every shadowed nook. Gone. The little wetch had
taken her favorite "conpanion" with her



"You' ve asked for it," he rasped. "When | find you, Orenda, you'l
wi sh you were dead with your despicable nother!™

In rage, Tharon overturned Orenda's bed, then nethodically broke every
pot and piece of jewelry he could find. H's rage escal ating, he
snat ched back the door-hangi ng and stanped into the hall

Li ght the color of fresh maple sap coated the walls near the dimy
burning fire bows Kettle had thinned the width of the w cks since

t hey had been unable to get nore hickory oil fromthe |last traders.
Apparently Petaga had cut off their trade access. Well, Badgert ai
woul d fix that. Badgertail always fixed things. Tharon smiled. What
a superb trained bear the burly warrior nade.

"Just you wait, Petaga. |'Ill take great pleasure in watching
Badgertail cut out your living heart. Oh, yes, | ordered himto take
you alive, Petaga. | want to see you die myself!"

Tharon strode through the burnished auras fromone mat-lined hall to
the next. He'd worn his red-lace tunic tonight. The tiny holes in the
weave |l et the gold of his robe come through in flashes |like darts of
lightning. Where could that denmented child have gone? She hadn't
escaped to the outside world, had she? Perhaps hidden in the flood of
Badgertail's warriors?

H s rage towering, Tharon turned a corner and jerked open the first
door - hangi ng he cane to. Boldly, he strode into the room Before his
eyes fully adjusted to the darkness, he heard a wonan gasp.

"My Chief!"™ Thrushsong pulled herself upright in bed, hastily
attenpting to blink the sleep fromher eyes. Ugly and skinny,
Thrushsong woul d never have ascended to the position of priestess had
it not been for her nother's and aunt's deaths a few days earlier

Bl ack hair fell over her face, and she sputtered, "What--"

"Where is ny daughter?"

"I ... | don't know. | haven't--"

"Find her!™ Tharon gritted his teeth, watching maliciously as



Thrushsong | urched out of bed and frantically began throw ng on her
clothes. "I want her in ny roomin |ess than one hand of tine. Search
the south half of the tenple, Priestess. 1'll search the north half.
Wake all the other Starborn if necessary."

"Yes, my Chiefl!"

Tharon ducked back into the hall and raced to the next curtain. Beyond
it lay a storage room filled with vessels containing rare seashells,
pounded sheets of copper, gal ena nuggets, and finely woven bl ankets.
Roughl y, he searched the room shoving aside the |argest jars so that
they crashed to the floor and spilled their contents in a glittering
weal th across the dirt. Tharon slammed his fists into the walls while
he screaned, "I want Orenda! Bring nme ny daughter! Bring ne ny
daughter!"

He heard Thrushsong's feet thudding down the hall and heard her awaken
anot her of the Starborn. Voices rose urgently.

Tharon charged out of the storage room blood pounding. He raced down
the hall and turned the corner, but here his steps faltered. The only
roomstill occupied in this corridor belonged to N ghtshade. Al of

t he other Starborn had nmoved out when Ni ghtshade noved in.

Tharon pursed his lips, trying to overconme his panic at the thought of
chal | engi ng her. Nightshade had been acting very strangely in the past
two days. She ghosted through the halls long after everyone el se had
retired, no nore than a shadow i n the darkness, as though | ooking for
some malignant Spirit that stal ked the night.

Tharon had wat ched her surreptitiously from behind his door-hangi ng.
She seened to spend nore and nore tine outside his room and the

t hought terrified him \Wy? Wat purpose could she have other than to
intimdate hin? For all he knew, she mght be out tonight. Furtively,
he exam ned the hall behind himand heaved a sigh of relief when he saw
that no one stood there.

He had awakened yesterday norning to find a raccoon-skin pouch tacked



over his door. Wen Kettle had taken it down and slit it open, she'd
screaned fromthe Power that inhabited the evil device. A shriveled
tumor lay on a bed of cedar bark. Hair and teeth had grown inside the
nmonstrous bit of flesh. And someone had painted his |ikeness on one of
the teeth.

Tharon had been enraged. Throw ng things and shouting for over two
hands of tinme, he had forced all of the Starbomto huddle, terrified,
in the Sun Chamber, but his heart had begun to jump around in his chest
like a flea on a hot rock. Even how, his queasi ness would not |eave
himalone. He felt so weak that he could barely walk up the tenple
steps without reeling.

He had no evidence that N ghtshade had w tched hi mthrough that pouch
or even that she had put it there. But he believed she had. He had
been gul ping cups of galena tea to cure hinself, but it only seened to
make t he weakness worse. "Wtch!" he hissed. "Od Marnot was right.
| should have killed you when you first arrived."

Tharon squared his shoulders. She had no right to make himafrai d of
her! He was the great Sun Chief! He ruled thousands. She was a--a
woman--that was all!

He strode to her door and gripped the hanging. But it took severa
nmonent s before he gained the courage to ease it aside a crack and peer
into the darkness. Wiile his eyes adjusted, he scanned the bl ack
shapes of pots on the right wall, then drifted to Marnot's star map It
etched faint silver rings over the tripod that supported the Tortooi se
Bundl e. Finally, Tharon squinted at N ghtshade's bed. Black hair hung
over the bedside, brushing the floor with nearly invisible strands.

Tharon pull ed the hangi ng back far enough that he could stick his head
into the room Darkness lay |like thick cobwebs in the corners, but the
light fromthe corridor illum nated the bed.

Viol ent rage overwhelnmed him Orenda? |n N ghtshade's bed? He saw
her ugly doll slunped sideways to the left of the door. A blanket had
been tucked around the bestial toy very carefully. The eyes peered



mal evol ently at Tharon. Did Orenda think she could escape him so
sinmply?

"Orendal "

H s daughter |eaped up, terrified, and threw herself back agai nst the
wal | . He laughed raucously.

"No, no, nonono!" Orenda sobbed.

Tharon | unged forward, a knotted fist raised to beat her for this
outrage. Then the faint whisper of clothing rustled in the northern
corner. Tharon whirled so fast that he staggered sideways.

From the dark corner, Nightshade's eyes gleamed. Plated with a
silverish cast, they shone like frozen | akes.

"Ni ght shade!" he snarled. "How dare you kidnap ny child!"
Her | ow | aughter echoed, and her eyes di sappeared.

Tharon backed up until his legs struck the foot of her bed. Wy
couldn't he see her? Wiere was she in that snear of shadows?
"Ni ght shade, answer nme! | conmand you--"

A sound, a sandal scraping against dirt, sent Tharon lunging for the
only thing he knew N ght shade val ued: the Tortoi se Bundl e

Clutching it to his breast, Tharon panted, "There! Now |'ve got it.
Cone any closer and I"Il .. . I'll burn it, N ghtshade! Do you hear
me? 1'11 kill it!"™ H's eyes darted wildly in the darkness, seeking a
hi nt of her | ocation.

"Put it down." Her voice was unnaturally quiet.
"No! I--1 want my daughter, and | want to leave. That's all. Stay
back!"

Tharon reached out and snatched Orenda by the hair. The child shrieked
and fought as he dragged her out of the bed and onto the floor. Like a
terrified nouse, Orenda buried her face in her hands to baw . "Shut
up!" Tharon ordered.

Ni ght shade's | ow | augh bl udgeoned him "Go ahead, Tharon. Keep
hol ding the Bundle just like that."

"W Why ?"

"Because you have it centered over your heart .. . and it will kil
you. "



"You can't frighten ne, N ghtshade. | won't put it down! | know that
if I do, you'll "

A chill crept into the room like the danp cold in the bottomof a
burial pit. Tharon shivered. Icy fingers penetrated his robe to
clutch at his belly and |l oins. Wen the cold knotted in his chest and
his heart lurched, he abruptly released Orenda's hair and, stunbling,
knocked over the Bundle's tripod. 1t clattered to the floor

"Do you see, Tharon?" Nightshade sounded nockingly tender. "They've
cone for you."

"Wio ..."

Voi ces whi spered around Tharon, eerie, famliar. He opened his nmouth
to shout. But the voices rose to a roar. They rode the clark ness
like fal cons, soaring, then diving at him A thousand of them they
cane from everywhere.

"What' s happeni ng?" he screaned.

Faces bl ossomed in the darkness, white and transparent, before becom ng
part of panorami c scenes: an ol d woman dragged a young man across a
snowdrift in a dark Iand where lights Danced in the sky; a beautifu
worman soared over the top of the world on the wings of Thunderbird; a
little boy sobbed that his nother had killed herself

The scenes faded, |eaving the faces hanging al one in the darkness of
the room They swayed toward Tharon, angry, demandi ng that he put down
the Bundle. He let out a shriek and slammed the Bundle on the floor

Ni ght shade gasped. He saw her stagger and vomit as he ran for the
door.

Tharon seized Orenda's big doll by the throat and plunged out into the
hal lway with it, yelling, "Kettle! Thrushsong! Help! Help ne!"

Orenda's wail s echoed up and down the tenple corridors.



Twent y- one

Li chen tugged up the hem of her green dress--actually, Wanderer's shirt
with the red spirals--to avoid the tangle of dewberry vines that crept
across the path. Fragrant white bl ossons scented the air. She had

pi nned her braid on top of her head with a wooden comb, but now
straggles crept down to tickle her ears. 1In the pack on her back, she
carried all of the sacred things that Wanderer had used to teach her
Father Sun's trap, the cedar fromFirst Wman's tree, a hollow tube to
bl ow away bad Spirits; and the clothes she had brought with her

Wander er wal ked beside her in his gangly, springing stride, his head
tilted so far to the left that it looked like it hurt. He had been

t houghtful all morning while they followed the irregul ar edge of the

bl uff down into the bottomlands As the heat of the day increased,
sweat dripped fromhis |Iong nose and splat ted in the center of his red
shirt. He had hung Power pouches and shell bells on the ties of his
breech clout-to frighten away ranbunctious souls, he'd said.

"So the rainbow wasn't a regul ar rai nbow?"

"No." Wanderer shook his head. "It stretched across the entire sky.
And the bands of light felt warmwhen | touched them" Hs winkled
face had a preoccupi ed expression, as if he were plunbing the depths of
an intricate problem

"So what did Wl f Slayer say about the war, Wanderer?"

"Ch, he just showed ne Cahokia during the battle. It was terrible,
Lichen. It frightened ne. | "

Li chen swerved around a thistle patch, and Wanderer's words faded away.
She turned and saw him stepping off in another direction, still talking
whil e he waved his arns.

"Wanderer? No, not that way! This way."

Lichen trotted over to grip his hand and guide himback to the trail
He'd anbled off in the wong direction five times



since dawn. Once he had al nost stepped off the edge of the bluff.
"Just try to foll ow nme, Wanderer. Al right?"

"Ch, did | do it again?" he asked in bew | derment as his eyes went
wide to study the land. "I'msorry, Lichen."

"You were thinking. I1t's all right."

"I"mnot very good conpany today, aml? |I'mstill trying to figure out
that Dream”

"I know. Tell ne nore about Wlf Slayer. He was a glow ng nman, you
said. | wonder if Foxfire will be?"

"I don't know. First Woman doesn't glow at all."
Li chen stared, open-mouthed. "You've seen her?"

Wander er peered back with aplonb. "Wy, yes, a very long tine ago.
When | was first learning to Dream™

"Wanderer, why didn't you ever tell me? | need to know things like
thi s--you know, for when | see her. Wat's she |ike?" "Cantankerous.
| never even saw her Cave. She ran at me, sw ngi ng her wal ki ng stick
to drive ne away."

"She di d?"

"Yes. | don't think she liked ne." Wanderer's bony shoul ders sl unped
when he si ghed.

The wilted remants of |anb's quarter, strawberries, and w ndfl ower
drooped across the black soil. Morning glories huddl ed at the base of
rocks, cautiously twining their purple blossons in the sheltered
crevices. A few hearty sunflowers stretched their |eaves to the sky,

pl eading for a drop of moisture. But not a cloud bl em shed the expanse
of pal e bl ue.

Fat her Sun beat down on Mbther Earth with clublike intensity, blinding
t he people who worked the fields that outlined the meandering traces of
creeks. The soil had shattered where it |lay exposed to the burning
rays.

Lichen led the way across a stretch of trail where the ground had
shrunken and cracked |ike pieces of fat frying over a choke cherry
fire. I"'mconming, First Woman. |'ll be there to talk to you as soon as
| can. But won't you let even one good rainfall before | get there?



Li chen wi nced at the thought of going into the Underworld again.
Mermories of her litter overturning in the river had been haunting her
In her nightmares she still gul ped nouthfuls of chilling water and felt
her lungs go cold before she jerked awake. Wth Water Snake's soul

she knew that she could cross, but what if she had received a new soul
by then?

"Wanderer?" she asked with trepidation. "Wat happens if | get Rock's
soul before | have to go back into the Underworl d?"

"HmP?" Wanderer grunted absently. "What?"

"I said, what happens if | have to cross the river in the Underworld
wi th Rock's soul in ny body?"

Wanderer squinted. 1In the sky behind him a bald eagle circled lazily,
flapping only when it needed to change altitude. Its flight inscribed
alilting Song across the blue. "Rock's soul?" "Yes. You know, or
somet hing el se that would sink. [I'mworried that--"

"Ch.. .. Oh, | get it. Well"--he gestured airily--"1 suppose you'l
have to roll along the river bottomuntil you find a firm enough pl ace
to clinb ashore. You'll want to avoid all the mucky places, of course,
because if you get stuck, you won't have any hands or feet to push out
with. Not having eyes will be the real problem since you won't be
able to see where you're going. But | suspect that if you feel your
way, paying attention to the flow of the current, you'll make, it." H's
bushy brows lifted abruptly. "Well, | mean unl ess one of the grouse
with fish fins dives dowmn to gobble you up for its gizzard."

H s eyes were unnervingly intent. Lichen frowned sullenly and wal ked
of f. Her sandals crunched on the baked soil as she descended into a
hol | owed ni che where cool shadows fell over her. Blessed Thunderbird,
| hope no wormsouls try to get ne before | have to talk to Bird-Mn
agai n.

Wanderer trotted up behind her. "Wat really worries nme about the



Dream Lichen, was that the whole countryside had been set afire. |If
the crops and | and burn, there will be no nore us. Life is so
precari ous now that such a | oss would be fatal."

"Did Wl f Slayer tell you howto stop it?"

Wanderer gazed down at her with so much worry in his eyes that her
stomach rmuscles went tight. "Yes, ny daughter. He told ne to teach
you that to step onto the path, you must leave it. Only the |ost cone
to stand al one before the entrance to the Cave, and only the
defensel ess step over its threshold. WIf Slayer said to tell you that

in Union you will find the Iight, though it appears as darkness,
nakedness, nothingness. He said that if you can't enter the Cave,
First Woman's wath will sweep humans fromthe face of the land."

A prickle of panic clinbed Lichen's spine. She shifted the weight of
her pack, and the trap clunked against the holl ow tube. "Wanderer, why
me? Wiy does it have to be me? Wy can't you do it? O Ni ghtshade?
You' ve both been to the Underworld lots nore than | have."

"Power nakes its own choices. No one can fully understand its ways. |
just wish I knew how nuch time | have left to teach you. | don't want
to push you, but, Lichen--"

"We'd better do it, Wanderer." She bit her lip, recalling how the
light had roasted her soul the last time he had pushed her. Could she

stand that again? "It mght take me longer to | earn than we expect,
so--"
"Ch!" Wanderer shouted. "There he is! Wit, Lichen! 1've been

trying all norning ..

Wanderer thrashed his way through a brier of withered nettles. He
junped first to the right, tried to grab sonething off the ground, then
junped to the left and grunbled, "No, no, conme here! |'mnot going to
hurt you!"

Li chen resignedly sank to the ground in the thin shadow of a

buf f al o- bean bush. Stenms decked with long, hairy | eaves and a few
shrivel ed beans sprawl ed around her. She plucked one of the beans and
popped it into her mobuth. Sweet wateriness coated her tongue.



Wander er dodged out of the thistle, hunched over and snatched at
something in the weeds. "Ha!" he blurted in glee and tranped back to
Lichen with a horned toad in his hand. The creature's throat puffed in
and out angrily while Wanderer stroked its prickly head with a dirty

t hunb.

"There, there," Wanderer cooed. "It's all right. W just need your
help for alittle while." He dropped in the shadow besi de Lichen and
sat cross-legged. "Horned toads are very secretive. But they have

remar kabl e eyesi ght."

"Better than Antel ope?"

"Ch, yes. Mich better."

"Isit going to tell you about something it saw?"

"I doubt it. They hate it when people do this to them"

Wander er handed the toad to Lichen so he could tug a red thread from
the sleeve of his shirt. Horned Toad gave her an evil | ook and started
to sline her hand. She shifted himto her other hand and w ped her
fingers on the grass but had to switch himback al nost i mediately.
"Wanderer ..."

"Hold on just a little |onger, Lichen."

She lifted Horned Toad and squinted threateningly at him He glared
back, | ooking so nmean that Lichen resignedly lowered himto her |ap

"Al'l right, Lichen. Let nme have him"

Hor ned Toad shot out of her hand like a slippery fish and into
Wanderer's. Lichen rubbed her fingers in the dirt to clean them

"Quiet, quiet," Wanderer cooed softly to Toad. "That's it. W're not
going to hurt you. WIf Slayer said that Badger tail had | eft Cahokia
yesterday and that Petaga would be waiting for him W need to know
where those warriors are now. "

He stroked Toad's head until the creature cal med down and stopped
slimng. Very gently, Wanderer set Honmed Toad on the ground and tied
one end of the red thread around Toad's throat, the other end to the
tip of his own first finger. Then he picked up Toad and started
wal ki ng.



Li chen trotted behind. "Were are we goi ng?"
"Up to that high point."
"What for?"

Wanderer trudged up a small rise that overl ooked the bottomn and.
Redweed Vil l age sat at the base of the rocky outcrop to the southwest.
Li chen joi ned hi manong the sunflowers. She thought she could see
people moving in the fields al ong Punpkin Creek, but the heat waves
that rippled the distances coul d have transforned boul ders into | ooking
like humans. Still, her eyes lingered on those black dots.

Her chest tingled with sudden | onging for her nother and Fl ycatcher
She had even missed Screechow and Wart. Lichen had the urge to run
all the way home--until she imagi ned her nother's face when she told
her that she had Water Snake's soul. But maybe she didn't have to tel
her nmother right away. Maybe they could just sit around for a night

"Al'l right," Wanderer whi spered. He held Horned Toad hi gh over his
head and closed his eyes. "Let's see what's happening out there."

As Wanderer turned in a slowcircle, sunlight transforned his gray hair
into a snow halo. Lichen gazed up at Horned Toad. Hi s throat puffed
as he scanned the rolling hills. Wenever Horned Toad bl i nked,
Wander er stopped suddenly, as though he could no | onger see, then
rotated anot her hand's worth.

After he had finished three full circles, Wanderer's brows drew down
over his long nose. He |owered Horned Toad, untied the thread, and |et
him go. Toad scanpered back into the grass, blades bending this way
and that as he ran.

"Coul d you see anyt hi ng?"

Wanderer wet his lips. "Petaga. He's still in the south, but it |ooks
like he's noving north. Fromthe snmoke patterns, | would say that he's
attacked several villages along the way." The red thread dropped from
Wanderer's finger and fluttered into the weeds. "But | couldn't see
anything to the north or west. | don't understand."



Li chen edged closer to him "Wat don't you understand?"

"If Badgertail |eft Cahokia yesterday, | should have seen ..

somet hing. Warriors, or scavenger birds followi ng the warriors. Were
could Badgertail be? He nmust be traveling with nearly a thousand." He
frowned. "Do you think WIf Slayer was w ong?"

Li chen shi el ded her eyes to exanmine the west. The bluffs along the
Fat her Water were nothing nore than an ethereal snudge of gray. But
the I onger Lichen gazed at them the nore uneasy she felt. Wen the
wind stirred the sunflowers, she thought she heard a voice calling to

her, desperately. "Wanderer? Sonething's wong out there. Can you
feel it?"
"Yes." He nodded. "I've been feeling it all norning."

"Let's hurry!"™ Lichen trotted down the hill to the trail, Wanderer
cl ose on her heels. Over her shoul der she called, "Wen can you teach
me nmore, \Wanderer? Toni ght ?"

"I'f your nmother will let me, yes. |In fact, doing this lesson in your
own house night be best. You'll feel safer there than anywhere
el se.™

Li chen broke into a hard run, her |egs punping while the pack sl apped
her back. Bristly nettles snatched at her sleeves as she flew past. In
the distance, the trail wound downward. "Wat will you teach ne,
Wander er ?"

H s sweat-danmp gray hair flopped with each |ong, ungainly stride. "I
was thinking that maybe you're ready to | earn about surrender--about
stepping into the mouth of the Spirit that wants to chew you up."

JLpAocust's boots squished in the nmoist sand as she wal ked al ong
Purmpki n Creek behi nd Badgertail. Patches of mint filled the air with a
savory tang. Every so often Locust plucked a | eaf and chewed it
gratefully. They had marched half of last night and all of today,
gnawi ng dried fish fromtheir packs and maki ng do with what plants
present ed



t hensel ves along the way. But their speed could not keep Locust from
worryi ng about her sister-in-law. The birthing women had sai d that
Green Ash's time was close, and Locust desperately wanted to be there
when the child pushed fromthe world of darkness into this world of
light. Prinrose mght need her if sonething went wong. She gl anced
at Badgertail's broad back. But Badgertail needed her, too .
especi al ly now.

Fifty warriors followed in single file behind Locust, quiet, cautious.
To either side, the creek's banks rose steeply, shielding themfrom al
but the highest points on the bluffs to be east. But nothing was
certain. Curls of snoke sprouted bras far as the eye could see. \hat
is Petaga doing? Burning every village in the |ighlands?

"We' || be there by noonrise," Badgertail called softly over his
shoulder. He lifted a hand to point. "The village sits at the base of
t hat crescent-shaped outcrop.”

The fires of sunset reflected fromthe flat faces of the rocks in a
play of colors so dazzling that it hurt her eyes, an iridescent npsaic
of lavender, indigo, and fallow gold.

"WIl we attack tonight, Badgertail? O wait for sunrise? The
warriors are tired. |It's been a long, hot march.”

"It depends on what we see when we arrive. | won't know until then
Remi nd the warriors again that we're |looking for two things: a tall old
man with gray hair, named Wanderer, and--"

"You're going to save Wanderer, as N ghtshade asked?"

"Yes. She wouldn't have asked unless that old man played sone
i mportant role in the future."

Locust gestured apprehensively. "But what if the role he plays is
agai nst us, Badgertail? How can we know- -"

"We can't, cousin. But we can always kill himlater if it turns out
that he's supposed to help Petaga. Anyway, tell the warriors not to
hurt Wanderer and to find that Stone WIf. Since we don't know what
the Wl f is, tell themto protect anything that might be it."



"I will.. .. Badgertail?"

Locust sprinted up beside himso she could ook himin the eyes. Dirt
had sl oughed off the bank and formed a pointed mound that they had to
step around. Locust took the time to inhale a deep breath.

"Badgertail, what should I ... If Redweed Village did join Petaga, the
only people who will be left there are the very old, the sick, and a
few wonen ant children." Badgertail stopped so suddenly that he forced
Locust to sidestep. "I already told you, Locust. The Sun Chief wants

the village w ped clean--as a sign to others who m ght have treasonous
notions. Make it clear.”

"I know you picked these warriors carefully, Badgertail but nost of
t hem have human hearts. They won't like it. You know how they fee
about - -"

"I don't like it either!"™ Badgertail's face contorted.

Locust's stomach tried to tie itself in knots. He had not been

thi nking well during the past several hours; he'd been maki ng m st akes,
m sjudging the difficulty of the terrain, had even gotten | ost once--a
t hi ng unheard of for the grea Badgertail on a battle-wal k.

Now he laid a hand on Locust's shoulder and for the firsl time in
years, gently caressed her skin. "Sorry if | sounded harsh. [I--1'm
worried about Petaga. Tell the warriors to .. ." Breath went out of
his lungs. "Just tell themto do their duty."

"1l tell them"

But she stood watching Badgertail plod forward, wal kinj as though he
wanted to be out of earshot when Locust re |laye the order to the nen.
Badgertail came to a curve in the bank where a thick slab of rock
protruded over the creek. Locus watched himl ean against the stone,
bracing hinmsel f with hand.

Under her breath, she whispered, "Seeing the faces of the dead,
Badgertail ?"

Al'l night and through today, when she | east expected it voices from



past battles would eddy up through her soul: woman beggi ng her not to
kill her husband, the sudden silencing of a child' s laughter, a dying
warrior cursing her with his last breath. Images flared and died, and
Locust recoiled fromthe charred skel etons of houses wapped in pale,
snoky haze, the corpses staring up in hatred.

Oh, Badgertail, what are we doing? Wy aren't we trying to talk to
Petaga? Wiy .. . Don't. Don't even think it! Locust expelled a
breath. Useless. At dawn Badgertail had split their forces,

di spat chi ng several scouts, then separating the remainder into war
parties of about seventy-five each and sending themas emissaries to
the major villages in the north. He had ordered themto stay under
cover, to creep along the drainages.

But Locust knew that it would not be enough. Even if they managed to
escape Petaga's | ookouts, day after tonorrow the foundations of
everyt hing Locust and Badgertail held precious would be rent asunder.

Badgertail's strategy seened solid. |If the northern villages joi ned
them they would incorporate new warriors into their ranks, and the war
parties would link up south of Bladdernut Village and form an

unbr eakabl e chain a half-day's walk in length---then sweep southward to
confront Petaga.

Locust's eyes narrowed. Badgertail's hand slipped fromthe rock and
fell linmply to his side. It looked as if he had to force his reluctant
feet to walk forward. Twenty-two

Meadow Vol e knelt on a mat outside her house, rubbing a handful of
m | kweed agai nst her bare thigh, separating out the inner fibrous
material for thread. Children shrilled happily in the plaza, while
their parents | abored over fires where



eveni ng stews of turkey, spring-beauty corns, and tubers of pepper
root bubbled in pots over the flames. Dogs barked in joyous
acconpani nent. A feathery draft eased up the creek bottom tugging at
Vol e's hair.

She smled. Across the endl ess blue above, clouds swirled i nto nassi ve
t hunder heads that gl eaned violet in the |last rays of sunset.

Her eyes kept straying to the trail. They're coming. One thing you

can say about Wanderer, he keeps his promises. He's bringing Lichen

hone right now .. . providing he's not lost. She tossed the m | kweed
fibers into the basket at her side.

Al'l day she had been fighting her desire to run up the trail and neet
t hem hal fway. She had m ssed Lichen nore than she'd ever thought
possible. In the ten days since her daughter had been gone, Vol e had
felt enpty and purposel ess, as though wi thout Lichen, nothing nmeant
very much.

Now she rose, stretched her tired back nuscles, and wal ked out into the
pl aza. Flycatcher and Screechowl were involved in a westling match
near the central fire pit Screechow 's bul k kept Flycatcher pinned to

t he ground, although his arms flailed wildly. A huddle of old people
clustered around the fire, watching the match in delight while they

pl aced bets.

"Screechowl, get off me!" Flycatcher yel ped breathlessly. "This isn't
fun anynore."

"Not fun for you." Screechow chuckled. "But lots of fun for ne." He
gri pped one of Flycatcher's arnms and wenched it hard.

Desperate, Flycatcher squirned to throw Screechow off bal ance and then
slamed his knee into Screechow 's groin. The bigger boy let out a
yow and fell back. Flycatcher scrambled up and darted into the brush
like a jackrabbit, Screechowl hot on his trail.

Peopl e | aughed and shout ed encouragenent to one boy or the other, while
Vol e took in the quiet beauty of the evening. The fifteen houses that
formed a rectangl e around the plaza stood |i ke shaggy beasts, their



door - hangi ngs tucked up to adnmt the breeze. Al ong the glistening

ri bbon of the creek, wonmen crouched to wash cl othes, soft clap-claps
soundi ng as they pounded the garments with rocks before di pping them
back into the water to rinse away the di sl odged soil and yucca soap

The day had been so hot that the old. people who had been out carrying
water to the corn and squash fields sat with sweat runneling the dust
on their naked chests. No young male voices stirred the air. Al of

t he abl e bodied nmen and four of the young wonen had gone to fight with
Petaga. Only sixty-two people remained in Redweed Vill age.

Vol e strolled over to Flycatcher's nother, Star Bulb. The flat-nosed,
pudgy woman had coil ed her Iong braids on top of her head to keep them
out of the way while she pierced her youngest daughter's ears. Little
Teal crouched tensely, her hands twisting in her |ap

"Do you need hel p?" Vol e asked as she knelt by Star Bul b.

"No, this will just take a nmoment. Teal is two sunmers', old enough to
have her own ear-spools. | traded for some snall greenstone spools
last nonth. Just the right size to start with."

Star Bulb carefully surveyed her awl, made fromthe w ng bone of a

gol den eagle, then slipped a small piece of wood behind Teal's ear to
use as a stop. Wth a quick thrust, she punctured the |obe. Tea
jerked, but didn't cry out. Her dark eyes stared unblinking while Star
Bul b pierced the other | obe and | aced short |engths of porcupine quil

t hrough the hol es to keep them open

"All right," Star Bulb said as she patted Teal on the arm "Go
play."

The little girl raced away to join the children playing ring-and-pin
near the central fire. The "pin" was a sharp stick with a string tied
to one end. The other end of the string had the "ring," a holl owed- out
bone. The gane invol ved tossing the bone upward and attenpting to
catch it on the point of the stick. One of the children managed the
feat. The others clapped and junped up and down. |In the distance,



Screechow continued to chase Flycatcher through the brush. Their
boyi sh shouts echoed in the pl aza.

"So, Lichen should be com ng hone today?" Star Bul b asked.

"Yes. I'msure they're coning." Vole's eyes traced the w nding curves
of the trail that led up over the hal f-noon shaped outcrop that
encircled the village. "They're probably al nost here.™

Star Bul b gave her a suspicious glance. "You don't sound certain about
that. | wouldn't be either if my child had gone to | earn Dream ng from
old Wanderer. He's as crazy as they cone. | don't know why you | et

Li chen go."

"Two reasons. Lichen |oves Wanderer, and he's the best Dreaner in the
and. He taught nme. He taught Nightshade. And his Powers have grown
in the past ten cycles. There's no one better for Lichen to learn
from™

Star Bul b rocked back on her haunches. "If he's such a good Dreaner,
why didn't he know about Petaga attacking all the surrounding
vil | ages?"

"Dreamers don't know everything, Star Bulb. Sonetimes Power prevents
them from seeing certain things--for its own reasons."

"Probably because Power knows Wanderer isn't human. | don't Iike

| ooking into those raven eyes, either." She picked up her bone aw and
tucked it in the small red pot resting by her knee. "I always thought
that old nman was strange, even when he was teaching you. | never
trusted him"

Vol e brushed away the sweaty strands of hair fromher forehead. "I
did. And he never let nme down."

"Then why did you stop studying with hin? | thought he'd done
something terrible to you."

"No." She hesitated. But then" perhaps the tine for honesty had cone.
Meadow Vol e | owered her eyes, her hands fidgeting. "H s Powers were so
great that they .. . they frightened me. | wasn't ready to learn the

| essons he wanted to teach.”

Vol e sighed and cl osed her eyes. | wasn't old enough to



understand his love for ne, either--gentle, unbinding, holding ne as
delicately as a spiderweb that ties two spring | eaves. And ny |ove for
hi mwas so childish, half worship, half infatuation for an ol der man
who could and did ride the waves of the Underworld. And I'd felt so
much guilt over Shouts-At-N ght.

Star Bul b studied her, eyes neutral

Vol e shrugged. "Now | wish | had forced nyself to |learn those | essons.
Li chen's been having strong Dreans for years. |If |1'd |earned nore from
Wanderer, | could be teaching her."

"You still could,” Star Bulb said. Her wide nostrils flared as she

lifted her head to sniff the turkey stew Steamwhirled in silver
wr eat hs over the pots.

"Me, teach Lichen? No. M daughter is already a better Dreaner than
am Bulb. She should be teaching ne."

"She's barely ten sumers!”

"Yes, ten. Power cares little for a person's age. |It's the quality of
the soul that matters. She'll be a great Dreaner, if she can stand the
pain."

Dusk was deepening into night, rousing the animals of darkness. On the
ot her side of Pumpkin Creek, a skunk wandered the grass, turning over
danp pieces of wood in search of grubs. [Its black-and-white body
waddl ed behind a bush, only to reappear on the other side. A great
honed ow hooted fromthe dogwood trees on the next bend in the creek
and Vol e caught sight of a ghostly formflapping | ow over the |and.

She sl apped at the nosquito that probed her wist. "Cone on," she
said. "It's time to go sit next to the fire, where the snoke will keep
t he bugs away."

When she stood, she saw two bl ack dots descending the trail on the top
of the outcrop. Against the slate-blue horizon, they noved steadily.
Fl ycatcher's voice affirmed Vol e' s hope.

"Lichen!"™ he screaned. "It's Lichen! She's cone hone!" Flycatcher



flewup the trail, |eaving a gasping Screechow far behind as he
dodged brush and | eaped rocks to wel come Lichen

Vol e knotted a hand in her tan skirt and started up the trail herself,

forcing her feet to plod slowmy .. . lest Lichen see her desperate
happi ness. JLjuchen let go of Wanderer's hand when she saw Fl ycat cher
racing up the hill, her nother follow ng behind. She flashed down the

trail to neet them her green hemfluttering around her legs. The
vista of the village rose before her. People stood up in the plaza to
look. Wnd lifted their soft voices upward and bathed her face in the
pungent scents of home and night. She could smell the cooking stews,
and her enpty stomach grow ed in delight.

"Lichen! Lichen!"
"Flycat cher!™"

"I"'mglad you're honme, Lichen!" He threw his arnms around her and
hugged her tightly. They tussled for a while, trying to throw each

ot her off bal ance, |aughing. Even though she stood a hand taller than
he and usually won this contest, Lichen's pack made her so awkward that
she staggered sideways and | ost.

"\What happened to you up there?" Flycatcher's bl ue headband had
slipped up on his forehead, pushing his hair higher on one side. G ass
and twigs protruded fromthe tangles. "Wat kind of things did you
learn? Are you still human?"

Her not her, panting, came up behind Flycatcher and opened her arms
wi de. "Lichen, conme let ne | ook at you."

Li chen dove to wap her arnms around her nother's neck. It felt so good
to be close again. Her nother kissed Lichen's hair and face, and
Li chen's soul ached with happiness. "Ch, Mther, | nissed you."



"I mssed you, too," her nother said, and Lichen heard the trenor of
tears in her voice

Li chen patted her nother gently before she pushed back to stare into

t hose dark eyes. "Mther, guess what? | went into the Underworl d!
Wanderer nade a death litter for ne, and Bird-Man brought Spirit Wl ves
to pull it. And on the way back, | fell into the river--"

"You ..." Her nother blinked thoughtfully, then lifted her gaze to
Wanderer, who had cone to stand behind Lichen like a tall, wllowy
tree. Lichen saw Wanderer nod. hct nother stroked Lichen's hair in
amazenment. "l'mso proud of you, Lichen. 1've known only one Dreaner
inm life who could visit the Underworld." She smiled at Wanderer
"Yes, well," Lichen blurted happily, "WIf Slayer told ne that not many
Dreamers can, but | got ny Dream ng Power from Wanderer."

Her mother's snile faded, then hardened into anger as she | ooked at
Wanderer. A dreadful silence fell. Flycatcher stood as rigid as a
startl ed goose, his eyes going back and forth fromone to the other

"I kept my promise, Vole," Wanderer said softly. "I didn't tell her
Wl f Slayer did."

Her mot her | owered her eyes disbelievingly before she straightened.
"We' || discuss it later, Wanderer. |I'msure Lichen is hungry. | have
a fresh pot of rabbit stew waiting for her."

Wanderer patted Lichen's head as he passed her to stride down the hal

at Vole's side. He nurnured so | ow that Lichen couldn't make out his
words, but she could see that her nother's shoul der nuscl es had
bunched. They marched strai ght through the plaza wi thout saying a word
to anyone.

"I guess | shouldn't have said that," Lichen told Flycatcher
"What did you say? | didn't understand why your nother got mad."

"Ch ..." Lichen adjusted her pack and started down the outcrop. "Wen



| was in the Underworld, Wl f Slayer talked to me about ny famly,
that's all. He told me some things | didn't know before."

"Li ke what ?"

She lifted her hands aimessly. "Like he told ne ny nother could have
been a great Dreaner. WIf Slayer said that he had picked ny nother to
save our people--but in the end, Mdther couldn't do it. She was too
afraid of Power. So WIf Slayer said that he and the Wl f Bundl e had
to make sure | got born."

n W]y?ll
"So | can find First Woman's Cave and talk to her."

Fl ycatcher pulled one of the blades of grass fromhis tangled hair and
put it in his mouth to chew. "I've never heard of those things. Wat's
the Wl f Bundl e?"

"I don't know. | guess I'll find out."

"What else did WIf Slayer say?" Flycatcher skipped by her side, a
broad smile on his dirty face

"I don't think I'd better tell you yet, Flycatcher. Even if you are ny
best friend."

"Way not? | wouldn't tell."

"I know, but | think people in the village mght be mad at my nother if
they found out."

Fl ycat cher kept giving her sideways gl ances as they descended. She
felt guilty in not telling himabout Wanderer being her real father
bot h because the fact made her proud and because she usually told

Fl ycatcher all of her secrets. But she didn't think it would be a good
i dea just now. She avoided the questions in his eyes by gazing out
across the land. At the biggest bend in the creek, a pelican was
stepping slowy through the water, its beak clanmped on a fish. Beyond,
swal  ows darted like bl ack daggers over the spreadi ng expanse of

f 1 oodpl ai n.

"I"'msorry, Flycatcher," she said when they reached the pl aza.

Fl ycatcher flapped his arns awkwardly. "Well, | should probably go and
eat di nner or sonething."



Li chen gave hima quick hug and said, "And | should go see what ny

mother and .. . and WAnderer are saying." As Flycatcher raced away,
she shouted, "We'll play ring and-pin tonorrow, all right?"
"Yes!"

Fl ycatcher trotted up to the central fire and squatted next to his

not her and Teal. The ol d peopl e watched Lichen as she headed for her
house. Firelight flowed into the brown seans of their weathered faces,
hi ghlighting their curiosity.

Lichen felt ill. She had been so afraid of telling her nother about
havi ng Water Snake's soul that she had forgotten that she wasn't
supposed to know about Wanderer being her father. What woul d happen
because of her slip? She picked up her feet and sprinted hone.

By the time she reached the doorway, the barest sliver of Mon Miiden's
face had crested the eastern horizon

H

kail cl oud clutched his bowto his chest as he nmade his way down over
the edge of the bluff toward a rock shelter where his warriors waited.
Dusk had settled over the land like a dark blue cape. For a while, as
t he bl ue deepened to a snoky indigo, he forced hinself to forget about
the terrible days to come and drifted on the beauty around him Scents
of toadflax and ki cked dust twined up with the darkness.

He angled down, junping to a |lower |edge that jutted out fromthe

sl ope. Massive chunks of |inestone had broken fromthe cliff and
tumbled into a jagged pile in the meadow bel ow. The dying |ight

shi mrered off the torn faces of the rocks. As Hailcloud watched, a
flock of bats erupted fromone of the darkest crevices and fl ooded the
sky in a serpentine sheet of black. Hailcloud worked across the narrow
lip of rock, softly calling, "Basswood, it's ne," before he junped down
into the rock shelter.



The twel ve men who sl unped wearily along the back of the shelter

turned to examine him Their dirt-streaked faces wore the strain of
deep fatigue. None of themhad slept in tw days. Sweat gl eamed on
their heavily tattooed bodies, staining their breech clouts Basswood,
a nmediumsized nman built like a block of granite, shoved hinmself to his
feet and crossed the shelter to enbrace Hailcloud so hard it drove the
air fromhis |ungs.

"W were growi ng worried. Wat took you so | ong?"

Basswood backed away to | ook Hail cloud up and down, making certain he
was all right. Basswood's body bulged with muscles. His eyes were
red-ri med and subnerged in a face as dark and winkled as aged

| eather. He might have been thirty, but he still possessed a fire for
battle, as well as the sense to know when to fight and when to run for
cover. He had fought at Hailcloud' s side for fifteen cycles.

"Bluebird Village took | onger than expected," Hailcloud said. "After
the young went to join Petaga, the few old people who remained had to
scranble to help us find wood. Some even tore down their own houses to
contribute to the bonfire."

Basswood sl apped his shoul der approvingly. "Good. Surely Badgertail
will think the bulk of our forces is still hanging around Red Star
Mounds. "

Basswood | ed Hail cl oud across the dusty floor to a soft bed of grass
pil ed against the rear wall. They both dropped tiredly atop it and

| eaned back agai nst the stone--cool and conforting against Hailcloud's
bare shoulders. Young Bull Tine swiveled around to gaze at them
Sevent een sunmers ol d, he had bushy, drooping eyebrows that contrasted
with his girlishly long | ashes. Wen he spoke, his voice grated from

too much running and too little rest. "Wth the Bluebird fire, that
makes fourteen in all. WII it be enough? WII| Badgertail be

f ool ed?"

"Into thinking we're still in the south?" Hailcloud asked.

Basswood added, "In the south and burning our way north."



Hail cl oud balled his fists. For two days he had been asking hinsel f

t he sane agoni zi ng questions. How many fires are enough? WIIl too
many | ook suspicious? How are the small harassment parties doi ng? Have
our | ookout parties managed to capture and kill each of Badgertail's
runners to keep himfrom gaining any-information? |f Badgertail falls
for our ruse, where and how will he position his warriors?

"I don't know," Hailcloud said. "W're counting on himgoing north. |
pray he does that. |If he goes south instead ..." He shook his head.

Bull Tine ran a hand over his dirty ridge of hair. D slodged dust swam
inthe fading light. "Wen do we join forces with Gourd's warriors?"

"Tormorrow-if everything goes as planned.” Father Sun, let it be so.
"W need to hear what's happening in the north."

"I"'msure Petaga has everything organized."

"Yes," Hailcloud assured him "OF course he does."

But doubt gnawed at his ribs. Wen Petaga had ordered himto | ead the
di versionary war parties, Hailcloud had objected, arguing that Petaga
needed himclose at hand in case sonething went wong with their plans.
The instant we engage Badgertail, sonething will go wong. There were
too many variables in warfare to be certain of anything. But Petaga
had mai ntai ned that he could handle the initial attacks if Hailcloud
woul d just create enough confusion to keep Badgertail wondering what
they were up to.

Basswood | eaned forward to unlace his water sack from his pack, which

| ay against the back wall. He opened it and took a drink, then handed
the sack to Hailcloud. "Everything is a ganble. Let's all pray that

Fat her Sun agrees with our cause. Did anyone catch sight of novenent

in the bottom | ands today?"

Heads shook all around, and worry sank knives into Hailcloud s gut.
Where coul d Badgertail be? What trap was he |aying?



Twenty-t hree

Li chen sat on her bed, her chin propped atop her knees. The yellow
spiders on the walls whispered to the Stone Wl f, barely audible,
broodi ng. She strained to understand their words. Strange that she
had never heard themtal ki ng before, though she had slept in this room
t housands of times. But Power was |oose on the night. She could fee
it nipping at her flesh with tiny fangs.

She fiddled with the red spirals on the hem of Wanderer's green ritua
shirt, creasing them between her fingertips while she studied Wanderer
and her nmother. They sat cross-1egged near the dead fire in the mddle
of the house. They'd lit no fire bow s and had | owered the
door-hangi ng for privacy. Opaline shadows, soft and translucent, fel
over them

If Lichen had to listen to their silence nmuch |onger, she wouldn't be
able to breathe. Wat had they said to each other before she'd
entered? Sonething bad, she guessed. Her nother's face | ooked storny.
Wanderer smiled sadly while he drew nagical signs in the hard-packed
dirt of the floor.

Is that what the Stone Wil f and the spiders were discussing? Their
voi ces had dropped even | ower.

Li chen turned away to gaze out the wi ndow. As she watched, Mon

Mai den' s face slipped above the craggy skyline near where she and
Wanderer had talked to the rocks. The tunbled boul ders stood |ike dark
sentinel s against the silver undercoat of noonlight.

Can Bird-Man cone and help me? The rocks say that he has never left
you .. . but I saw himfly away through nmy w ndow.

Thi s w ndow.
Lichen tilted her head inquisitively. Maybe Bird-Man did live inside

her--1ike the shadow of her soul, always there, but not really. She'd
known in the Underworld that he was



com ng, even before she'd seen himflying through the sky. As if
their souls touched sonmehow.

"Vol e," Wanderer said very softly. Lichen's heart started to pound.
"You don't have to believe nmy Dream but---"

"I don't believe it," her nother responded in a | ow, shaky voice. Anger
and hurt flashed in her eyes. "I think you've taught Lichen enough
Maybe | won't let her go back to see you ever again!"

Wanderer's fingers continued to draw nmagi cal designs in the dirt, but

the deep wrinkles around his eyes tightened. "Dreanmers are not made in
ten days, Vole. Thunderstorns do not come fromw sps of cloud.
Lightning is nore than a tongue of fire. |If Lichen has to |learn on her
own, the pain will probably drive her away from Dream ng. Power has
chosen her. This is not sonmething you or | have a say in. She will be
a Dreamer. The only choice we have is whether we help her ... or |eave

her to stunble around trying to find her own way."

"Some people do better stunbling around than being guided by a crazy
old ..."

Her not her suddenly stood up, and Lichen jerked involuntarily. Tears
stung her eyes. She pulled her lips in between her teeth and cl anped
themtightly to keep themfromtrenbling. She just wanted to live with
Wanderer for a little while |onger--she didn't want to hurt her

not her.

Crossing the room her nother tugged the Stone WIf fromits niche,
then strode back past Wanderer to kneel before her daughter. Lichen
fought to suppress her tears while she gazed into her nother's stern
face. Vole's eyes | ooked bl acker than black, and the nostrils of her
hooked nose had started to flare.

"See this, Lichen," her nmother said as she held up the WIf, but she
seened to be holding it up for Wanderer's benefit. "I braided a thong
to put the WIf on, just so you could wear it when you got honme." She
draped the thong over Lichen's head.

Li chen shuddered when the Wil f fell over her heart.



Threads of Power seeped out of the object, penetrating her chest. She
barely heard her nother say, "The WIf will help Lichen, Wanderer. You
don't need ..." because the WlIf had started talking to her, soft and
gentle, in the voice of a woman.

"Your nother doesn't realize that her little girl died crossing the
Dark River in the Underworld. That Lichen's soul is living down wth

t he wavi ng weeds that grow on the bottomof the river. |, too, crossed
a river once--and | ost ny soul ."

Li chen swall owed. "Did Water Snake cone to save you, too?"

"No." A soft laugh. "A Dreaner did--though he didn't know he was a
Dreamer at the tinme. He saved me in just the way Wanderer is trying to
save you--by taking care of your new soul so it doesn't hurt itself

before it can grow Strong."

"But what if my nmother won't let me go live with Wanderer?"

"Know this, Lichen: Power works toward its own ends .. . even if it has
to destroy entire ways of life to keep the Spiral in balance'. No
single life is sacred to Power. Al life is sacred. Humans are no

nore inmportant than Eagle. Eagle is no nore inportant than a tiny
rice-grass seed tunbling over the prairies in autum. All things have
their place on the Spiral. The path that lies before you will be very
hard. Are you brave enough?" "Wat do | have to do? | know | have to
go talk to First Wman in her Cave, but--"

"Before that, you nust go to a cave in this world. It will be dark
cold. But fire burns there. As it did on a nountain |ong ago when
anot her Dreaner had to lose his soul, his famly, that he m ght save
the Spiral. O perhaps .. . perhaps you mght find bl ood there ..."
"Why me, Spirit? Wy not sonebody better? Wanderer--"

A laugh again, as gentle as a sumer breeze through a field of



sunflowers. "I once asked that question. Perhaps every Dreaner does.
Power takes great risks to find the best, the strongest. You are that
Dr eaner. "

"But I'mscared, Spirit. Wat if | can't doit? Wat if |I'mnever
good enough to get to First Wman's Cave?"

Wanderer glanced at Vol e, who had eased down to the floor on shaky

| egs, her eyes glazed, mouth ajar, as she watched her daughter.

Li chen's gaze had gone unfocused: Dreaning, though w de awake.
Moonl i ght spilled through the wi ndow, cradling her heart-shaped face
and flowing into the folds of green fabric she wore.

When Li chen spoke again, her voice sounded miserable: "But what wll
happen to ny nother? Wat will happen to Wanderer? | can't |eave
them | don't want to be alone, Spirit! |'mscared."

Lichen let out a cry and fell forward, burying her face in the kinky
fur of her buffalo robe. Wanderer and Vol e |urched forward
si mul t aneously, each reaching for the girl.

"What is it, Lichen?" Vole asked as she kissed her daughter's
forehead. "Who were you talking to?"

" Mot her, oh, Mbther!"

Wanderer crept forward and touched Lichen's shoulder. His soul ached
for her. "The Stone WIf told you that you had to | eave both of us?
Your nother and nme?"

Li chen sobbed, "Yes!"
"But why? What's--" Wanderer woul d never finish his second question

War cries rose out of nowhere. The high-pitched shrills slipped up and
down |ike soneone playing a bone conb with a choke cherry stick

Through the wi ndow, he saw the first barrage of flamng arrows pierce

t he darkness. They sailed in, glowing arcs into Redweed Vill age.
Screans erupted around the plaza. Winderer's breath caught in his

t hr oat .

He whirled and dove for the door, where he jerked the hanging aside to
peer out. Moongl ow cast the | ong shadows of warriors over the houses.
As Wanderer watched, a shrieking warrior shot an arrow into the tenple.
The cattail roof crackled to life, sending wands of light to



illuminate the outcrop. Houses burst into flame all around him
peopl e scranbl ed out the doors to run

The warriors yipped and fell on the old men, wonen, and children alike,
bashing with their clubs, shooting arrows into frail old chests. Bodies
tumbled to the bl oody grass. One old man, his head bashed in, craw ed
spiderlike, trying to get away. Contorted faces flickered orange in

t he bl azing gl are.

An arrow arced down into the roof of Vole's house. Garlands of red
sparks shot upward, spattering the black belly of the sky.

Wander er dodged back into the house. Already snoke twirled down in a
gray haze. "Vole, grab Lichen! W'Ill have to try to get out through
the wi ndow. "

"But they'll be watching!" Vole cried in terror. "You know they will.
They' re probably waiting to--"

"CGet out! It's our only chance!"
Li chen screamed, "Look!" and pointed at the ceiling.

Wanderer lunged for his daughter and knocked her back against the wall
as a burning section of roof toppled into the room Flanes engul fed
Vol e's bed and licked up the wall, peeling off the clay to get to the
har dwood pol es beneath. Snoke boil ed out in choking black | ayers.
When Wanderer turned, he caught sight of Vole's arm tw sted at an

i mpossible angle in the ndst of the flanes. Vole was under the

bl azi ng thatch

"Vol e?"

"Mt her?" Lichen shrieked. "Were's ny nother? Wanderer, help ny
not her! "

The fire roared, searing Wanderer's face until he had to close his
eyes. Roughly, he grabbed his daughter's hand and dragged her to the
wi ndow. Lifting her up, he shoved her outside, then turned back.

"Vol e? Vole!"

Gasping for breath, Wanderer hit the floor on his stomach, sliding
beneat h the snoke toward the | ast place he had seen Vole. Hi s
scorching lungs screaned for himto get out, but he swept the floor
with his hands until he bunped soft flesh.



Grabbing Vole's forearm he jerked with all of his strength to pull
her from beneath the sizzling thatch. Her dress burst into flanme as
soon as the air struck it. Wanderer rolled her in the dirt, then
scranbled to get her up in his arns so he could run to the w ndow.
Toget her, they toppled out into the darkness.

Wanderer carried Vol e through the brush, away fromthe burning village,
where he could lay her down on a soft bed of grass. The vile odor of
singed hair clung to her. Blisters bubbled over her right |eg.

Lichen trotted in fromthe shadows, crying, her face covered with soot.
In a choking voice, she asked, "What happened?"

"She got caught under the roof. It nust have snmashed her against the
wall when it fell. | think she hit her head."

"I's she all right?" Lichen | ooked at Wanderer desperately.
"Yes, | think so, but--"

A hoarse shout surged over the roar of the fire. A dozen people

fl ooded around the husk of Vole's house, stunbling and shoving their
way toward the black ribbon of the creek. Wanderer recogni zed Wart and
his nother in the forefront.

Five eneny warriors | eaped up fromthe drai nage channel where they had
been hiding. The chert studs in their war clubs glittered as they

rai sed their weapons over their heads and charged forward into the

fl eeing people. The group broke and scattered. A warrior grabbed the
racing Wart by the back of his shirt, slamed his club into the side of
Wart's head, then tossed the boy's linp body to the ground. The
warrior vaulted Wart's corpse and fell on another child.

Screans rode the night wind like circling vultures, grow ng |ouder
until the very fabric of the darkness pul sed with agony.

"Lichen!"™ Wanderer ordered in panic. "Run. | said run!"

She stood rigid, staring unblinking at Wart, fifty hands away. The boy
stared back, his sightless eyes wi de and dead.

Wanderer pushed her with all of the strength he could nmuster. "Run!
W'll find you if we can!"

Li chen stunbled and fell to the ground. "But | can't--"



"I said, go!"

Li chen put her hands over her nouth to stifle her sobs but dutifully
rose to her feet and dashed out into the dark clusters of brush and
rock. The anguish on her face had torn Wanderer's soul to dandelion
fluff. He watched her disappear, his heart in his throat, before
turning back to Vole. Slipping his arns under her knees and shoul ders,
he staggered to his feet, preparing to follow Lichen

"Wanderer!"

The fam liar voice caused himto hesitate for an instant-1long enough
for three warriors to loomout of the fire lit darkness and encircle
him their bows up, arrow points ainmed at his back and stomach.
Wanderer's tongue clove to the roof of his parched mouth |ike a choking
r oot .

A tall, burly warrior swaggered fromthe shadows. Blood coated his
heavily tattooed chest in lurid splotches. The fire flared suddenly as
the last of Vole's roof and walls crashed in upon thensel ves. Wanderer
instinctively ducked and clutched Vole's |linp body closer to his chest.
The Iight wapped the warrior in a patina of pure gold. The squat face
had grown nore winkles in the past ten cycles, but the bul ging eyes
had | ost none of their keenness.

Wanderer swall owed hard. "Badgertail!" he whispered. JLjichen

t hrashed t hrough the underbrush, gibbering to herself in terror
ignoring the stinging nettles that raked at her |egs and arns.
Firelight reflected across the rock outcrop, swirling |ike nonstrous
creatures with fiery wings. Fromthe heart of the flames, a voice
called to her, whispering her name over and over again: "Lichen

Li chen, conme this way .. . this way ..."

"Who are you? What do you want ?"

Li chen stunbl ed over a bl ack mustard bush. Sobbi ng, she regai ned her



bal ance and ran again. Prismatic reflections sparkled through her
blurry eyes as she dodged into a thick branble of berry vines and fel
to her knees. Through the dense tangle, she watched in horror as the
warriors shoved Wanderer toward the creek, stabbing his back with the
bl unt ends of their war clubs. Her nother's body, |egs dangling, hung
l[inply in Wanderer's arms as the group disappeared down the bl ack
throat of the creek bottom \Was her nother dead?

A fist tightened around Lichen's heart. Mther? Mther, don't |eave
me!

The screans were fading now, dying to a few breathless squeal s.

Li chen gasped desperate breaths of the cold, snoky air while she tried
to spot anyone she knew. Warriors trotted around the skel etons of
houses, haughty, one | aughing while he checked bodi es, kicking themto
make sure they were dead. Flycatcher, where are you? Bird-Mn, |et
himbe all right. GCh, Wart

Lichen crawmled to the far end of the bramble so she could view the
village froma different angle. Corpses |lay hideously sprawl ed across
the scorched grass in the plaza. Ashes fluttered down fromthe sky
like horrible snowfl akes, covering the dead with sheets of white.

Li chen sniffed the pungent odors that oozed fromthe breeze. Her soul
withed with the coppery scent of bl ood.

"Stone WI f? What's happening to ne?" she cried.

Ei ght warriors trotted fromthe village and began striking the brush
with their war clubs. They flushed a rabbit that darted away into the
firelit crevices of the rocks. The warriors |aughed. But when old
man Wod Duck rose from behind a clunp of rosebushes and tried to run
on his mained | eg, one of the warriors pounced on him The club
smacked wetly against his skull. Lichen's heart thundered. "They're
searching for anyone still alive, little one," the voice said softly in



her head. "You have to run. Run, Lichen. Hurry!™ "But if | stand
up, they'll see ne. What ..." Suddenly, she knew

She fl opped on her stomach and slithered through the brush, as silent
as Water Snake, her novements hidden by the wavering dance of shadows.
Twent y- f our

Pet aga sat beside CGopher in the chief's open-sided shelter north of Red
Star Mounds and peered intently out at the darkness. Half of his
warriors had come up through Slippery Elmand Goat's Rue Vill ages,
whil e another third had been with Hailcloud at Axseed and Bl uebird
before they'd broken off to come join him The remai nder, perhaps
three hundred warriors, had coal esced along the river south of One
Mound Vill age--waiting for Badgertail

No fires burned on this night. Everyone knew that at |east three of
Badgertail's war parties lurked a day's walk to the north, just over
that hunmp that thrust up on top of the bluff.

Anot her two days, then Petaga would attack. They couldn't risk being
spotted, not now, not when they stood on the brink of battle.

In silver-edged darkness, warriors groped awkwardly for their packs and
bl ankets. Everywhere Petaga | ooked, black fornms swayed as they
conpleted final nightly duties. They noved in grave silence--as silent
as the dead.

Fat her? From your pole high in Cahokia, do you watch us through your
enpty eye sockets? Coming .. . yes, conmng for you, Father. Coming to
t ake your head hone and bury it with your body so you can walk in the
Underworl d with pride and honor



A d Gopher |eaned sideways to | ook out from beneath the hastily
constructed grass roof at Mon Miiden. She hung in the mddle of the
sky, surrounded by concentric hal os of green, orange, and yellow Far
out on the western horizon, |ightning bounced around inside the belly
of a bank of dark clouds. Petaga strained his ears to see if he could
pi ck up the roar of Thunderbird, but he heard only the pounding of his
pul se.

" CGopher ?"

The old man cocked his head expectantly. At the age of forty-two
sumers, his long black hair and bushy brows had grown streaks of gray.
He had a broad nose that spread out onto his cheeks like a flattened
ground cherry. He had worn an ancient deer hide war shirt painted with
t he faded-blue image of Fal con--it had brought himluck, he'd boasted,
in his early days when he had been one of Red Star Munds' greatest
warriors. But it looked tattered and shabby to Petaga's eyes.

CGopher frowned. "Wat is it, young Petaga?"

"I"ve been .. . concerned .. . about something."

n \N]at ?II

Pet aga ground his teeth. |If you don't discuss it with soneone soon,
you'll burst fromthe anxiety. Gopher should be the perfect man to

talk to. He was your nother's favorite cousin, and he gave three
hundred warriors to this venture. That should be proof enough that he

believes in your cause. Still ... Petaga grooved the dirt with the toe
of his sandal. |In the dusty moon glow, the groove resenbled the dark
slithering track of a snake. "l--1 was wondering what you think wll

happen i f we destroy Tharon."

"I think we'll be a lot happier.”
"Yes, but ... | mean .. . well, do you think that the remaining
villages will work together? After all, Cahokia has been the center of

our chiefdom for hundreds of cycles. Trade was handl ed for the benefit
of every village. Cahokia has organized and funded the traders, then



redistributed the exotic 'things' we've gleaned so that each village
could trade them for what they wanted. And--" he hesitated, struggling
to recall exactly how Aloda had put it "--the villages have al ways paid
tribute to keep trade going. What will happen when there's no |onger a
need to pay tribute?"

Copher's eyes sharpened. "Ah, you nmean to ask, do | think the trade
will fall apart?"

"Yes, that's what | nean. Do you?"

Copher turned so he could study the stars. They twinkled with an
uncomon brilliance tonight. H's long hair draped over the green

di anonds woven into his tan bl anket. "Probably. " Gopher had spoken
so blithely that Petaga's mouth dangl ed open. "But if that happens,
what will we do?"

"Fi ght each other, | suspect." Copher grinned. "Wich is nothing new
W' ve been fighting each other for tens of cycles. That's the way it
was before Keran's Dream That's how it began, with WIf Sl ayer and

Bi rd- Man, both brothers, fighting. W' ve always fought. Never with as
many warriors as now, but haven't you noticed? Cahokia's palisades
aren't exactly new, and other villages have even ol der earthen
enbankments or flinmsy stockades--out of fear of their 'relatives.

"So you think we'll be at each other's throats? W rse than now?"
"Um .. . no." Copher's snile went as hard as a quartzite hanmerstone.
Even in the darkness, Petaga could see the glint in his eye. "There
won't be as many of us when this is over. Those who aren't killed
outright will be stupid not to run for their lives. | suspect that two
thirds of us will be gone when this war is done." Copher paused to

i nhal e deeply of the earth-scented night. "You' ve seen the endl ess
lines of people fleeing with their possessions strapped to their backs.
You didn't imagine that they'd come back, did you?"

"But why wouldn't they?" Petaga blurted. "W're building a better
life for them"



CGopher vented a cl ose-mouthed chuckle. "We're building a better life
for us, cousin. Anyone who can afford to keep trading when this is

through will be wealthy beyond his imagining. Prices will soar because
unusual goods will be scarce. The Sunborn, with their treasure troves
of lace, galena, copper, and seashells, will nake out |ike thieves."

Pet aga' s stomach knotted. Aimessly, he forned tiny peaks in the

gol den fabric over his knee, then snoothed them away again. Anger

m xed with disgust within himto forma bitter brew "lIs that why you
agreed to give three hundred warriors to this fight?"

"OfF course," Copher said. He smrked as though Petaga were a child.
"Do you believe that your reasons--revenge and hatred--are nore
nobl e?"

D dn't CGopher understand that River Munds was fighting for the

sal vation of their way of life? That they hoped to nake things easier
for everyone, especially for the Commonborn, who suffered the nost in
ti mes of hunger and deprivation?

Copher casually turned sideways on his blanket, apparently sensing the
enoti onal waves Petaga was riding. "You're such a boy, Mon Chief.
You nust learn to see the world through the eyes of a man. We--"

Pet aga rose with as much dignity as he could find and bowed at the
wai st. "Excuse ne, cousin. | promised to talk to Hailcloud' s son
Spoonbill, before |I retired tonight."

Pet aga started away, but Gopher's insidious voice stopped him
"Spoonbill? He's your age, isn't he? Yes, good idea. He'l
understand you. All children your age have grand notions of right and
wr ong. "

"At | east we nmke a distinction, cousin."

Copher's mouth quirked. "Wen you're rich and fat--then we'll talk
about it. We'Ill see if you draw the line in the same place."

Pet aga strode out into the darkness, his heart bursting. He had tried
so hard to be like his father: honorable, open to new thoughts,
sensitive to the needs of anyone in trouble, calculating in war.



But as he sped through a dense brier of buffalo currant, those traits
seened suddenly uninportant. Ch, Father, | w sh you were here. Like
fl esh shocked by an arrow point's keen edge, his grief, grief he had
been suppressing for days, awakened to choke him Tears burned his
eyes.

"Fat her," he whispered, "what would you have done? Wuld you have sat
back |i ke Al oda did and hoped for the best? Wuldn't you have fought?
Father .. . ?"

A finger of wind ruffled his hair--gently, affectionately-and a sob
welled in Petaga's throat.

He broke into a run. His first three paces went unhindered, but then
hi s gol den robe caught on a currant branch and ripped. Furiously, he
jerked at his hemto tug it |oose.

The tearing sound rang like a shriek in the evening quiet. On the
hunp, he saw one of the | ookouts crouch in alarm

Unable to restrain his grief and doubt any | onger, Petaga slowy sank
into the shelter of the currant bushes and buried his face in his
hands.

W.

e've gone over this five times, Wenw ng! How nany nore tinmes do
have to expl ain?" Black Birch demanded from where he squatted before
the fire in the thatched house of the young chi ef of Bl addernut
Vil | age.

Pal e moonlight spilled through the wi ndow and outlined the sinple

furni shings at the far end of the house with a soft, dove-col ored gl ow
The ivory bl anket draping Wenw ng's sl eeping bench faded to a nottl ed
gray, and the five baskets lining the wall above the bench were nothi ng
nmore than dark shadows. A small shell contained a finger's-full of
very weak white drink; it was all that Wenwing had to offer. "Unti

we understand each other," Wenwing replied calmy. "O would you have
me deny you warriors just because | don't grasp your need? That's what
wi || happen if you keep pushing ne." He lay stretched out atop a



colorful mound of blankets on the opposite side of the fire, his
yel | ow and- brown robe fl owi ng around his |ong | egs.

To Wenwing's right, a beautiful shield made of tanned buffal o hide
stood on a tripod. Beaded fringes draped down the sides and swayed
delicately in the draft through the wi ndow. The drooping white

bl ossonms of a bl adder nut plant were painted on the center of the
shield--the sole itemof any value in the chief's | odge. But then
Bl adder nut was one of the poorest villages in the chiefdom

From the nmonent his war party had marched into the village, Bl ack
Birch's skin had been crawling. Not one person had seemed surprised to
see them when they trotted up fromthe drai nages. Had | ookouts spotted
them and prepared the village for possible attack? Probably. The main
path that |ed through Bl addernut had lain enpty to the strean ng
nmoonl i ght --and onminously silent. Too silent. No childish giggles or
worren' s voi ces had wafted fromthe houses, though he had occasionally
caught sight of frightened femal e eyes peering through slits in

door - hangi ngs.

Bl ack Birch had felt as though he were running through a ghost village
as he approached the chief's house, on the hilltop at the northern end
of the naze of houses. Then Wenw ng had agreed to nmeet with Bl ack
Birch only if he cane in al one and unar ned.

Bl ack Birch felt naked w thout his weapons. Uneasily, he gl anced
around. Five guards stood at strategic points throughout the house,
their arms crossed, each holding a war club and with a kni fe sheat hed
on the sash that belted his tan shirt above his breech cl out

"I"'mnot trying to push, Wenwing. |It's just that tinme is so short. W
have to nove south to join Badgertail day after tomorrow. " "Perhaps
you shoul d just nove on now, Black Birch, and save us both this
trouble. This is your fight, not ours.”

Inirritation, Black Birch growl ed, "Let ne try again. You' ve seen the
fires in the south. You're far nore vul nerable than Bl uebird or



Pai nt brush were. Look around you." Black Birch waved a hand toward

the south and west. "Bl addernut has no palisades. You've barely
enough warriors to man the high points of the rocks. A strong gale
woul d bl ow down your defenses. |If Petaga conmes here with nine hundred
warriors, you'll be wiped out to the last child."

Firelight danced over the soot-stained walls behind Wen w ng,

sil houetting his twenty-sumrers-old face and his |long braids, fierce
eyes, and pug nose. The man had beconme chief after his father's death
last winter, and he'd had little experience in governing. He's never
even been on a battle-wal k. How can he understand the inportance of
this war?

Wenwing rose to sit cross-legged. Lines furrowed his brow as he
tucked his robe around his ankles. "I've no doubt of the truth of
that, Black Birch. But what reason woul d Petaga have for com ng here?
W' ve not hing he wants."

"Ch, yes you do. You have forty warriors he mght be able to recruit
to fight against the Sun Chief."

"So?" Wenw ng spread his hands, palnms up. "Forty is a pittance.
Wul d he kill a hundred wonmen and children to--"

"He killed nearly four hundred at Spiral Munds! And at least fifty at

Bl uebird, and seventy-five at Paintbrush!™ Black Birch replied so
violently that the guards shifted and eyed each ot her as though
signaling an alert. Black Birch clenched a fist to still hinself.

"Look, Wenw ng, we came here in good faith, asking you to help us
grind Petaga into the ground so that we might all go back to living in
peace. I--"

"Peace?" Wenw ng scoffed. "Keran's Dream died when he did--and it's
buried in his mound with himand his servants and his grave goods.

G zis found the Dream convenient to adopt, since it filled his
storehouses with wealth and his name with Power. And we've seen
Tharon's comitnment to peace. No, Black Birch, we've never lived in
peace. Wy do you think half of the countryside has palisades? The
enenmny is us! It's not Petaga. It's our. way of life."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"



"Trade .. . nostly. Geed for exotic goods drives the Sunborn. You've
seen it. You know what | mean. To get a shred of |lace from Yell ow
Star Mounds, Tharon will kill babies for a five days' wal k around
Cahoki a so that he can steal enough corn to pay for it. Surely this is
not new i nformation to you?"

Black Birch lifted a shoulder inpatiently. "What if it's true?
Badgertail and | are fighting for the Comonborn, not for the
Sunborn. "

"Are you? Wwo will benefit nost?"
"Bl essed Father Sun!"™ Black Birch shot to his feet in anger. "The
Commonborn will. They'll be alive, won't they?"

"Some things are nore terrible than death.”
Bl ack Birch snorted derisively. "For instance?"

Wenwi ng | owered his eyes and studi ed the crackling dance of the
flames. "Dishonor. Sacrificing dozens of strong people so that two or
three may have copper ear-spools to wear--or to keep the war | eader

i nside his plush nound-top house inside Cahokia's palisade. M people
are villagers, Black Birch. W're all Comobnborn. Perhaps we can see
nore clearly as a result. Qur eyes aren't clouded by living near the
Sunborn, who find the | owest class expendable. | want to see ny
sister's children grow up and make lives of their own. Qur clans here
have to rely on each other to survive."

"What . does that have to do with--"

"Don't you see? If I send nmy forty warriors to fight with you and
they're all killed, then | will have nmurdered ny village as well. Those
forty warriors are fathers, farmers, and fishernmen--not professiona
warriors. They are the heart of Bladdernut Village. W can survive

wi t hout trade, w thout menbership in Tharon's chiefdom but we can't
survive w thout our forty warriors."

"I suspect that Bluebird and Paintbrush felt the same way, young chief.
That's why they're dead."

Wenwi ng pinned Black Birch with worried eyes. "And if we don't join
you, Black Birch, what are your orders?"



He fidgeted nervously, refusing to answer. The guards had unfol ded
their arms and were holding their war clubs at the ready. Their eyes
glistened in the mauve shadows, making Black Birch wi sh he were
anywhere but here. Qutside, in the open, he m ght have a chance. The
idiots. |If they know that dissent neans death, why don't they at |east
pretend to go al ong?

"My orders are to nove south, with or wthout your help,"” Black Birch
sai d anbi guously.

Wenwi ng steepled his fingers over his lips. "I see. | take it that
nmeans that Bl addernut is dead, no matter whose side we choose." Bl ack
Birch held his tongue. Then Wenwing inquired, "WII you kill ny
peopl e, Black Birch? 1In the same way that Petaga murdered yours? \at
if I promise not to take up arms agai nst Badgertail? Hm®? |If | give
you my word that my people will scatter to the winds until this nmadness
is over and then return to their hones only with the Sun Chief's
approval .. . what then?"

In a |l ow voice, Black Birch responded, "You would |et your sister

vill ages be destroyed without lifting a finger to help then? What kind
of chief are you, Wenw ng? Are your people cowards? Can't you
understand that unless we all pull together--"

Fromoutside cane a frantic shout. "Black Birch! Black Birch
qui ckly!  They're coming!"

Whirling breathlessly, he faced the door as an el derly bal d- headed
warrior, naned Bucktooth, dipped beneath the hanging. Panting,

Buckt oot h expl ai ned, "The eneny canme up fromthe south, follow ng our
trail. 1It's surely Petaga."

Bl ack Birch ducked out into the noonlight. Flamng arrows |aced the
sky like a perverted neteor, shower, landing in the roofs of houses and
in the parched brush. Blazes crackled to |ife everywhere. Wen
Wenwi ng cane out, Black Birch pointed and yelled, "See! Wat did

tell you? Petaga has no cares for your people! |If you don't join us,
you' re condeming all of themto--"



But Wenw ng darted away into the darkness, his guards following in a
semicircle. Black Birch saw their shapes flit down toward the southern
end of the village to the nouth of a small drainage. There, dozens of
ot her shadows joined them Al vanished into the bl ackness beyond.

Had Wenwi ng had his village ready to flee all along? Ws that the
only way out that the young chief had been able to see? Black Birch
shook hi s head.

"Bucktooth, run and find Wasp. Tell her to take twenty and | ead a
drive along our attackers' right flank. Then find Beehive. | want him
to take his nmen and flank themon the left side. 1'lIl lead what's |eft
of our forces down the middle."

Wien the old man hesitated, Black Birch shoved himso hard that
Buckt ooth fell to the ground with a soft grunt. "But, Black Birch,
maybe this is just a diversion to draw us--"

"I"ll do the thinking! Get up, old man! Hurry! You can see where the

arrows are comng from Petaga's forces are still bunched. If we can
surround them before they di sperse, we'll have them"

"Yes, yes, all right. I'mgoing. 1'Il tell them" Bucktooth
scranbled to his feet and ran away, |inping.

Bl ack Birch scow ed at the night. G ven the narrow swath of |land from
which the arrows cane, it had to be a small party, but he couldn't tel
how small. Twenty warriors? O five, firing in rapid succession?

Pet aga, you poor boy. You nust be desperate to send such a tiny
contingent so far north just to harass us. Well, you can count these
warriors as dead. W'Il pursue themto their doom Black Birch | eaped
over a bush and sprinted downhill to gather his forces.



Twenty-five

Li chen's lungs ached, but she dug her toes into the crumbling clay of
the trail and forced her body quickly up the steep slope. The bluff

| oomed above her, a tan wall two hundred hands high. M st shrouded the
cap rock. The thick veil had been rising progressively since before
dawn, edging up to becone clouds. Scraggly stalks of hyacinth and buck
brush clustered along the | edges, where noi sture gathered on danp
nmornings like this. The pal e-blue petals of the bl ossons glistened

wi th dewdrops. Lichen fought stinging tears as she panted up the
slope. Maybe fromthe top she coul d see soneone el se who had escaped
the attack.

Fat her Sun poi sed precariously on the crest of the bluff, peering over
the edge at the world below. Filaments of mist twined up fromthe
rocks as the day warmed, caressing that gl ow ng anber face with tenuous
fingers.

"Mt her?" she croaked softly. "Where are you? | need you. \WAnderer
can you hear me? I'mecalling you! Come and find ne."

He had promi sed that he would if he could. But she had seen no sign of
any of her people since last night. Maybe Wanderer couldn't cone and
find her. What had the warriors done to hin? To her nmother? A
suffocating bubble swelled in her throat, making it hard for her to
swal  ow. Those bad nen had killed everyone else in the village. Even
old man Wood Duck with his crippled | eg--and children like VWart.

During the terror of the night, running, hiding, and running sonme nore,
a chasm had opened in Lichen's soul. Every time she thought about her
not her, Wanderer, or Flycatcher, her soul gaped |ike Bear's huge maw,
threatening to swall ow her.

Li chen shoved her frizzy braid over one shoul der and scurried around a
bend in the steep trail that overl ooked the bottom | ands The snoke
from Redweed Village still spiraled



into the crystal sky. When it reached a certain height, it flattened
out and pointed westward, |ike an extended arm silently accusing the
Sun Chief of the crine. Cahokia was the only place those warriors
could have come from The Sun Chi ef must have been puni shing Redweed
for siding with the River Muunds warriors. Lichen remenbered her

not her whi spering with Flycatcher's nother. They had been frightened
t hat Cahokia might attack Redweed just as it had attacked Hi ckory
Mounds.

Her legs trembling, Lichen tried to run, but it was hard. As she
clinmbed, m st enfolded her in a shimmering rai nbow haze. The cool ness
felt good on her dirty face and scratched body. Wen she had raced

t hrough the bushes | ast night, her hem had been ripped to shreds,
baring her legs to the thorns. The dried blood that clung to her skin
had started to burn every time she took a step

It pained her to | ook at Wanderer's sacred shirt. The red spirals hung
in sad tatters around her ankles. She remenbered the love in his eyes
when he had given it to her on the day after she'd come back fromthe
Underworl d. He'd been proud of her .. . Lichen started crying again.
The sobs came in terrible waves. "Wanderer! Cone find ne! | need
you!"

Terror clutched at her soul. What would she do if no one ever cane to
find her? Where could she go? Wo would take care of her? She was
only ten summers! Could she take care of hersel f?

Li chen pursed her quaking nmouth and studied the bluff face, noting the
ni ches where toadflax sprouted. The edi ble urn-shaped fruits that
clustered in the top | eaves would not be ripe for another noon. Here
and there, clover stretched its willow arns toward the sunlight. She
could dig the roots and eat themraw, the | eaves she could brew for
tea. She might be able to find some violet wood sorrel down on the
noi st prairies and dig the bul bs. Wen she had the tine, she would
brai d strands of her hair into a bowstring and cut a stemof willow for



a bow. Then she could hunt. She didn't know how to nake arrow
poi nts, but a sharpened hardwood stick would work on small gane.

Maybe she would be all right.

Maybe .. . Wanderer, | don't want to live without you ... or wthout ny
vi | | age.

But Redweed was al ready gone--wi ped fromthe earth forever. She
understood that truth, even if her heart shouted that it wasn't so.

The hi gher she clinbed, the farther she could see. Fromup here it

| ooked |ike the whole world had burst into flane. Northward, coils of
snoke sprouted everywhere. Was that Petaga? O had the Cahokia
warriors split up and gone to nurder other villages the way they had
Redweed?

Li chen drove her |l egs up over the crest of the bluff and slunped down
on the warm stone. Stretching out on her stomach, she lay quietly for
atine, breathing raggedly, stifling her tears. "Ch, Mther ..."

Her not her's voice echoed in her nmenories: "Stop crying, Lichen! How
many tinmes do | have to tell you that tears are useless? They don't do
anybody any good--least of all, you. |If Screechow kicks you again,
pick up a stick and smack him"

Li chen had never seen her nother cry--not even once. GCh, she had seen
tears in her nother's eyes. They'd been there yesterday, when she'd
first gotten home, but nothing nmore. Her nother always faced life with
a glare, daring the world to fight with. her

"I can't help it, Mther," she had said.

The nore Lichen thought about being alone, the worse she felt. Tears
| eaked fromthe corners of her eyes. She braced her chin on her arm
and wept softly.

She wi shed she had had nore time with her parents, that she had grown
up with Wanderer living in their home. Never before had Lichen nissed
havi ng two parents--but now, when she mi ght never see them again, she
wi shed with all her heart that she had a whole fanily

Wanderer? Are you all right? You don't have to cone for



ne. She rolled to her side and stared out across the sun washed

basin. Just take .. . take care of ny nmother. She needs you now.
Bi rd- Man? Take care of my nother and father. | need themto be al
ri ght.

JLrfl khorn pl odded on weary legs to the lone cottonwod tree on top of
t he grass-covered knoll and | eaned a shoul der against the tree trunk
From here he could | ook down on his fleeing enemes. The fierce

aft ernoon sun had sucked the moisture fromhis body and spread it over
his arms and legs in a thick sheen of sweat. H's brown breech cl out
clung to his loins in clamy folds. On his left, the eastern bl uff
rose to scallop the sky with hunps of gray. WAs soneone up there,

wat chi ng? A lookout? Reporting back to Petaga that his ten warriors
had escaped El khorn's best efforts to kill then?

In the gully below, the warriors dashed about, skipping across rocks
when they coul d, | ooking as happy as could be. Faint |aughter wafted
up with the heat.

Five of his own war party trotted into the shade cast by the

cottonwood. "We've lost them" El khorn wi ped the sweat and dirt from
his chevron-tattooed forehead. At the age of twenty-four, he stood
only ten hands tall, but his cunning nore than nade up for his height.

New sweat trickled fromhis matted black hair and ran into his eyes
before it pooled on the tip of his stubby nose. He lifted his bow and

shook it at his retreating foes. "I can't believe it! | thought we
had them"
Soapweed eased up beside El khorn. "So did I. If I didn't know better,

I'd think they had the attack and their escape route all carefully
pl anned. How el se could ten nen and wonmen evade our seventy warriors?"
El khorn gl anced at Soapweed's round face that rarely showed enotion. He
had tied a I ength of green fabric around his head to keep his | oose



bl ack forel ocks fromobscuring his vision. The |onger El khorn peered
i nto Soapweed' s deadpan eyes, the nore his nervousness grew.

"It did seemthat they had it all planned, didn't it?"

O her warriors came forward to cast curses after the escaping eneny
warriors, who had now skirted a raspberry brier and junped |ower into

t he drai nage channel. Only the tops of their bobbi ng heads remai ned
vi si bl e.
"You sound like you have an idea," Soapweed countered. "Like rmaybe you

know why they struck our canp at night and lured us way out here."

El khorn grimaced. Lured? That thought had occurred to himas early as
noon, but it annoyed himto have sonmeone el se echo his deepest fears.

Heat rolled off of the bare stone beneath his sandals, searing the
bottons of his feet. They had been at Henfoot Village when the attack
cane. \hat are you up to, Petaga?

"Shoul d we chase then? They | ook |ike they're heading toward One Mund

Village. W might be able to catch them before sunset," Soapweed
poi nted out.
El khorn squinted after the warriors. "W won't catch them by sunset.

They're noving too fast."

He pushed away fromthe tree and walked a little way down the sl ope.
Cracks and crevices drew jagged |ines of shadow over the face of the
bluff, creating perfect hiding places. Had Petaga stationed warriors
up there with their bows, ready for the first fool who would follow his
fleeing forces into the gully?

El khorn hi ked back up the slope. "Let's stick to Badger tail's
original plan. We'll join Black Birch south of Bladder nut Village.
After that, we'll meet Amaranth outsi de of Bal sam Vill age, then head
south to join Badgertail near One Mound Village."

Soapweed canted his head inquiringly. "You think that's what this was
all about? Petaga is trying to provoke us so that we'll mess up
Badgertail's war plans by flying off and getting ourselves killed in an
ambush?"

"M ght be."



"Then we'd better warn the other |eaders of the war parties. W m ght
not be the only ones he's tried this on."

El khorn ran a hand through his wet hair. "Were's Hgh Prairie? He's

the fastest runner we have. We'Ill dispatch himto Black Birch to

see. "

"I"ll fetch him" Soapweed turned back into the savage |ight of Father
Sun, pushing through the warriors who were clinbing the hill. Soapweed

yelled, "High Prairie! Were's Hgh Prairie?" Twenty-six

Locust paced before the boul ders where Wanderer and the woman, Vol e,
sat with their bound hands in their |aps. Badgertail had ordered the
prisoners noved downstreaminto the tiny grove of flowering dogwood
nestled within a group of huge, tilted stone slabs, but the ruins of
the village could still be seen across Punpkin Creek. Wl ves skul ked
around the scorched plaza, snarling as they fought over the bloating
bodi es of the dead. They always went for the gut first, and the

i ntestines and organs were scattered in bl oody heaps around the
corpses. ol den eagl es wheeled on the warmair currents or perched on
the outcrop to await their turn. Wen a gust of wi nd bl ew down from
the north, the stench was al nbst overwhel m ng.

Locust turned her attention to Badgertail, who stood in a huddl e of
warriors questioning the runner who had conme in fromWite C over
Mounds. She could barely make out their angry voices.

Badgertail asked, "Wat do you mean, the chief wouldn't even see
Wodchuck?"



The runner, Little Paw, lifted his arnms hel plessly. "There was
not hi ng Wbodchuck could do! He tried everything, but Chief Pevon
refused to even open the gate. Pevon told Wodchuck that White C over
Mounds woul d not fight on either side!"

Locust sighed and -gazed upward at the drooping white bl ossons

over head, softening the sharp lines of the rocks that formed a jagged
fortress around them The trees and boul ders bl ocked the view fromthe
eastern bluff, theoretically providing cover from Petaga's | ookouts.

To the west, the land fanned out in undulations of wilting green. Heat
waves obscured the serpentine line of the Father Water, but the cl osest
ponds shone cl ear and bl ue.

Locust threaded tired fingers through her gore-encrusted hair. She had
conbed the bl ack mass, but the blood clung like a fine spray of filth.
It had been so long since she'd slept that she felt weak in the

knees.

Then she inspected Wanderer. The old man sat |like a gangly stork, his
gray head cocked to peer at the ground, strangely engrossed by the
lattice of shadows that crisscrossed the grass. Locust scrutinized the
lattice but saw nothing particularly interesting in the pattern
Wanderer had aged dramatically in the past ten cycles. Had his eyes
and beaked nose grown bigger? They seened enornously large in the thin
frame of his facial bones. H's red shirt and breech cl out bore streaks
of soot.

"Wanderer?" Locust said, and junped when the old nman shouted "What ?"
as though startled fromthe depths of his thoughts by a bolt of
lightning. He lurched to his feet, his knees knocking together. "Wat
did you want, Locust?"

She surveyed his terrified posture and sighed. "I just wanted to know
if you'd ever heard anything about a Stone Wl f that resided i n Redweed
Village."

"Ch, yes, many cycles ago." Wanderer slunped back to the rock and
nmopped his forehead with his torn sleeve. "But it's been a long tine
since the WIf vanished."

"How | ong? You nean that it hasn't been here in cycl es?"



"Here? No. Soneone stole it. Quite along tinme ago. Isn't that
what happened, Vol e?"

The wonman nmoved her bound hands to shield her burned |l eg while she
glowered at the warriors who swarnmed the canp. People had been coning
and going all norning, whispering news, |aughing crudely. Not one had
washed the blood fromhis flesh. Wen Vole turned to | ook at Locust,
hatred seethed in her eyes. "Yes, that's what happened. The Wl f was
stolen.”

Locust folded her arms. "I don't believe you. The Sun Chief had word
froma trader only days ago that there was a Stone WIf here that

possessed great Power."
"Well, if it was here," Wanderer remarked reasonably, "it certainly
didn't possess very nuch Power. Look at what happened to Red weed."

Locust ignored the |ogical coment. "W've been searching the ashes of
the village all day and have found not hi ng."

"That's not too surprising, is it?" Awkwardly, Wanderer maneuvered his
bound hands to open the pouch tied to his breech clout so he could draw
out a handful of dried elderberries. He began sorting the berries,
dividing theminto piles in his right palm

"Way isn't that surprising?”

"What ?" Wanderer said, his eyes riveted on one pile of four berries.
He clucked norosely at it.

"Way isn't it surprising that we haven't found it?"

Wanderer shook his head at the berries. "Locust, are you aware that
your sister-in-lawis about to have twins? You' d better be getting
hone very soon or you'll miss the excitenent. | " H's voice faded

as his eyes went huge and frightened.

Locust's breathing stilled. Wanderer |ooked as though nonsters had
risen up fromthe Underworld to claimhis soul. "Wat? Wat's wong?
Is it Geen Ash?"

"No, I'm.. . just seeing glinpses."

"dinpses? O what?"



"A thousand tonorrows--and nore," Wanderer answered. He peered
intently at Locust.

Taken aback, Locust gripped Wanderer's shoul der and shoved hi m back
sendi ng his handful of berries pattering across the grass. "Listen
Wanderer, we have to find that Wl f. \Where is it? Wat have you done
withit?"

Wanderer blinked inquiringly. "Wiat do you think | did with it?"

As the old nan bent over attenpting to retrieve his elderberries,
Locust threw up her arns in frustration. "This is ridiculous. Wy am
| even trying?"

"Well, nost |likely because Badgertail told you to. Poor Badgertail. He
dimy realizes that this battle-walk will be his last. It nust be very
hard on him" Wanderer patiently ordered his berries into piles again.
"Did you know that the patterns of elderberry winkles take five major
forms? Sharp zigzags, sinuous slithers ..."

Locust peered at Wanderer. He was calmy flipping over a single berry

so he could exam ne the winkles on the other side. "How do you know
t hat ?"

Wanderer | ooked up, affronted. "Because |'ve studied themfor cycles,
Locust. I'man expert on elderberries. You' d be anazed at how many

berries 1've analyzed in the past five hundred noons."

Angrily, Locust demanded, "About Badgertail! How do you know this will
be his last battle-wal k?"

"Well, it doesn't take any special Powers to see that he's lost the
heart for war. Even you can see- it, can't you? Everyone knows what
happens to warriors who |ose that."

Locust swall owed hard. This old nman had just pronounced Badgertail's
doom and done it with no nore alarmthan if he had been forecasting a
wi ndstorm  Shaken, Locust asked, "Wat sort of a man are you, that you
could tal k of Badgertail's death so--"

"Well, for one thing," Wanderer responded, "I'mnot a man. You see,
years ago when | was swimming in the Silence, a raven canme and--"



"Ch, Blessed Thunderbird," Vol e npaned.

"You know it's true, Vole. As | recall, you were very upset by
it--ordered me out of the house when | started picking at dinner before
you' d had a chance to cook it."

"I hardly think this is the time to discuss your peculiarities,
Wanderer," Vol e responded sharply.

"Peculiarities?"
She gave him a sour | ook

"It wasn't ny fault that the pack rat who'd taken over ny soul was
afraid of ravens. You should have seen that bird when it first dove at
me. It had a wingspan as wide as the Father Water. |- couldn't blane
Pack Rat for running. O course, it disturbed me that he picked that
preci se nonent to go, but you said yourself that nothing was happening
anyway, so--"

"What does this have to do with anything?" Vole snapped.
"Locust wanted to know. Didn't you, Locust?"

Locust massaged the back of her neck. "You're crazy."
"Yes. Well, anyway ..." Wanderer very carefully opened the pouch on
his breech clout and dunped the berries back inside.

Wth relief, Locust saw Badgertail break fromthe huddl e of warriors
and wal k toward the dogwoods. Dried blood still spattered his tattooed
chest. He had tied his war shirt into a sash around his waist. He
seened nervous, fidgety.

Badgertail inhaled a deep breath before he said, "Locust, what have you
di scover ed?"

"About the Stone WIf? Nothing. These two say that the WIf was
stol en cycles ago."

Badgertail turned to peer at Wanderer. The old man's expression
"didn't change, but as he tucked his bound hands into the folds of his
red shirt, Locust saw t hem shake.

"Badgertail. |It's been a long tinme. How are you?" Wanderer asked in
a gentle voice, as though inquiring about the health of a |ong-Iost
friend--rather than that of the man who had captured himlast night and
who woul d probably be his executioner



"Wl |l enough, Wanderer. And you?"

Wanderer tilted his head apologetically and lifted his wists. They
had al ready devel oped sores fromthe scratchy rope. "Things haven't
been going ny way lately."

Badgertail stared into Wanderer's winkled face, contenplating each
line as if it represented an event in Badgertail's own life. Locust
noticed the hard set of Badgertail's jaw sag before he sighed, "Forgive

me, Wanderer. |'mnot doing this to humiliate you."
"No. You're following Tharon's orders. | know that, Badgertail. What
does he want of me?" "Actually, it's not Tharon who wants you. It's

Ni ght shade. She told ne that you'd found the way to First Wrman and
that | had to protect you and bring you back to Cahokia. Do you know
t he way?"

Wanderer peered at Badgertail in silence. Locust |ooked pensively from
one man to the other. Know edge glowed in their eyes--dark, Powerful.
The sounds of the day intensified. The call of a neadow ark boomed in
Locust's ears, and the whisper of the wind through the dogwoods turned
omi nous.

"Yes," Wanderer responded.
"You do know the way to First Wnman?"
"1 do."

"Then we nust get you to Cahokia quickly. Perhaps, if the rains cone
and Mother Earth grows fertile again, we can end this madness."

Wanderer stared down at his long fingers. "I don't think so,
Badgertail. W need guidance fromFirst Wnan, all right, but this
"madness' will not end until Tharon is dead. So long as he's alive,
he' Il keep knocking the Spiral out of balance. It's his way."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

Wanderer straightened and faced Badgertail. "What does Tharon want
with the Stone Wl f?"

"He's on some .. . Power quest. A trader told himabout it. | don't
know why he wants it--he just does.”



Badgertail's brows drew together. "Wiwy? Do you know where it is?"
"If I told you yes, what would you do?"
"Demand that you turn it over."

"And then?" | "Then |I'd assign a small war party to escort you and the
Wl f back to Cahokia."

A gul p bobbed in the flabby folds of Wanderer's throat. "And ny
friend?" He tilted his head toward the woman, who fought to keep her
face inpassive, but a flush had crept into her cheeks. Badgertai
turned and glared at the latticed shadows cast by the dogwood |i nbs.
Spl ashes of sunlight flowed into the spaces of the dark weave, forning
a pattern like scattered bits of anber. He said, "She won't be

goi ng. "

Vole slowy wilted against the rock. Wanderer noved his noccasined
foot-over so that it touched hers in encouragenent, but he spoke to
Badgertail. "And if | refuse to reveal the location of the Wl f?"

Badgertail swung around harshly. Locust coul d see the indecision on
his face. N ghtshade wanted Wanderer. Badgertail couldn't kill him
for refusing. Badgertail's eyes went over Vole quickly.

"You woul d bargain for this woman's life? |s that what you're telling

me? All right, Wanderer. | wll grant you that. Tell ne where the
VWl f is.”

Wanderer shook his head. "No. Not you, Badgertail. | can't. The
WIf is a very great Power object. 1It's not a thing of warriors. But

I will tell N ghtshade. She's the Geat Priestess at Cahokia now.
Isn't that true?"

"Yes, but--"

A childish screamtore the day. Badgertail spun on his toes as Locust
sprinted to the edge of the rocks. Near the overgrown bank of the
creek, Southw nd, kneeling, struggled for a nonment, then haul ed a young
boy out of the weeds by the scruff of his neck. The boy twi sted
wildly, kicking, biting, trying to wench free of South wind's iron
grip.



When Southwind lifted his war club to kill the boy, Locust shouted,
"No! Wait! Bring himhere."

"Why?" Badgertail asked.

"Children are less skilled at lying. Perhaps he knows where the Stole
Vol f went. "

Sout hwi nd tranped into the grove and threw the boy on the ground with a
grunt. Maybe el even or twelve sumers old, the child was big for his
age. He had small, dark eyes and a crooked nose. He scranbled to his
knees, breathing hard.

"What's your nane?" Locust demanded gruffly.

"Screechow ," the boy responded. He wet his lips in fear. When his
gaze | anded on Wanderer and Vol e, hope blazed in his eyes.

Locust exchanged a knowi ng gl ance with Badgertail. "Screechow , what
happened to the Stone Wl f?"

"Why don't you ask her?" the boy responded, jerking his head toward
Vol e. "She's the Keeper."

Badgertail didn't deign to gl ance at Wanderer or the woman. He
noti oned Locust back and knelt before Screechowl, staring hard into
t hose young, terrified eyes. "Wich house bel onged to Vol e?"

"The one at the southern edge of the village--close to the creek."

Badgertail |ooked up at Locust. She shook her head. "W checked. W
found nothing in the ashes of that house."

Badgertail turned back to Screechow . "Where could it be if it wasn't
in the house?"

"I don't know. Maybe Lichen has it."

Wanderer lurched to his feet. Badgertail's jaw hardened. The old
man's winkled face had gone as white as snow. Through the gaps in the
rocks behind Wanderer, in the patches of blue sky, w sps of clouds

pai nted graceful swrls.

"Who is Lichen?" Badgertail asked.

Wander er sai d not hi ng.

Screechow piped up, "She's her daughter." He pointed at Vole, who
squeezed her eyes closed in response.

"Where is Lichen, Screechow ?"



"I don't know," the boy said. "I saw her running away |ast night, but
| don't know where she went."

Badgertail rose to his feet and stood stiffly. H's nmouth twi tching, he
ordered Locust, "Take care of the boy. Then organize a search party.
Tell themthey're |l ooking for a little girl."

Twent y- seven

Dawn |ight threw a pink halo across the bluff. Lichen's breath fogged
bef ore her as she | eaned forward to prod the coals of her fire with a
stick. Orange sparks rose and wi nked in the nmorning sky. Amdst the
ashes, six egg-sized gay feather roots roasted. She tossed on a few
nore choke cherry tw gs, keeping the fire small, just big enough to
cook the roots and fend off the chill while she beheld the rising sun
She had never seen a sunrise w thout her nother or father close by.

Lichen bit her lip and puttered with the stick, using the charred end
to draw serpentine designs across the |inmestone while she renenbered
other nmornings. Oten she would wake when the fragrance of frying corn
cakes wafted to her. She'd hal f-open her eyes and poke her nose above
her buffalo hide to watch Meadow Vol e moving silently around the fire.
The gl ow of the flanmes would be reflecting fromher nother's round
face, calmand serene as she cooked. Lichen used to lie for a long
time just snelling breakfast and watching her nother fromthe warnth of
her bed. Now she dug her stick beneath the ashes to turn her roots
over, trying not to think about those times. But the ache grew worse.



Wanderer's beaky face appeared in her thoughts, gazing up at her from
the Iinestone | edge that hung over sheer nothingness. "You know.

Li chen, there are Dreaners who believe that all of the Spiral is
illusion.”

Li chen pondered the hunger that gnawed at her stomach and wondered how
anyone could think that. Didn't every hurt disprove it? Are ny
parents all right, Father Sun? Let thembe all right.

She had not given up hope that Wanderer might trudge up the trail at
any noment and find her. Al night long in her Dreans, she had called
out to him Wanderer, Wanderer, |'mhere, up on the bluff. South and
west, near the old burned-out stunp.

The stump stood, huge and bl ack--like a toothy mouth-in a hollowin the
tan rock twenty hands away. Wen Brother Lightning had struck it, the
bolt had wi nnowed out the center, |eaving a charred husk behind. Wrns
had been feasting on it for cycles. Their distinctive trails spiraled
t hrough the ancient bark with a woodworker's artistry.

Her parents lived. Last night, curled in the hollow of the stunp, she
had sent out wi sps of her soul, seeking theirs. Wnderer's had been
easy to find; it radiated with a gentle blue Iight. But her nother's
had been nore difficult. Lichen had searched |ong into the night

bef ore she had recogni zed that faint yellow glow But Lichen coul dn't
tell whether they were safe or hurting. How bad were Mther's

i njuries? Snmoky odors of nmelted hair and singed flesh still hung
cloyingly in the back of Lichen's nose. When her throat started to
tighten, to ache, she swallowed to make the feeling go away. But it
didn't help nuch. Tears blurred her eyes. Stop it. They don't do any
good.

She used her digging stick, a sharpened | ength of oak, to scoop the gay
feather roots fromthe ashes of the fire onto the rock. Yellow threads
of flame licked up angrily at the disturbance, then died down again to
a nellow coral glow. The roots sizzled and bubbled. Wile they
cool ed, Lichen watched a doe and fawn graze in the meadow bel ow.



Curious, to see themso close to Redweed Village. Elk, buffalo, and
nost of the deer had been hunted out |ong before Lichen was born
Everyone traded for hides now because they couldn't harvest them

t hensel ves. But these deer appeared unafraid. The aninals had

di scovered a shady nook where the wildfl owers and grass flourished
despite the drought. Deer were faithful |ookouts. Her ears nmight mss
t he approach of warriors, but the deer would scent their comng |ong
before they posed a threat to Lichen. Nothing had spooked them so far.
They sauntered lazily am dst the wildfl owers, chewi ng and gl ancing up
only to bow their heads again while their tails flicked to keep off the
biting flies.

The roots had cooled. Lichen peeled off the charred exterior to get to
t he neat, which she gobbled down greedily. Her stomach had been too
knotted up to eat last night, but this morning it whined with gratitude
and begged for nore.

By the time she had finished all six of the roots, a warm satisfaction
pervaded her body, trickling strength into her linbs. She sat quietly,
staring out across the vista. On Punpkin Creek, the white flowers of
dogwood gl eaned with an unearthly light amdst a junble of tilted stone
sl abs.

Sonmewhere down there, her parents watched this same sunrise. Wanderer?
Can you hear me? | want you. to conme for me. |'mup here .. . up
her e.

Li chen took her stick and pushed the fibrous peelings of her roots into
the fire. They withered and clenched into tiny, withing fists. "Wen
you |l earn that everything you want, everything you crave and believe

in, is just spark flies flitting through the darkness--then you'll find
First Wonan's Cave. Yes, Bat spends a great deal of time chasing spark
flies .. . and if he would just let hinmself die, why, he'd find out

that he didn't need those glittering flies at all."



Li chen's nose ran. She lifted her sleeve to wipe it. "Well, I'm
dyi ng now, Wanderer," she whi spered as her nmouth started to quiver.

Whi ffs of snoke fluttered in the northern sky |ike w ndswept feathers.
How many peopl e had died? Was the war still going on? She didn't know
how | ong such things lasted. Didn't the warriors just attack, kil
peopl e, and | eave?

Li chen tugged the thong around her neck to pull the Stone WIf out from
beneath the green ritual shirt. The WIf flashed in the sun

"Are you in there, Spirit?" she called. "I ... | need help. Can you
talk to ne?"

She recei ved no answer.

The deer in the meadow bolted suddenly, boundi ng among the rocks that
skirted the bluff. Frantically, Lichen's gaze raced over the wi nding
pat h--and there, far below, she saw five warriors trotting al ong her
back trail Cccasionally they would stop to make sure of the tracks,
then take off again.

Pani ¢ burned through Lichen's veins like wildfire.

She grabbed the fire sticks she'd nade from chokechefry branches,
tucked themin her belt, and ran. Her feet pounded the gritty stone as
she ran down al ong the crunmbling edge of the cliff, out of sight of the
trail. Are they looking for me? No, no, why would they be | ooking for
alittle girl? But maybe they want to kill everyone who lived in
Redweed. Maybe they're hunting down the peopl e who escaped.

"You won't |eave any tracks across this stone," she panted to herself.
"They won't be able to follow you."

But they would find her snoldering fire.

Then they would fan out to search for her. Warriors knew how to hunt
for people. She had heard her nmother talk about old battles where
warriors craw ed into every cranny to catch people they didn't 1ike.

She forced her feet to nove faster. Rounding a boul der, she pounded
al ong a shadowed | edge where alunroot sprouted in the tracery of
cracks. The shaggy stal ks tugged at her tattered hem



Movement ahead! Lichen grabbed onto a rock to stop herself so she
could see. Melting against the rock, she hid in its shadows. Wth
each puff of breath that escaped her lips, a glittering weath of sand
flitted before her face.

They speckl ed the bl uff above her |ike black ants. Fifty, a hundred?
More warriors? Comng up fromthe south?

Lichen whirled to | ook back toward her breakfast fire. The five nmen
who had been working out her trail were trotting toward it. She could
just nake out the top of their bobbing heads.

A cry strangled in her throat. "OCh, what should | ... where ..."

She | ooked Over the | edge. There, eight hands below, was a lip of rock
no wi der than two hands across. Urgently, she scranbl ed over the edge
and | anded safely on the lip. Sunlit nothingness spread bel ow. \When
she noved, gravel scritched under her sandals before rolling over the
brink and tunbling a hundred hands to the jagged, up tilted slabs at
the base of the cliff.

A war whoop split the air. Lichen clutched the rock face in desperate
fright.

Screanms and shouts rang out |ike the baying of coyotes. Wre the two
groups of warriors enemes? Had they gotten into a fight? Lichen
forced herself to inch along the lip, seeking a better hiding place.

A garbl ed shriek echoed as a man's body rolled off the bluff top and
wheel ed through the air before her

Li chen let out a stunned cry and clawed to nmaintain her hold on the
crunbling linestone. For what seened an eternity, she fought blind,
sickening terror as she teetered on the narrow lip. The world swayed
with each jolt of her heart. Her sense of balance had fled with the
horror. The rock itself seened to shudder beneath her feet.

"Bird-Man, Bird-Man .. . Bird-Man," she began, a choking litany filled
with tears. "Bird-Man, help me. Helpnme .. . Bird-Man ..."

Whil e the sounds of battle continued above, Lichen nustered the courage



to take another step, and another. She scratched viciously at the
i mestone to hook her thumbs in the crevices. Her nails split and
bl ed.

"Help me, Bird-Man! Were are you? You're supposed to be ny Spirit
Hel per!"

Her questing hand hunted wildly for the next hold .. . and sank into a
wormb of cool air. Lichen gasped. Her eyes went wi de with hope.
Patting the enptiness, she carefully lowered herself to peer into the
cave.

You nust go to a cave in this world. It will be dark, cold. But
fire burns there.”

Fear surged in her veins. What was in there?
The screans of the dying still pierced the air above her

Falling to her knees, she crawl ed into the cave.

Lail cl oud roughly jerked the shell-inlaid war club fromthe hand of his
eneny and tied it to his own belt. The man's body fl opped lifelessly,
t hough bl ood still pul sed around the arrow enbedded in his chest.

Hai | cl oud took a deep breath. Wth a dizzy feeling of triunph, he
gazed out at the broken bodies sprawl ed across the heights. Two
enem es still made weak swi mm ng notions while they died. But
Hai | cl oud had | ost only one man--young Crayfish. At the age of
thirteen, this had been his first battle-walk. Wo wuld tell the
boy's mother? Wuld any of his party be left alive when all this was
over?

Hai | cl oud stepped around the dying and the dead to join Basswood. The
elderly warrior's dark, |leathery face wore a film of tan dust spattered
with flecks of blood. The |ead Cahokia warrior had taken five arrows
and still fought his way into cruel conbat w th Basswood before he

di ed.

Br eat hi ng raggedl y, Basswood wi ped the back of his hand over his nouth.
"These are no green boys. Badgertail brought his best. He nust have
left the inexperienced to guard the palisades.”



"That's his way. Always prudent, calculating." Hailcloud lifted his
chin to the west. "These nen came up the trail that |eads down to
Purmpki n Creek."

"Yes. Are you thinking there may be nore warriors there?"

"Perhaps," Hailcloud answered. A pang of dread went through him

He narrowed his eyes and exam ned the copse of flowering dogwood al npst
hi dden ani dst sl abs of stone. Last night, after w tnessing the
devastation of the village, they had seen a tiny glimrer of fire
there--a warrior's fire, built |ow, snokeless, shielded on all sides by
rocks. A bare glint of Iight had betrayed the man. Hailcloud had been
waiting this norning to see if anyone noved in that rocky fortress.
When the five eneny warriors had emerged, Hailcloud' s war party had
crept like weasels to nmeet them

"How many? Can you guess?" Basswood asked.
"l don't know. " Hailcloud frowned.
"What's wrong?"

"Well, we counted .. . what? Six war parties circling around the
northern end of the bl uff?"

"Yes, six. One for each of the major villages."

"Why woul d Badgertai! waste warriors on Red weed? There's nothing of
consequence here. A few old men and sone wonen and children. \at
threat could they pose?"

Behi nd Hail cl oud, |aughter rose as nen and wonmen conbed the dead
enem es, boasting, stealing anything of value they could find.

"You think it's sonme sort of distraction? A ploy to draw us away from
what ?"

"I"mnot sure."

Hai | cl oud's gut squirmed. Northward, black dots were noving across the
| and, blurred by the heat waves that rose fromthe warm ng rock

Walking in single file, they resenbled a shaggy string of buffalo

pl oddi ng over the grass, swi nging their heads in unison. But it
couldn't be; the buffalo had been gone fromthis countryside for

hundr eds of cycl es.



More likely they were refugees fleeing the war-torn | and. But there
were so nmany!

"Do you see thenP" Basswood whi spered softly.
"Yes."

"Bl essed Ancestors. WII there be anyone left in the chiefdom when
this is over?"

Fragments whirled through Hailcloud' s nenory. He heard Al oda sayi ng,
"My peopl e have al ready begun preparing to break up into their clan
groups and |l eave Spiral Munds if we can't grow enough corn this sumer

" Junbl ed i mages flashed through his mind, comng close and fading
away. He lived again the attack on River Munds, watched his warriors
cut down one by one and |l eft bleeding on the dry grass, knelt before
Jenos' decapitated body--and wept.

He answered Basswood, "Anything is better than what we've been living
t hr ough. "

"I won't argue with that," Basswood said. "And if the nunbers
decrease, there'll be nore |l and for our people to farm"

Hail cl oud's eyes drifted back to the flowering dogwod where they had
seen the light last night. A feathery tickle like a thousand butterfly
feelers moving in his chest nade himstand straighter. "Do you think
he's down there, Basswood?"

"Badgertail? Could be. There's only one way to find out."
Twent y- ei ght

Prinrose knelt by Green Ash's head and fanned her with a woven bul rush
fan. H's sister lay naked in the nmddle of the floor on a

red- and- yel | ow bl anket splotched with her blood. Geen Ash's |ips

pi nched agai nst the agoni zi ng noans t hat



crept up her throat. |In the last two hands of time, she had started

t hrashing weakly, rolling to her left side, then to her right,
frantically nmuttering, "What are they? Huge. Look at them They're
everywhere. They've cone to take ny baby ... in exchange .. . exchange

During the night, Green Ash had sinply knotted her fists in Prinrose's
brown hem and bitten back her groans, but now her nails tore at the
fabri c.

Prinrose withed inside. How could Green Ash bear it? He would have
rather died than w tness such suffering. Slivers of late afternoon
light penetrated the edges of the | owered w ndow hangi ng and streaked
his sister's tornented face with bars of gold.

"It's all right,”
he's coming ..

he soothed. "Just keep pushing. The baby will cone

Prinrose had kept up an inane nonol ogue for half the night, because
when he stopped, G een Ash would cry, "Please! Talk to ne!"

A birthing woman sat on each side of G een Ash, and a third crouched at
her feet. 1In the dimlight, their traceries of winkles appeared
etched into their dark, leathery folds of skin.

Prinrose licked sweat fromhis upper lip. The salty flavor taunted his
enpty stomach. How | ong had they been here? Twenty hands tinme? Mre?
At | east the night had been cool. Not like this stifling afternoon
heat that nade it hard to breathe. Flies buzzed in glittering dances
around them Il anding on their clamy faces, biting until Prinrose

t hought he woul d go nad.

"I"'mworried," old Nit whispered. Her eyes flitted over the raised

sl eeping platform behind Prinrose, then dropped absently to the rows of
grain-filled pots along the walls. G een Ash's house was sinple. Only
a few baskets decorated the walls. A weaving | oom stood beneath the

sl eeping platform a half-finished blanket on it. Folded piles of



dresses lay neatly nounded beneath the window. In the slices of
wi ndow light, their red, green, and yellow col ors blazed, providing the
only real spots of color

Nit let out atired sigh. "She's not opening up |ike she should."

Fescue bent down to peer between G een Ash's spread | egs. The ol dest
worman there, over sixty sumers, she had | arge bl ack eyes and a nmoony
face. Not a single tooth remained in her head. Her words were al ways
slurred. "I can see the top of the baby's head .. . but there's not
enough space for himto conme out."

"Wait," Little Rye Grass urged. "G ve her a few nore hands of tine
before we start to panic. At |least he's not com ng out backwards." She
shook her head to toss her sweaty black hair away from her face, then
nodded encouragi ngly at Prinrose.

Hs throat tightened. Gently, he stroked Green Ash's wet forehead. Her
whol e body was sheathed in sweat. "I love you, Geen Ash. Don't
worry. The baby's just being stubborn. He's taking his tine. But
he's com ng."

When a new wave of contractions struck, Geen Ash reared up, pushing
with all her might while she gritted her teeth. For the first tine,
she et out a scream and Prinrose put his arms around her and

snot hered her head with kisses. "Keep trying, Geen Ash. Don't give
up! Push! Push!"

But she fell back in his arns, panting, and he eased her down onto the
drenched bl anket. "Prinrose! Don't let themtake nmy baby. Stop them
Stop them..."

Od Nt growmed, "Talk to her, Prinrose. Say sonething!"

He stuttered, "I--1've been thinking about Locust, off and on

wonderi ng where she is and how she's doing." Geen Ash let out a
shuddering breath and cl osed her eyes. Primose snmoothed his fingers
down her cheek to her throat. "By now, Locust and Badgertail should be
ready to join forces with the separate war parties that they sent out
to talk to the northern villages. |'ve been praying that Wite C over
Mounds and Henfoot Village joined them Locust figured they could

gl ean about four hundred and fifty warriors fromthose two pl aces,



and that would give them enough to beat Petaga. | don't know. | have
m sgi vi ngs about the war. Who knows what will come of it? | can't see
any way that we can have our old lives back. Too nmany people will have
suffered. No one will be happy."

Prinrose picked up his fan again and swept air up and down the |l ength
of Green Ash's body. The flies rose in an angry torrent. Had there
ever been a day so hot or filled with so many biting flies? The

i nsects buzzed incessantly, and though Prinrose kept his fan noving to
shoo them from G een Ash's naked body, there were so many that he
couldn't keep themoff. They sinply noved to Green Ash's |egs, arns,
or face, depending upon where Prinrose waved his fan. "Talk!"™ Nt

or der ed.

"I--1 heard a funny story." Prinrose |aughed nervously. "Did you hear
it, Nit? The story about the Sun Chief and the field mce? Apparently
the mce have infested the tenple with a vengeance this cycle. | guess
it's because the plants wilted so early and they're hungry, so they're
comng inside, sniffing for bits of corn or seeds. Well, the way the
story goes, the Sun Chief woke one night scream ng when two nice
crawmed into the coils of his hair and couldn't get out. Those poor
mce got flattened by fists before it was through, and the Sun Chief

He continued his story, his voice droning in unconscious rhythmwith
the swarmng of flies, but Locust's pretty, pointed face filled his

m nd. Be safe, Locust. | need you to conme back to me. Surely she
woul d be all right. She was cunning, and a perfect shot. No one could
cone close to Locust when it cane to drawing a bow. But .. . what
woul d happen if none of the northern villages had agreed to join then?
They woul d be outnumbered, what .. . two to one? You don't know that.
Stop i magi ni ng the worst.

The possibility gnawed at him Wy did people fight wars at all?



Couldn't everyone just share what little they had and live in peace?
Then he shamefully recall ed how desperate he had been | ast

Wi nt er--desperate enough to stanmp around in front of Locust weeping and
pl eading for her to do sonmething to get themfood. They hadn't eaten
intw days. At the time, he hadn't cared in the slightest what

| engths she had to go to in order to find food. Threats, theft, even
mur der, woul d have been acceptable. But Locust had only shushed him
and held himtightly before she'd gone out hunting. Wen she came back
the next norning with two nmeasly pack rats, he had spent all day in
bed, crying.

It wasn't long after that that Badgertail had gone raiding to collect
tribute. Prinrose had al ways secretly wondered if his own selfish

pl eas hadn't sparked it. He had felt too guilty to ask Locust whet her
she'd nentioned his desperation to Badgertail.

"Not hi ng' s happening,” Nt murrmured as she sank back, so exhausted
after the long hours of waiting that she couldn't do anything but stare
blindly at the cattail mats covering the floor. Geen Ash's cries
started up again, pathetic whinpers like a fox trying to chew its way
out of a trap. "Little WIld Rye, run to ny house and get ny bag of

poi sonous mlk vetch."

Rye's face tensed. "Are you sure?"
"We've no choice. Co."
Rye scurried to her feet and ran out the door. For a brief nonent, the

tarni shed rays of afternoon sunlight penetrated the gloomand lit the
dust that curled up fromthe floor in her wake.

"Why?" Prinrose dared to ask. "What will it do?"

Nit rubbed a hand over her ancient face. "Sometines, when the poison
enters the veins, it brings the child. W'Il see.”

"But what does it do to the nother?" Primose questioned. "If it's

Power ful enough to bring the baby, what .. . what happens to the

not her ?"

"It's a chance.” Nit spoke very softly. "Don't question too deeply.

We don't want to | ose both of them"



"Both!" Prinrose cried.

Nit glared at him "Shut your mouth. |If Geen Ash knows what's com ng
she's so weak .. . maybe too weak."

light shade floated in the glory of the Dream her thoughts lilting as
t hough borne on the wi ngs of Hawk. Bel ow her, Talon Town stood proudly
like a jewel in the desert heat. Near the central plaza, a young woman
sat surrounded by the tools of a potter. An eagle-bone whistle draped
her neck, hangi ng down over the bl ue-and-yell ow squares of her dress.
The wonman used a polishing stone to smooth a piece of coiled greenware
bef ore she picked up her bone-incising tool. Around the shoul der of
her pot, she etched the delicate, abstract forms of thunderheads and
falling rain. Wen a gaggle of |laughing children raced by, the wonman

| ooked up and smil ed.

Ni ght shade ached. Dimy, she realized that only her soul w tnessed
this scene, while her body |ay el sewhere.

"But I want to go hone," she pleaded of the Powers that she knew

i nhabited the towering red cliffs surrounding Talon Town. "Let ne cone
hone." "Your life has been as a seed in water--sterile, waiting to
strike earth so that it may bring forth fruit. Do not fear. The
thlatsinas will |lead you home. The nonent of fruition is coning."

"When? My soul is dying. It's been dying for twenty cycles.”

Ni ght shade shuddered with a bone-deep cold. Talon Town dissolved into
a shimrering red haze, no nore than a mirage spawned by the | ongings of
her soul.

Brot her Mudhead's twi sted face, coated with sacred clay, solidified in
the haze. "Mdther Earth never rests." H s famliar voice soothed her
"It is her destiny to give birth



unceasingly, to bring life to whatever cones back to her lifeless and
sterile.”

"When can | go hone?" "Wen the waters wash you up onto shore. You
were stolen to be delivered by the Father Water. He has done his job
wel . The seed of your soul has been nourished, strengthened, changed,
by drowning in his chilling current. You are a child of the River--and
a child of the Desert. Opposites crossed. Like Light and Dark. Good
and Evil. Perfect and Inmperfect. Al things born of reconciliation
atone."

"But what am | atoning for? |1've done nothing."

Mudhead smiled sadly. The red haze deepened to a nmortal shade of
crinmson, and voi ces whi spered around them They came from nowhere,
from everywhere at once--soft, nmuted, ringing with desperate hope--and
Ni ght shade knew that the Tortoise Bundle had penetrated the Dreamto

cry out to them "Yes, the Bundle knows. It has seen it all before.
Power has crafted you, N ghtshade. Like a |ance of sunlight through
fog, your soul will clear the way and allow the arrow to pierce the

| ayers of illusion spun by First Woman to prevent entry to the Well."

"The arrow? |s that a person? The worman whom Wanderer has been
trai ni ng?"

Mudhead | aughed, raising his massive hands to sunder the image of his
pi nk face fromthe backdrop of crimson. The thunp-thunp-thunp of a pot
drum echoed as he began to Dance--or perhaps it was his heart beating
in Nightshade's veins. The crimson haze shattered, fragnents whirling
whi | e Mudhead' s sweeping arns reconfigured theminto a | and del uged by
rain, where lightning | eaped through moonlit clouds.

"What is this place?" N ghtshade asked. She could discern people
runni ng, no nore than dark shadows flitting through the body of the
Dream "What night be--if you are willing."



"WIling?" she asked in confusion. Despite the cleansing downpour,
the night reeked of snoke, as though fires had been raging for days
before the rains cane.

"Enpty out your heart. Drain your own soul onto the path to prepare
t he way."

The scent of snoke grew. Through slitted eyes Ni ghtshade saw ghostly
white fingers grasping at the dark ceiling of her room "Firel
Firet"

Orenda's cries brought Ni ghtshade up and out of her warm bl ankets, clad
only in her tan sleeping kilt. Her feet struck the cold dirt floor as
O enda craw ed from beneath her bed. Snoke billowed around them

Ni ght shade grabbed the Tortoise Bundle fromits tripod and reached down
for Orenda's hand before racing with her for the door.

When she threw back the hanging, N ghtshade halted so abruptly that

Orenda ran into her leg, blurting, "Wat .. . ?"

Tharon crouched in the hall, his favorite handspi ke clanped to his
chest. Black hair had escaped his copper hair conbs and trailed over
the sharp angles of his cheeks. He |ooked weak, ill. His trenbling
body shook his turkey feather cape. In the light of the fire he had
it in the belly of Orenda's doll, his face gl eaned as white and cold

as w nd-scul pted ice.
O enda whi npered and tugged at N ghtshade's hand. "Ch, no. Nonono."

Those seened the only words the child freely spoke. Since she had been
wi th N ghtshade, Orenda had said barely ten sentences--and then only in
response to a direct question about food or drink.

The doll burned quickly, its corn-shuck body greedily chewed up by the
fire. For a noment, flames shot through the enpty eye sockets of the
dol I's bl ack-and-white mask and illum nated Tharon's nouth. A slow
smle twisted his |ips.

"Didn't | tell you, Orenda?" he hissed. "I told you l'd kill your
conpanion if you crossed me. Now she's dead, just |ike your nother.



And all because you abandoned ne when | needed you nost. Renenber
this. The next time you choose a conpanion to tell secrets to,
['rr--"

"Cet away from ny door, Tharon!"

He | ooked up at Ni ghtshade, his eyes glittering weirdly. "You can't
frighten ne anynore, N ghtshade. You see, |'ve been talking to that
foul device you tacked above my door. That evil tunor told ne that
your Power doesn't extend beyond your room So |I'msafe out here in
the hall. | can do anything | want and you can't hurt ne."

Ni ght shade rel eased Orenda's hand and told her, "Get dressed. Bring ne
ny red robe."

The little girl darted-back into the room \Wile she waited,

Ni ght shade exani ned Tharon. He seened to be | ooking through her rather
than at her. It was as though his soul floated in some di senbodi ed
wor |l d beyond the gray filmof snoke. Nightshade frowned. This
detached air bore the mark of a powerful Spirit Plant. What had he
been m xing with his tea? Chokecherry |eaves? No, he would be a | ot
sicker if that were the case. You haven't had the courage to try sone
of AOd Marnot's datura, have you, Tharon? "What are you doi ng, Tharon?
Trying to becone a Dreaner? |'msurprised that First Wman hasn't

al ready struck you dead."

"You can't scare ne. Not anymore. |I'mnot afraid of you! Your Power
can't--"

"My Power cones fromthe Tortoise Bundle. Were it goes, ny Power
is."

And with those carel ess words, she realized that she had trapped
herself. From now on, day and night, she would have to carry the
Bundl e with her or Tharon would find a way of capturing and destroying
it. No one but Nightshade knew the frailty of the Bundle. Its Power
had grown, its voices resonated nore strongly, but it still could not
defend itself-not alone. Nor can you. Wen you tied your Spirit to
the Bundle's, you gave it a direct link to your Power--and it hasn't
st opped siphoning it off since. Each day you grow weaker and the
Bundl e grows stronger. That's why you can't



get beyond the gate now. You've no Power to spare for Underworld
journeys. If the Bundle lives, you live. |If the Bundle dies .

Ni ght shade felt Orenda tuck the sleeve of a robe into her hand. Her
eyes left Tharon for an instant while she slipped the robe over' her
head and unl aced her sleeping kilt to let it fall to the floor
Clutching the Tortoise Bundle in one hand, she gripped Orenda's
shoul der in the other and stepped out into the corridor

Tharon cl enched his sweaty hands around his handspi ke and shifted as if
to lash out. N ghtshade fixed himwith a | ook that nade himfreeze

i ke Rabbit when he feels the cool touch of Eagle's shadow on his

back.

"Don't force me to kill you, Tharon. |1've no intention of doing so
unl ess First Woman denands it. But if you push ne, you'll |eave nme no
choi ce. "

Tharon wat ched t hrough gl assy eyes as Ni ghtshade and Orenda wal ked past
himand quietly rounded the corner

"Hurry," Ni ghtshade whispered to Orenda, and the child charged for the
front entry.

Perhaps Orenda had felt it too, that glacial breath of w nd against the
back of her neck, as though a warning hand had been suddenly raised.

Several menbers of the Starborn peered through slitted hangings as the
two passed. Those who watched had fear in their eyes, and hatred in
their hearts for Ni ghtshade, that she had roused Tharon's anger by
taking Orenda into her care. Tharon had vented his rage on them

When they stepped out beyond the hi ghest palisade and into the nisty
nmor ni ng, N ghtshade filled her lungs, sucking in all the danp air she
could hold. Blood rushed in her ears as she | ooked down at the
bustling plaza, where at |east a hundred peopl e wal ked, | aughing and
conver si ng.

She had forgotten that today was Barter Day.

Every seventh day of the mpbon, Tharon's finest artisans spread their
wares on bl ankets at the bases of the nobunds. Magnificent pots, tools,



and fabrics encircled the feet of the creators, who worked to craft
new pi eces until onl ookers stopped to haggle prices.

The song of a flute wafted on the nmorning air as N ghtshade and Orenda
went down the steps, across the |ower terrace, and through the gate.
Soft and joyous, the notes spun by the flute touched Ni ghtshade's soul
soothing it |like a tender hand.

She followed the flute's song across the grass, passing a flint knapper
who was heating chunks of brown chert in a small fire so that the stone
woul d be easier to work. An antler flaking tool with a copper tip |ay
besi de his knee, next to a battered hamrerstone. Handspi kes, arrow

poi nts, and | ong stone knives were di splayed on his outspread

bl anket s.

A weaver had set up her |oomclose by. She worked her col ored strands
back and forth while blankets and shirts waved gently around her

di spl ayed on a series of wooden racks. One blanket, a nmagnificent blue
creation that sported red, green, and yell ow geonetric designs, had
been woven fromthe soft undercoats of dogs. N ghtshade touched it

adm ringly before studying the bubbling pots of dye that sat on four
fires. Cottonwood |eaf buds made the yellow, maple tw gs the black
dodder the orange, and bl oodroot the red.

As they wal ked on, Orenda seenmed to relax. Her dark eyes brightened
and | ost some of their usual hunted-nouse | ook. N ghtshade |led her to
t he base of the next nound, where a shell-bead worker was squatting on
a cattail mat, with sandstone snoothers, abraders, sawi ng tools, and
drills scattered around her. Nightshade's nmenory tugged. Could it be?
Had Pursh grown so old in ten cycles? The worman had yel |l owi sh hair and
no teeth. She sucked her gunms while she rolled a bead in the sizing

sl ot on her sandstone pallet. Wen she lifted the bead to examine its
size, the shell gleaned like polished elk ivory.

Ni ght shade knelt before the array of necklaces di splayed on the

t an- and- green bl anket. A mmgnificent gorget, the size of her hand,
caught her eye. Spider spread his | egs across the shell in

br eat ht aki ng spl endor.



"How much for this one?"

The ol d woman gl anced up and squinted her half-blind eyes, as though
struggling with recognition herself. The shell bead dropped from her

fingers as she stiffened her spine. "For you--Priestess--one deer
hi de
"That's half what it's worth, Pursh. 1'll send you two."

"Thank you, Priestess," the old wonan quavered and hastily picked up
her shell bead, refusing to raise her eyes again.

Ni ght shade t ook the necklace and put it on. The gorget reflected the
nmorni ng sunlight |ike a pearlescent mrror

Orenda fidgeted and yanked N ghtshade's red skirt.
"What's the matter, Orenda?"

O enda cocked her head.

"Are you all right?"

O enda whi spered, "She's coming .. . soon.”

"Who? Who is?"

"That .. . little girl. The one who t-talks to nme sonetinmes in ny
Dreans." Don't you dare cry, Prinrose,”" Nit ordered. "If you cry,
["Il strike you with my fist. At least ... at least they're both
alive."

Prinrose shook as the old woman handed hi m one of the deforned babies:
alittle boy, his face twi sted, wapped in a green swaddling bl anket.
The baby had a ni sshapen bald skull--not |ike other
newborns' --bal |l ooned at the top and narrowi ng sharply to a pointed
chin. H's eyes were closely spaced, and he had no nose, just nostrils
in the center of his face. Prinrose's soft noan changed to sobs, but
no tears came. His eyes had gone as dry as his throat over the past
thirty hands of tine.

Green Ash had lived--though she lay as still as a corpse on



the soiled blanket. She had collapsed into a sound sleep nearly the
instant the infants had been born

"WIl she be all right?" Prinrose asked Nit. Rye was throw ng back
t he wi ndow and door-hangings to let in the slate-blue gl eam of dusk.

"Looks like it. The mlk vetch will make her sleep for a whol e day
probably, but she should be up and around by the end of the noon."
"I"ll bet it's sooner," Fescue called fromwhere she stood agai nst the
northern wall talking to Checkerberry.

"Perhaps it was the starvation," Checkerberry said. "Hunger does
strange things to a woman's body. Maybe, if G een Ash had been
heal t hi er--"

"There's no sense in speculating on it now," Nt adnmoni shed. "They're
here, and they're alive. Be grateful." Prinrose started across the
floor with the child. "Here, Checkerberry. You take him You know
babi es better than | do. I'mafraid | mght do something wong."

But that wasn't the real reason. The sight of those pathetic stubs of
arms tore Prinrose apart. And that face. He girded hinself and peered
at the other boy, nestled on the bl anket at Green Ash's side. The
child stared back--as though it could see himthrough those enornous
pink eyes. \White hair clung to the tiny head in a thick mat, framng a
face so strikingly like a wolf's that it terrified Prinrose. The nouth
jutted so far forward that it resenblecUa snout. Prinrose |ooked away
hurriedly and continued across the fl oor

"Here, Checkerberry," he repeated. "You take him"

The ol d woman gi ngerly accepted the bundle and held it tightly to her
withered breasts. "Were's Nettle?"

"I sent Big-Nosed Rattler to fetch him He should be here soon.™
Wth the comi ng of night, the broiling heat had dwi ndl ed, replaced by a

cool breeze that sawed in and out of the window |ike the breath of a
slunbering giant. But instead of soothing him the breeze chilled



Prinrose's drenched clothing. Sweat trickled coldly fromhis arnpits,
rolling down his sides until it soaked into the wai stband of his
skirt.

Qut si de, feet pounded closer, and Nettle ducked through the doorway,
his eyes searching for G een Ash. He rushed to her, knelt and cl asped
her linmp fingers safely in his-diligently avoiding | ooking at the

m sshapen boy on the bl anket beside her. Nettle |ooked up at Nit.

"Geen Ash .. . she's all right?" he asked

"Don't fiddle with her,” Nit ordered. "She's dead tired and needs her
rest. And | don't want you troubling her about the babies. | ...
don't know why First Wonan did this, but | sense great Power in these
children."

Nettle tenderly kissed Green Ash's fingers, then laid them back at her
side before rising. He faced Checkerberry very nobly. "Now that the
babi es have been born, when may | marry Green Ash? | was hoping--"

"You don't have to do that, Nettle," Checkerberry said wearily. "I
know it frightens you. And there's no guarantee that future children
won't--"

"I want to marry Green Ash," he insisted vehenently. "Wen? Wen wll
you allow it?"

Checkerberry's expression conveyed her deep respect for his brave

decision. "Once she's up and around. Don't be overanxi ous. She'l
have preparations to nake .. . and she has other things to think
about . "

Checkerberry touched Nettle on the shoul der and edged around himto
stand before Prinrose. She |ooked alnost as tired as Prinrose felt.

Dark circles ringed her old eyes. "Wth Geen Ash down, I'll need a
spokesworman for the clan. | was thinking that naybe you'd like to be
it."

Prinrose's nouth worked soundlessly. "I ... it's never been done
before.” He was awed that she would even suggest it.

"The world is full of strange things, Primose. And we've inportant
busi ness to take care of. Redhaw has begun openly charging us wth
treason. |I'mworried about what she might do next. You have a fenale
soul --that's all that counts. No



one will be crude enough to point out that you have a man's body."
Prinrose bowed his head in assent. "I would be honored, Aunt."
"Good. Cone see ne later in ny house. We'Il discuss your duties.”

Checkerberry cast a final loving glance at Green Ash's sleeping form
then went out into the mauve veil of dusk, |eaving Prinrose and the
others alone with the mews of the newborns. Twenty-nine

The cl ouds that sailed westward over Badgertail's canp gleamed with a
rusty hue. From where he stood | eani ng agai nst the rock, he could see
all the way to the Father Water. The wind had picked up, stirring the
bl ossom | aden branches that formed the green canopy over his head.

Badgertail forced hinmself to work on his stiletto, made fromthe
foreleg of a white-tailed deer. The needl e-sharp point had a tendency
to dull quickly, when it didn't outright break in the process of being
withdrawn froma victim He began to sharpen it, anxious, his heart
poundi ng. He was eager to be away fromthis "sanctuary."” At first it
had been a shield against the enemny, but now the tall rocks hemred him
inlike a cage. Wrse, not even the dogwood bl ossons coul d keep away
t he odor of death that blew down from Red weed Vill age when the w nd
changed. Wbl ves had growl ed and fought there all night, tearing the
bl oati ng corpses to pieces. Nor had the hot sun brought any relief,
for with the day had cone the shrill cries of vultures. Badgertai



cl anped his eyes shut and shook his head. The whole world rang with
the sounds of deat h.

Badgertail's dreanms had been haunted, filled with i mages of Ni ghtshade.
The feel of his arnms around her had stirred feelings he' d thought his
body had | ong forgotten

Hs gaze lifted to where Locust knelt, playing a gane of dice with
Flute. She had been the only woman in his dreanms for over twenty
cycles. Cuilt filled him Dressed in a thin war shirt made of woven
bul rush threads, the curves of her perfectly toned body riveted
Badgertail's attention. Like all vigilant warriors, she had tied her
war club to her belt--just in case---though her bow and quiver |eaned
besi de her rolled blanket next to the closest rock. She had washed her
hair and left it loose to dry. Sable curls caressed her ears.

Stop it. Badgertail exhaled inpatiently. You can't control your
dr eans.

And they had been so vivid. He'd awakened hinsel f several times in the
ni ght, always after a bout of desperate | ovemaki ng with N ghtshade.
They' d been happy, |aughing while they chased each ot her through

j uni per and pinon-pine forests in the Forbidden Lands. No war tore the
countryside in his dreans.

He drew his stiletto tip across the piece of sandstone, honing it back
to a lethal point. Around the canp, groups of warriors tal ked quietly,
while others slept in preparation for the |long night march ahead. At
dusk, not long now, they would angle northward to join forces with

Bl ack Birch, Wodchuck, El khorn, and the other war-party |eaders just
south of Bladdernut Village. Then, day after tonorrow, they would
start the sweep southward to chall enge Petaga.

Badgertail's skin craw ed at the thought. The fires in the south had
begun to die down, but what did that nean? Had Petaga taken out his

rage on everyone who wouldn't join hin? Ws he even now positioning

his forces to repel Badgertail's coming attack? O course he is. No
matter how carefully Badgertail's war parties had clung to the



dr ai nages, someone woul d have nmade a ni stake by now Petaga woul d
know t hat Badgertail was on the nove in the north and woul d be maki ng
preparations for their eventual clash

But where were the scouts Badgertail had sent out? Al nost none of them
had returned. That fact nagged at himlike a festering wound. Had
they been killed? |If so, Petaga had di spatched scouting parties |ong
bef ore Badgertail had |eft Cahokia. Wy would he do that? Fear of the
vill agers whose homes he'd destroyed? O know edge that Tharon had
taken dramatic action?

Too many things didn't fit.

He | ooked over at Wanderer and Vole, who still sat with their backs
propped agai nst an eroded rock. Vole had braced her forehead on her
drawn-up knees to sleep. Wanderer gazed around the canmp with

remar kabl e m | dness, given his circunstances. As Badgertail studied
that thin, expressive face with its nop of gray hair, the old shaman
turned to |l ook directly at him Badgertail gazed for a long tine into
t hose faded brown eyes, then strode through the weave of shadows to
stand over his captive.

"I's there sonething you need, Badgertail?" Wanderer asked politely, as
t hough addressing a di nner guest rather than his captor.

"Yes, if you don't mind. | was wondering if you knew whet her or not
Hailcloud is in charge of Petaga's forces."

"Ch, | would think so." Wanderer nonchal antly picked dried nmud from
his red shirt and dropped the bits at his side. Wth his hands bound,
the effort was awkward at best. "I doubt there's anyone in the world

Petaga trusts as much. And Hailcloud's loyalty is certainly beyond
guestion. Crossed Beak told, me that Hailcloud hinself strangled
Pet aga' s not her. "

"Crossed Beak? 1Is this sone relation of Petaga' s?"
Wanderer's brow lined, then he shook his head. "No. Petaga isn't
related to any ravens that | know of, so | suppose he's not related to

Crossed Beak either."

"Crossed Beak is a raven?"



"Last time | talked to him yes. But you know, these things change.
Did | tell you |l was having trouble with a weasel? It all started when
| was Pack Rat and stuck ny nose into--"

"Wanderer, you don't doubt that Hailcloud is | eading Petaga's
warriors?"

"Not at all."

Badgertail folded his arms and hugged hinmself. Hi s feelings of
friendship for Hailcloud had grown over the cycles, as well as his
respect and admiration. Hailcloud had an unnatural ability to
second-guess his eneny's war plans. Ten cycles ago they had been on a
battle-walk in the south, working together to reopen a closed trade
route, when Hail cloud had suddenly refused to take his warriors any
farther. Badgertail had demanded reasons and was told only that
Hai | cl oud sensed sonething am ss. Badgertail, angry, had finally
agreed to send out scouts, and the scouts had surprised the eneny in a
narrow defil e where they had set up an anbush. Three had lived to nake
it back to canp and shout a warning. Hailcloud s battle sense had
saved Badgertail hundreds of warriors that day. How many would it cost
hi m over the next week?

And surely Hailcloud' s battle sense had been responsible for what had
happened at River Munds, too. Nightshade had not been there to
foresee their attack, so it must have been Hail cl oud who had roused the
village and gotten it ready.

Locust | aughed, and Badgertail shifted to watch the dice gane. Flute
shook the decorated bits of clay in a holl ow cane container, then threw
them out across the dirt. Locust clapped a hand to her forehead,

nmoani ng, while the warriors around her chuckl ed and coll ected bets.

Vol e woke at the noise. Badgertail could tell only because her
shoul der nuscles tightened. She kept her head down, pretending
sl eep.

"Wanderer," Badgertail asked, "where are Petaga's forces? Do you
know?"

Wanderer regarded himinquiringly. "Don't you know?"



"You're the war | eader, Badgertail. What nakes you think I would know
when you don't?"

"I was hoping you' d Dreamed sonmething. You are, after all, a greatly
renowned shaman--1'ma warrior."

Wanderer's bushy gray brows |owered. "Dreans aren't the province of
shamans al one, Badgertail. Wy, Spider and Wasel are far greater

Dreamers than nost humans. Did you know t hat ?"
"Wanderer, do you always answer a question with a question?"
"Don't be silly. Wat would make you think that?"

Badgertail irritably focused on the sky over the weathered rocks. The
nol ten ball of the sun perched | ow on the western horizon. Streaks of
scarlet light shot out fromthe fiery fringe, puncturing the deepening
blue. Al seemed quiet, peaceful. Shadows |engthened across the
floodplain in the distance, sending charcoal fingers over the edges of
every hol | ow.

Badgertail returned his gaze to Wanderer and found the old man staring
back at him Their eyes nmet |ike the clash of war clubs. Then, just
as suddenly, Wanderer's eyes regained their am able |unacy.

Badgertail lifted a brow. "You know, Wanderer, cycles ago, | used to
wonder how nuch of your curious behavior was feigned and how nmuch was
real . You know what conclusion | cane to?"

"No. \What?"

"I decided that you are the consummate trickster, better than Coyote or
Deer at circling and trotting back over your tracks to confuse your
hunter."”

"Badgertail, do you think I'm being dishonest with you?"

"Are you? | suspect that you'd do anything to m slead ne about the
Stone WIf and Hail cl oud. "

"Well ..." Wanderer straightened indignantly. "Then why would you ask
nme about then®"

"I was hoping that | could send you back to the Sun Chief with a
nmessage sayi ng you had hel ped us. The Sun Chief mght show you greater
| eni ency. "



"Real | y?" Wanderer scratched his cheek thoughtfully despite the

awkwar dness of his bonds. "Well, that would be surprising, given that
leniency isn't one of Tharon's nore noticeable attributes. Besides,
you're forgetting that Tharon has al ways | oathed ne. Even as a boy, he
used to sneak up to poke nme in enbarrassing places with sharp objects.

| doubt that he'd show rmuch reluctance to do the sane thing now Since
he's grown into an adult, I'msure that his toys--as well as his

ai m-have gotten nore lethal."

Badgertail said nothing, renenbering what Tharon had done to poor
Shagbark with his handspi ke. And there had been other times when he'd
been called to the tenple to help renove the bodies of |uckless
servants.
"Wanderer, do you--"
t hat ?"

Badgertail's head snapped around. "Wat was

Through the warriors' voices, he had heard sonething soft, the crunch
of a sandal in the dry plants beyond the rocks, a sandal far too
carefully placed to be one of his owm warriors. "Badgertail!" Locust
shouted in warning as she lunged to her feet.

War cries burst the stillness, and an arrow snacked the rock behind
Badgertail. He dove for the ground, rolling and com ng up with his war
club clutched in his fist.

The rocks cane alive with racing nen and wonmen scranbling for their
bows. Badgertail could see eneny warriors sprinting in fromevery
direction, shooting as they ran. How many were they? Fifty? Sixty?
No ... nore. And Badgertail had barely forty-five left.

"Sout hwi nd! Take ten people. dinb the rocks. GGuard the south side
of camp. Flute, you take the north. [1'Il--" Qut of the corner of his
eye, he saw Locust whirl and drop into a crouch as she brought up her
bow, aim ng over Badgertail's head before she let fly. A shriek, and a
man toppled fromthe jagged rocks, landing on top of Badgertail in a

bl oody heap.

Badgertail shoved the corpse aside and craw ed for his own bow and



qui ver, resting where he had been sharpening his stiletto earlier
Arrows fell around him Warriors collapsed, thrashing and scream ng
where they'd sprawled in the dust. Custers of dogwood bl ossons
erupted in a fine spray of white petals that pirouetted around people
as they ran.

Bl ood surged in Badgertail's ears. He slung his quiver over his

shoul der and grabbed up his bow. Rolling onto his back, he nocked an
arrow whil e he scanned every possible entry. To his left, Parsnip and
G oundsel scaled the rocks to shoot down on their attackers.

A thin cry wavered into oblivion. On its heels, one eneny warrior
materialized, vaulting a maze of wounded and dying to leap into the

canp.

When the man threw back his head to shrill a war cry, Badgertail ained
and let |loose. His victimwheeled, yelling as he stunbl ed backward and
wilted atop the rocks, clawing at the shaft that had buried itself in
his belly.

"They're coming!" Southw nd how ed. He and his people had wedged
t hensel ves between stone slabs to guard the south side. "There nust be
a hundred!"

Badgertail hit the ground on his stomach, slithering until he reached
the tunbl ed stone on the western side of canp. Slinging his bow over
hi s shoul der, he scranbled up the rocks until he could | ook down over
the creek.

Comi ng up the drainage bottom in the same way that his own people had
anbushed Red weed Village, twenty warriors were splashing through the
thin filmof water. How had they gotten through? They nust have
killed the guards he'd posted as | ookouts.

The enemy war party charged Badgertail's canmp in a screaning horde,
shooting into the mdst of fleeing warriors and swi nging their war
clubs for close conbat. They came in wave after wave, ten at a tine,
t hrowi ng thensel ves agai nst the stone fortress.

A glint of black caught Badgertail's eye, and he whirled in tine to see
a man nmovi ng through the rocks behind Locust. "Locust, get down!" he
shouted. She dove for cover as Badgertail fired. The arrow took the



man squarely through the ribs. He jerked backward and | ost his
bal ance on the uneven rocks. Spinning sideways, he fell

"There are too many!" Badgertail shouted. "Run! Break into groups of
five and get out of here! Let's nake themsplit their forces if
they're going to hunt us! Flute, go first. W'Il try to cover you."

Fl ute tapped four people as he sprinted by, and they followed him
through a break in the rocks, then raced down into the creek bottom

O her parties of five began escaping. Badgertail fired three arrows to
hol d of f pursuers, but only one hit its mark, slashing across a wonan's
face, blinding her.

Jagged shrieks mxed with the wails of the wounded, and Badgertail's
warriors fell back beneath the onsl aught.

"Everybody! Go! Go on, get out of herel™

Badgertail clinbed higher into the rocks to peer out across the
floodplain. The sight that net his eyes nade the nuscles knot in the
pit of his stomach. H's warriors retreated in a choking cloud of dust,
stunbling through the charred remai ns of Redweed Village while they
fired at the irregular lines of people who followed. But the wounded
near the canmp kept fighting, drenched in sweat and covered with

bl ood.

"Badgertail ?" Locust yelled. She crouched alone in the eastern rocks.
Bl ood soaked her shoul der and sleeve. Hit? Had she been hit? O was
t he bl ood soneone el se's? "Hailcloud has split his people to chase
ours. There's an opening to the southwest. Take it.""

"Not without you! Come on!" Badgertail junped down to the ground and
ran for her.

Locust fired a final arrow and sprinted to neet. himhal fway. They
dashed past the place where Wanderer and Vol e had sat earlier, |eaped
over the scattered contents of two packs, and burst out onto the open
plain. If they could just get across the creek and into the tal
stands of sunflowers and gi ant ragweed, they might be able to craw
their way to freedom

"Badgertail? Help .. . help ne."



He spun to see Sout hwi nd hal f-staggering, half-running, behind them
Bl ood drenched the warrior's side around the hand he pressed tightly to
his side. Dark, crinmson blood, gut bl ood.

Badgertail slapped Locust on the shoulder. "Get across the creek. I'lI
join you as soon as | can."

He started back, but Locust caught himby the arm and swung hi m around.
"Don't be a fool. Southwind is dead on his feet! H's body just
doesn't know it yet. Look at the color of that blood. | won't let you
sacrifice yourself to--"

"Maybe it's not as bad as it |ooks."

"Stop lying to yourself! You' ve seen too nany wounds not to
realize--"

"I can't leave him They'Il mnutilate any of us they catch alive."

"Mutilation is nothing! Do you know what they' |l do if they catch you?
The great Badgertail! The man who nurdered their famlies and
destroyed their homes. They'll make the torture last for days. They
won't let you die until you' ve told themevery detail of our battle
plan. You'll betray the entire--"

"CGo!" Badgertail jerked free of her grip. "I1'll neet you!"

Then he was runni ng back, w nding around clunps of wild roses, to reach
Sout hwi nd. The stocky warrior tottered into Badgertail's arns; putting
his right arm around Sout hwi nd's wai st, Badgertail haul ed himover the
edge of the creek.

Fat her Sun di pped lower in the sky. Only a sliver of crinson peeked
above the gray wall of the western bluffs. N ght would drape the I and
soon. Perhaps if they could find a place to hide until darkness .

A flock of grouse squawked and exploded into flight on the creek bank
ahead, causing Badgertail to stumble. "South w nd, wap your arm
around ny shoul ders. "

Southwind tried to, but Badgertail had to take the warrior's hand and
slide it across his back before quickly beginning the clinb up the
steeply eroded bank. Dirt sloughed off beneath their thrashing feet,
forcing themto work twi ce as hard.



They had al nost reached the top when Sout hwi nd sagged agai nst
Badgertail, muttering, "Sorry, can't .. . sorry ..." South wind s
fingers clutched at Badgertail's shoul der as weakly as a newborn's
whil e he sank to his knees in the glittering sand.

" Sout hwi nd? Sout hwi nd, hold on to ne!"

"Can't .. . shouldn't have called. Sorry ..."

"Cone on! You can do it! Live!"

Badgertail lifted Southwind in his arms and clinbed over the lip of the
creek, where he laid himdown in a tall, aromatic bed of gol den
ragwort. The yellow flowers stood six hands tall,-high enough to cloak

themtenmporarily. Badgertail nmoved South wind' s hand away from his
side so he could get a look at the injury. He felt his stomach rise
into his throat. The eneny warrior nust have used the chert studs on
his war club like a saw to carve such a deep wound. The gash extended
fromjust under Southwind' s ribs down to his groin. Gay intestines
wor med t hrough the openi ng, green-brown, and oozing where they had been
ruptured. The stench forced Badgertail to turn his head.

"I didn't know how bad ..." Southw nd blinked lazily at the
purpl e-ri med cl ouds that hovered overhead, as if his vision had
started to fade. "Sorry .. . Badgertail. Leave. No use ..."

Voi ces cane from across the creek, and Badgertail flattened hinself in
the weeds. Through the fragrant curtain of flowers, he spied warriors
flitting past the shadow dappl ed stone sl abs.

The tallest of the warriors stepped into a patch of wan sunlight, and

Badgertail involuntarily dug his fingers into the sand. Hailcloud! Ws
that burly warrior beside himBasswood? Probably, though Badgert ai
could not be certain fromthis angle. He concentrated on stilling his

frantic breathing so he could hear their quiet words.

says no, but he's still checking the dead."

"How many did we | ose?"



"Nineteen. But they easily lost thirty. Bull Tine is still pursuing
those who fled. |If he can catch thembefore it gets dark, no one wll
be alive to report our |ocation."

Badgertail braced his forehead on his fist. Thirty? A sick dread
gripped him \VWhich friends? What was Hailcl oud doing so far north?
Had this been sinply a scouting party that had accidentally stunbled
onto Badgertail's canp? O were they part of a larger force? Had
Hai | cl oud known that Badgertail would nake a play for the northern
vill ages, and convinced Petaga to nove his warriors up?

A woman' s shout tore the evening, and he jerked.

Hail cl oud trotted out of the rocks and shiel ded his eyes, gazing
southward. Two warriors were draggi ng Locust up fromthe creek bed.
Horror numbed Badgertail. She fought wildly, kicking, wenching
against their iron-fisted grip while she cursed them

"Locust " Hs fingers knotted in the golden ragwort. "Wy didn't
you run?"
What had she been doing there? It wasn't like her to ... She was

wai ting for you.

Desperately, Locust yanked away from her captors and dashed across the
grass-rich terrace, her hair flying. She took barely ten paces before
the warriors tackled her and knocked her to the ground. Her enraged
screamrang out in the twilit stillness.

Badgertail's gut tw sted as he watched the warriors haul Locust through
t he mauve shadows of dusk toward the rocks where Hailcloud waited. ole
started squirnmng for cover when the battle exploded and nmen and wonen
went wild, careening for weapons, scranbling up the rocks to spy on
their attackers, shooting back in desperation

Wander er | anded beside her with sweat beading on his nose. "This way,
Vole. Follow ne."



"Do you know where you're goi ng?"

"I certainly do," he answered curtly. "Away fromhere."

Wanderer half-slithered, half-crawl ed through a narrow openi ng between
the slabs to get out onto the grassy plain. Vole followed him her
blistered | eg hurting unbearably. Tattooed warriors raced everywhere,
their beaded forelocks glinting as they ran. Lavender light fell in a
wool Iy blur across the fields of sunflowers, thistle, and grass.

Her hands tied, Vole crawed clunsily. Wanderer's frantic feet kicked
dirt into her face, forcing her to turn her head. A few hands away,
she saw a dead warrior--coagul ated blood jelled in his nmuth and
nostrils--spraw ed on his stonmach, an arrow protrudi ng from his back
He watched her with wi de, sightless eyes.

"Wait! Wanderer .. . ?" She lunged for the knife on the man's belt,
pulling it out with her teeth before whirling to drop it in front of
Wanderer's nose. "Hurry! Cut ne |oose.”

She extended her hands. When Wanderer had sawed the rope enough that
she could pull it apart, Vole jerked her hands free, snatched the knife
fromhis hand and cut his bonds, then tucked the knife in her belt.

Her eyes darted fromwarriors who sprinted in fromthe south to those
who scranbl ed up out of the creek bed. The mpans of the dying m xed
hauntingly with cries of triunph.

"Whi ch way? Were can we go that they won't--"

"This way!" Wanderer got down on his stomach and slid through the
wilted grass a hand at a tine, going so slowy that it seenmed to take
forever to get beyond the fighting. Ahead lay the shade of taller

pl ants.

When Vol e could stand it no | onger, she whispered, "WII you hurry

up! "

"I don't think that's wise, Vole. The only way Snail stays hidden from
Bluebird is by noving slowmy. | learned that when | had Bluebird's
soul . He was always annoyed by the stealth of Snail. We--"

"Tell me later, Wanderer! Move!"



"They'll see us if | go too fast, Vole. That's what | was trying to
tell you. W ate a lot of flies and nosquitoes when Bl uebird and
were together, because their glittering wings attracted our attention.
But snails? Only rarely."

A rush of warriors swerved around the rocks in pursuit of several of
Badgertail's retreating nen. They shot arrows as they vaul ted brush.
"Bl essed Father Sun," Vole hissed in panic. "They're comng right at
us!"

Wander er changed course, angling sharply to the left into a dense
growm h of thistles. The thorns slashed at Vole's arns and face as she
followed. She lay panting, praying that the evening had grown nurky
enough to hide them Though the sun had sunk bel ow the horizon, its
brightness Iingered on the hilltops in |um nous smudges of gray.

War cries rent the air as the warriors approached. Vole held her
breath. They sprinted by, one pounding past within six hands of her
prone body.

"Let's get out of here!"

"No!" Wanderer flung his arm across her back and flattened her on the
ground. Vole stared at himin shock. H's wide eyes were fixed on the
rocks, where a stocky warrior was draggi ng out a youth of no nore than
fourteen sumers. Four nmen and one woman foll owed, sw ngi ng deadly war
clubs. The stocky warrior threw the youth to the dirt about thirty
hands from where Vol e and Wanderer | ay hi dden

"Where's Badgertail ?" the stocky warrior demanded. "Tell me, boy! Is
he here?"

"I don't know," the youth answered in terror. "l swear, |--1 haven't
seen him"

"You're lying!"

“"No! No, truly, I---"

"We haven't time for this." The stocky one turned to his warriors.
"Kill him Then search every inch of the brush. | want Badgertail!"

He strode away, headi ng back toward the rocks.

The five warriors fell on the youth with their clubs, first bashing his
spine, then beating his head until his face was a spongy mass of red.



Soon after they trotted away, another warrior sprinted by and sl amed
his club into the dead boy's skull. Sickness churned in Vole's
st omach.

Hai | cl oud organi zed a group of his warriors to search for wounded

enem es. They fanned out in a long line and began beating the brush
beyond the body, killing anyone who still breathed. As the darkness
deepened, the heat of the battle died down and warriors trotted back to
the stone slabs to regroup.

Wanderer nudged Vole with his elbow. "Now Let's go. But we have to
crawm. If we stand up, they'll be all over us."

They crawl ed out of the thistles, heading in an easterly direction.
Thirty

As the evening cool ness settled on the land, m st rose fromthe ponds,
twi ni ng phantomarnms into the twilit sky. The sonber shadows of rocks
and brush nelted under the deepeni ng bl anket of darkness, snpot hing
until they pooled with the night, the croaking of the frogs, and the
hum of insect wi ngs.

Lichen lay curled on her side in the entrance of the cave, her head
pillowed on her arm her back to the small fire she had built in the
rear. The wood she had gathered at dawn had been danmp with dew, and it
snoked badly, forcing her to stay near the opening of the cave so she
could breathe. Onh, Wanderer. \Mere are you?

Wul d no one ever cone | ooking for her? She had been watching the
trails fromsunup to sunset, but no one had wal ked them



Al most all of the people who fled al ong Punpkin Creek had been caught
and killed. She had witnessed the entire battle, and had cried when
the screans of the dying rang with ghostly resonance fromthe hills.

What ' s happening out there, WIf Slayer? 1Is the whole world going to
diein this war?

To the north, vultures soared above Redweed Village, their black shapes
fl appi ng agai nst a gray, sickly sky. The brief battle had forced them
to retreat to their hidden perches. But they had returned--dozens of
them Lichen whinpered. She had barely slept in the past two days for
wat ching the birds and listening to their squawks while they feasted on
her friends.

Mot her? Are you alive?

She tucked her green hem around her toes. Every time she thought about
her parents, a chill swelled in her chest and tingled in her hands and
feet. The cave did not help. Its oblong wonb of darkness was no w der
than two of her body lengths, and little taller. Cold seeped in from
the rocks. Her teeth had chattered all of l|ast night.

She was tired ... so very tired. It took great effort to stay awake,
to keep watch on the trails.

"Bird-Man, Bird-Man, Bird-Man, Bird-Mn," she called desperately to her

Spirit Helper, trying to suppress the ache in her heart. "Help nme stay
awake. | have to wait for Wanderer or ny nother. They m ght not see
me here. | have to stay awake."

Her voice faded as though the wi nd had sucked it away and blown it up
to the newborn stars. Lichen fought the heavi ness of her eyes, but

weari ness overcane her. |mages danced on the back of her lids,
flickering orange and bl ue as sl eep nunbed her body and coil ed through
her thoughts .. . The hiss of a nbccasin against stone startled her

Li chen scranbl ed up, panting in terror, to stare at a little



boy who squatted in the nouth of the cave. Two bl ack braids franed
his oval face and glistening black eyes. He was younger than she,
maybe ei ght summers, and dressed in strange hides. The red face of
Wl f adorned his chest.

"Who .. . who are you?" she croaked. "My nane is Foxfire. Your
Spirit Helper sent me. Cone with ne. Lichen. W haven't mnuch
tinme."

"Where are we going?" "On a Dreamwal k. Just |like warriors on
battl e-wal ks, Dreaners have to confront their enemes, too. |I'll take
you. Hurry."

But Lichen couldn't nmove. She scrutinized the curious hides he wore.
For all of their beauty, they were thick and nottled in a way she had
never seen, as if they came fromaninmals that didn't live in her
wor | d.

Li chen cocked her head. "Wat kind of hides are those?" "Mammoth," he
said, lifting his arms. Then he pointed to his braided belt. "And
this is horsehair."

"What are those aninals? |'ve never heard of them before.” "Cone with
me and you can see themif you'd like."

Foxfire ducked out of the cave and stood on the narrow lip of rock that
over| ooked the floodplain. G ngerly, Lichen followed and stood beside
hi m beneath a vast, glittering bow of stars. The Road of Light tied

t he heavens together with a broad band of white. Lichen frowned. WlIf
Pup had already galloped two thirds of the way across the sky. How had
it growm so late without her knowing it?

"Where do these manmmoth and horse live?" "Far away .. . and a |long
time ago. When the threads of the Starweb pulled apart, the world
changed and they died."

"You nmean they're all gone?"

He nodded wistfully. "Yes. Every time a Dreaner fails, a part of the
Spiral dies."

Sadness filled Lichen. Her soul seened to renenber Mammbth and Hor se,



but dimy, like the recollection of birth buried deep inside every
living creature. "If they're gone, how can we see then®?"

"Spider will help us. The Circles are coming full again, and you're
going to need to see for yourself what happens when a Dreaner gives

up. "

Foxfire extended his hand and bl ew across his palm Strands of 1ight
shot fromhis fingertips, spreading across the darkness like a
spiderweb iced in blue fire. Lichen's nmouth gaped when he trotted out
onto the swayi ng web. "Please, Lichen, we nust hurry."

"I ... I"mcomng."

Li chen tested the blue thread with the toe of her sandal before biting
her lip and racing out after Foxfire. ble woke. Rain drifted out of
the night sky in a wi nd-borne mst. A hushed whisper filled the air as
drops pattered on the sunflowers that curtained the undercut holl ow
where she lay hidden. Soft. Soothing. For a nonment she al nost forgot
her pain. But as she nmoved, seeking to draw up one knee, the agony
returned with a ferocity that left her gasping for breath.

Don't .. . force yourself. Just rest for a while.

They had crawl ed in the underbrush for half the night, desperately
dodgi ng the warriors who ghosted through the darkness. Every patch of
cat's claw and stinging nettle had scoured the blisters of her injured
| eg; now she had to stifle whinmpers whenever a bl ade of grass brushed
her. Sonmewhere in the terror, her fever had begun. It burned bright

i nside her, leaving her weak and trenbling while it seared her soul
withits fire.

Vole lifted her head so she could peer at her |leg. Despite the poor
light, she could see it, clotted with blood, dripping pus, and coated
with dry | eaves. Shreds of skin hung | oose where the blisters had been



torn. The sight sickened her. She would have to clean it soon, or
evil Spirits would snell the blood and come to feast. Then she
woul d-be in real trouble.

As she eased her head back to her rock pillow, she noticed that
Wanderer's tattered red shirt draped her shoul ders, protecting her
against the chill of the mst. Were was he? Her gaze roamed the

holl ow. Small and gray, the rock shelter spread about twenty hands by
ten. The rounded overhang arched thirty hands over her head,
protrudi ng just enough to fend off the noisture. No nore than an arm s
| ength away, a ragged border of danpness darkened the soil.

Vol e | ooked out toward the field of sunflowers beyond the cliff face
and saw Wanderer. He stood in only his breech clout its attached array
of Power pouches dangling |ike cocoons around his waist. In the sky
above him a single cloud blotted the stars. The rest of the heavens
shone crystal -clear and beautiful. Wy would he be standing out in the
rain? Don't be silly. That's just the sort of thing he'd do. But
surely fatigue weighed as heavily on himas it did on her--probably
nore, since he was tw ce her age.

As she wat ched, Wanderer tipped his chin to the mst. Wter slicked
his gray hair against his skull and reflected with an ethereal sheen
fromhis starlit face. He spread his arns, hesitating |ike a hovering
kestrel, then began the fluid motions of the Thunderbird Dance. His
ri bs stuck out as he swayed and spun, dipping his hands to stroke the
earth before lifting themreverently to the sky. Al the while, his
outstretched fingers imtated the rhythm c sprinkling of rain.

Fromfar off, the distant roar of thunder answered .

Wander er Danced harder, gyrating as he stamped his feet. Mid caked his
sandal s, leaving dry tracks in the noistened dirt. Power built. Each
fluid lacing of his arns quickened it, until the hak at the nape of

Vol e's neck crawl ed. When Wanderer began a prol onged spin, his head

t hrown back, his arms reaching straight up to Thunderbird, |ightning
flickered through the cloud, gently at first, as though Thunderbird had
j ust awakened and blinked his eternal eyes. Thunder runbled |azily.



Then, abruptly, a lance of lightning split the darkness and zi gzagged
across the black fleece of night. The flash illum nated Wanderer's
skeletal formin a deluge of blue.

From deep inside Vole, awe rose. She felt the sane hal f-worship of him
that she had when she'd | oved himthose many years ago. He had al ways
been able to call, lightning fromthe clouds--at |east as long as he'd
had a bird soul, whether Eagle, Mgpie, Raven, or any of the others who
had i nhabited his body. She had asked hi mabout it once. Wanderer had
told her that all animals of flight, even flying squirrels, had a

ki nship to Thunderbird. Their calls, he said, resonated nore clearly
in Thunderbird's soul than the calls of other animals did, rousing him
as though they were the nmuted echoes of his own sacred voi ce seeping up
fromthe crevices of his thoughts.

Vol e sucked in a deep breath of the rain-sharp wind and studi ed
Wanderer as he pl odded al ong the base of the towering cliff. Bushes
crowded every shadowed nook. He bent to funble with the | eaves of a
scrawny plant, then noved on. He felt his way around the concave curve
of the wall, prodding first one bush, then another. There are warriors
crawming all over the floodplain and bluff. Were can we go? W're
trapped here.

Who were the warriors who had | aunched the attack agai nst Badgeitail ?
Petaga's forces? She had not recogni zed any of them But the Mon
Chi ef woul d have gat hered hundreds by now, perhaps thousands. She
couldn't know all of them So nuch is happening, and, Bl essed
Thunderbird, I'mtired. She rubbed her eyes.

Badgeitail and Petaga had | ocked thenselves in nortal conmbat, while the
small villages | ashed out with hit-and-run raids to steal supplies from
the canps of the warriors. She had overheard Locust tal king about it.
A runner had conme in fromthe north to announce that Oxbow Vill age had
joined them But he had conplained bitterly of the traitorous
straggl ers who had abandoned their homes and taken up bows agai nst both



sides, creeping into canp at night, looting, and then fleeing in al
directions before the | ookouts could decide which thief to shoot at.

Wanderer shoved a thorny rosebush sideways. H's chert knife glinted,
and the plant quaked. What could he be cutting fromthe stens? After
about a finger of tine, he straightened up and awkwardly funbled with a
handf ul of sonething.

The rain cloud sailed eastward over the bluff, and the stars returned
inaglittering canopy to illumnate the world. Vole saw Wanderer
shiver, and guilt darted through her. Wthout his shirt, even the
slightest breeze nust prick his bones. He hurried, trotting around
bushes and junping fallen rocks, back to the holl ow.

"I thought maybe you'd left ne for the wol ves," she comented.

Startled, he whirled and frowned into the darkness. "Have you seen
any?"

"No, " she sighed.

Wanderer turned, smiled happily, and knelt to pile his handful of

smal |, round objects on the dirt near an old fire pit The jagged edges
of the rock ring scarcely thrust above the surface. "You were

whi npering in your sleep, Vole. That's why | left. | thought maybe
could help."

"Hel p?"

"Yes. You see, these bul bous grow hs conme fromthe | ower stens of
rosebushes. \Wen charred and crushed to powder, they take the pain
fromburns. [It's lucky for us that so many rosebushes grow here."

He smiled faintly at her and rose to pull wood and dried | eaves from

t he pack-rat nest clogging a hole in the corner. Using the pointed end
of a piece of pack-rat litter, he dug out the fire pit before arrangi ng
the | eaves and wood just so; then he reached for the fire sticks that
he had made while she'd been asleep. For the dowel, Wanderer had
stripped the bark froma strai ght hickory branch as |ong as his shin.
Next, he had whittled one end to a point. The second pi ece of wood



consi sted of a section of oak into which he had gouged a round hol e.
This he now steadied on the ground with his feet and sprinkled punky
material in the hole. Taking the pointed hickory dowel, he speared it
into the punky stick on the floor and began spinning it as fast as he
could between his palms. In no tine, the friction had heated the punky
wood to the point that it snoked. He quickly bent down and blew on it
to bring the enbers to glowing life. Wth great care, he then scraped
t hem agai nst the dry | eaves and bl ew sone nore, gently coaxing unti

t he under caught and he could start adding knots of grass, and finally
twi gs, and then wood.

"Aren't you afraid that sone warrior will see the gl ow?" Vole asked.
"No," he said reassuringly. "I walked a |long way out onto the
floodplain to see how wel |l -concealed this hollowis. The sunflowers
conpletely shroud us. If it were day, |I'd worry because of the snoke.

But not tonight. We'Ill be all right."

Wanderer carefully arranged the rose burls at the edges of the blaze
and sank back on his haunches to watch their thin outer husks sizzle
and wi ther. Exhaustion deepened the web of lines that covered his
face. Sitting there like that, the flames dancing in his eyes, he

| ooked very old and a little sad--1ike an anci ent worman peeri ng down
curiously at her reflection in water and trying desperately to recal
the i mage that had gazed back at her twenty cycles before.

Tenderly, Vole said, "You're the only man--er, raven--1 know who coul d
Dance with such energy after crawiing on his belly half the night to
escape people who wanted to kill him"

"Really? 1'd think anyone would want to Dance after that. |In sheer

relief, if nothing else.”" He used the knife to turn the burls. As he
did so, his bushy brows plunged down to neet over his nose.

"What is it, Wanderer?"
"Hm? .. . Ch, |I'mjust thinking."
"l could see that. About what?"

"Windering if Badgertail survived. Wndering when you'll be well
enough to travel."



"Tormorrow " She sat up suddenly, but her body nocked her by trenbling
under the strain. She hastily sank back down.

Wanderer |lowered his eyes to his rose burls. "How s your |eg?"

"Bad."

"And your fever?" "Cetting worse."

"I thought so. | doubt that you'll be able to travel for days. But |
don't know how | ong we can stay here. |If Badgertail is alive, he'l

eventual |y have search parties conbing the hills for us. He wants the
wlf." Mre softly, he added, "And ne."

> Wanderer gazed in the direction of Punpkin Creek, his eyes going
vacant as if he had sent his raven soul flying to see what creatures
skul ked al ong the dark banks. That expression had al ways set Vole's
gut to withing.

"Forget about us, Wanderer. |'mworried about Lichen."
"Don't be. She's fine. Frightened, hungry, but fine."

A terrible hope tightened Vole's chest. Shakily, she asked, "How do
you know? Did you Dream somet hi ng?"

"No, not a Dream She's been calling to ne."
"Calling .. . ?"

Wander er scooped the rose burls out of the fire onto the ground, where
they rolled in tiny circles before settling down to smoke. Thin gray
colums rose. He went to the edge of the hollow and picked up a flat
pi ece of limestone. Bringing it back, he set it next to the fire and
began to nethodically crush each charred burl into paste. "I nean that
her soul has grown Powerful enough to make itself heard over |ong

di st ances. "

"But how is she? What's she saying?" Vole found herself sitting bolt
upright, the |linmestone holl ow swi mm ng nauseatingly around her. Her
heart janmed against her ribs as the flanes of the fire blended into
the images of fire lit sunflowers, clanp earth, and blurs of stars.

"Vol e?" Wanderer called faintly through the dark fog that descended on
her. "Ch, no."



H s face suddenly | oomed | arge, and she felt strong hands grip her
arms to halt her fall. Her head bounced linply. Slipping a cool hand
behi nd her neck, Wanderer |et her down easily and rearranged his red
shirt over her shoulders. She hated it when anyone tried to take care

of her. It nade her feel weak and hel pless. Feebly, she flailed at
hi m

"Don't .. . touch me."

Wander er drew back and studi ed her anxiously. "I1'Il be glad to oblige
so long as you're not about to bash your brains out on a rock." He
pointed at her "pillow " "Lichen .. . tell me about Lichen. Were is
she?"

"I don't know that," he said. "But she's been calling to ne steadily.
When she stops calling, then I'Il panic." He got to his feet. "Vole,
| have to wash your leg before | can apply the salve. It'Il hurt. Can
you stand it?"

"It has to be done soon.. .. What's Lichen been saying to you?"

Wanderer went out to the lip of the overhang and cupped his hands
beneath a trickle of water. He carried the cool Iiquid back
conscientiously and dribbled it down her leg. Vole suppressed a cry
when the water touched her flesh like a river of fire. The nore that
Wanderer dribbled on her leg, the worse the pain grew, until she had to
bury her face in the crook of her el bow to keep from weepi ng.

As though he hadn't noticed, he said, "It's not words | hear, it's nore
like the feathery touch of Lichen's soul against mne." Vole felt him
lift the sleeve of his red shirt and heard the squeal of ripping
fabric. He kept talking, softly, confidently. "Lichen is a very

Power ful Dreanmer, so as |long as she stays under cover, she'll be safe.
I think that by now she can probably sense when eneny warriors are
near. Al great Dreaners can. It's like ..."

Vol e stopped hearing his words. Only a soft drone penetrated the
vi ol ence of her pain. It took what seenmed an eternity for himto wash
her burns. She trenbled while he gently dabbed the wet cloth to renove



the grime that had nelded with old blood. Every grain of sand he
touched bit into her flesh |like a poisoned talon

Only at the last, when he started applying the rose salve in coo

gl obs, did she break down and weep ... in relief that it was al npst
over. Her shoul ders shook traitorously. He stopped for a monent, his
hand faltering in its work, and then he finished and stood.

Vol e refused to |l ook up and I et himsee her tears. Just go away,
Wanderer. Don't shane nme by asking anything ridiculous, |ike how do |
feel.

H s sandal s scraped the stone with his awkward nmovenents. After a
time, she heard him kneel beside her and felt a | arge hand, bony and
uncertain, clunmsily stroke her hair.

"Try to sleep, Vole. 1'll keep watch." Thirty-one

Around Lichen, brilliant stars twi nkled |like hoar frost while darkness
flooded outward, rippling in the farthest reaches of the sky. Her skin
gl eaned blue-white in the eerie light.

Foxfire stopped suddenly and pointed. "Do you see that, Lichen?"

At the end of the blue strands they traveled, a forbidding wall of ice
spread for as far as she could see. Fromits belly, water gushed out
in a thunderous torrent, carrying gravel and sand down a broad channe
that sliced through towering snow choked nountains. Were the tortured
river collided with rocks, water splashed in crystal sprays and froze

i nto odd shapes.



Foxfire trotted forward. Lichen called, "Wait! Were are we goi ng?
W can't get past that. Look at how high that wall is!"

"Let me show you. Hurry. Conme this way." Lichen followed himto a
jagged crack suddenly visible in the wall. Hi gh over her head,

sandwi ched between two massive bastions of ice, there gleaned a clear
patch of azure sky. "Through here." Foxfire dropped to his knees and
scranbled forward into utter darkness. "This is the way. Lichen."

Li chen grabbed his hide sleeve and crawl ed t hrough behind him

Bl ackness wei ghed down on her, heavy, taking her breath away while it
pounded on her eardruns and pressed on her eyelids. Around her,
crusted ice creaked and groaned, the sound echoing |ike gibbering

Voi ces.

Ahead, a tiny spot of Iight shone, growing |arger as they neared it.
Li chen stepped out onto a water-snoothed boul der. She inhaled a deep

breath of the chill, bright air. Strange scents caressed her nostrils,
snel s of nmoss and choke cherry steeped together for a thousand cycl es.
"Come, Lichen. It's just alittle farther."

Foxfire cl anbered through the nmaze of boul ders ahead until he reached a
ri dge where the sun blazed on his black braids. He tipped his face to
the light and smled in joy at the warnmh that beat down on him "Up
here, Lichen. Let nme show you what happens when a Dreaner fails."

She junmped to the next boul der, her sandals crunching on the ice in the
shadowed hol | ows of the stone. When she reached the top, she stared at
the majestic land that spread before her. Herds of strange,

| ong- horned animals dotted the rich plain, their ears and tails
switching away flies while they inquisitively studied Lichen and
Foxfire. |lce-capped mountains thrust up like teeth behind her, their
ragged peaks raking the bottom of the clouds.

To the south, hundreds of drai nage channel s zi gzagged through a white
maze of ridges. And there, their prey trapped agai nst one of the
snow-cl ad ridges, humans hunted.



An enorrmous hairy animal with two tails thrashed wildly, flinging its
front tail in mad arcs, trying to kill its attackers. Humans dodged
and ran, using throwing sticks to launch long arrows into its sides.
The animal let out a roar that sounded |ike a conch-shell trunpet
blast. Then it made a feeble run to scatter the humans. But they just
circled and kept throwing their arrows, until the creature bristled
with them as if a huge porcupine had been at it.

"Where are we?" Lichen whispered

Foxfire crouched down, a faraway look in his eyes. "This is the | and
of Mammoth and Horse. That two-tailed ani mal down there is an orphaned
mammoth calf. [t's the last mammoth alive. Humans killed its nother

| ess than a noon ago. Now they're killing it."

"It's the last of its kind? Wy don't you stop then?" "W tried to.
When the Spiral has been turned upside down, not all the Dreamers in
the One can set it right again. Only a living Dreamer can do that.
Power makes its choice and tries to hone the Dreaner like a fine arrow
poi nt--but sonetinmes Power | oses the ganble." Lichen squatted beside
him watching as the mammoth calf wail ed and dropped to its knees. Even
fromthis distance, she could see the blood that frothed and bubbl ed at
the animal's nmouth. The calf shoved itself up on trenbling |egs, but
stunbled and fell, then flopped on its side in the snowfield. Humans
shouted gl eefully and hugged each other. As they cavorted, Dancing,
Singing their praises to the sky, the mammoth cal f's huge head sank
into the drift, and the snowran red with its bl ood.

"How coul d they do that?" Lichen gasped. "Didn't they know it was the

last mammoth alive?" "No. But even if they had. known it wouldn't
have nade any difference. They wanted its neat. That's all they cared
about." Foxfire let out a taut breath. "It happens when the Spiral is

knocked out of balance. Earthmaker created the universe to have equa
portions--Pain and Happi ness, Birth and Death, Heat and Cold. That's
why the Spiral is so inportant. Its circles reach fromthe thinnest
roots that dig



into the ground to the perfect notions of the stars. Sonetinmes humans
knock the Spiral out of kilter, sonmetinmes animals do it. Every tine a
coyote runs through a flock of new lanbs, killing for the sheer sport
of it, without ever eating its prey .. . the Spiral tilts."

Tears blurred Lichen's eyes as she watched the hunters begin the

| aborious task of butchering Mamrmoth Calf. Wth sharp stone tools,
they pulled back the hide, revealing nuscles that quaked and jerked
even as the bl ades carved.

"You see that man on the far right? The one with OM's face painted on
his shirt?" Lichen wiped at her eyes and nodded. The man stood wth
hi s shoul ders sl unped forward, a hand braced on the. head of a little
girl who bounced joyfully up and down as she watched the piles of neat
gr owi ng.

"His nane is Tusk Boy. Power placed all of its strength and hope in
him He had OM as a Spirit Helper fromthe day of his birth. But in
the end, when Power called himto enter the Sea of Father Sun's Light
so that he mght learn the way to set the Spiral straight again, he
couldn't do it. He was afraid."” Lichen's eyes w dened. "Afraid that
t he Light woul d burn hinP"

"Yes. Afraid that it would burn away his soul and there would be
nothing left of "him to return to his fanmly. H's wife and children
meant nmore to Tusk Boy than Mammoth Calf did. Humans are |ike that.
It's not their fault that they care nore about thensel ves than
everything else in the world. Earthnmaker gave themthat trait to help

themsurvive. Only a feware willing to sacrifice thensel ves so that
yel low butterflies may continue to flutter over the wild lowers in
springtime. It is those few that Power seeks out. But not even Power
can know for certain who will succeed and who will fail." Foxfire gave
her a sad smle. "W one really wants to be a Dreaner, Lichen." The
grassy plains before her changed, glittering Iike a mllion gnat w ngs

before fading into a new scene ..



VWhite water boiled up fromthe ground through fissures in the rocks,
then spilled down, filling a deep aquamari ne pool where peopl e sat
around the edges, eating and tal king. The chill breeze captured

bill ows of fog and dragged them through the surrounding valley in |ong
streanmers. Sitting alone on a rock, away fromthe rest, a young nman

cried, "I'"'mnot the one .. . |'"'mno Dreaner."”
"Who is he?" "WIf Dreaner. He succeeded. He Dreamed humans into the
Spiral of this land .. . even though all he wanted out of life was to

be a hunter and to raise a famly with the woman he | oved."

"Power wouldn't let hinP" "He wouldn't let hinmself. The survival of
his people was nore inportant to himthan his own wants. Wthout his
Dream humans woul d never have found the way here."

Li chen knotted her fingers in her tattered hem "So Wl f Dreaner
under st ood that everything he wanted was not hing nore than spark flies

flitting in the darkness?" "Yes, but not until the very end." Foxfire
nmet hodi cally traced the face of Wl f that adorned his chest. His
finger halted here and there, on eyes and snout. "When he realized
that all of the Spiral was illusion, he knew in truth how much he | oved

nmy not her--enough that he could et her go to find her happiness with
anot her man."

He nade a swirling notion with his hand, and the vision transforned
into one of drifting clouds that sailed through m dni ght skies.

Thunder roared, and fromits heart a woman whi spered, "I feel |ost.
It's like being born into a new world."

The rainy night brightened into day. Fromthe gol d-spun rays of
sunlight, the image of a man formed. He lay on a spire of rock that
jutted up froma high mountain. Below him to the west, there
stretched a broad basin, and purple nountains rinmmng the incredible
vista. Blood oozed fromthe man's cracked |ips when he opened his
mouth to speak. "I can't be



your Dreamer. | can't leave Elk Charm.. . or my girls. | love them
too much. "

The scent of snoke penetrated the vision. Lichen turned to gaze at
Foxfire. Hi s young face had taken on a bittersweet expression that
nelted her heart.

"No one wants to be a Dreaner, Lichen--but can you be one?" Foxfire's

| arge eyes enconpassed her soul. "Are you willing to give up your
soul? It means that you'll have to | eave the safety of your cave and
go to Ni ghtshade at Cahokia. Alone. Unarned." "But there are eneny
warriors everywhere out there. 1--I"'monly ten sutmmers! | can't go by
nmysel f--"

"So was |," he said softly. "I was ten when Power called." "You were

a Dreaner?"

"Yes. A very long tinme ago." Foxfire rose to his feet and stared down
at her. The air wavered around himas heat wafted up fromthe rocks,

blurring his body into bizarre, om nous shapes. "It was as hard for ne
as it is for you, Lichen. But |I learned that | had to give up all that

| was to gain all that | was not. A Dreaner needs to understand both
before he can enter the Light and | earn what he needs to keep the
Spiral in balance. Wen | cane back, | made two sacred Power

Bundl es--one of Light, the Wl f Bundle that your people call the
Tortoi se Bundl e, and one of Dark, the Raven Bundle. It lives far to
the east, along the great shore. | took the |last vestiges left by
Raven Hunter and Wl f Dreanmer and put theminto the heart of the
bundl es. (Opposites crossed, you see. Still .. . | was afraid."

"How did you get over it?"

"I united the worlds in nmyself and becane Feathered Serpent. He was ny
Spirit Helper." "Becanme?"

"Some Dreaners are strengthened when they're consuned by fire, Lichen
Fire-Dancer was. Oher Dreaners need water. White Ash did. Sone,
like us, have to drown in blood before they can unite the worlds in



t hensel ves. Don't fear it, Lichen. Those crushing jaws will give you
Falcon's wings ..."

"What do you nean? | don't understand."

Li chen stunbl ed backward when Foxfire's |legs began to withe in a

hi deous dance. As she watched, they | engthened and twined into a
snake's body, with scales that shimered a deep blue. Black feathers
sprouted fromthe roots of his arns, stretching and spreadi ng unti
nmonstrous wi ngs blotted the sunlight. Wth wi stful, human eyes, he
peered down at her. "Go to Cahokia. Bird-Man waits for you there ..
Li chen bolted upright in the cave. Panting, she | ooked out at the
starry night. WIlf Pup hung in the niddle of the sky, his snout

poi nted straight up as if scenting for danger. Lichen blinked.
Sonething tiny fell fromWlIlf Pup's paw. It spun gently through the
darkness and settled on the lip of her cave. She crept forward over
the cold stone floor to stare at it. The black feather glistened with
a leaden brilliance in the starlight.

Thirty-two

Ni ght hugged the | and as Badgertail craw ed through the tall cane
fields that lined the southern neanders of Punpkin Creek. The thick
| eaf bl ades rustled with his guarded novenents, but the water should
cover the sound. He prayed.

Hai | cl oud' s | ookouts roved the darkness. He had crept past three of
themin the |last two hands of tine.



"Locust .. he whispered.

On the other side of the creek drainage, canp fires gleamed boldly. He
lifted his head to study them and the noist wi nd drenched his face
with the fragrances of danmp mint and newmy fl owered spice bush. The
yel low clusters of blossons that spotted the creek bank swarmed with
blinking spark flies Badgertail squinted through the glittering nmesh,
counting the fires.

Fifteen in all. That neant maybe seventy peopl e.

He sank back to the cover of the cane. Are you mad, Hailcloud? What
are you doing lighting fires? Inviting my northern war parties to
swoop down upon you? O inviting me to rush into your arns in an
attenpt to save Locust?

Hai | cl oud was too shrewd a warrior to light fires with no thought of
t he possi bl e out come--unl ess he knew the precise |ocation of
Badgertail's war parties, and they were nowhere close, or unless he
knew that the war parties had been neutralized. Petaga would have
certainly sent runners to notify his war |eader of such crucial

i nformati on.

O had the fires been lit as sone sort of lure? To pull Badgertail's
parties out of the north? A decoy? That would nean Petaga had

cal cul ated the nopst advantageous point fromwhich to anmbush
Badgertail's forces--and figured a way of getting all of themthere.

Fear congealed in the pit of his stomach. Such maneuvering coul d be
done through subtle ways, given a master strategist's hand; but woul d
Bl ack Birch, El khorn, and the other experienced war |eaders fall for
it? Badgertail tightened his fingers around a cool stalk of cane. Yes,
they mght. Even he hinmself would have trouble in distinguishing

bet ween genuine hit-and-run raids and raids tinmed and arranged to | ead
several groups into a clever trap. Only good swift runners rel aying
information to a central point could prevent such a disaster

And he'd had but few runners come in ... The pieces began to fall into
pl ace. Badgertail's gut knotted. How could you have let this
happen?



H s gaze searched the black I ength of the eastern bluff before
returning to the tangl e of underbrush that surrounded him |f Petaga
had set up an anbush, the best place for it would be somewhere around
One Mound Village. There the ravines and rocks provided ideal cover.
But Badgertail would never nake it in time to warn his warriors.

You wal ked right into Petaga's arms when you split your forces. Bl essed
First Wman ..

He pulled out his deer bone stiletto and clutched it tightly before he
crept forward another ten hands through the cane. One of the |eaves
caught in his war shirt with a soft, tearing sound. Badgertail stopped
instantly, but not before he saw nmovenent to his right. Fromthe
shadows, a |l ow voice called, "Very carefully, throw out your weapon and
show me your enpty hands--or 1'Il shoot an arrow through you this
instant."

Badgertail swallowed down his dry throat and tossed out his stiletto.
He heard it land softly in the grass as he raised his hands.

"Good. Now stand up. | want to get a good | ook at you."

Slow y, Badgertail got to his feet. The canp fires |lit his face with
an orange glow. He saw his foe rise from behind a bush and stand
sil houetted agai nst the sable cloak of night.

Teeth glinted as the man edged cl oser. Maybe twenty-one or twenty-two,
he had shaved his head in the manner of a seasoned warrior. Shells
hung from his brai ded forel ocks, swaying with each cautious step he
took. Fear was evident in the man's shallow breathing and in the way
his arms shook while holding up his bow He was tall, but gangly.
Badger tail's shoul ders packed twi ce the nuscle. |If he could just get
hi s hands on the man .

"You' re--Badgertail. Aren't you?"

"Badgertail? Are you joking? | canme here to join Hail cloud! Wo are
you?"

"Come closer. | want to see your face better."

As Badgertail wal ked forward, his opponent sucked in a breath and
stared at himthrough terrified eyes. "You are



Badgertail. | saw you once. Wen | was a boy. You attacked ny
vill age."

A famliar ache swelled in Badgertail's chest. There had been so many
vill ages over the past twenty cycles. He could barely keep the

battl e-wal ks strai ght anynore. GCh, here and there a child' s weeping
face had stuck in his mnd, or a man's final screans. But for the nost
part, all had blurred into a vast din of garbled voices and acrid pools
of blood drying in the sun. "Wich village was that?"

"Bear Cub Village."

Badgertail shook his head. He didn't renmenber that one at all. Not
even the name cued his nenory. Had all of those deaths meant so little
to himthat he couldn't even recall their location? He lifted his chin
to peer at the twinkling Star Ogres. "Wat's your nane?"

"Fl axseed. But you wouldn't renenber that. You just killed, pillaged,
and ran--though your warriors lingered to rape ny nother." Hatred
har dened his face.

"Supposing | really am Badgertail ? What are you going to do with
ne?"

Fl axseed pull ed back on his bowstring, and Badgertail inhaled in
preparation for the inpact of the arrow. The nuscl es beneath his right
ni ppl e began to twitch with anticipation. Sixty heartbeats passed, and
Badgertail shifted his weight to his other foot. Flaxseed stood I|ike
that, poised to shoot, for what seemed an eternity, until sweat rolled
down Badgertail's neck. Finally Badgertail demanded, "Well?"

"I ... 1'd probably get in trouble for killing you," Flaxseed said as
he | owered his bow. "Most likely Hailcloud wants to torture you for
information .. . just like he's doing with Locust.” ©Ch, Locust,
forgive me.

"No," Flaxseed said with certainty, "1'd better not kill you. Not
yet." He pointed southward with a tilt of his head. "Turn around and
wal k. There's a good place to cross the creek a coupl e thousand hands
down. "



Badgertail chuckled. "Wll, good. Since |I'mnot your infanobus
Badgertail, 1'Il happily accept your escort into canp. Saves ne from
taking an arrow by mstake." He turned and nade his way through the
dark cane whil e he exam ned Hail cl oud's canp. The war | eader had
selected a small knoll that jutted up along the eastern side of the
creek. Knots of warriors eddied around a central fire. Their |aughter

carried .. . along with sonething else. The triunphant jeer of
warriors was underlaid by a frail sound that made Badgertail's soul
recoil, even though his ears couldn't quite hear it.

He hurried toward the creek so he could see the canp better. Warriors
whooped and cavorted in the firelight. Every eye had fastened on the
ground. Badgertail maneuvered around .. . and saw Locust staked out on
her back before Hailcloud. Her naked flesh gl owed orange, revealing

t he puncture wounds on her |legs and arns. Blood webbed her thighs.

A small "No!" worked up Badgertail's throat when he saw Hail cl oud pul

a flamng stick fromthe fire and bend over Locust. "Don't force ne to
do this to you, Locust!"™ Hailcloud shouted. "Tell ne Badgertail's
plans and I'Il make your death quick. How did he intend to fight

ne?"

"I don't know "

Hai | cl oud thrust the stick against Locust's hip. She withed, trying
to get away, but her bonds allowed her only a few hands of novenent.
Hai | cl oud j abbed his brand again, this tinme at her side. Locust's
cries pierced the night--high, breathless, driving Badgertail to near
madness.

The crowd went wild, clapping and | aughing. Small groups of warriors
formed into a Dance line to circle the fire. Their silhouettes had an
i nhuman quality in the darkness, resenbling wolves noving anxiously
around a freshly killed buffalo calf.

Frantically Badgertail studied the formation of the canp. Around the
base of the knoll Hailcloud had thrown up a six-hands-tall pile of



brush. Entering that ring unheard woul d be al nost inpossible. But he
m ght be able to create a diversion

"There. Stop," Flaxseed ordered. "See that dip in the bank?"
"I see it.”

"Good. Walk down. The creek is shallow enough there to cross. And
remenmber, |'Il be right behind you, with my arrow ai med at your
back. "

Badgertail scranbled down the crunbling bank and stepped out into the
knee-deep flow. The frigid water grabbed at his bare | egs so
powerfully that it alnost toppled him He glanced over his shoul der

FIl axseed was sliding down the bank, clods of dirt tunmbling each time he
braced a foot. Wen he entered the fast-noving stream the young
warrior's sandal slipped on a rock and he dropped his eyes for an
instant to catch his bal ance.

Badgertail dove with lightning quickness. Hi s head ramred Fl axseed's
stomach and knocked the youth into the chilling current. The bow swept
by Badgertail before he could grab it.

| can't let himscream Lunging, he splashed on top of Flaxseed and
dug his toes into the rocks. At the sane tine, he gripped Fl axseed's
bristly ridge of hair and shoved his face under the water. Badgertai
managed to straddl e Fl axseed with his broad chest over the nman's

t hr oat - - hol di ng hi m down.

Fl axseed twi sted |i ke Snake beneath him flopping, kicking, claw ng at
Badgertail's sides. Just another finger of time ..

In a mad ganbl e, Fl axseed wenched si deways and thrust a knee into
Badgertail's groin. Pain flashed, causing Badgertail to lose his
toehold on the rocks. The current jerked them downstream dragging
t hem over the stones.

Fl axseed's contorted face crested the water, and he I et out a desperate
cry of "Help!"™ before Badgertail could throw hinmself forward. His
thick fingers groped for Flaxseed' s throat to cut off the cry. He



crushed with all his mght, and felt the bands of Flaxseed' s w ndpipe
col I apsi ng under his fingers. Flaxseed choked hoarsely, withing; then
his linbs went still, and he fell back in the water

Badgertail kept hol ding Fl axseed's head under the rushing current.

Through that gaping nouth, water flooded to fill the lungs. Bubbles
broke the surface. Badgertail waited, making certain. Flaxseed s w de
eyes stared up at him chilling in the noonlight that reflected from

t he stream

When the throbbing of blood in his ears began to fade, Badgertail could
agai n hear Locust's cries penetrating the 'raucous shouts of warriors.
It drove himlike a knife in his back. Exhausted and cold, he tugged
Fl axseed's body onto a rock and proceeded to search it. But he found
not hi ng he coul d use as a weapon; the quiver on Flaxseed's back hung

enpty.

Badgertail slogged back into the water. Carefully, he searched the
downstream bank until he found the bow and, a good di stance | ater
three arrows.

Not much, but it was a start.

Crossing to the opposite bank, he pulled hinself up so he could again
study the canp. Through a thick wall of brush and grass, he could see
the central fire. The shadows of warriors noved wherever he | ooked.

He | owered hinself and laid his cheek against the cool dirt. What can
| do?

Locust's cries had died down, but Hailcloud s voice rose angrily: "W
searched for his body. W couldn't find it. He's alive, Locust. Were
woul d he have gone? Back to Cahokia? To neet with the war parties he
sent north? Were was he supposed to nmeet up with then®"

Exul t ant whoops and hollers split the air. Badgertail forced hinself
to concentrate. Think. Think, blast you! Were has Hailcloud left

hi nsel f weak? The encl osure of brush m ght defeat an opponent trying
to slip in soundlessly, but if Badgertail could get a fire going and

shoot flam ng arrows at strategic |ocations .

Dry grass crackled on the other side of the creek



Badgertail's gut cramed with fear. Holding his breath, he sw vel ed
his head. Cane and gol denrod rose in dense patches, their stal ks
weavi ng a thick curtain above Fl axseed's corpse. Badgertail's nuscles
trenbled as if dozens of bows had just been ainmed at his vul nerable
back.

More crackling. Then a tw g snapped.
"Badgertail ?"

Relief vied with terror. It could be a friend, but how many warriors
woul d I ove to be the hero to capture Badgertail? |In the cane field, at
| east four ghostly figures | oomed, bending the stalks with their
novenent s.

A man enmerged fromthe vegetation, but his identity lay hidden in
shadow. "Badgertail? It's Flute. Hurry! |[|'ve got three other
warriors with ne. W've found a way in."

e nmust strike nowm" Gopher insisted fromhis place at the counci

fire. H's silver-shot black hair had gone greasy in the past few days.
Dirt puttied the Iines of his weathered face as though a thick gray

spi derweb had been plastered to his skin. His bushy brows pulled

toget her as he readjusted the filthy bl anket over his shoul ders. "There
they are! W' ve got three of Badgertail's war parties sitting just
out si de of One Mound Vill age and our own forces positioned perfectly
around them What nore could we ask for?"

"Six war parties," Petaga pointed out softly. "From what our runners
say, the other parties have vani shed. Wich nmeans that they didn't
fall for our strategy. Elkhorn worries nme the nost. \Where is he?"

"What difference does it make?" CGopher shouted. "Three war parties
total only two hundred and fifty warriors. W'Il be able to crush them
easily!"

The twenty-two nmenbers of the council whispered to each other, either
shaki ng their heads in disagreement or nodding fervently. Mst of them



were old men and wonen who had joined the fight just to be able to say
that they had been on this great battle-walk, a battle-walk that would
forever change the face of their world.

Pet aga gazed up at the sky while the elders considered. Thick fingers
of cloud stroked the face of the crescent nobon. They had di spatched
war parties to surround One Mound Vill age, then noved their main canp a
hal f-day's wal k northward before resettling in a deep holl ow t hat
gouged the highlands. The hollow provided protection from eneny eyes
and had a spring in the bottomthat not only gave themwater, but an
occasi onal duck for dinner

Moonl i ght fell over hundreds of warriors where they lay sleeping with
weapons in |linp hands. Their oblong shadows stretched across the bare
gray stone. Sonewhere in the maze of bodies, a man snored raggedly.

Pet aga cast a glance at Spoonbill, who sat beside him his calm clear
gaze roving the council. Though he was only fifteen, Spoonbill acted
much ol der. His sallow face and washed-out brown eyes al ways renai ned
patient and attentive, even in the worst of situations. Tall for his
age, Spoonbill had not filled out yet, leaving himas scrawy as a

wat er-starved reed. He had received his first warrior's haircut just
before this battle-wal k and had proudly woven two small shell beads
into his forelocks. The long war shirt with the i mage of Eagle on the
chest, was still alnost clean. Petaga suspected that Spoonbill took
great pains to keep it that way.

Warnmt h grew inside the Moon Chief. He had spent nost of |ast night

tal king to Spoonbill, working out his worries so that he had them
straight in his own nind. He had |earned that he could rely on
Spoonbi Il for solid advice with al nbst as nuch confidence as he had in
Hai | cl oud.

"Way not? Tell me!" Copher pressed. He thrust out his jaw
pugnaci ously. "W planned on attacking tonorrow. \Who objects?"

"I do," Petaga said.

CGopher grunted. "Wat do you think? That Elkhorn is going to



m racul ously appear out of nowhere with a thousand warriors behind
hin? Be realistic. He probably glinpsed our forces and ran off into
the hills with his tail between his legs."

Spoonbi || straightened his back and quietly noted, "I know El khorn. He
fought with nmy father cycles ago. He's not a coward. |If he did spot
our forces, we could be in nore trouble than we know. "

"How s that, young whel p?"

Unaffected by the slight, Spoonbill continued in a mld voice. "I
suspect that Badgertail left a few hundred warriors to guard Cahoki a.
It wouldn't be farfetched to assunme that if Elkhorn has counted our
nunbers, he may have gone back to call the others into battle."

"And | eave Cahoki a unguarded?" GCopher challenged him "R dicul ous!"

"Don't be an idiot," Mdther Sassafras said as she rocked forward on her
cracki ng knees to warm her hands over the flames. Firelight flickered
on the human finger bone beads that forned chevrons across the blue
fabric of her dress. Down her sleeves, the drilled canine teeth of

wol ves were interspersed with tiny seashells. "Spoonbill is right. If
El khorn knows for certain that we are here, there's no reason to | eave
those forces idle at Cahokia. O course he would recruit them \Aat
do you think, Spoonbill? Perhaps he could get another two or three
hundred warriors if he did that?"

"Yes, G andnother," Spoonbill replied. "And if he has joined up with
the other missing parties, he could have six hundred warriors at his
di sposal . "

CGopher blurted, "Then why haven't we seen then? W' ve had | ookouts
perched on the highest points on the bluff, and they've reported
not hi ng! "

"True," Petaga acknow edged. "But our |ookouts woul dn't have seen
anything if El khorn noved his warriors in spurts through all of |ast
ni ght and kept them under cover today."

"Whi ch neans"-- Mt her Sassafras pointed a gnarled



finger at CGopher--"that El khorn could have already joined up with
Badgertail and be flanking us at this nmonment."

Pet aga stiffened. Runners had cone in earlier that evening with news
that Hail cl oud had engaged Badgertail's war party near Redweed Vill age,
won, and captured Locust. Even now, Hailcloud was trying to glean

i nformati on from her, but Locust was being stubborn. No one had
reported seei ng Badgertail

"For that matter," Petaga said softly, "Badgertail could have gone back
to Cahoki a and gathered those warriors hinmself."

Peopl e muttered uncertainly. No one liked the idea that Badgert ai
still lived.

"Stop this silly talk!" Gopher called out. "Who cares if Badgertai

or Elkhorn returns to bring the last warriors from Cahoki a? Even with
t hose forces, we outnunber themby at |least two hundred! | think the
time has come for us to attack and wi pe these thieves and nurderers
fromour land. 1'll lead the attack. Tonorrow at dawn. Wio wll

fol |l ow nme?"

The anxi ous hush gave way to the hoots of a great horned ow that
sai |l ed over their heads before swooping sharply across the face of the
nmoon. Peopl e wat ched uneasily, then | owered their gazes to Mot her
Sassafras and Gopher.

Sassafras cocked a gray eyebrow. "l1'd rather follow a child in diapers
than you, Copher. \What do you know of war? You've barely exposed your
butt to the wind in the past twenty cycles, |let al one organized and |ed
a battle-wal k. "

A few irreverent snickers fluttered through the gathering.

"And what of Nightshade?" soneone murmured fromthe shadows.

"What ?" CGopher denmanded. "What did you ask? Who's there?"

Shell gourd, a little old woman with a formal, brittle air and the
nervous eyes of one afraid of her own shadow, | eaned into the light. It

wr apped her white hair in gold, accentuating the I ength of her
overgrown nose, and flashed fromthe red-and yell ow porcupine quills



that ringed her hide collar. She lived in a backward village on the
river far to the south, nore isolated than any other village in the
chi ef dom

Shell gourd lifted her chin. "l said, what of N ghtshade? 1|s she on
our side?"

"Who knows if she's even alive?" Gopher responded. "All we hear are
runors."

Pet aga had been wondering the sane thing. Wat had happened to her? As
a child, he had fallen in love with the tall, wllow priestess who
cane to sit at his father's feet every night and report on the
spiritual life of R ver Mwunds. He had gotten over it--nmpstly. But
his heart continued to need her. For advice. Just as his father had
needed her.

Petaga lifted a hand to gain attention. "I believe that she is alive
and being held captive by Tharon--but she's fighting on our side."

Shel | gourd twi sted her hands. "If she's as Powerful as |egends say,
why doesn't she just turn herself into Raven and fly out of Tharon's
hands?"

Pet aga bowed his head as murmurs eddied around the fire. "I've seen
Ni ght shade perform sonme m racul ous acts, Shell gourd, but |'ve never
seen her change herself into an animal, though | know that |egends say
she can. My father used to use the Power of those stories to his own
benefit. | assure you, if N ghtshade could cone to us, she would."

"How do you know she's on our side? She may have turned traitor. |If
she's fighting for us, and |l ocked in Tharon's tenple, why hasn't she
just killed hinP"

"Per haps she hasn't had a chance to yet. | don't know. Renenber, she
fights with Power .. . and Power has its own ways. But | feel her on
our side." He put a hand over his heart. "In here. She's with us.
know it."

The words seemed to cal m Shell gourd. She sank back into the shadows.

A d man Plantroot pulled hinself up to his full height of ten and a
hal f hands. "Let's get the question of when we attack resolved. I,
for one, agree with Mother Sassafras. W don't know El khorn's nunbers.



What if White O over Muwunds joined hinf That would add at |east three
hundred nore to his forces. The warriors of Bluebird Village cane on
this battle-wal k because Petaga and Hailcloud led it. | wll foll ow
wherever Petaga |eads." He bowed to Petaga before tottering away on
ancient legs to find his blankets.

Pet aga kept his face blank to hide his enotion. Plantroot had been a
boyhood friend of Petaga's father. H s loyalty to the Sunborn of River
Mounds had clearly not perished with Jenos. That fact eased Petaga's
soul .

CGopher snorted. "Plantroot has gotten so old he's feebl em nded. Don't
listen to him" The other elders in the circle eyed Gopher scornfully,
but he didn't seemto notice. "Red Star Munds has many great warriors

who can lead us to victory tonmorrow. You all know their nanes: Valley
Boy, Frogleg, False Face ..."

One by one, the council menbers rose, bowed to Petaga, and di sappeared
into the darkness beyond the tawny halo cast by the fire. Wen the

| ast one had gone, Petaga tiredly stood up, too. Spoonbill rose beside
hi m

"The matter has been deci ded, CGopher," Petaga announced. "We will wait
anot her day before we attack. In the neantine, we'll send out runners

to see what's happening at Cahokia and Wiite C over Munds. Perhaps by
tomorrow night we'll even have reports on El khorn's party, or maybe

about Badgertail."

Copher didn't answer, but his eyes narrowed. Petaga turned and wal ked
away, Spoonbill's tall formon his heels. Hostility lingered in the
darkness, waiting to pounce with Eagle's talons. Petaga placed his
feet carefully, crossing the barren stone as quietly as Lynx, as though
his very caution could give himsonme neasure of protection

When they had descended into the cl oaki ng shadows of the rocks
clustered around the spring, Spoonbill nurnured, "He's going to be
trouble. W'd better watch him"

"I know. | wish your father were here.

"Tomorrow. He'll be here by nightfall



Pet aga cast a glance over his shoulder. Gopher still sat hunched
forward over the dwindling flames of the council fire.

low you will please Man Eagl e, eh, great woman warrior?"

The four youths anxiously waiting their turns around the fire |aughed
as Man Eagle untied his breech clout and let it fait to the dirt. He
had a broken nose and arns as big around as her wai st.

Locust | ocked her trenbling jaw when Man Eagl e dropped on top of her
and opened her linp |l egs so he could shove hinself inside. Her vagina
bur ned.

Grunting, Man Eagle brutally groped her wounded breasts as he thrust.
"Ch, yes, that's good." The blisters that covered her |egs and arns
shrieked in pain. "There, see? Mn Eagle will make it good for you.
Worren t hroughout the chiefdomfight for the attenti on of Man Eagl e.
['"lI'l make the last night of your life the best. Yes .. he breathed in
her ear. "I'Il let these others have their chance, then I'Il be back
You and me, we'll be happy all night."

Locust turned her face away. Mst of the camp slept. People, rolled
in blankets, dotted the scrub thickets, while | ookouts roaned the high
pl aces. Their dark forms wavered in the noongl ow. Hailcloud had gone
to bed two hands of tine ago, |leaving her to his warriors, hoping that
if torture wouldn't break her iron will, rape mght. She had | ost
count of the nunber of men who had taken her

At first she had fought, but the effort had only provided nore

entertai nment, and the rawhide straps encircling her wists and ankl es
to spread-eagle her body had cut deep gashes into her flesh. Her whole
body flanmed in agony. Even her throat had gone raw from screani ng

She had been trying not to think of Prinrose, of what he would do
wi t hout her--because it broke her heart. She could



endure | osing people she loved. She had lost so many in her cycles as
a warrior that her soul had woven an inpervious inner sanctuary to

whi ch she could retreat until the worst pain had passed. But Prinrose
woul d never get over her death. His gentle and tender-hearted spirit
woul d dwi ndl e. The thought of his angui sh wounded her nore terribly
than -all of the torture she'd lived through on this night.

Man Eagl e began noving faster while he panted warnmly agai nst her
throat. "Yes, alnobst there. These other fools .. . mght not have
been able to do it, but Man Eagle will plant a child in your belly."
The gl eam ng eyes of the waiting warriors sharpened in the firelight,
eager, inmpatient. She felt Man Eagle's rel ease before he sagged atop
her. The next man in line, Wldcat, snmled. Seventeen sunmers at the
nost, he had a strong, heavily tattooed body. Red serpents wound up
t hrough a blue maze fromhis navel to his breasts, where their flat
heads rested beneath his nipples.
"I will be back, Locust,” Man Eagl e whi spered agai nst her cheek. "Soon
Bef ore Hanged Wonan crosses the m dpoint in the sky."

Laughi ng, he stood and retied his breech clout "Go on-but she's so
full of nmy seed, there's no roomfor yours," he said as he gestured to
Wl dcat. The youth stunbled in his hurry to undress and brought forth
peal s of laughter fromhis friends.

Wl dcat clinbed on top of her, and the | ances of pain began again. Wth
all of her strength she fought to abandon her body by forcing her soul
to concentrate on the beauty of the night.

Tatters of cloud, black and opaque, coasted through the indigo sky

al ong the southern horizon. The irregular rents in the clouds picked
up the starlight and gl eamed with a gossamer fire like pale, silver
eyes in the bl ackness, |ooking down on the canp's enclosure ... Locust
frowned. Weds rattled like dry bones at the edge of her hearing
range. She thought she saw peopl e running, nothing nore than dark
wraiths in the night.



Wl dcat had started to pant and groan, his fingers clawing into the
blisters on her breasts. Locust bit back her cries.

"It's an attack!" a disenbodi ed voi ce shouted fromthe darkness.

Then came the war whoops of the | ookouts. Warriors scranbled from
their bl ankets, yelling. Man Eagle and the waiting warriors stiffened
when flanes burst to life at different points along the southern and
eastern borders of the brush enclosure. Weaths of sparks whirled into
t he sky.

"Come on!" Man Eagle shouted. "Quickly, grab your weapons and foll ow
ne."

The three warriors instantly lunged for their bows and quivers, but
W dcat kept up his frantic novements.

Man Eagl e | oonmed over Wldcat. "Didn't you hear ne, you young fool ?"

"CGo!" Wldcat barked. "I'Il .. . I'll be there ... in a fewinstants.
Just give me anot her "

Man Eagle glared but turned to the other warriors and | ed them runni ng
down the knoll toward the closest fire, where figures ran and | eaped
like white-tailed deer frisking in the spring. Flanmes shot higher. The
crackles swelled into a deep-throated roar as the blaze swept greedily
t hrough the enclosure and into the canmp itself, consum ng bl ankets and
packs before rushing on. Screanms |aced the air as warriors fled to the
fires, leaving Locust alone with her tornmentor

Wl dcat did not appear to notice the tumult. He grinned down at Locust
t hrough gl azed eyes. "Just a little longer. | only need ... a few
nore--"

Thi ck fingers grabbed Wldcat by the hair frombehind. A garbled cry
escaped his throat. Then gouts of hot bl ood spattered Locust fromthe
gaping slit that opened bel ow his chin.

Badgertail jerked Wldcat off of Locust and threw the young body aside
before he bent to cut Locust's bonfls. His toad face, with its bul ging
eyes, went hard with rage as he surveyed her wounds and the white fluid



that trickled down between her legs. "W haven't nuch tinme," he said.
"I told Flute to light the fires and run for all he was worth."

"Good," she said, but tears rose to choke her. Badgertail did a double
t ake when he noticed. He had never seen her cry. |In all of the cycles
that they'd warred together, she had never broken down before him But
now she couldn't stop the sobs that |odged in her throat.

Badgertail's eyes softened. Then he swiftly grabbed her by the
shoul ders and pulled her to her feet. The act of sliding her arm over
his broad shoul ders flayed her with pain.

"You can run, can't you?" he asked.
"Of course | can."

Shouts rang out as they charged headl ong into the darkness, jumping
brush and rocks, while a hal f-dozen nen-includi ng Man Eagl e--raced
across the knoll, yelling as they foll owed.

Thirty-three

Haron yawned. He readjusted hinself on his carved cedar stool and
carefully spread the hem of his golden robf around his feet. dd
Redhaw tottered on wobbly legs in front of him waving her arnms as she
built up to her real reasons for denmanding a nmeeting with him

This withered old woman is boring nme to distraction

For over a cycle, Tharon had been refusing all formal requests for
nmeetings with the clan | eaders. ©Oh, he knew his father had routinely
met with themonce a noon, but what did these hags know? Shrivel ed
gourds wi th del usions of god hood, that's all they were. But he had



been so weary and ill lately that he'd approved this request because
it mght, after all, be entertaining.

How wrong he had been. The wonan's single incisor shone a filthy
yellow in the nidday sunlight, although her dress glittered

i mmacul ately with gal ena nuggets and shell beads. Behind her, around
the edges of the courtyard, twenty representatives fromthe four clans
sat nervously watching Tharon and the ten guards he had recently
assigned to acconpany hi m whenever he went outside. Fromthe instant
that Badgertail had left, the tension in the village had been rising;
it hovered now |like the stench of carrion

Few peopl e wal ked the plaza below. Mst had barricaded thenselves in
their houses to furtively watch the spirals of snoke rising |ike-way
ward dust devils across the eastern bluff. The placenment of the fires
di sturbed Tharon. The blazes in the south had just vani shed when the
ones in the north began. Had none of the northern villages joined
Badgertail ? Had he been forced to torch themall? That seenmed the
only thing that could explain the nunber of fires. Absurd. Wo would
have the gall to stand up and refuse to join Badgertail when they
certainly knew it nmeant death?

"Sun Chief? Sun Chief? Are you listening to ne?"

Tharon folded his arnms and nodded. "I am Redhaw. Wuld you get to
the point? | have other things to do, you know. W are at war."

The old crone's jaw clenched indignantly. "I amwell aware of that,
Sun Chief. That's why | urged you to neet with us." She swung around
and waved a claw i ke hand at the other clan | eaders. "Tickseed said

that if Petaga won this war, the systemwould be changed, that each
village woul d be able to handle its own affairs, and that we woul d
reorgani ze so that every village designed and paid for its own
projects.”

"That's what the Moon Chief is preaching. So?"
Tharon's attention fixed on the berdache, who was whi spering into

Checkerberry's ear. Strange creatures, the berdache. Mgical. Filled
with Power. Especially Prinrose. Tharon had admred hi m before.



Prinrose wore a beautiful People of the friver 407

pal e- bl ue dress decorated across the breast with red porcupine quills.
H s | ong bl ack hair draped over his shoulders in thick waves, as though
he had braided it while wet, then shaken it |oose to dry.

Tharon lifted his chin and studied Prinrose intently. Perhaps, if
Locust didn't return fromthis battle-wal k, Tharon m ght consider
taking Prinrose as a lover. He'd had berdache |overs before and found
them... interesting. Hi s thoughts danced around the inages of
muscul ar mal e arns enfolding him male |ips pressing against his.
Prinrose had a reputation for fem nine gentleness. But perhaps beneath
that facade, true nmale passion lurked. It would be fascinating to find
out .

Yes. Tharon decided on the spot. He would take Prinrose as his |over,
regardl ess of whether or not Locust survived. He flashed the berdache
a seductive smle and | aughed when Prinrose caught his | ook and
straightened in surprise

"This old wonman!" Redhaw wal ked between Tharon and Prinrose to gesture
at Tickseed. "She suggested that all of the clans turn against you, ny
Chief, and join Petaga!" Caught by surprise, Tharon went rigid.

"What ?"

"Yes," Redhaw insisted. "Treason! That's what--"

"Liar!" Tickseed rose and waddl ed forward uncertainly. Her blind eyes
shone like frosted | akes in the sunshine. The skeletal prom nence of
her ol d cheekbones made her |ook |ike a shrunken corpse. "W were

di scussing the war, that's all. W ..."

Tharon's mind closed in upon itself. The edges of his vision went
dark, and he started to trenble. That had been happening a lot lately,
so often that he had begun to believe the conmon superstition that

Fat her Sun actually could communi cate with human beings. A breathy

voi ce spoke in his head: "Like a corpse .. . a corpse ..."

Tharon barely heard Ti ckseed's voice over the dull thudding of his
heart. Her words slipped to the outernpst edges of his awareness,
where they rose and fell like the dirty foamthat rims the surface of a
turbulent lake. This world of hot sun



and pungent fear-sweat draped around himwi th the unreality of a vague
nightmare. . while his soul |ooked across a field of mangl ed yell ow
stal ks, sucked dry by the relentless winter w nd.

He hel d Badgertail's sleeve as they peered over the steep bank into the
i ce-varni shed | ake below. Badgertail's face had tightened as the
corpse rose, dredged up through the thin filmof ice that had fornmed
since the weighted net had been | owered. Thousands of ice shards
flickered in the early norning |ight.

A stifled cry caught in Tharon's throat.

The attack had been brief, brutal. The warriors from Quill Dog Munds
had anbushed the trading party, killing, looting, and then burning the
litters and packs. Tharon's father, G zis, had been the last to die.
The eneny had saved himto nmake sport of him

The nmen began reeling in the net. Gzis twisted as if hurt and
fighting the dianonds of webbing. H s nouth gaped in a soundl ess
scream Waterl ogged wounds crisscrossed his flesh like the swollen
bites of nonsters.

Voi ces buzzed around Thar on. Soneone sobbed.

The body rode toward him bobbing on the current as it plowed the
i ce--a naked bl ue |unp agai nst bl ack water.

"Why did they do this, Badgertail ?"

"Because they could, ny Chief."

"They coul d?"

"Yes. @G zis should have taken nore guards. He trusted his own people
too much. The vulnerable are always the first to die. Quill Dog mnust
have been watching and waiting to find your father exposed. It's part

of the price of being Sunborn ..

"Redhaw has al ways been jeal ous of the Horn Spoon Clan's status,"
Ti ckseed raged. "That's why she nakes these accusations agai nst us!"

Tharon gasped air explosively when the vision burst--and saw Redhaw
eyi ng him specul atively. The sound of shattering ice receded as the
hot sun bani shed his sensation of bitter



cold. But the image remained. G zis' blue corpse overlaid Redhaw s
formlike a ghostly presence, withing, twisting to showits ghastly
kni fe wounds, while its nouth screanmed for help that would never cone.

rem ndi ng Tharon of what every Commonborn person |longed to do to the
Sunbor n.

Tharon lunged breathlessly to his feet. "ls ... is Tick seed the only
one who was plotting behind nmy back?"

Redhaw lifted her hands noncommittally. "She's the only one who spoke
out against you, ny Chief. The others, well, they just sat by nutely.
Only | refused to take part in Tickseed's plan."

"But, my Chief!" Tickseed hobbled forward, her ancient arns lifted in
supplication, while she tried to focus on where she thought he nust be
standing. "This is sheer fantasy! None of ny clan would--"

"You are guilty of treason!" Tharon judged. "Kill her!"™ He waved to
his guards. "I will have no traitors in our mdst!"

The Conmonborn junped to their feet, yelling and beggi ng for Tharon to
retract his order, shouting defenses. But he turned his back on them
and stanped toward the tenple doorway. The dry grass crunched under
his sandals, increasing his rage. Wuld it never rain?

Only Prinrose's masculine voice could nave halted Tharon's steps. The
berdache ran up with his hands outstretched, pleading, "Please, please,
my Chief. Do not do this thing. Tickseed is innocent! | swear, she
never suggested we turn against you. She only--"

"That's enough." Tharon put a hand on Prinrose's flushed cheek and
caressed it softly. "It's too noisy out here. Cone inside and talk to
ne."

Prinrose's face slackened in fear, but he swall owed and nodded. "Yes,
nmy Chief."

Tharon hel d the door-hangi ng back for Prinrose to enter the amber gl ow
of the tenple, then lowered it and turned. The guards held Tickseed' s



wi thered arns, waiting. The old clan |eader had started to weep from
her sightless eyes. "M Chief, pleasel™

"I'"ll have no traitors in ny village!" Tharon nodded to the guards,
t hen ducked beneath the door-hanging to take Prinrose's nuscular arm

Tharon heard Tickseed | et out a gasp when the guard' s arrow struck her
heart. El khorn sandals raked the gray linmestone as he squirnmed his way
toward a dense clunmp of rice grass that grew in the cracks of the
rocks. The tawny stal ks had barely seeded out before they'd withered.
Such a dry cycle. Had there ever been one drier? Not in his nmenory.
The grass crackled as he slid through it to reach the crest. G ngerly,
he pulled hinmself up and peered over the edge. A huge canmp filled the
depr essi on bel ow.

Dread needl ed his chest. He fought the urge to |leave this rock and run
with all his mght. But to do so would betray the warriors waiting in
t he di stance, depending upon him He had rejoined forces with
Wodchuck and Bittedax. Black Birch, you fool. Wy didn't you stick
to the plan and neet me south of Bladder nut Village?

El khorn and Soapweed had led their warriors to the specified copse of
cottonwoods and found it enpty. Not even Badgertail had been there.
That, nore than anything, terrified El khorn. |[If Badgertail coffld have
cone, he would have.

El khorn wi ped at the sweat rolling off his stubby nose. He had tracked
Bl ack Birch's war party, noted their southerly heading, then swung
around in a wide arc to see what Black Birch had gotten hinself into.
In the process, they had cut tracks from several other war parties, and
the story had become clear. A trap .



Sounds rose from Petaga's canp: muted voi ces, dogs barking. But few
warriors wal ked through the intense heat of the day. Those who did
nmoved quietly around the rocky spring in the bottom of the hol | ow

El khorn did not see anyone wearing gold, but perhaps Petaga had dropped
t he synbol of the Sunborn for this battle-walk.

El khorn crunpl ed onto his stomach. A gust of wi nd rasped through the
rice grass and frosted his arns with a tan coat of chaff while he tried
to think his way out of this mess. Flies buzzed and wheel ed around his
sweaty body.

The fl oodplain spread to the west, the flat expanse stippled by ponds
and isolated trees; a few seedlings had managed to take root far enough
away fromvillages to survive. The western bluff stood as an

i mpl acabl e backdrop to the blue ribbon of the Father Water. Al ong the
shore, ragged squares of cornfields fringed the boundaries of

vi | | ages.

The highlands to the north and south supported small villages on nearly
every rolling swell of land. El khorn wondered idly if any of those
villages remained intact. He had seen so many refugees fleeing
eastward, to get as far away as they could before the slaughter broke

| oose, that he doubted it. Slaughter of mny people, he thought sourly.

| have to get word to Black Birch and the other war-party | eaders

who' ve camped outside of One Mound Village. Mist warn thembefore it's
too late.. .. And where's Badgertail?

Wth the grace of Snake, El khorn backed down the incline, hoping the
rice grass would cloak his novements.



Thirty-four

A furious gust of wind noaned through the fire lit halls of the tenple,
penetrating the cracks in the roof and walls and chilling N ghtshade's
skin where she sat cross-legged on the floor of her room beside O enda.
The little girl was watching her own fingers twisting restlessly in her
| ap. She had been tal king, to N ghtshade's relief, though her words
canme with difficulty. Orenda wore one of Nightshade's robes, |ong and
red. N ghtshade had rolled up the sleeves and knotted the hemto
shorten it to the right length. Oenda' s black hair fell over her
shoul ders, cloaking the misery on her face.

"So A d Marnot was bold enough to accuse your father of sacrilege in
public? |'mamazed." Nightshade contenplated the star map on the
wal | . The arrangenents of the Ogres glittered in the flickering light
cast by the fire bow next to the Tortoise Bundle's tripod. "And he
said he'd seen the evidence for it in the stars. Wat happened after
that? After dd Marnot called you into his roomto question you about
your father?"

Orenda inhaled, a short, sharp breath. "I--1 cried. Tharon heard.
H He made me go back ... to my room Mdther came--to s-sit with ne."”

"What did she say?"

Orenda's little hands began to shake. She hid themin the red folds
covering her lap. "She said she would k-kill Tharon."

Ni ght shade said nothing, fearing that if she questioned too deeply now,
Orenda woul d retreat into silence again. The list of taboos that
constituted sacril ege was enornmously long, but for Singwto have made
such a statenent, Tharon's crine nust have been dreadful

She adopted a different approach. "Your nother was a good wonan,
Oenda. Wen | first went to River Munds, |



was fourteen. Singw used to conme and talk to ne late at night. She
was one of the few people nmy age who had the courage to speak to ne."

Orenda's lower lip quivered, and grief shone so brightly in her
tear-filled eyes that N ghtshade's hatred for Tharon intensified. "What
did she s-say to you?" "Ch, many things. Most of it was about your
father. She asked ne endl ess questions of what he was |ike. Tharon and
Si ngw had been pl edged to each other the year before, and your nother
was anxi ously awaiting your birth so she could marry Tharon and nove
permanently to Cahokia."

Orenda's eyes widened. "Was M Mther afraid of hinP"

"Ch, yes, very nuch. 1'd told Singw of how Tharon used to hurt me. I'd
even shown her the bruises fromwhere he had beaten ne with a war club
on the same day he'd bani shed nme from Cahoki a. "

"He beat you?"

"All the time." Nightshade pulled up the hem of her robe and turned
her leg so Orenda could see the long scar on her calf. The ridged Iine
of white shone snowy agai nst her brown skin. "I got this when your
father received a new knife as a gift. He wanted to try it out on
someone. He was so nuch bigger than | was, there wasn't nuch | could
do to stop him" Oenda gingerly touched the thick mass of scar
tissue. "B-But, N ghtshade, you're a priestess. Wy couldn't you just
k-kill hin®"

Ni ght shade drew up her knees and | aced her fingers atop them Oenda's
eyes remained riveted to N ghtshade's face, but her hand fell back to
her lap and nervously twined in her robe. The tawny |ight danced
fitfully through her Iong hair.

"Power doesn't work like that. Onh, | could have killed him but I
feared what Power would do to ne to exact justice. You see, when
Eart hmaker created the world, he made sure that Bal ance stood as the
nost fundanental law. [If | had killed Tharon for giving ne that scar
Power ni ght have blinded ne, or broken both of my |egs--or worse."



Orenda | ooked away. In a whisper, she said, "He beats ne, too.

"1 know. "
"Ni ghtshade? Did Tharon .. . did he .. ."Aglint of terror entered
Orenda's dark eyes as she | ooked up. "What else d-did he do to you?"

"Ch, he hurt me in lots of ways. How did he hurt you?"

"He .. . he .. ." Oenda opened her nouth as though she wanted to
answer, but cycles of fear had trained the words to bury thensel ves.

"You can tell me, Orenda. | promise not to tell anyone else.”
"But if he ever f-found out ... That's why my nother died. She died
because | told Ad MMarnot." Oenda bent forward to hide her face in

the hem of her red dress and cry.

Ast oni shed, N ghtshade's graceful brows drew together. "Wen he called
you into his chanber? That's when you told hinP"

Or enda nodded.

"And it was the next night--wasn't it?--that Tharon ordered all of the
Starborn to take dinner with himin the tenple?"

Orenda didn't respond. She didn't have to.

"Well, your father didn't waste any tinme, did he?" She reached out and
gently stroked Orenda's back. Mre to herself than to Orenda, she
mused, "Your father has always been fond of poisonous plants. Wen he
turned nine, he began collecting things like saltbush, death camas, the
pits of choke cherries and the | eaves of hoary pea vine | renmenber
that he used to grind the pits of choke cherries and mx themwth
death camas to feed to squirrels, just so he could watch themwithe
before they--"

Ni ght shade's ears pricked. The wind whistled shrilly through the halls
out si de, but beneath the whistling she heard a nuffled scream then a
grunt--as though sonmeone had snothered his victims face with a

bl anket, then struck him hard.



Orenda lifted her chin to |listen.

Raci ng feet pounded in one of the adjacent hallways, acconpani ed by
pani cked voi ces.

Ni ght shade rose and went to the tripod to pick up the Tortoi se Bundl e.
It felt light and snoboth in her fingers as she tied it to her belt.

"Come with me, Orenda." The girl junped up and tucked her fingers in
N ght shade' s.

Toget her they ducked beneath the door-hanging and into the hall. Two
fire bow s gl eamed, one outside of N ghtshade's door and the other at
the end of the dimcorridor. They wal ked cautiously, their steps as

soundl ess and cal cul ated as Cougar's.

At the intersection of hallways, Nightshade held Orenda back and peered
around the corner. Kettle's pudgy form dashed through the seni darkness
toward Tharon's chanber. Two dark shapes stood near Tharon's

door way.

Ni ght shade | ed Orenda into the hall. Every fire bow along the way had
been snuffed. Tharon's way of hiding his trail. The thin, tarnished
glow that clung to the walls cane fromthe fire bow s in other
corridors.

When they were within thirty paces of Tharon's door, Oenda let out a
gar bl ed ani mal sound, tore her hand from N ghtshade's grip, and fel

back against the wall. "Il-1 c-can't go down there! That's where

h- he--"

"I won't let himhurt you." N ghtshade knelt and put a hand on
Orenda's flushed cheek. "Wuld you rather wait here for me? 1'1l be

able to see you the whole tine."
Orenda sank to the floor in relief and nodded.

Ni ght shade rose and proceeded down the hall. The guards posted on
either side of Tharon's doorway strai ghtened when they saw her com ng
and gave each other terrified gl ances.

Ni ght shade strode up beside Kettle and pinned the nervous nmen with her
gaze. They kept their eyes averted, as though fearing she m ght
capture their souls if they |ooked at her directly.



Ni ght shade turned to Kettle, whose hands were pressed over her nouth.
"What's happening? |Is that Tharon maki ng those sounds?"

Kettl e shook her head. "I don't know. | heard the screans, just as
you did."

"Well, don't you think we ought to find out whether the Sun Chief is
all right?"

Kettle's mouth worked wi thout producing any sound.

Ni ght shade stepped around her, calling "Tharon?" as she reached for
t he door-hangi ng, but the guard on the right thrust out a muscular arm
to bl ock her.

Sweat had broken out across his nose. He swallowed hard. "The Sun
Chief is well, Priestess. He gave us orders that he didn't want to be
di sturbed--by anyone."

Ni ght shade' s gaze hardened, and the guard's armwavered. He rmurnured,
"Pl ease, Priestess, | beg you. You know what the Sun Chief will do to
me if | allow anyone to disturb--"

At that instant, Tharon's door-hanging flew back and the rul er stepped
unsteadily into the hall. H's golden robe | ooked disheveled, as if he
had picked it up off the floor and hastily thrown it on. Slovenly
coils of hair cascaded over his face, but Ni ghtshade could pick out the
speckl es of blood on his cheeks and chin. H s eyes had a crazed gl eam
Li ke he has done sonething that surprised even hinself.

Tharon glared at them then waved his arnms wildly. "Wat's everyone
doi ng here? Get away fromnmy door! You Starborn are all alike. Wen
| need you, you're nowhere to be found, and when | don't need you,
you're staring over nmy shoulder |like fatted geese. Go on, get away
from here!’

Tharon grabbed a war club fromone of the guards and charged forward.
When N ght shade refused to give ground, Tharon swerved around her and
slamed the club into Kettle's upraised arm Kettle yelled "No, ny
Chief!" and rushed down the hall.

Tharon followed, howing like a wild beast, but when he caught sight of
Orenda, the how turned into hysterical laughter. He let Kettle go ..



Orenda gave a high-pitched shriek and stunbled to her feet, trying to
fl ee, but Tharon caught her arm

Ni ght shade charged after him "Tharon! Let her go!"

He whirled and peered at N ghtshade. As though in indecision, his |ips
pressed into a pout. Then he yanked Orenda's arm and threw her agai nst
the wal |l before dashi ng headl ong back toward his chanber, flying past

Ni ght shade with ghostly speed. As he ducked beneath his door-hangi ng,

t he guards adopted their forner position

Orenda crawed frantically to N ghtshade. She hugged her around the
| egs so hard that N ghtshade al nost toppled. "You' re safe, O enda.
Get up. We're going back to our chanber.™

She grasped Orenda's hand and turned for a final time to peer at
Tharon's door.

No sounds came fromthat chamber now. Not even the patter of
footsteps. Thirty-five

Sunri se shone with a subdued yell ow gl ow on the western bluff. Vole

pul | ed Wanderer's red shirt up to cover her shoulders. It had slipped
off in the night. During her bouts of fevered dreams, Wanderer had
curled his |l anky body around her to protect her fromthe chill night.

He lay next to her now, his back pressed warmy against hers, his even
br eat hi ng deep and rhyt hm c.

H s cl oseness conforted Vol e, though she spent a good deal of tine
fighting with herself about it, trying to convince her soul that she
felt that way only because she had been weak and ill and he had been



fluttering over her like a worried hen. He had cooked, brought her
wat er, cleaned her wounds, and until |ast night, when her fever had
br oken, spent hands of time nmopping her brow with a cool cloth--which
he'd torn fromhis shirt for that very purpose.

Vol e' i nhal ed deeply of the dawn-scented air. Sparkflies continued to
dance in the shadowed trough of the floodplain. Vole watched their
| um nescent arcs while she thought about the war and Lichen

Yest erday afternoon Wanderer had clinmbed up onto the bluff to survey
the battle situation. He'd seen a number of isolated warriors dashing
up and down the drainages, but no war parties. The fact had worried
hi m because it inplied that the parties had settled down and gone
undercover in preparation for a long and arduous fight.

And sonmewhere in the mdst of the madness, their daughter hid, no doubt
frightened half out of her wts.

Ni ght before last, when the fever had cone upon Vole like a raging
fire, she had nustered the courage to attenpt something she had shied
away fromfor cycles: she'd sent her soul out hunting for Lichen. But
she'd barely had the strength to get as far as Redweed Vill age, and the
devastati on there had wenched her heart so terribly that her soul had
i Mmediately retreated to the sanctuary of her body.

She had awakened fromthat brief voyage to find Wanderer sitting over
her, his bushy brows knitted inquiringly. He had cormmented, "I didn't
know t hat you could do that, Vole. Have you ever tried visiting the
Star Ogres?"

She had evaded a | ong discourse on the various Ogres-- "Hanged Wrman is
so irritable. But then, I'd be irritable, too--" by blessedly falling
asl eep.

Vol e eased around to study the side of his face. H's mouth was half
open. His unruly gray hair stuck out every which way. Above the hook
of his nose, his closed eyelids twitched with Dreans. The old lunatic.
An uneasy contentnment filled her. Wth a war brewi ng around them she
had picked this nmonent to start |iking himagain. Power played wth



people's lives in the strangest ways. She wondered what Power's
purpose was in throwing her and Wanderer together like this. Could it
have something to do with Lichen?

Vol e frowned thoughtfully, then gave up. No human could fathomthe
ways of Power. And it didn't really matter. First she had to
concentrate on finding Lichen. Then she had to figure out where they
could go to find a new homre. Then, if she had the tine, she would

t hi nk about Wanderer. It made no difference which side won the war.
Her village and fam |y had been destroyed. They had to nove on

Li ght crept through the sunflowers and nottled Vole's face with
splinters of gold.

A faint squawk carried on the norning air as three ravens glided down
past the lip of the rock shelter and fl apped to perch on the nearest
sunfl owers. The stal ks bobbed and swayed under their weight. One of
the ravens, the one with the ugly, gnarled beak, scrutinized Vole
curiously before it lifted its beak and began cawing while it shook its
wings. |Its midnight feathers glinted in the sunshine.

"What ?" Wanderer asked sleepily. "Are you sure?"

The raven cawed | ouder

Wanderer sat up and used a fist to rub sleep fromhis eyes. Cocking
his head, he stared into nothingness before he nodded. "I guess you
are right, Crossed Beak. Well then, that's that."

Wanderer junped to his feet and trotted to the sheltered nook where he
had stored his Power pouches and began tying themto his breech cl out
Vol e propped herself up on her elbows. "What?"

"What ?"

"What are you doi ng?"

"Ch, I'msorry. Didyou want nme to | eave these?" He graciously
ext ended the pouch with the el derberries.

She scowled at it. "Leave? Are you goi ng sonewhere?"
"Yes, I'mafraid it's tine, Vole."

"Tinme for what?"



The ravens let. out a series of guttural squawks, and Wanderer nodded

agreeably. "I'mhurrying. Crossed Beak. But if she's that close,
she' Il probably reach Cahokia before we do."

"She .. . Lichen?" Vole sat up and pulled Wanderer's red shirt from
her shoulders into a crunpled pile in her lap. "Wat's Crossed Beak

sayi ng about Lichen?"

Wanderer strode out into the brilliant sunshine, where he knelt before
the cerulean flowers of a blue flag plant. Dewdrops glimered on the
petals. He picked up a flat piece of |inestone and dug around the
plant to get to the roots. Wen he'd succeeded and the roots lay in a
wilted pile, he called over his shoul der, "Crossed Beak says that

Li chen has started for Cahokia. Wich neans that |--"

"What ?  Why?"
Wanderer spun around, startled. "Wy, because she nmust! Really, Vole,
it's the only way she'll get to the point that she understands

dar kness, nakedness, and not hing."

I gnoring the gibberish, Vole demanded, "There are thousands of warriors
out there. What if she gets captured .. . or what if she gets |lost?"

"Ch, let's hope she gets lost, Vole." Wanderer scooped up the blue
flag roots and brought them back to Vole's side. He gazed at her with
utter gravity. "Getting lost is the only way she'll find the Cave.
First Wonan has spun an inpenetrable fog of illusion around it." He
dropped the roots on the ground.

Vol e reached out, put her hands on Wanderer's bony shoul ders, and shook
himuntil his head bounced. Wen she stopped, he peered at her as
t hough hangi ng on her next words.

"What, Vol e?"

"I want you to slow down. Pretend | don't know anythi ng about
Dream ng. Wat in the nanme of Father Sun are you tal king about?"

He blinked. "Lichen. | have to go find her."

Vole let her hands fall. "W have to go find her."



"But you're still ill, Vole! That's why | picked these roots for you.
If you crush themto pulp and smear them on your sores--"

"I"'mgoing with you. That's all there is to it." Bracing her hands,
she shoved to her feet. "Let nme get my things together. Then
we'll--"

Wanderer |let out a high-pitched shriek and | eaped up into the rocks,
clinging like a quaking vine. Vole whirled breathlessly, seeking the
source of his fear, searching the field of sunflowers, the rocks, the
floodplain visible in the distance. She saw nothing. "Wat's the
mat t er ?"

Wanderer cautiously detached a hand and pointed to Vole's rock
"pillow." "Look! There heis. He's conme for ne!"

Vol e bent over to | ook and saw one red leg tentatively probe from
beneath the stone. Then a spider crept out. It was a beautifu
creature, wi th enornpus eyes.

"It's a spider, Wanderer."

In a choked whisper, he said, "lIt--it wants ny soul."

"Ch, Blessed Moon Maiden. Another one?"

Vol e turned, raised her foot, and smashed the spider to rmush. Wen she
lifted her sandal, only a greasy spot remained. "There. Fee

better?"

Wanderer gingerly let hinmself down off the rocks and crept forward to
stare at the spot. Inquisitively, he lifted her rock pillow "I guess
that wasn't him | do hope that Spider Above understands your rash
nature, Vole."

"l don't care whether he does or not."

The ravens squawked and shot up into the sky, disappearing above the
rocks. Then a gust of wind suddenly battered the sunflowers and sent a
spray of petals pirouetting into their shelter, where they settled on

Wanderer's gray hair.

Wanderer | ooked for a long moment into Vole's dark eyes before a grin

twisted his lips. "You know, Vole, |'ve always been intrigued by your
inmpiety. | expect that you're the one who's going to be a rat's liver
in her next life." He snatched up the roots and tucked theminto one

of the pouches dangling at his side. "W'd better be off. Are you
sure you' re strong enough for this journey?"



"OfF course |I'mstrong enough. M daughter is out there sonewhere, and
she needs nme." |

Le's done it. He's done it, my Chief!"

The frantic voice made Petaga bolt up in bed, grabbing for his bow
whil e he blinked into the bl ackness. He saw Spoonbill sitting up
beside him his war club raised threateningly. A small, dark form
stood sil houetted agai nst the vast bow of stars.

"Pl ease, ny Chief, please hurry!"

"Plantroot?" Petaga asked nmuzzily. "Wo? Wat are you talking
about ?"

The little old man knelt before Petaga. The w sps of white hair on his
head gl eamed silver in the star glow He held out his hands pl eadingly.
"Gopher. He's gone. He took all of his warriors and left."
Spoonbi I I's upraised club slowy sank to rest on the stone. "Ch, no."
He turned to Petaga. "You don't think he decided he could handle

El khorn's war parties by hinself, do you?" Plantroot's elderly voice
shook. "If he ruins our surprise attack, it will doomus all."

The words sent a tingle up Petaga's spine. He ripped his blanket away
and got to his feet. The frosty night wind bit at his cheeks and

whi pped the hem of his robe around his legs. "Spoonbill, gather the
council menbers. W may have to attack today."

N’

light grayed into early norning, softly illumnating the rocks and
bushes, the village, and the najor features of the land. Crickets
chirred and clicked in the grass around the rocks where Gopher and his
guards | ay hidden



"Tell d oveseed to start noving,'
i nstant we have enough light."

' Copher ordered. "We'Ill attack the

Tobacco Boy grinned and rose. "This is a great day, my Chief. The
nanes of the Red Star warriors will live in |egend.

"Yes, yes,"
[ight soon.”

CGopher whi spered absently. "Go on. Hurry it up. It'll be

Tobacco Boy took off at a steady |ope, his sandals poundi ng the stone
until he veered to the right and descended out of sight.

Copher ran his fingers over the beautiful fl etching on his arrows.
Men shifted around him getting ready. Gopher had yet to go to sleep
this night, but he felt no fatigue. Too nuch excitenent punped in his
veins. He had been so angry after the council neeting that he'd sent
runners to his already positioned forces, then gathered those Red Star
warriors who waited in the hollow and I ed themdown to join the others

i n surroundi ng the enenmy encanprments south of One Mund Village. It
woul d be CGopher's three hundred agai nst approximately two hundred and
fifty from Cahokia. CGopher smiled to hinself. It wouldn't be the rout

he had hoped for. He would lose a few nore people. But it would be
worth it to see the pitiful | ook on Petaga's face when he told himthat
he, the great Gopher of Red Star Munds, had thoroughly thrashed the
eneny--and w t hout hel p from anyone.

Peopl e assune that Petaga will rule when this is over. Well, I'll show
them Wen | win the war, no one will deny ne the place of Sun Chief
i n Cahoki a.

In the canmps bel ow, bl ack shapes noved in the predawn |ight. Faint
traces of conversation made their way to his ears. Gopher waited,
knowi ng the ways of warriors. As nore of themrose and rolled up their
bl ankets, confusion would set in. He and Fal se Face had positioned
their forces perfectly, stationing nost of them along the rocky

hi ghl ands from where they could shoot down on fleeing foes. Three



broad gul ches carved the earth south of One Mouund Village. The ngjor
t hrust of CGopher's forces would rush down fromthe north, and panic
woul d drive the eneny south, into the ravines. Those who survived the
gauntlets would run straight into a wall of warriors.

Copher grunted as he picked up his bow and nocked an arrow.
Dar kness was paling rapidly.
Thirty-six

Soneone's fingers ran through Prinrose's long hair, conmbing it over his
right shoulder. He fought to return to his dream of Locust's sweet

| aughter as they lay in the sunrise painted meadows north of Pretty
Mounds. W/ dflowers spread in a bl ue-and-yell ow bl anket around them

t he bl ossonms wavering in the cool breezes of spring. But the touch

i ntruded again, fingers sensually feathering his hair.

"Wake up, berdache," a voice cooed. "lI'mnot tired of you yet."

Prinrose struggled to get his legs under him H's head throbbed
violently. He knew that his arms were tied over his head, but he
couldn't.feel them Not even a sting of nunmbness told himthey were
there--but the rest of his body burned as though he stood in a raging
fire.

Prinrose groaned softly and opened his eyes. He could not quite focus
on the broad, luxurious room The cattail mats around the bed that he
renenbered as covered with alternating blue and red di anonds | ooked

i ke spl otches of purple.

Prinrose's gaze slid sideways. Tharon's face appeared, a fuzzy
triangle, with dark pits for eyes. Hoarsely, Prinrose said, "Locust
will kill you."



Then his head fell forward, and he saw that he had been stripped
naked. Red paint circled his genitals and wound down his legs in

si nuous patterns |like streaks of blood. O ... was it bl ood?

Eerie tendrils of menmory tugged .. . knives glinting in noonlight
shrill [aughter

Tharon swayed cl oser, baring his teeth in a smle. "Wat nmakes you

think Locust is alive?"

The fetid odor of that breath made Prinrose turn his head. Like the
fermented | eaves of a Spirit Plant. "She's too good a warrior .. . to
be dead."

The Sun Chief clapped his hands and did a little dance. "OCh, you're
pricel ess, berdache. Do you think that Locust will come rushing in to
save you? | have guards posted all around the tenple. No one can
enter or |eave without ny permssion."

Queasi ness sank claws into Prinrose's gut. He braced hinself by

i magi ni ng Locust's rage when she found out that he was being held
captive in the tenple. She would burn the place to the ground, if
necessary, to get himout. Yes. Yes, she would. H's love for her
swel led, firing a hope that had perished sometine in the terror of |ast
night. "Wy are you doing this to ne, Sun Chief?"

Tharon snoot hed cl ammy fingers down Prinrose's chest, and an ani mal

gleamfilled his eyes. "I like you, Prinrose. You're so different.
You have that wonderful male body, but everything el se about you, your
snmle, your novenents when | touch you--they're all femnine. |It's
been a long time since |'ve had a berdache lover." Tharon stepped

closer to press his tall body against Prinmose, and only then did
Prinrose realize that Tharon was naked. Prinrose could not stop the
qui ver that ran through his wounded fl esh

"And just so you won't get brave, berdache,” Tharon whi spered sensually
into Printose's ear, "let ne tell you that Locust is dead. | got word
yesterday. She was shot through the head."



Da

"awn spilled through a labyrinth of twisted roots, mottling
Badgertail's face where he sat at the edge of a pond studying the calm
green surface. The reflections of clouds sailed across the water. He
pi cked up a pebble and tossed it through the roots into the center of a
cloud. Rings distorted the peaceful image.

Badgertail let his gaze wander. Frogs croaked and spl ashed al ong the
shore, startling the turtles that floated placidly with their noses
poki ng up. The pond's wave action had scooped out the bank, providing
a perfect hiding place for his small party on the run. But it proved a
haunt ed spot.

Huge roots thrust gnarled fingers out over the water. Especially in
the half-light, they |ooked |ike skeletal hands groping for him
Badgertail hunched down and propped his el bows on his knees to think.

Locust's ni ght mares had kept himawake. Twi ce in the night he had been
forced to clanp a hand over her nmouth to cut off her screams. Flute
and the other warriors had awakened in terror, but Badgertail had just
noti oned them back down and spoken softly to Locust, telling her that
he was cl ose and she need not worry. Wat am| going to do? Should
try to sneak through the battlefield and join up with Black Birch and

El khorn? What will | do with Locust? Her wounds have started to
fester. |If she doesn't get to a healer soon, she may | ose that right
| eg.

Despite Locust's bravery last night, she had barely been able to run to
t he ambush site where Longtail, C oudshadow, and Budworm had been
waiting to pounce on their pursuers. Badgertail had carried her nost
of the way here.

As dawn softened into norning, the turtles began paddling around the
pond, snapping at the insects that unw sely |anded on the shining
sur f ace.



"Flute, loan me your war shirt Wen the warrior had stripped,
Badgertail ducked under the roots and quietly wandered down the narrow
shore. The breeze nipped at his bare chest and fl apped his beaded
forel ocks against his shoulders. He angled toward a beaver run, a tiny
dug-out inlet that nicked the bank. Five turtles floated there;

t hrough the transparent green, he could see their round shells bobbing
just beneath the surface. Wen his shadow passed over them the
turtles splashed and dove.

Carrying Flute's shirt, Badgertail eased into the cold water, wading
out until the ripples came up to the mddle of his chest. Then he took
a deep breath and dove.

The chill ate into his flesh and curled around his bones. Blessed
Father Sun, this is bitter! He grabbed onto the plants that grew on
the bottom and pulled hinmself along, stirring the water as little as
possi bl e. Dark minnows darted around himthrough delicate filanments of
al gae. He curved out into the belly of the pond, then doubl ed back
toward the beaver run.

Ahead, gossamer hairs of mud trailed up through the still water. His
eyes followed the hairs to their |unmpy source, where the turtles had
hal f-buried thenselves in the nud of the bottom

He eased forward, checked their shells to nake certain none were
snapping turtles, then began grabbing them and tucking their squirning
bodies into Flute's war shirt

When he broke the surface and sl ogged up onto shore, the chill dawn air
felt wonderfully warm against his wet skin. He headed straight for

canp.

St oopi ng beneath the protruding talons of a | ong-dead tree, he rounded
t he bend and saw that the whole canp had roused--except for Locust.
Flute and the other three warriors crouched around the fire, feeding it
just enough dry sticks to keep the coals hot w thout smoking. Soft
conversation carried to him

Badgertail knelt beside Rule and began handing out turtles. "Breakfast.
It may be your last. You'd better enjoy it." He wung out the fabric
and returned the garnent to the warrior. "And thanks for the |oan of
your shirt."



Locust lay a few hands distant. Her eyes fluttered open. "Always the
optimst." She had curled on her side, and her hair fell around
her cheeks in a dark, silken veil. H's war shirt swallowed her sl ender

body, keeping her warm

Badgertail smiled, watching as one of the painted turtles peed on Flute
when the warrior turned it upside down.

"After the past two days, | think we're all cynical,"” Flute noted as he
gave the turtle a sour glare and shoved it deeply into the coals. To
avoid blistering his hands, he held it down with a stick. After

several seconds, the animal stopped fighting and Flute laid his stick
by the fireside. H s seventeen-sumers-old face had aged of |ate.

Li nes etched his high forehead, giving his round face with its bl unt
nose a craggy | ook, like weather-beaten granite. "Wat are we going to
do, Badgertail ?"

"I"'mnot sure yet. Let's eat, then we'll talk about it.

Badgertail poked his and Locust's turtles into the pit of gl ow ng
coal s, keeping themdown with a stick for a sufficient tinme before he
rose and went to kneel at her side. "How are you feeling?" "Like one
of those turtles," she answered feebly.

Badgertail nodded. After a night of chafing in his shirt, her wounds
must have been rubbed raw. "Pretty fiery, huh?"

"Fraid so."

Badgertail | ooked down at her hands. Blood had clotted in thick
circles around her wists. Softly, he said, "I'mthinking about taking
you hone--nysel f."

Locust gazed at himsteadily. "You would |eave your warriors wthout
gui dance?"

"\What ever' s happening out there, we're too far away to do anyt hi ng
about it. If we go honme, we can gather the two hundred warriors
guardi ng the palisades and return. W'Il|l be of nore use that way than

Locust turned her face away from him and he saw her jaw nuscles junp.
"You don't want me to say it, do you?"

He spread his hands wi de. "Wat else can | do? Tell ne.



"Take Flute's party and find El khorn. He probably needs you
desperately. "

"And what about you?"

She lifted a shoulder. "I'Il be fine here. 1In a few days, I'll have
enough strength to wal k hone nyself. Then you won't--"

"That's not true, and you knowit. You're sick and getting worse."
They gl ared at each other, waging a silent battle of wills, unti
Locust | ooked away. Her expression said she knew that he was
right--and she hated having to admt it.

Badgertail aimessly scooped up sand and let it trickle through his
fingers. An unconfortable stinging had started in his guts. Locust
wat ched hi mworriedly.

He shook his head slowy. "I can't |eave you, Locust."

"I'f I were another warrior, you' d go."

"You' re not another warrior."

"Then assign C oudshadow to take nme home." |In a whisper, she
continued, "He's the |least of these warriors. You can do w thout him
That way, you'll feel better about me and you can go on and do what you

know you shoul d."

"But. Locust, [|--"
"Badgertail," Locust said with as nuch harshness as she coul d nuster
"think of how you'll feel if you |eave your forces and hundreds die
because El khorn or Black Birch rmakes sone stupid mstake. |'mone
person. There are over seven hundred warriors out there who need you
nmore than | do." The stinging in his gut grew, as if his intestines
had decided to twist into knots. He gazed at her inploringly. In a
bare whi sper, he said, "But Locust--lI'mafraid for you. Please.

want to nmake sure that you get home safely. Then I'Il--" "And if

El khorn is trapped somewhere? You may cost him-"



"Al'l right!" Badgertail threw up his hands. But as he did, a tight
band constricted around his heart. "I'Il .. . I'll assign
Cl oudshadow. "

Weakly, Locust lifted her hand and patted his bare calf. "I'Il be al
right. 1t's only one day's walk from here."

He stared at her miserably. "Those turtles should be done. [1'Il get
them™

Bl

"lack Birch smled his satisfaction as he rolled up his blanket. Things
had gone well yesterday. They had captured one of Petaga' s war parties
and killed all of the warriors-even the |last, who had grovel ed before
Bl ack Birch, pleading for mercy. Today they woul d head back north and
see if they couldn't join up with Badgertail. Wat could have happened
to hin®

Every war party that had regrouped here had been attacked. Perhaps
Badgertail hadn't fared as well as these other war |eaders. Had
somet hi ng unexpect ed happened at Red weed Village? Could a bunch of
corn farmers have thrashed the great Badgertail? Maybe even killed
hin? Well, Black Birch could | ead the Cahokia forces just as expertly
as Badgertail could. It nmade little difference.

Bl ack Birch tied his rolled blanket to the back of his belt, then
attached his war club and slung his quiver over his shoul der

Warriors noved through the dawn around him Their soft sounds rang

t hrough the norning stillness: clubs clattering agai nst knives as they
were tied to belts; strains of dialogue; arrows rattling as quivers
wer e picked up.

Black Birch lifted his arns over his head to stretch his back nuscl es.
The hard ground had been full of stones. He'd tossed and turned nost
of the night, trying to find a confortable position

Strands of light crept over the eastern horizon and tw ned through the



transparent gl eam of |avender that stretched hal fway up the sky. Idly,
he noted the positions of his |ookouts. They hunched on the high spots
over | ooki ng the Jhree major drainages that led into One Mund

Vi || age.

Qdd, when they had entered One Mund yesterday, they had found it
abandoned, forgotten possessions visible |like ghostly sentries in the
enpty sockets of doorways and wi ndows. The inhabitants had left so
qui ckly that they hadn't even bothered to pack their stores of corn
Bl ack Birch's forces had raided every storage hut, filling their
warriors' packs and stuffing thensel ves at dinner |ast night.

Had the villagers seen themconing? O had they gotten word from
traitors like Wenw ng that Black Birch was recruiting warriors and
t hey knew what woul d happen to themif they refused to join hinf

Bl ack Birch grunted to hinself as he strode through a naze of warriors,
many of whom he didn't know, toward WAsp and Beehive. They waited at
the edge of canp |like score sticks at a chunkey game, arns fol ded, eyes
roving the Iighteni ng heavens.

Wasp turned when Black Birch strode up. He smiled at her, but she did
not smle back. Her beautiful face showed her Sunborn heritage in its
triangul ar shape, high cheekbones, and pointed chin---all framed within
a thick tunble of silky, raven hair. The seriousness in her mahogany
eyes punctured his confidence. He stopped smling.

"Have you noticed that none of our |ookouts have nmoved since we've had
[ight this norning?" she asked.

Bl ack Birch | ooked again. The dark forms still stood vigilantly
agai nst the pastel backdrop of norning. "So?"

Beehi ve shifted uneasily. Mediumsized, he possessed a nmoony face with
soft eyes and a sensuous, heart-shaped nouth. "Mybe nothing," he
said. "But it doesn't/eel/ right."

Bl ack Birch laughed. "You' ve got the jitters. Relax. W're going
north today to connect up with El khorn and the other party |eaders. |If
we neet nore of Petaga's forces, we'll kill them just like we did

t hose yesterday."



Wasp said, "Doesn't it strike you as odd that three of our parties
wound up here, in the sanme place, each chasing different--"

"They're coming! Get your weapons!" old Bucktooth shouted, racing
down fromthe north as fast as his ancient |legs would carry him

"Who?"

Buckt oot h' s response was drowned out as Black Birch's shouting warriors
raced fromthe canp like a terrified herd of deer, careening between
peopl e, stunmbling over packs, as they fled fromthe onsl aught.

Bl ack Birch grabbed the armof the |ead warrior and swung hi m around.
"What' s happeni ng? How many are chasing you?"

The man panted, "Hundreds--1 don't know. " He shook off Black Birch's
hand and dashed for the drainage that |ed south.

War whoops shredded t he peaceful norning as eneny warriors burst over
the hill, their bows ainmed. Arrows hissed through the air around Bl ack
Birch. He heard Beehive grunt and turned to see the man sink slowly to
the ground, a brightly feathered shaft stickjng out of his chest. Bl ood
frothed at his quivering lips.

Wasp yelled "Get down!" as Black Birch dove for the ground and
scranbl ed on his stomach to an up tilted slab of |imestone, where he
could pull his bow and nock an arrow. He fired into the onconing
enemy. A man whirled and fell, withing on the ground. There were so
many of theml Bl ack Birch nocked anot her arrow.

On his left side, Pipestone's war party rushed into the screaning
horde, working their bows, striking with their war cl ubs.

A choking curtain of dust rose, curling into the scarlet wash of
sunrise. Men and wonen fell like flies at the first heavy frost,
sprawl i ng across the ground or creeping spider like while they held
their wounds. Cries of pain rang out above the tumult of groans and
grunts.



Wasp led a group of seven warriors northward, then came racing back
"Black Birch! W're surrounded! There are nmore warriors stream ng
down out of the hills. Petaga nust have organi zed the battle in two
stages. W've got to find a place and nmake a stand. How about those
rocks at the head of the southern drai nage?"

"Yes, go!"
Bl ack Birch lunged to his feet and led the retreat. Thirty-seven

Li chen stopped in a field on the bank of Cahokia Creek to watch the
crinson ball of the sun rise over the eastern bluff. Streanmers of
orange |ight fanned out across the clear blue sky before spilling into
the floodplain in a deluge of anmber. |In the field, ancient tree stunps
stood amidst the thistles and may grass.

Li chen wearily sank down on the bones of an old cypress. For as far as
she coul d see, stunps dotted the expanse of land. She wondered idly
how many of those trees had been maples. She had heard about naple
sap. A trader had let her cousin Caycoil, who lived in Pretty Mbunds,
taste it once. Cdaycoil said it was like the dew of melted sunshine,
sweet and warm and gol den brown. Wy did you |let people cut down al
the trees, Mdther Earth? Couldn't you stop then? As she gazed at the
jagged gullies that cut the parched |and, Wanderer's words echoed

t hrough her nmind: "It is only through our death that she lives. CQur
bodi es provi de sustenance."

Was that what this war neant to Mdther Earth? Hunting?



Li chen turned. Southward, shadows clung to the | ee side of the nounds
in the great village of the Sun Chief. So many nounds. Over a
hundred. The vague shapes of people noved around the bases. Stunted
cornfields covered nearly every hand of tillable ground w thin one
day' s wal ki ng di stance. The |eaves on the stal ks drooped |ike |ong,
thin fingers reaching down to Mdther Earth in desperation

What's going to happen, Foxfire? What if | can't get into the
Underworld to see First Wonan? WII Mther Earth |l et everyone die in
this war? So she can eat?

Li chen rubbed her forehead. |In the creek bed bel ow, fog rose fromthe
gurgling water and roiled |ike earthbound clouds. Wile she watched,
the m st shifted, form ng strange, haunting shapes--one of them al nost
a face that peered up at her through w de, black eyes. Lichen had not
slept in two days, not since her Dream of Foxfire, and she had eaten
only a few roots found al ong the way. She felt woozy. She squinted
hard to focus on the wavering face in the mst, but her vision blurred
with tears of exhaustion. The sun rose higher, piercing the fog with a
dagger of light, and the anorphous face gl owed pink and seened to
solidify.

Li chen blinked, not certain that she sawit. Wo are you? A \Water
Spirit? Have you conme to take ny soul ?

The pink creature lifted its arms and began the steps of a Dance that
Li chen had never seen. It pranced on the surface of the water, its
feet lifting in high steps before it began to spin. The mist swirled
after the creature as it Danced down the creek

Li chen crawl ed over the lip of the bank and junped to the sandy shore.
Silver veils of fog swept around her, clutching with cold, transparent
fingers. On her left, the creek ran over a series of rocks. \White
froth bobbed down the channel until it di sappeared in the thick fog.

Lichen filled her lungs with the scents of water and damp grass. She



saw not hi ng now, except fog. But the Stone Wl f resting over her
heart had grown warm and heavy. |Its weight seenmed to be pulling her
f or war d.

Do you know the best way to get there, Wl f?

The wei ght of the stone tugged at her neck. Go ahead, WIf. You I|ead
nme there.

She wal ked forward, parting the mst Iike an arrow. Lhey' ve nmade it
down into the flats!"

At Soapstone's shout of warning, El khorn spun around and yelled, "Pick

a spot! W're going to have to try to stand themoff, or they'll shoot
us in the back.”" Then he ripped his antler stiletto fromhis belt. The
contents of his quiver had been exhausted | ong ago--1like his strength.

He | ocked his knees to keep hinsel f standing.

Al day they had been fighting and running, fighting and running. The
three war parties under his command had entered the battle |ate,
because it had taken time for themto grasp the layout of the terrain
and get into position to shore up Black Birch's failing |ines.

But they had failed anyway. Petaga's warriors had just kept com ng
roaring through the hills in wave after wave. They fought as
fearl essly as enraged wol ves protecting their pups.

During the first part of the retreat, Elkhorn had been able to pluck
arrows fromthe battlefield. But the eneny had pushed themfar to the
south, herding themalong the bluff until they had been forced down
over the edge north of Hi ckory Mounds. Blessed Father Sun, at this
rate, they'll have pushed us back to the palisades of Cahokia by ni dday
tonorrow. Then what will we do?

They now fought in a field of pink toadflax interspersed with tangles
of buffal o-gourd vines. Elkhorn could barely take a step without his
feet becom ng knotted in the creeping tendrils.



Soapstone stood a few hands to his right, panting, sweat running down
his round face. H's war shirt clung to his body in bl ood-drenched
wrinkles. About forty menbers of their original war party had
survived; they dotted the field, their eyes on the slight rise a

t housand hands away--back in the direction fromwhich they had cone.

War cries erupted, and the eneny warriors flooded down the trail

El khorn nade a futile attenpt to count them braced his feet, and fel
into a wary crouch, his knees shaking. Too many .

A tall, burly man targeted El khorn and rushed with his war club lifted
hi gh over his head. He let out a ululating cry as he dove, tackling
El khorn and dragging himto the ground.

The worl d spun crazily around El khorn while he and the warrior rolled
over and over, each trying to get on top. Vines grabbed their |egs and
broke with | oud pops, crushed in the fury of the battle.

El khorn maneuvered his opponent into a patch of prickly pear cactus. As
me poi sonous spines sank into the man's back, he flinched, and El khorn
jerked his hand | oose and plunged his stiletto deep into the man's
side, trying to pierce a kidney.

H s eneny shrieked and reared up in panic. Elkhorn drove his weapon
into the man's chest, struck a rib, tugged it free, and plunged it down
again. Blood spattered El khorn's face as he shoved the other over and
threw all of his weight behind the stiletto. The man flopped |ike a
fish out of water while his ineffectual war club feebly pounded

El khorn's broad back.

The instant his eneny stopped noving, El khorn was on his feet, bracing
for another attack. Wodchuck sprawl ed a few hands away, his skull
split open. Already greedy flies had |anded in the thick clots of

bl ood.

Al'l around El khorn, war clubs cracked wetly into skulls, or splintered
bones apart. Mbans and screans rang out.

H's warriors were being slaughtered before his eyes. Only one exit
remai ned open: a small creek bed that [ed back to the north.
"Soapstone! Hurry, this way!"



An arrow sl ashed by El khorn's shoul der, and he turned to run, junping
the thick tangles of vines, fighting to close his ears against the
wr et ched screanms that rose into the afternoon heat behind him

Bl

Padgertail cautiously worked out the trail that |ed along the creek.
Sweat had laid a fine sheen on his nuscul ar body. Flute, Budworm and
Longtail spread out behind him They had been headi ng north when
they'd glinpsed the two people but hadn't had a good | ook at them
before they'd lost them The | eader had a talent for obscuring a
trail. He had ordered his conrade to circle around on their own tracks,
taken them t hrough the creek, then junmped fromrock to rock al ong the
bank. But Badgertail had backtracked and spotted the places where their
sandal s had slipped off the rocks and scuffed the dry ground.

He needed to determ ne the outcone of this weasel-and nouse gane. |If
these were Petaga's people and they had recogni zed Badgertail, they
mght try to swing around and anbush his party. |If they were his own
people .. . well, he would find out at |ast what was happeni ng.

Fl ute stopped suddenly and knelt down. He waved to Badgertail.

When he knelt by Flute, he frowned. Spots of blood dinpled the earth
beside this set of tracks. Wunded. And linping. Look at how he's
dragging that left foot.

Badgertail scanned the |andscape. Though it m ght appear basically
flat, cycles of erosion had cut knee-deep troughs around the creek and
created a maze of possible hiding places. Moreover, clunps of
flowering saltbush thrust up thickly through the dry crust of earth. In
the distance, the gray bluff stood as a silent witness. Overhead,
ravens soared and cawed while they flapped across the infinite expanse
of bl ue.



Badgertail notioned to Flute and the others to fan out in a w de
semcircle, then went ahead, his sandals crunching on the desiccated
-gray soil as his eyes flitted fromone drop of blood to the next. The
trail led down into a jagged erosion channel, where the warrior had
slid a good hundred hands on his stomach, |eaving splashes of blood as
he went. Every nerve in Badgertail's body hunmed as he foll owed the
trail up out of the channel and into a dense growmh of cattails so
wilted that they crackl ed against his bare |egs.

He took his tinme, letting Flute, Budworm and Longtail position

t hensel ves around the boundary of the cattails. G ngerly, Badgertai
pushed stal ks out of his way and inched forward. He had | ost the blood
trail--but the warrior has to be in here somewhere. Wat happened to
your friend? Did he sacrifice you so he could escape?

Wnd rippled through the dried stalks, rattling thembefore it swept
out into the saltbush and formed into a dust devil that whirled into
the sky. Badgertail ignored the twi sting colum spinning across the
edges of his vision.

He knelt. Mre spots of blood. They stuck to his fingertips. Wet.
On a day this hot, they'd have dried within nmoments .

Badgertail straightened warily and |l et his gaze wander the slitted
patterns of |eaves, searching for any irregularity. The cattails had
already started to burst out, weeks early--a desperate attenpt by the
plants to cast their seeds before they died.

A single stalk shuddered suddenly. Badgertail didn't nove a nuscle.
The sane stal k bent sideways.

Slow y, Badgertail lifted a hand and gestured to the location. Flute
and the others began tightening their circle, noving into the cattails
with the stealth of Cougar stal king Marnot.

Badgertail took another step and caught novement fromhis left, down at
the creek. So there's your friend.

He ground his teeth. Through the weave of grass at the edge of the
creek, he could feel eyes peering out. Powerful.



Mal i gnant. The man couldn't have a bow or he would have used it by
NOW.

Badgertail kept glancing at the grass while he nmoved through the
cattails. Leaf blades caught on his breech cl out before zipping away
to flail back and forth. A percussion synphony resulted as the stal ks
battered each other.

He took another step--and spied a brown patch of skin through the dried
green. Slowy, he lifted his hand to signal Flute that he had | ocated
their quarry. Flute nodded and moved in.

As Badgertail quietly slipped his stolen war club fromhis belt, a clod
of dirt whirred through the air and smacked himin the shoul der
Badgertail whirled. A flock of geese exploded fromthe creek in a
squawki ng flurry, and Badgertail al nost swall owed his tongue.

The I anky old man trudged up fromthe creek bed, his tattered red
sl eeves flapping. "Wanderer!"

Gray hair matted his tenples, highlighting the hook of his | ong nose
"First Woman i s so cantankerous," Wanderer remarked. "I can't figure
out why she's convinced that you and | have to enter Cahokia

t oget her . "

Badgertail's eyes narrowed. "I can't either--since |'mnot going to
Cahoki a. "

He scrutinized the aged shanman to nmake sure he didn't have any weapons,
then turned to the cattails again. Flute crept closer to the place
where Badgertail had seen the brown flesh

A worman junped to her feet and made a nad dash through the' stalks
Budwormran her down with little effort, though she al nbst beat himto
tatters with her fists before he could drag her back

"Meadow Vol e." Badgertail |ooked at her bloody leg. "Wat are you two
doi ng here?"

Wanderer gestured ainlessly. "For the nost part, we've spent the day
wat chi ng your warriors flee like rats back toward Cahokia."



Badgertail paled. "Wat are you tal king about?"

"Petaga has devastated your forces, Badgertail. |'msurprised you
didn't know. W saw El khorn fly past only--"

"El khorn?" Badgertail's hand tightened around his war club. If a
seasoned warrior |ike El khorn had headed hone, Cahokia must be in grave
danger. But could it be true? "Were's Petaga?"

Wanderer pointed to the bluff. "About there, | should think. At |east
that's what Crossed Beak said earlier. You d better be getting back to
Cahoki a, Badgertail, or Petaga will arrive before you do."

Badgertail lifted his chin. Could things have gone so terribly wong

that his forces had been unable to hold Petaga for even a few days?

"Well, it's good to see that you're still alive, Badgertail." Wanderer
smled genially as he strode by Badgertail to grab Vole's arm "Vole
and | have to be going now "

Wanderer briskly led Vole off in a westerly direction, engaging her in
an ani mated conversation. Flute turned to gape at Badgertail

He waved a hand irritably. "Yes, go stop them"™

As Flute charged off, swinging his war club, Badgertail's eyes returned
to the bluff. Could Petaga really be up there? So close to Cahokia?

He kept staring, and caught sight of thin wi sps of dust rising fromthe
bl uff, shading the blue sky with a hint of gray. Hi s stomach
cranped---as though his body knew sonething that his soul refused to
bel i eve.



Thirty-ei ght

Li chen trudged up fromthe mnt-scented shore of Cahokia Creek and
stopped at the edge of the sprawing settlenment to | ook around. Dusk
outlined the mounds with | um nous borders of gray. A few children
raced up and down the paths that |ed through the maze of houses.

Awe and fear struck Lichen at once. She had never seen this many
houses before. Shaggy thatched roofs filled her vision. How could so
many live in so small a space?

She wal ked on. People barely glanced at her as she passed--but with so
many |iving here, how could they know all the children? The thought
made her feel hollow \What would it be Iike to live in a place where
you didn't know everyone? |If alittle girl were hurt and calling for
hel p, woul d someone she didn't know conme to save her? The thought that
they m ght not sent shivers through Lichen

She passed an ol d wonman who sat outside her house conbing a basket ful
of dog hair to be woven into the beautiful blanket sitting

hal f-fini shed on the | oom beside her. The colors amazed Lichen. Reds
and purples so brilliant they nmust have been stunning in the full |ight
of day. Did the Sun Chief trade for such dyes? O did his artisans
create special blends that Lichen's people didn't know how to nmake?

Li chen woul d have given al nost anything to have a dress with that rich
shade of purple init.

The nout h-wat ering snell of corn-and-fish soup filled the air, taunting
Li chen's enpty stomach. Dogs barked, the sounds soft and indistinct,
as though comng fromacross the village.

Li chen gawked at the mounds as she wal ked. They rose up like small
nmount ai ns, henming her in, making it hard to breathe. Big houses stood
on the tops of nobst of them orange glows |ighting the w ndows.
Wanderer had told her once that



t he Sunborn insisted the nounds be built to reflect the shapes of the
sky gods. The mounds reached up to the sky, and the sky gods reached
down. As she gazed around, she thought she could distinguish the najor
stars that forned Hanged Wman's body, and a series of nounds curved
southward to represent the noose around Hanged Woman's throat. Lichen
foll owed the nounds and spied a | arge group of people gathered in front
of a house.

When she was cl ose enough, she could hear the sobs of a woman, and
someone screaning, "Keep themaway fromnme! They're not human. Ch,
Checkerberry, what are they? Where's Primose? Nettle? Nettle, where
are you? Go find Prinrose for ne! | want ny brother!™

The people outside had their arms crossed tightly across their breasts.
They muttered nervously, and Lichen caught hal f-sentences:

don't know. She won't nurse them"

"I swear that wolf-faced one can see. | was talking to Nettle about
taki ng them out and bashing their heads on the rocks, and | turned
around and found those pink eyes boring into ne."

On the far side of the group, a big, handsome man | eaned wearily
agai nst the shaggy roof. Tears traced lines through the dust on his
face. An old white-haired woman stood beside him staring at him
intently.

The old woman said, "I don't care what you think, Nettle. This is no
simple matter. Wio will we find to nurse those babies? Do you think
just anybody will be willing to--"

"Stop, please, Nit," the man pleaded. He dropped his head into his
hands. "I1'Il find a way. | don't know how, but I will. R ght nowl'm
nore worried about Prinrose. Geen Ash cried for himall of |ast

ni ght, and none of us can gain admittance to even discuss it with the
Sun Chief."

"Tharon has lost his mnd. Everyone says so. GCet used to the idea
that you nay never again see Prinrose ..."

Li chen turned cold inside. Tharon had gone crazy? And she was
supposed to. go into the tenple, where he |ived?



She reached an intersection of pathways, and to her left, at the end
of long lines of houses, she saw the clay-plastered walls of the
pal i sades. Men | ounged al ong the shooting platforns, their bows and
qui vers slung over their shoul ders.

Li chen's soul shriveled. Fear grew with each beat of her heart.

Tightly, she whispered, "Wat if those warriors won't let me in? |If

t hose grown-ups couldn't get in, howcan I?" "Bird-Man waits for you
there ..."

I don't understand anything anymore. | wish .. . | wish ny nother were
here. Ch, Foxfire, I'monly ten

"So was |I. | was ten when Power called .. ."

In the back of her soul, she could hear Marmoth Calf trunpeting as he
tried to run, the long arrows in his body shaking |ike perverse quills.
The vill age vani shed for a nmoment, and Lichen again watched Mamot h
Calf fall to his knees and roll over in the field of snow.

The Stone WoIf radi ated warm h agai nst Lichen's chest. "I--1'm going,
VoI f," she nurnured.

Li chen pl odded forward until she reached the gate. Six guards strolled
near it. She stopped before a tall man with copper beads woven into
his braided forelocks. He peered down at her as though annoyed.

In a quaking voice, Lichen said, "I need to see N ghtshade, please."
The warrior's nouth pursed unpleasantly. "The priestess is busy,

girl.”

"Yes, | know, but could you tell her that Wl f Slayer gave nme a nessage
for her?"

The warrior stiffened. The other men, who had been tal king together
fell silent. Lichen tried not to think about the | ooks they were
giving her--as sharp as fl akes of obsidian

The tall warrior propped callused hands on his hips, hands that | ooked
suspiciously like a farnmer's instead of a warrior's. "Wat do you know
of Wl f Slayer?”

"I talked to himin the Underworld. He--" she tw sted her hands
nervously "--he seened nice."



The nmen burst into |aughter. One bent over, holding his stomach. But
the tall warrior did not laugh. H's eyes narrowed reflectively.

"Way woul d the creatures of the Underworld let a little girl Iike you
into the Land of the Ancestors?"

Li chen shrugged. The Stone Wbl f rugged powerfully at the thong around
her throat. She gazed down at the bunp it nade beneath her green
dress. "l--1 guess because |'mthe Keeper of the Stone Wl f."

That wasn't quite true. Her nother was really the Keeper. Unless .
No, don't think about your nother. That hurts too nuch.

The warrior's eyes widened. "The Stone WIf of Redweed Village? The
one Badgertail was sent to steal? Were is it? Let nme see it!"”

Li chen pulled on the thong and brought the little black WIf out to
hold it in her palm It glinted in the dimnishing |ight.

The warrior took a step backward, as though he could feel the Power
that poured fromthe WIlf. "Stay here. [1'Il be right back."

Li chen wat ched hi m di sappear behind the palisades. The log gate slid
into place with a | oud bang.

She gl anced at the other warriors, who were studying her with fear in
their eyes, then wal ked a short distance and sl unmped down on a patch of
grass. The dry bl ades crackl ed beneath her weight.

Li chen drew up her knees and propped her chin on them The red spirals
on her tattered hem| ooked pathetic. They nmade her heart ache for
Wanderer. She renenbered his pride when she had returned fromthe
Underworl d covered with the strange grasses that grew at the bottom of
the river there.

"I'"'mhere, Wanderer," she whispered. "I came, just like you--and
Foxfire--said | had to. But |I'mscared.”

Suddenly a different thought possessed her, |eading her to think of
t hat | ong-ago day when Wanderer had junped fromthe rock overhang to
throw rocks at his own -shadow. "I wi sh



you'd cone earlier. Lichen. | wouldn't have wasted all norning

Li chen smled, but tears filled her eyes. Lonely. So |onely.

The gate grated open, and Lichen junped to her feet.

But it wasn't Nightshade who stepped through. It wasn't a worman at
all. Instead, a man stood there--a man wearing a gol den robe and a
headdress of beautiful yellow feathers. Intricate tattoos covered his

face. He wore splendid copper ear-spools, alnpst as |arge as his very
ears. He lifted her chin and stared at the Stone Wl f with a predatory
gleamin his eyes. "Wo are you?"

"I--1"mLichen. | need to see N ghtshade."

A groan sounded from behind the gate, and the nan turned and said
gruffly, "Get himout of here. He no longer entertains ne."

Li chen stunbl ed si deways when two warriors dragged out a woman--no, it
was a man, a berdache, in a dress. Black |lunps covered his face.

Brui ses--sone yellowed fromtine--covered the rest of the berdache's
exposed skin. He struggled weakly, noaned, and gazed at Lichen through
fever-brilliant eyes. She thought, but wasn't certain, that he
nuttered, "Run!"

The guards dragged himoff down the path that led to the south.

The man with the gol den robe | ooked at Lichen. WAving a hand to his
guards, he ordered, "I want her in nmy chanber. Bring her."



Thi rty-nine
little girl's cries ..

Orenda jerked her eyes open. She had been hal f-asleep on the cattai
mat beneath N ghtshade's bed. She held her breath to listen nore
closely. Wnd worried the shaggy roof, shishing and thunping in the
dar kness, carrying the yips of a fox down fromthe north. Maybe the
girl's cries had been only a dreanf?

"Ni ght shade?" she called. "D-Did you hear that?"

A fire bowl made an' orange blot in the far corner of the room At the
edge of the glowi ng hal o, N ghtshade sat with the Tortoi se Bundl e
cradled to her breast, peering unblinkingly into a Wellpot. The light
reflected eerily in her wi de, black eyes.

"N N ght shade?" Orenda slid out fromunder the bed.

I ndi go shadows draped the walls and ceiling like the fluttering hem of
a garment. Orenda sniffed to let the pungent fragrance of danp cedar
and earth fill her senses. Fog must be hovering around the tenple,
seeping into the bones of the |ogs, to coax such sweetness fromthe old
wood.

Orenda trotted across the room her tan sleeping kilt patting at her
knees, and crouched before N ghtshade. Curtains of long hair fell over
Ni ght shade's shoul ders, fram ng her slack face. O enda bent down and
stared into her eyes.

"N ght shade? | heard s-sonething."
Ni ght shade | ooked dead.

Orenda wet her |ips anxiously. She had been with her nother a few

ti mes when they had accidentally disturbed Od Marnmot's journeys to the
Underworl d. Her nother's voice repeated in her thoughts: "Dreaners

| ook dead when their souls are swinmng in the Underworld, Oenda. It's
because their bodies are just barely alive."



Orenda cautiously peeked into the small basket with red spirals on it
that sat beside N ghtshade's knee. A gray paste smeared the bottom

"Ni ght shade. There were s-screans. Did you hear then? | need you.
I"'mafraid."

When no answer cane, Orenda pulled back N ghtshade's long hair to
scrutinize her tenples. Yes, just like AOd Marnbt's. Gay paste
snudged t hem

She let go of the curtain of hair and sat back, watching it sway before
it settled again over N ghtshade's cheeks. O enda hugged her knees to
her chest and tried to force her frightened mnd to think. N ghtshade
had been attenpting to enter the Underworld for weeks, but hadn't been
able to. Oenda wondered why First Wrman had deci ded to open the gate
to the Well of the Ancestors on this cold, danp night.

Anot her cry echoed through the halls and was abruptly cut off.

Orenda's heart pounded. The sound cane again, this time nore mnuted,
like a stifled sob. A chill thread of terror coiled in her stomach.

"It isalittle g-girl's voice," she whispered to herself in horror

She put a hand on Ni ghtshade's cheek and patted it hard. "N ghtshade?
Il ... I"'mafraid. There's another little g-girl in the tenple.
don't know who ..."

She tensed. Could it be the girl who had been talking to her in her
Dreanms? The one who kept telling her not to worry, that she was goi ng
to go talk to First Woman and nake everything all right again?

But if he had caught the little girl

She junmped to her feet, breathing hard. Her nind began spinning

pani cked i mages of what Tharon did to little girls, and in the recesses
of her soul, a nuted voice screamed, No, no, it can't happen to soneone
el sel

Orenda threw of f her sleeping kilt as she ran to Ni ghtshade's bed. She
slipped on her red dress with the rolled-up sl eeves, then conbed out



the tangles in her long hair with her fingers. Before she left, she
cal l ed again, "Ni ghtshade? N ghtshade, please wwake up."

But Ni ghtshade didn't nove

O enda peeked around the door-hanging. The fire bow beside their
doorway cast a radiant aura over the soundless, deserted hall, but the
bow at the end of the corridor had been snuffed. Sonetimes that just
happens. Especially on windy nights. A stray whiff of wind m ght
penetrate the cracks .

Orenda tiptoed down the corridor to the first intersection. The

dar kness w apped her like a smothering blanket. She listened for any
sound. Hearing none, she hesitantly turned into the corridor that |ed
to his chanmber. No one wal ked about tonight.

Braci ng her back against the cold wall, she slid slowy along while her
| ungs gasped for air. Passing the entry to the tenple, she listened
agai n, then proceeded onward.

Two guards stood on either side of the doorway to Tharon's chanber. The
tall, ugly one, named Hoof print, glared uneasily as she approached. The
other, skinny, with a belly that bulged through his war shirt frowned.
O enda could not recall his nane.

Fromwithin, a girl's voice begged, "Stop it! Wy are you hurting ne?
| don't understand ..." Orenda halted six hands away.

"I don't require that you understand, child. Only that you obey,"
Tharon responded in that nockingly nice voice. "I amthe great Sun
Chi ef. Everyone obeys ne or they die. You can understand that, can't
you?"

A choking sob. Then a small voice said, "Yes."

"Do as | say and get over there on that mat and lie down."

"But why?"
"Because you're a pretty little thing and I want to ... to | ook at
you." Laughter echoed. "Yes, that's it. | want to |ook at you."

Orenda' s knees shook so badly that she could barely remain standing.



She | ooked pl eadingly at the guards, but they had turned to stare down
the hall, pretending they heard nothing. She fought with herself,
twi sting her hands, trying to figure out what she coul d do.

When the little girl inside screaned "No!" as though she'd been
grabbed, Orenda acted instinctively. She dove and craw ed beneath the
door - hangi ng on hands and knees.

The guards bell owed behind her, and one of themclutched at her foot,
but she jerked | oose and kept crawing. She knew they wouldn't dare
foll ow her inside unless sumoned.

In an instant, Orenda had reached the nmddle of the |uxurious room His
bi g bed, nmounded high with hides, and bl ankets, sat to her left. Qdd

pi eces of furniture lined the wall beneath the window in front of her
things stolen fromfaraway places. The w ndow hangi ng had been | owered
so that only a slit of dusk crept into the room joining the dozen
blazing fire bows that stood in their holders along the walls.
Everywhere she | ooked, Power objects watched her through bl ank eyes. He
had moved them out of the tenple. Why? To protect himhere in his own
chanmber? O d Marnot's Bundle, with its blue designs, lay in shreds
besi de his bed, the contents strewn over the floor in a strange,
glittering wealth. On her right, all of her mother's things--jewelry,
robes, sandal s--had been thrown into a carel ess pile.

A horrified sob caught in Orenda's throat.

Tharon turned, his golden robe whirling around his legs like sunlit
clouds. He carried a war club in one hand and a cup of tea in the
other. Oenda recogni zed the strange, detached expression that creased
his face. He's been drinking that galena tea with crushed

nmorni ng-glory seeds init. On occasion, he had forced Orenda's jaws
open and poured sone of it down her throat, all the time telling her
that she would like it.

And she had. Because the tea had given her the Power to take her soul
out of her body and hide it in the dirt floor, a place so hard and dark
that his hands couldn't find her there.

He strutted forward with that arrogant tilt to his chin. A deer bone



stiletto hung fromhis belt. "Wy, Oenda, |I've been wondering when
you'd cone to your senses and return to ne." Then he glanced at the
other little girl, who crouched in the corner, half-hidden behind an
ol d, heavily carved maple bench. The front of her green dress had been
torn, and Orenda could see the claw narks on the girl's chest.

"I h-hate you!" Oenda blurted.

"You' ve gotten bold since you' ve been with N ghtshade, Orenda. Well
all the better. Get over there with Lichen. Hurry it up! | haven't
got all night."

"No!
"l order you--"
“N-No. "

H s bat face tensed before he | et out an incoherent cry and ran at her
with his club raised.

Orenda junped to her feet and fled across the room \Wen she dove
behi nd the bench, Lichen stared at her in astonishment. They held each
other's eyes as they had a hundred tines in their Dreans.

Li chen grabbed Orenda's arm "Hurry! Maybe we can get to the
wi ndow. "

-They scurried |ike mce, shoving over furniture when they couldn't
craw beneath the legs. His shrill laughter echoed, as though their
desperate flight amused him but Orenda could hear the crack-crack of
the club smacking his open palm The fire bows threw his shadow Iike
a flickering giant over the walls. It noved with the stealth of WlIf
on a blood trail as it tracked themthrough the maze of furniture.

"Orenda? Orenda, stop this gane and get up. Do you hear ne? I|I'm
tired of this. | said get up!"

The club canme crashing down on a | oom over Orenda's head, showering her
with splinters of wood. She let out a shriek and covered her face.
"This way. Come on!" Lichen said and dragged Orenda behind a conica
fish trap before darting out to make a dash for. the wi ndow. \en

Li chen lunged for the sill, he threw a conch-shell cup so that it



shattered agai nst her back and shocked her |ong enough for himto
catch a handful of her flying black hair and jerk her to the fl oor.
Li chen fought, trying to rip her hair fromhis stony grip.

Rage and terror mxed so blindingly inside Orenda that she didn't know
what to do. At last the strain drove her to throw herself at himin a
biting, kicking whirlwind. "Run, L-Lichen!™ Oenda yelled as she

cl anped her teeth on the web of skin between his thunb and forefinger.
He how ed and struggled to shake her | oose.

"You little animal!" Tharon raged. "Shall | club you to death Iike
t hey do snapping turtles?"

Orenda refused to et go. She saw Lichen flit by in a swirl of green.
He gasped and lifted Orenda of f the ground so he could spin around and
smash his war club into Lichen's head. Lichen stunbled in a circle
before crunpling like a flower wilting on a hot sumer day. "Lichen!"
O enda cried. Her bite | oosened, and Tharon shoved her to the floor.
Orenda sat staring in horror at Lichen, who |lay on her back at the foot
of the bed. Blood matted the hair over her right ear and streaked her
pretty face in horrifying patterns. Oenda could not take her eyes
fromLichen's hands. They had curled into twitching fists.

From Orenda's tornmented soul a wetched cry erupted: "No, nonono!"
Unt hi nki ngly, she sprang to her feet and attacked, trying to claw him
to pieces, but he twined his fingers into the back of her red dress and
hel d her out at arm s I ength, Iaughing hysterically.

"Ch, Orenda! You're going to be a great deal nore entertaining now.
I"mglad that N ghtshade stole you away."

Orenda ki cked and screaned her hatred.
"Stop it, Orenda. That's enough!"

She twi sted, struggling against his hand. Tharon's shadow dar kened her
face as he bent to stare at her.

"I said, stop it!"

The polished club shone orange in the firelight as it sliced the air.



Orenda didn't even feel the" blow. Lost in a floating sensation, she
wat ched himrenove his robe, throwit onto the floor, and reach for
her. As if in a dream Oenda tried to crawl away, but his hand
knotted in her collar and brutally ripped her dress. Then he forced
her down, and his heavy body pinned her atop the soft fabric of his

r obe.

"So you thought you could get away fromthis by going to N ghtshade.
Wll, you'll never get away again."

He smashed her head against the floor and used his knee to force her
| egs apart. Orenda screanmed "N ghtshade!" and clawed at his face.
Tharon struck her so hard that it made her head spin nauseatingly.

"She can't save you." He |laughed. "No one can.”

Orenda felt his manhood stiffening agai nst her, and madness overcane
her. She shrieked, "N ghtshade, N ghtshade, N N ghtshade!" while her
hand frantically swept the floor, searching for anything to strike him
with. She touched sonething cool and snmooth in the tangle of his

di scarded robe.

Her fingers tightened around the deer bone stiletto.
Bl

"adgertail took the path that angled toward the western gate. Budworrn
strode beside him his wary eyes scanning the |ifel ess houses that
lined their route--as if he expected sone malignant force to spring out
and pounce on him They had all been edgy, junping at the slightest
nmovenent in the grass.

"Way is it so quiet?" Bud wormasked. "W didn't see anyone out
wor ki ng the corn or squash fields."

"Maybe they' ve taken cover." And if they have .. . Blessed Father Sun
that means that Tharon already knows of ny defeat fromwarriors who've
cone dragging in. He's probably been planning ny death for days.

Badgertail clutched his club tightly.



This section of the village belonged to the Horn Spoon Clan. \Where

had t he peopl e gone? Wndow and door hangi ngs fl apped in the breeze,
revealing enpty interiors with baskets and pots still in place. Had
t hey rushed away so fast that they hadn't even had the tine to pack?

Wanderer and Vol e foll owed behind them speaking in |ow tones, while
Flute and Longtail brought up the rear. Though night had settled on
the village, only a few stars poked through the charcoal bl anket above.
The nmoon hung like a crescent of silver behind the tenmple nmound. Over
the field of thatched roofs, he could just make out the sharpened tips
of the palisade poles. Warriors wal ked the shooting platforns.

"Do you think that Tharon coul d have ordered the Common born to flee?"
Budwormi s round face | ooked haunted when he turned to Badgertail.

"I hope he did. It would have been prudent.” So he probably didn't.

Badgertail had to get to Tharon quickly to explain the situation. His
gut roiled. He dreaded Tharon's rage nore than Petaga's mlitary

strength. What would Tharon do? Oder himkilled on the spot? ... He
m ght .

Wander er nunbl ed sonet hi ng, and Vol e responded, "I pray you're right.
But what if she's not? |'ve been feeling sonething, Wanderer. Sone
terrible--"

"I know, so have |." His voice returned to a | ow drone.

As they stepped onto the paths that |ed through the Blue Blanket Clan's
section, dogs ran out of houses to yap at their heels. A haze of

i ndi go snoke draped lazily around the tops of the nounds; it smnelled
brittle and nusty.

Firebows lit |um nous |kies around wi ndow and door hangi ngs--but few
voi ces echoed, and those that did were hushed. Cccasionally, a hanging
woul d be pulled back and eyes woul d peek out at them as they passed.

Normal ly at this tine of year, people would have been sitting outside,
| aughi ng and tal king, throwi ng sticks for the dogs, until the nightly
chill drove themi nside.



Badgertail picked up his pace, hurrying to reach the western gate.
When he got cl ose enough, he broke into a trot, and the warriors on the
pl atforms saw him

"Badgertail! |It's Badgertail! Look!"

H s nanme swept through the ranks |ike a tornado. He rounded the corner
of the last house and ran head-on in tova pack of warriors racing out
to neet him El khorn broke through the crowd to hug Badgertail so hard
that it drove the air fromhis |ungs.

"Thank Father Sun," El khorn said. "W feared you were dead. Locust
told us about Redweed, but after the thrashing we took--"

"How i s Locust?" he couldn't help but ask. "She and C oudshadow nade
it back all right?"

A roar of talk built around Badgertail as a hundred hands thrust
t hrough the tangle of bodies to clasp him He nade every attenpt to
cl asp each one in turn while he watched El khorn's face darken

"What is it, Elkhorn? Is it Locust? Tell ne."

"She's all right ... | nean, physically." El khorn ran a hand through
his bristly ridge of hair and began | eading the way toward the open
gate. The swarm of hooting warriors followed. "I had to post four
guards on her house, Badgertail.She's . [|'ve never seen her so
enraged. She tried to stormthe tenple, alone ... to kill the Sun
Chief. It took three warriors to stop her, even with her wounds. At
first, well, | thought it was her fever. You understand, | thought it

had driven her nmd."

Badgertail stopped before the gate. "Say what you nean. What drove
her to this?"

El khorn | ooked |i ke he had swal |l owed sonet hing sour. "The Sun Chi ef
captured Prinrose while we were out on the battle-wal k. Apparently, he
he tortured him" Tortured? Badgertail's heart skipped, his
bl ood poundi ng i n sudden anger. He wondered how three warriors could
have stopped her. "Take Wanderer and Vole inside. Hold themby the

gate until | return.” "Certainly, but where are you--"



"I"ll be at Locust's. Gve ne two fingers of tinme." Badgertail ran
with all his mght, w nding down the enpty path that fronted the
pal i sades.

Mermories flitted at the edge of his soul, nmenories of Locust's rage.
Once a stupid trader from Yell ow Star Munds had dared to | augh and
belittle Prinrose about the dress he wore. Locust had noved so fast

t hat Badgertail had. been unable to stop her. She had |eveled a kick
to the trader's groin that crunpled himto the ground, then | anded a
knee in the mddle of his chest and dinpled his throat with her
stiletto before he had even finished laughing. It had taken Badgertai
a full hand of time to convince her not to kill the man. Locust had
been angry with Badgertail for a week; she couldn't sleep for w shing
that she had killed him

Badgertail slowed to a trot when Locust's white-plastered house cane
into view. Cornsore and Puffball guarded the front entrance, both of
themwarriors of repute and special friends of Locust's. Good thinking
on El khorn's part. Even if she did try to fight her way out, she
probably woul dn't kill them

Rel i ef crossed Puffball's craggy face when Badgertail came to a halt.
Pat hetic cries carried fromi nside.

Puf fbal | stepped forward and cl asped Badgertail's hand in a powerful
grip. Wrry lined his high forehead |ike the deep winkles worn into
the bluffs by cycles of wind and rain.

"I's she all right?" Badgertail asked quietly.

Puf fbal | shook his head. "Her fever's worse. She refuses to see any
heal ers .. . though Checkerberry has been taking care of her."
Badgertail clapped Puffball on the shoul der before greeting Cornsore
and stepping up to the door-hanging. "Locust? My | enter?"
"Badgertail! Yes, thank First Wman, cone in."

He ducked beneath the hanging and entered the pal e anber glow of a
single fire bow Locust sat in the rear of the roomon a pile of

bl ankets with Prinrose--sobbing--sprawled on the floor with his head in
her lap. The curtain of his |ong



bl ack hair spread over Locust's bandaged right |eg, but through the
glistening strands, Badgertail could see the dark yell ow stains that
spl otched the white cloth. Locust had dressed in a thin white shirt
spun fromm |l kweed threads. It clung to every curve of her perspiring
body.

Badgertail bowed respectfully to Checkerberry, who was |ying on her
back near the door, dozing, with two bundles clutched in her arnmns.
Babi es? G een Ash's? Wy weren't they at home with their nother?
Checkerberry nodded a tired wel come to Badgertail and cl osed her eyes
agai n.

He went over and knelt before Locust. She had pulled her short |ocks
back and fastened them over her ears with copper conbs. The style
accentuated the lean, pointed qualities of her face. Her eyes had gone
vacant, gl azed.

Badgertail lifted a hand and put it against her forehead. "You're
burni ng up."

"You heard what happened?"
"l heard."

Locust's jaw trenbl ed despite her efforts to set her teeth. "I'm going
to kill him Badgertail."

He nodded obligingly. "I don't blane you. But let me talk to him
first, find out why he--"

"There's no reason for what he did!"

Locust reached down and threw back the bl ack-and-white bl anket that
covered Prinrose's naked body. Prinrose buried his face deeper in the
white fabric covering Locust's lap and squirmed to hide the npst

hi deous of his wounds. But Badgertail's heart went cold and still.
Prinrose's testicles had been cut off. Pink wounds marked the places
where they had been. Badgertail closed his eyes and turned away.

Locust reached out and grabbed himby the chin, twisting his head so
that he met her hot gaze. "I'mgoing to kill him Badgertail .. . and
not you or anyone else can stop ne."

Prinrose sobbed, "No, no, don't." Wen Locust put a hand tenderly on
his hair, his arns went suddenly around her wai st and he baw ed openly,
"I just want you to stay here with nme! Don't |eave ne."



Locust lifted her eyes to Badgertail's, and in them he saw rage the
i kes of which he had never seen. Rage that seared his very soul

Badgertail put a hand on Locust's bare foot. "I don't think
you'll -have to."

n W]y?ll

"Petaga will be here by tonorrow night at the latest," he said and

sucked in a steadying breath. "There's no way we can hold himoff."
"Are you saying you've given up?"

"No. You know ne. I'mtoo bullheaded to give up. We'Ill fight to our
last warrior, but .. ." He shrugged, and all of the weariness he'd
been staving off settled on his shoulders |like a | eaden cape.
"Hai |l cl oud has nanaged Petaga's forces expertly. 1 don't know how many
they lost in the fighting up north, but | wager it wasn't nore than
two, maybe three hundred. He still has about a thousand warriors.

You' ve been home | onger than | have, Locust. How many warriors woul d
you say we have?"

Her gaze dropped away fromhis. Absently, she stroked Prinrose's hair.
"We've had very few come in. | don't know, perhaps fifty. |[|'ve been
| ocked in here, but Puffball keeps ne inforned."

"That gives us two hundred and fifty agai nst one thousand. Even with
the palisades .. . | don't think it'll be enough."

"What are we going to do?"

"I want you and your famly to nove inside the palisades--into ny
house. | won't be there nost of the tinme anyway, what with planning
and fighting, and that way | can ask Nightshade to cone and care for
both you and Prinrose. She's a great healer. You know that."

"Badgertail, if you allow ne to enter the palisades--"

"Just give nme three days. | suspect that Petaga will have overrun the
pal i sades by then and killed Tharon hinmself. But if not .. . well,
we'll discuss" it then. Agreed?"

Locust's expression softened, w ped clean of all except fevered
exhaustion. "Agreed."



He squeezed her bare foot and rose. "Wen can you nove to ny
house?"

"I"ll need to get word to Green Ash. She and Nettle are supposed to be

married tomorrow. | don't know how she--"
"They can be married on the tenple nound ... as long as no arrows are
sailing around them Tharon will agree to that."

Locust's eyes snol dered again, and Badgertail quickly turned away.
Checkerberry was staring at himthrough a wi spy veil of gray hair. The
old worman said, "I won't be coming to your house, Badgertail, though

t hank you for the offer.”

"Why not ?"
"Because Green Ash will go mad if she has to be close to her babies.
And I--1"Il1 go mad if | have to be close to Ni ghtshade."

"I know your fear of N ghtshade, Checkerberry, but what do you nean
about the babies? | don't--"

"It's a long story, too long for tonight. |s there perhaps another
house where | could stay and keep the children safe?"

“I"l'l find one."

Checkerberry nodded her gratitude. "I thank you. And I'd like to warn
you about sonething."

"\What ?"

"Tharon murdered Tickseed. |If you cane up fromthe west--"

"I did." Acold well grewin his belly. "lIs that why the Horn Spoon

section of the village is enpty? How could two thousand peopl e nove so
swiftly? Were did they go?"

Checkerberry readjusted the bundl es on her arns, and a baby began to
mew | i ke a hungry wolf pup. She shushed it and rocked it gently. "I
fear, Badgertail, that they went to join Petaga."



Forty

By the time Badgertail returned to the west gate, evening had given way
to night. Sparkflies blinked in the grass. The tip of Mon Miiden's
face thrust above the tenple like a glow ng claw of bl eached white.
Bands of |ight shot through the spikes on the palisades, scattering the
ground with a fringe of silver triangles. Badgertail strode swiftly
toward the gate, exchanged a few pl easantries with the guards, and
ent er ed.

The nmounds | ooned quiet and still. Pale anmber gleanms fell from

wi ndows, pooling in the dead grass, but little nmovenent caught his eye.
Except for the constant notions of the guards on the shooting

pl atforms, the sacred ground protected by the palisades had the feel of
an already enpty village. Had the elite fled? The great nerchants and
weal thy traders who |ived here? The Starborn, of course, would have
been forbidden that |uxury, but the others night have gone, seeking
safety until the war had exhausted itself.

As the logs grated back into place behind him Badgertail searched the
dar kness for El khorn and saw him standing with some others in the | ong
shadows at the base of the stairs that led up the tenple nound. Five
peopl e? Their clothing nelted into the night, giving their novenents
an unreal quality, like lost souls materializing out of thin air; an
arm waved here, a foot stepped there, occasionally a gleamof |ight
woul d flash froma face

When he wal ked into that gauzy bl anket of darkness, he recognized Flute
standi ng next to El khorn and Budworm Wanderer stared at Badgert ai

t hrough wi de, inquiring eyes that verged not on madness, but on panic.
Despite the chill breeze, Wanderer's winkled face glistened with
sweat. Dark splotches showed around the collar and beneath the arnms of
his red shirt. Yet the old man shivered



"What's the matter with you?" Badgertail asked.
"Power is |oose on the night," Wanderer whispered. "Can't you fee
it?" Hs eyes tipped to the nmoonlit heavens.

Badgertail followed that gaze, but all he saw were a few bats darting
t hrough a maze of spark flies

Vol e edged closer to Wanderer and slipped her armthrough his, not so
much in affection, it appeared, as to support Wanderer's wobbling
| egs.

"Badgertail," Vole said, "Elkhorn clains that a little girl cane
through the gates earlier today. | think that was ny daughter. Could
we hurry, please?"

"Your daughter .. . Lichen? The one with the Stone Wl f?"

Grudgi ngly, she answered, "Yes."

Surely, Tharon would have snatched the girl up to take the Wl f from

her, but after that .. . Badgertail wondered. Tharon would have had
little use for another child in the tenple.

Badgertail evaded Vole's request by turning to El khorn. "Locust and
her famly will be nmoving into nmy house. Assign two warriors to help
them™

"Here?" El khorn asked dubiously. "You invited Locust into the

pal i sades?" "Yes, and | want you personally to go to the other clan

| eaders and ask themto bring their clan councils here, too. 1'll have
to receive perm ssion from Tharon first, but | think he'll agree that

t hey deserve our best protection. W nmay need themto reorgani ze
people after Petaga ... when this is all over."

El khorn caught the dread in his voice and gave Badgertail a thorough

i nspection. "I'Il take care of it. What will you be doi ng?"

"I have to deliver these two--" he gestured to Wanderer and Vole "--to
Ni ght shade and then speak to Tharon. After that, 1'Il be on the
shooting platforms. Preparing our warriors."

Badgertail notioned to Wanderer and Vole. "Followne. |It's going to

be a long night. Flute? Please acconmpany us."



The young man fell into |line behind Wanderer and Vol e whil e they
wal ked up the | og steps.

As they clinbed, Badgertail glanced out over the jagged teeth of the
pal i sade wall to where noonlight gleaned on the strips of creeks and
tiny awl -points of ponds. Tornented longing rose within him Thirty

cycl es ago, those ponds had been | akes. Wiy am | still here? Nothing
that | loved in nmy youth is left. | should have run away. For an
instant, the brilliant colors of the Forbidden Lands called to himin

silent prom se

They stopped in front of the tenple entrance, and Badger tail bowed to
the Six Sacred Persons, then stepped aside to all ow Wanderer, Vole, and
Flute to do the sane. Wile they made their obei sances, he | ooked up
at the sky. Skeletal fingers of clouds drifted through the bodies of
the Star Ogres. They pointed southward, as though beckoni ng hi m away
fromthis madness.

"Flute, check the Sun Chanber first. |If Ni ghtshade isn't there, please
escort Wanderer and Vole to her room"

As he started to duck under the hangi ng, he caught the utter terror on
Flute's round face. Badgertail scow ed. "She won't kill you for

di sturbing her, Flute. She asked ne to bring Wanderer to her as soon
as | found him"

"Ch." The youth's taut shoul der nuscles rel axed some. "All right."

Badgertail stepped into the tenple, |eading the way past the
magni fi cent wall paintings. Mst of the fire bows along the floor
remai ned unlit. Because of the shortage of hickory oil? 1In the

di mess, the images of First Wwnan and G andf at her Brown Bear | ooked
down at themthrough di sdainful, brooding eyes.

They neared the corridor that ran in front of the Sun Chanber, and
Badgertail nade out the dusky figures of Hoofprint and Bl ack Dog

| eani ng against the wall, their arms folded. Wen they recognized
Badgertail, they both turned sharply and ran toward him



"Badgertail ?"

"Bl ack Dog. Hoofprint." Badgertail clasped their hands warmy. "How
are things here?"

Hoof print's ugly face pinched when he | ooked over Bad gertail's

shoul der at the two strangers. Badgertail turned and notioned to
Flute. "Go on, Flute. Check the Sun Chanber, then take Wanderer and
Vol e to N ghtshade's room"

"Yes, War Leader."

Hoof print's tension abated only slightly when Wanderer and Vol e passed
beyond hearing range. He watched themwhile they peeked into the Sun
Chanber, then turned down the left corridor

Badgertail frowned. "What is it?"

Hoof print gl anced uneasily at Black Dog, then propped his fist atop the
war club tied to his belt. "W don't know. The Sun Chief called us in
to guard his chanmber. He ordered us not to enter under threat of

death. But strange things have been happening."

n \Mat ?u

Hoof pri nt shook his head. "Sounds. Choking sounds. Coming fromthe
Sun Chief's room For a while there were screans. He ordered us to
bring alittle girl to his room Then his daughter, Orenda, canme and
sneaked in past us."

Badgertail studied Hoofprint's face, then Black Dog's. Scared to
death. Both of them "And N ghtshade? Where has she been during al
of this?"

"W haven't seen her."

Badgertail's thick brows drew together over his nose. N ghtshade
invisible at a tinme when Orenda nmi ght have needed her? It didn't make
sense. N ghtshade had begun treating Orenda |i ke her own daughter
"Stay here where you can see the front entrance. Let me know if anyone
el se cones in. | have to speak to the Sun Chief."

As he wal ked away down the right corridor, Hoofprint called,
"Badgertail? |Is it true? |s Petaga going to attack Cahoki a?"



Wthout slowing his' stride he answered, "Yes."

Anxi ous whi spers broke out behind him but he closed his ears to them
not wanting to think about the actual attack when he had so many
prelimnary details to work out. Which warriors should he condenmm to
the first line on the platforns? How would he defend agai nst the
flam ng arrows that Petaga would certainly shoot into every house he
could see? Fire would spread quickly in the dry grass. The sparks

m ght even carry to the high roof of the tenple, far out of arrow
range. What sort of surrender ternms should he beg for? Wuld Petaga
even let himsurrender? Wuld Thar on?

Though brilliant |ight blazed around Tharon's door hanging, the hal
had a deep chill. It nipped at Badgertail, pricking his tattoos |ike
an icy quill.

He stopped before the hanging to listen. "Sun Chief? 1t's Badgertail
May | enter? | have many things to tell you."

A garbl ed sob cane frominside that sent a prickle up Badgertail's
spine. He stepped forward, calling, "My Chief?" and pulled back the
hangi ng ..

Gasping, he stunbled into the chanber. Fromthe pit of his stonach an
i nvoluntary cry broke | oose that echoed through the sacred bones of the
temple. He shouted, "Orenda, no!" ister Datura's |laughter penetrated
the Dream

Ni ght shade stirred. The fire bow on the floor flickered as though the
fl ame had been brushed by the feet of racing children. She saw it
dimy on the back of her closed eyelids--orange and bl ack, orange and
bl ack--whil e her soul rose up through the layers of the Wll of the
Ancest or s.

"Yes," Sister Datura nocked, "you' ve done your work. Now go and see
what evil the Sun Chief has wought in your absence."



Ni ght shade blinked her eyes open. The darkness of the roomrippl ed
around her like waves of black water. Her hearing seenmed to have

st opped wor ki ng, and she could see nothing clearly. The star map
wavered into reality as a tarnished snmear of sparkling gal ena paint,
and her bed was only the barest gray snmudge. An odd hush had descended
upon the worl d.

"Ch, nmy Sister " she whispered mi serably as the nausea began with a
vengeance. "Please, let ne go."

Dat ura sank her taloned fingers deeper into N ghtshade's stomach. "Not
yet. Qur Dance is not done. Get up, Nightshade. You've been doing
Power's bidding for cycles. Get up and let nme see the cougars fal

upon you. "

The taunt was followed by a sound, shrill but barely audible, that
caught at Nightshade's heart |ike a strangling hand.

Then ..
"N ght shade?"

The fam liar voice echoed and shot shimers of |ight through the black
room Her vision began to clear. She could nake out the star map now,
with its glowing rings of Qgres.
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"Ni ght shade! It's Wanderer."

She turned slightly and saw hi m duck through the doorway. He stood
tall and | anky agai nst the backdrop of Orenda's toys strewn at the foot
of Ni ghtshade's bed. Joy and relief filled her

As her hearing cleared, she junped at the chaos of shouts and cries
that filled the halls. Running feet pounded the hard floors of the

tenpl e.

"What' s happeni ng, Wanderer?" she asked as she | owered the Tortoise
Bundl e and tied its straps to her belt with shaking hands. "lIs Petaga
att acki ng?"

"No, not yet." He came forward in that gangly wal k she renenbered so
wel | and crouched before her, exam ning her eyes. "But there was a
scream Are you strong enough to stand? O is Sister Datura--"



"I'f you'll help me up, |I think I can walk."

Wanderer gripped her armwhile she struggled to find her bal ance.
"Where did the scream cone fron®"

"Tharon's chanber."”

Ni ght shade' s nausea grew worse. She started across the room calling,
"Orenda .. ." but the space beneath her bed lay enpty. Her voice
f aded.

As though a great wind had how ed out of the night, N ghtshade's ears
went deaf again. She could see Wanderer's nouth noving with desperate
pl eas, but she heard only Orenda's voice: "Could | ... | want to sleep
in your room" The unspoken words "where it's safe .. . safe ..."

pi erced Ni ghtshade's heart.

She rushed past Wanderer and out into the corridor, alnmost knocking
over an unknown wonman standi ng beside a male warrior. Sidestepping
them N ghtshade raced away, her red robes flying about her ankles.

When she turned to the right, a square of bright |ight suddenly lit the
far end, and her steps faltered. Badgertail, silhouetted against a

bl aze of fire bowls stood in Tharon's doorway. He swiftly let the
hangi ng drop, but not before she saw the bloody stiletto in his right
hand, dripping crinson onto the floor. Hoofprint and Bl ack Dog rushed
up to him shouting a hundred questions.

Sternly, Badgertail ordered, "Get out of the tenple. |If anyone asks,
the Sun Chief ordered you away at dusk."

"But Badgertail, what--"
"Go/ You heard me!"

Li ke whi pped puppi es, Hoofprint and Bl ack Dog turned and sl unk away,
but frightened whi spers passed between them

Sister Datura played tricks on N ghtshade. Badgertail's face seened to
bal | oon and surge toward her before it shrank to al nbst not hi ng.

From her left, she heard Wanderer's horrified murmur, "Bl essed Father
Sun, what's happened?”



Badgertail nunbly watched her approach. She wal ked to stand very
close to himso she could see his eyes in the murky light. His face
was ashen and strained. He gazed over her shoul der at Flute.

"Go and guard the front entrance. Let no one pass. No one. Do you
under st and?"

Flute jerked a nod and stammered, "Y-Yes. But what if El khorn--"
"No one!"

"I--1 understand, War Leader." Flute ran as though the creatures of
t he Underworl d were snapping at his heels.

Ni ght shade edged by Badgertail and pulled the door hanging aside to
slip into Tharon's chanber. Her knees went weak. She barely noticed
the overturned furniture, the broken seashells, or Tharon's naked body.
Her eyes were riveted on Oenda. The little girl sat on the floor with
her chin braced on her drawn-up knees, staring blankly at the far wall,
where her nother's belongings lay piled. Blood spattered Orenda's face
and arnms, and soaked into the tatters of her robe.

"Wait here," Badgertail ordered Wanderer and the woman, and the hangi ng
shi shed when he let it fall behind him He extended the gory stiletto
to Nightshade. "She used this. | found her .. . still stabbing him I
tried to talk to her, but her soul seenms to have slipped away."

Ni ght shade crouched besi de Orenda and put an arm around the child's
shoul ders. "Are you all right?"

Orenda didn't nove.

Tharon's wi de, dead eyes stared up at her froma face twisted with
di sbelief, as though even in the |last noments, he could not accept the

noti on that anyone could kill him One puncture wound had pierced his
heart--but the majority of the stabbings centered on the | ower half of
his body. Intestines had worned out through the torn flesh where his

genitals had been. Now only bl oody pul p remained.

"Incest,"” Badgertail hissed. "No wonder First Wrman abandoned us."

Very gently, N ghtshade reached out and brushed Orenda's hair away from



her face. The girl's pupils had dilated to different sizes.

Ni ght shade renmenbered very well when Tharon had struck her in the head
as a child--the time her soul had separated from her body for two days.
She |l et her hand drop to the Tortoise Bundle. "Orenda needs rest. 1'll
take her to ny room where | can--"

"Badgertail ?" Wanderer's old voice called. "Let us in. Wat's
happened?" Badgertail glanced at N ghtshade, and she nodded. He noved
to the door and pulled the hangi ng asi de so Wanderer and the unknown
worman coul d enter. The worman let out a small cry and charged headl ong
across the roomto where another girl lay on her back in a tangle of
torn green dress. The wonan gathered the child into her arms and wept
suf focatingly.

Wanderer ran after her and put fingers on the girl's tenple, then very
gently opened her lids and peered at her eyes. "She's alive, Vole.

But evil has entered her body. Hurry. W nay not have nuch timne.
['rr--"

"What are you going to do?"

Wanderer's faded eyes narrowed. "W have to release the evil in
Lichen's head. |[I'Il need a chert drill and several very sharp obsidian
fl akes. Someone will have to find an awl and sone thread. Vole, |

want you to--"

"Wanderer?" N ghtshade rose. Menories of her voyage to the Underworld
flashed. "Take great care. By now Lichen will have already passed

t hrough the Land of the Ancestors and be on her way to the Cave of

First Woman. You don't want to shock her body so nmuch that it wll

di stract her. W don't know what kind of terrors she'll be facing."
Wanderer's face sl ackened. "How do you know she's on her way to the
Cave?"

"I"ve spent the past hand of tine |eading her through the Well. She

couldn't find the way by hersel f--though she swamthe Dark Ri ver
expertly."

"I"mglad she had you there, N ghtshade," Wanderer said as he carefully
took Lichen fromVole's arns. "But | have to release the evil soon



The Spirits that get locked in the brain after this type of injury can
kill the victimif they're not given a way out quickly."

"l understand. Just--"

Wth sudden viol ence, Sister Datura swept through N ghtshade's veins in
a sickening wash. "Ch, no ... stop it!" Ni ghtshade staggered, vainly
clutching for the wall. Too dazed to stop herself, she fell into the
scattered pile of jewelry and clothing. The room spun around her.

"Ni ght shade! " Wanderer shouted. Wen he stood up with Lichen in his
arms, the notion caused a pendant to fall from Lichen's dress and sw ng
freely--a black wolf. Tiny. WMade of stone.

As though Ni ghtshade's gaze triggered it, a halo of gold pul sed around
the Tortoise Bundle, growing larger and larger until it enconpassed

Ni ght shade in a bl azing ocean of light. She gasped when the Stone Wl f
responded by shooting a beam across the roomto connect with the
Bundle. 1In the mddle of that wispy thread of gold, a ball of Iight,

like an egg, grew. Fromit, a head lifted and peered around until its
gl owi ng eyes | ocked with "Ni ghtshade's eyes. She pushed back agai nst
the wall in fear as fiery wings unfurled in the slow, delicate notions

of a moth emerging froma wet cocoon. A creature stood there on frail
spindly legs, while its talons clutched at the gol den strand.

In a voice that sounded |ike the chimng of seashell bells, the Spirit
creature said, "The seed of your soul has struck earth and brought
forth fruit. N ghtshade. Go home now. Go hone. Take the Mnster
Twi ns and follow where the thlatsinas lead. They will show you the
way. "

Ni ght shade' s eyes wi dened when the creature dissolved into a glittering
spray that fell over the floor |ike sacred cornneal being sprinkled by
t he sky gods.

Then she saw t hem

They came Dancing fromevery shred of shadow in the room -swayi ng

di pping, twirling--until they coal esced into twenty-hands-tall figures
with no arms or legs. The clackety clack of their enornmous beaks
thunped in perfect tinme to



Ni ght shade's heartbeat. Tears trailed icy paths down N ghtshade's
cheeks as she gazed up into those pitifully deformed faces--Wlf, Bird,
Badger .

She rose as though in a Dream and waded into their mdst to Dance with
them as she had on that |ong-ago day when her world had been rent
asunder .

B8

"adgertail--his gaze riveted on N ghtshade--sidestepped uneasily,
feeling his way along the wall until he stood besi de Wanderer

Ni ght shade' s poundi ng feet shook the room as she threw her head back
and lifted her deep voice in a strange Song. "Wat's she doing,
Wander er ?"

The old man clutched Lichen nore closely to his chest and said, "I
don't know. Dancing. She's happy, and |'ve never seen her happy
before. "

"WIl she cone out of it soon? How long will Sister Datura control her
soul ?"
"Five or six more hands of time. | doubt it will be Ionger than that."

Wanderer's voice had dropped to a reverent whisper, and his eyes
squinted curiously--as if he saw sonething faint and frighteni ng noving
in the wavering firelight around N ghtshade.

"Wanderer, listen," Badgertail inplored him "I'mgoing to need her.
may have to surrender to Petaga. N ghtshade is the only person in
Cahoki a that Petaga m ght believe if she brought him such news. Can
you wake her sooner?"

"No," Wanderer said mldly and | owered his head to gaze at Lichen's

bl ood-streaked face. "Sister Datura will release N ghtshade in her own
good tine.. .. Badgertail, | rmust hurry. 1'Il be in the Sun Chanber
where the fire bowls will give me enough light. WII you help me? |
must cut a hole in Lichen's skull to release the evil--or she'll die.

"Il need tools and herbs. Can you assign two of the Starborn who
know



where the supplies are in the tenple .. . and see that no one disturbs
us?"

Badgertail frowned at the little girl in Wanderer's arns. Such a
beautiful child. Her heart-shaped face, full |ips, and button nose had
the perfection of an expertly carved cedar doll. Could sonmeone so
young really be traveling through the Underworld to speak to First
VWwman?

"I"ll ask Kettle and Thrushsong--and I'll post a guard outside the
tenmpl e door." He glanced at Orenda. "Wanderer, you know spiritua
matters. What should | do with Orenda? The people ... if they find
out ... they'll consider her polluted. They'll demand her death. How

can

"Wait. Let Nightshade handle it. She'll know what to do." Wanderer
started across the floor, careful not to jar Lichen. Vole walked close
behi nd him her fear-bright gaze shifting from Tharon's brutalized body
to N ghtshade to Lichen. Forty-one

Nauseat ed, trenbling, Vole sat on the raised altar beside Lichen and
hel d her daughter's hand. As her eyes drifted over the nagnificence of
the tenple, with its spokes of radiating fire bow s and abundance of
seashells, she felt oddly detached, as though she were watching this
spectacl e from sonewhere far above--too far away to hel p.

"Are you all right, Vole?" Wanderer asked. He knelt on the other side
of Lichen. H's old face had grown a thousand nore winkles in the past
hand of tine.

"Wrried. That's all."

Wnd roared as it battered at the thatched roof.



Wanderer squinted at the bits of cattail duff that floated down |ike
sunlit dust, then turned back to their daughter. Lichen |lay on her
back, her hair spread in a wealth around her head. Her eyes were
sunken in twin black circles, and though her heartbeat was strong, her
chest barely moved. The claw marks showi ng through the tatters of her
green dress enraged and terrified Vole.

I wish you were alive. Sun Chief, so | could kill you myself.

Kettl e and Thrushsong bustl ed about, gathering the things that \Wanderer
-had asked for. dangs and thuds rang out as they pulled tools from

hi dden niches around the altar. Al the while, Wnd Mther blasted the
temple with her fury, making the structure creak and noan.

Wanderer | eaned forward and gently nmoved his hands through the | ong
strands of Lichen's bl ood-encrusted hair while he nuttered

hal f-sentences to hinself. "Well, it's not as bad ... but the bone is
cracked. Yes, yes, that's what that is. A crack. | wish ... but
there's no sense wi shing."
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"Ch, her skull is fractured. W'Ill have to be very careful. W can't
drill too near the crack for fear of worsening it, but we have to dril

cl ose enough to let the evil Spirits trapped there escape. They al ways
cluster around the wound. Like wolves around a butchering fire."
Beaver root boiled in a pot propped over a fire bow in the niddle of
the altar. The Spirit of the beaver root was renowned for driving away
the evil that caused convulsions. |Its rich, earthy fragrance filled
the tenple.

"Vol e," Wanderer asked softly, "could you get a bow and dip out one of
those rags | put in the beaver root? Don't wing out the liquid. W'l
need all of the plant's Spirit before this is through."

Tenderly, Vol e squeezed Lichen's hand and went to do as Wanderer asked.
As she used a stick to pull the cloth out of the boiling nixture and
drop it into a bow, she watched Kettle deliver a hafted chert dril

and an array of obsidian knives and flakes. Kettle laid themout on
the bl anket at Lichen's side.



"Thank you." Wanderer smiled tiredly at the frightened priestess.
"You' ve hel ped a good deal, Kettle. Wy don't you sit down and
rest?"

"No, we--we want to Sing for her, Wanderer ... if that's all right."
"W woul d greatly appreciate it, Kettle. Thank you."

The two priestesses picked up rattles and lifted their voices in a
Heal i ng Song whil e they Danced around the central altar. They seened
an odd pair to Vole, Kettle with her pudgy body and honely face next to
Thrushsong, who was as skinny as a weasel's tail

Vol e set the bow at Wanderer's side and went back to hol ding Lichen's
hand.

Wanderer lifted his old voice in Song while he subnerged his tools in
t he sacred beaver-root broth.

When he had finished Singing, he gazed across at Vole, and she could
see the fear in his faded eyes. He suddenly |ooked very ancient. His
gray hair hung in tiny, sweat drenched curls over his forehead.

Vol e gave hima brave smle and reached out to take his hand in hers.
Hs fingers felt Iong and gnarled, but singularly conforting. He
tightened his grip, and she said, "I trust you, Wanderer. Tell ne what
you need ne to do."

"Nothing for the nonent. 1'l|l have to cut her hair and pull back the
scalp before | can drill."

Vol e sat quietly, studying himas he used an obsidian bl ade to shave
away a pal msized patch of Lichen's hair. Each |ock that cane off in
his hand he tenderly placed on a red piece of fabric. Wen he had
finished, he took the steamng cloth fromthe bow and w thout winging
it out, sopped it over Lichen's bald spot. The brownish-green liquid
ran down and drenched her hair before it soaked into the bl anket
beneat h her.

Wanderer exhal ed a halting breath and seened to be collecting hinself.
H s bushy brows rose when he focused on Lichen's face.



The pause lasted for so long that Vol e asked, "Wat's wong? |Is
somet hi ng wr ong?"

"No," Wanderer replied faintly. "I've done this many tinmes, but I
| never imagined it would be so hard when the patient was soneone
| oved so dearly."

He picked up a stone knife and lowered it to the pale skin of Lichen's
head. Vole turned away, unable to watch.

"Vole," Wanderer said after a few nonents, "please hand ne a dry
cloth.”

She bent sideways to pull one fromthe pile to her left and handed it
to him

Wanderer used the cloth to soak up the blood that flowed in a rich, red
flood fromthe skin he had peel ed back. "Scalp wounds al ways bl eed
like this."

The flap lay like a fol ded square of deer hide revealing the
bl ood- streaked skull beneath. ©nh, Lichen .. . Vole swallowed hard.
She felt queasy and |ightheaded.

Wanderer seened to sense her panic. He looked up in a kindly way.
"Vole, | knowthis is hard. Do you want to | eave? Kettle can--"

"No." The thought of entrusting Lichen to a stranger affected her |ike
acold slap. "No, I--I"mfine. Wat do we do next?"

"I need to outline the hole with the drill, so we'll know exactly how
bigit will be before we start."

Wanderer renoved the hafted chert drill fromthe beaver root broth and
sucked in a breath before he |owered the tool to Lichen's skull

Silent tears rose in Vole's eyes as she watched himspin the dril
between his palns to create a small circle of six dots. Six. A holy
nunber .

"Now cones the hard part, Vole," he said gently. "There's a thick
menbrane that lines the interior of the skull. | have to renove this
circle of bone without breaking it. And it adheres nuch nore tightly
inachild s skull than in an adult's."

"So what will you do?"



"I have to drill each of these holes to just the right depth, then saw

t hrough the remai ni ng connecting bone until | can easily lift this

pi ece out."

"And you have to detach the tissue before you can lift it out. 1Is that
ri ght?"

"Yes," he whispered. "But we'll worry about trimmng the tissue away

fromthe bone once we've sawed the circle.”

"Then what will we do?"
"If everything goes well, the tissue will puff out through the hole,
giving the evil Spirits a chance to escape. Then we'll sew the scalp

back over the hole."

She blinked. "Wthout putting the piece of skull back in place?"

"Ch, Lichen won't need it." He gave her a feeble imtation of that old
denmented smile. "It will just give her another opening through which
to speak to Earthnaker.. .. Are you ready, Vole?"

Vol e studied his frightened eyes, noting the way they glinted in the
burni shed gold of the firelight. "Yes. |'mready he cold wind batted
at Hailcloud' s forelocks, rattling the beads. He | eaned back agai nst

t he sandy bank of Marsh El der Lake and cupped a knee in his hands while
he gazed across the rough water. The gale had. ravaged the flowering
dogwood trees and strewn their petals over the choppy surface. A few
petals still bobbed in the nmiddl e of the | ake, but nobst of them had
worked their way to shore. 1In the noonglow, they glistened |ike a pale
bl ue ribbon stretched along the curving rimof the | ake.

"Beautiful,"” he murmured to hinself.

The sharp thunps of a woodpecker began, and Hail cloud turned to see the
red-crested bird excavating a hole in an old nmaple stunmp. Wen it had



dug it deep enough, the woodpecker thrust its enornously |long, sticky
tongue through the opening and probed the ant burrows within. A swarm
of ants rushed out and scranbled over the stunp in a nad horde. The
woodpecker seened undi sturbed by the multitude that clinbed through its
bright feathers. It used its beak to widen the hole and continued to

f eed.

Hai | cl oud heard Petaga's footsteps before he saw t he young Moon Chi ef
stepping down fromthe terrace above. The hem of Petaga's

br own- and- yel | ow robe caught on the mint that covered the shoreline.
"They' re gone."

"And what did the woman want ?"

Hai | cl oud | eaned back and | ooked at Petaga. The bl ack braid hanging
over Petaga's shoul der had been freshly conbed, but because he'd had no
time for bathing, it appeared stringy. H s triangular face showed the
strain of too many sleepless nights. Purple circles darkened the flesh
around his eyes, making them seem wi zened, and nore deeply set than
usual .

"She's the new | eader of the Horn Spoon Clan." Petaga dropped down on
t he sand beside Hail cloud and folded his hands in his lap. "Her nane
is Currant. Tharon nurdered her nother for treason.”

"Treason?"

Pet aga nodded. "Yes. She dared to suggest in a clan council that
per haps t he Cahokia clans should join us. Tickseed was a snart old
worman. She knew that the system nust be changed or our people wll
cease to exist." He hung his head and stared at the sand that
glimered with an indigo hue. "Tharon killed her for it."

"And all of the people who canme up around Marsh El der Lake
yest er day?"

"Currant talked it over with the Horn Spoon Clan. They decided they
woul d seek us out. She offered over one hundred warriors." Hailcloud
lifted a shoulder. "W don't need them Petaga."

"No, I--1 know. But we must let them do sonet hing.



They' ve risked everything to join us, and we can't just turn them
away. "

"I'f we put themin the first wave to burst through the palisades, we
m ght take fewer casualties. W can assune that roughly one out of

four of Tharon's warriors will have kinship ties." Petaga gave
Hai | cl oud a sidelong | ook and snorted his disgust. "You think that
ki nship ties would keep Badgertai Ps warriors fromkilling thenP"

Quietly, Hailcloud responded, "They're human, Mon Chief. Just |ike
us." "Barely human," Petaga corrected. "Don't worry about the Horn
Spoon people. 1'll think of sonething for them 1'd rather not have
them fight unless it's necessary."

Hai | cl oud inclined his head agreeably while his eyes turned southward
to the palisades of Cahokia. They gleanmed white and | ustrous against

t he sabl e background of night. Warriors strode around anxiously on the
shooting platfornms. Hailcloud had been counting them off and on from
the nmonent he could make out their shadows. Three hundred--at nost. He
had over one thousand, and that was w thout the additional warriors
prom sed by the Horn Spoon Clan. Mst of the nmen and wonen he had | ost
had been spent in the poorly planned attack |aunched by Gopher. Over
one hundred of those who had fallen were Red Star warriors. Wth
Copher's death, the remaining forces had | ost their arrogance and
started obeying the orders of nore prudent |eaders.

"Have you figured out our battle strategy?" Petaga asked.

" Yes." Hailcloud used his finger to draw in the noist sand. "Cahokia
Creek runs like this past the palisades. W have no quarrel with the
people living in the surrounding village. | don't think we even want

to enter the village, except as necessary for cover when we're
surroundi ng the palisades.”

Pet aga's dark brows drew together. "Yes, | agree. |'msurprised that
nmy cousin Tharon hasn't already burned the cl osest houses just to
prevent us from having cover."

"Don't say that too loudly. He still might doit."



Hai | cl oud drew an arc around the northern edge of the palisades, which
fronted Cahokia Creek. "This is where we want to position the majority
of our forces, ny Chief. CQur first goal, will be to take the creek
drainage. Wth the drought, there's so little water that it should be
only a m nor annoyance. Once we've established our warriors in the

drai nage, we'll have shelter for our best archers. While our front
lines fire at the guards on the platforms to keep them down, ax crews
will be working at the base of the palisade. W'Il have a hol e chopped
through in no time. Once we're inside, it will be over quickly."

Hai | cl oud sat back and | ooked at Petaga. The young chief's eyes
gl eaned as he gazed sout hward. Moonlight drenched the Tenpl e Mound
i ke an opaque sheet of silver and blazed fromthe pounded copper

ornanents on the walls. "And Badgertail will be mne. | want ny
father's nurderer, Hailcloud. Tell our warriors not to kill him but
to bring himto nme." "Yes, ny Chief."

Pet aga rose, laid an affectionate hand on Hail cl oud's shoul der, and
clinmbed back up over the terrace.

Hai | cl oud steepled his fingers over his nouth while he listened to
Petaga's retreating steps. Bitter bile rose in his throat. For days

he had been reliving battle-wal ks he'd taken with Badgertail, and he
could barely stand the thought of the next few hands of tine. 1In the
depths of his soul, pain welled. | know you've just been obeying
orders, Badgertail. As we all have. None of this is your fault.

Pet aga woul d want to make an exanple of his father's nmurderer, and the
people would love it. In the past cycle, thousands had wi tnessed their
famlies brutally killed and their villages burned to ashes around
them They woul d probably start gathering the night before to get good
viewi ng places for the torture ritual

Two tall poles would be sunk into the ground the wi dth of Badgertail's
reach. Next, crosspieces woiuld be Iashed on to the poles to nake a



hol | ow square. Bound hand and foot, Badgertail would be stripped, fed
a final meal, and his scalp would be cut fromhis head. After that
hum liation, he would be tied, one hand to each upper corner of the
square, one foot to each of the lower, so that he hung in the shape of
an X. For as long as he lived thereafter--days for a man as strong as
Badgertail --they woul d sear his flesh with cane bundl es, peel bits of
hide fromhis linbs and belly, burn out his eyes, ears, and nostrils,
roast his penis and testicles .

Hai | cl oud cl osed his eyes, remenbering the tinmes that he and Badgertai
had | aughed t oget her.

Forty-two

Badgertail stepped out of the tenple into the norning breeze and

wat ched the rising sun blush pink into the shinmering m st that coated
the fl oodpl ain, creeping across the ground |ike a w nd-runpl ed bl anket.
Its uppernmost tendrils curled in intimte w sps around the sharpened
tips of the palisade poles, eighty feet bel ow where Badgertail stood on
the crest of the nound. Long before dawn, the warriors on the
platfornms had started grunbling. Everyone knew that Petaga woul d use
this mist as cover to nove his warriors closer.

Uneasy enotions scurried through Badgertail's chest, lunging at his
soul as viciously as weasels in a death fight. Fatigue |lay upon him

li ke a sodden bl anket. All night the Conmonborn had been packi ng up
and noving out of the sprawling settlenents beyond the palisades.
Redhaw, and even Checkerberry, had accepted Badgertail's offer of
protection and noved their clan councils within the walls. But Sandbar



had refused. She had promi sed himthat none of her people would join
Pet aga, but she could not support the Sun Chief.

VWhat will happen when I have to tell themthat Tharon is dead? WII
Redhaw s clan revolt, try to tear us apart fromwithin? O just try to
tear nme apart?

The news of Tharon's death woul d have caused too nuch comotion and
mstrust. He couldn't risk it. Had his warriors known of the
sacrilege committed by Tharon on the eve of battle, they would have run
like scared mce, believing the Power broken and defeat a certainty.

And poor Orenda. Tainted by incest and nurder. The clans would have
wanted to kill her imrediately. There was no telling what N ghtshade
woul d have done to prevent that.

M ndl essly he wal ked across the courtyard to the upper palisade--the
final stronghold. The gaping hole just inside the baked clay marked
the | ocation where the pole bearing Jenos' head had been raised. On
Badgertail's orders, warriors had renmoved the pole and pl aced the Mon
Chief's head in an ornate red cedar chest found inside the tenple; it
was a fitting container in which to take a good man's skull back to his
body.

Badgertail rubbed his fingers together, remenbering the sticky warnth
of Jenos' blood. Blood .. . everywhere. M soul drips of it.

He passed the gate and trotted nervously down the steps. On the first
terrace of the Tenple Mund, Nettle and Green Ash stood wth

Checker beny and Redhaw, Singing the Beginning Tine stories of Father
Sun's marriage to Mother Earth. Wthin the circle of spectators,
Dancers noved in serpentine |ines, shaking gourd rattles, beating

dr ums.

Badgertail strode to the edge of the crowd and asked the first person
he cane to, "Have you seen N ghtshade?"

The old man lifted an arm and pointed. "She went to the burial nound.
She took those .. . "those babies. | don't know why."

Badgertail nodded and backed away, wondering at the awe in the elder's



voice. He finished trotting down the steps and broke into a run
across the plaza, down the length of the chunkey field toward the
coni cal mound where his brother Bobcat rested. He hadn't been to the

mound since the burial. The very sight of it dredged up Bobcat's voice
fromthe depths of his nmenories. "W could do it, Badgertail. W
could run away.. .. Badgertail, this is madness!"

"I know that, brother," he whispered, and the agony of that day at
Ri ver Mounds struck himall over again.

In a pink-tinged patch of mst, N ghtshade |ay on her side on a

bl anket, scratching the ears of a dog that huddled in a furry ball in
front of her. Two bundles pressed against the dog's belly. As
Badgertail drew closer, he could tell that they were babies, like the

old man had said. Tiny mouths stuck out of the shroud of bl ankets,
cl anped onto the teats of the dog, suckling like pups.

The hair at the nape of his neck crawl ed, the same way it did when he
was in the presence of Power objects. Instinctively he checked the
area around Ni ghtshade to see if she had brought the Tortoi se Bundl e
with her, but he didn't see it. Menories flared. Sonething
Checkerberry had said .. . something about Green Ash going nmad if she
had to be near her babies. H s steps faltered. Wuldn't Geen Ash
nurse the children? Sonetinmes a nother refused to, but always anot her
worman with a new baby stepped forward and offered to feed the
unfortunate infant. He could not fathomwhy the clan had been forced
to resort to suckling the children on this half-wolf dog.

Ni ght shade tilted her head to | ook up at him and Badgertail stood
nmoti onl ess for a nonent, holding that charismatic gaze. Sonething had
changed. She | ooked al nbst too beautiful. Long hair fell over the
shoul ders of her red dress in blue-black waves. The sharp wari ness
that generally filled her eyes had vani shed, replaced by a serenity as
war m and soot hing as the distant deserts of her home in the Forbidden
Lands.

Badgertail knelt on the opposite side of the dog and stroked the
bitch's back while he spoke. "Howis O enda?"



"She woke this norning. But she went right back to sleep.”
"I's she going to be all right?"
"Yes, |'ve'spoken to her soul. She has a ragi ng headache, but she'l

be fine." Nightshade cocked her head. "Wat did you need,
Badgertail ?"

"Your help."

"What for?"

Even her voice sounded different: cal mand deep, like the controlled
runbl e of the Father Water during spring runoff. He said, "lI--1 can't

win this battle."”

Her gaze never wavered. "And?"

"When the tine cones--whenever that is, maybe tonight, nmaybe tonorrow
nmorning--will you take nmy nessage to Petaga? | fear that if anyone

el se delivers it, he will think it's a trick to gain tine or to deceive

himin some way."

"Petaga woul d. Hailcloud wouldn't."

"It's Petaga |'mworried about.” , "And what will you ask,

Badgertail ?"

He spread his hands to gesture his frustration. "l know his anger, his
hatred. | won't deny hi mvengeance. He can do with ne as he will, but
| want nmy warriors to go free. | want themto be able to go hone to
their famlies and take up their lives again. | don't know that Petaga
wWill trust themto serve himin the future, but | think they'll be

| oyal to the new Sun Chief, whoever he is."

Ni ght shade smoot hed her fingers over the bul rush bl anket spread beneath

her, tracing the black and green chevrons with her fingertips. "He
will want themall killed--for their part in the R ver Munds
massacre."

Badgertail ground his teeth, loath to hear his deepest fears affirned.
Hot, agoni zing fl ashes of Bobcat's death taunted him Petaga
undoubtedly relived the sane sort of nightmare about his father's

death. "I know that, N ghtshade. But it would be unwise for himto
sl aughter these men and wonmen. They have too nany ties here---spouses,
children, and grandchildren. |If he kills them he will never be able

torule



this village. He'll have to abandon Cahoki a and go back to River
Mounds, and if he does that, he'll lose his grip on the trading,

m ning, and farmng. |It's the Cahokia clan | eaders who have the
know edge to run things. There will be nore fighting. The chiefdom
will fall apart around his ears."

"I'"'msure he knows that."
"Then he'd better start caring about it."

They stared at each other for a time, each silently trying to see the
ot her's soul

Finally, N ghtshade drew a deep breath and nodded. "I'Il deliver your
nmessage, Badgertail."

"And woul d you take Jenos' head with you? Tell Petaga | don't expect
anything in return.”

"I will take the Moon Chief's head." Her eyes seened to expand,
drawing himinto their unfathomable depths. "And you'll sinply
surrender yourself? He will do everything in his power to prolong your
deat h. "

Locked in that endl ess gaze, Badgertail nodded. "I know "
The dog, who had had enough of the infants, tried to rise, and the

spell broke like a sheet of pond ice dropped on sandstone. N ghtshade
ordered, "No, not yet!" Badgertail grabbed the dog, holding its neck

down and whispering in its pointed ear, "It's all right, girl. Shh,
lie domm. There, that's it. Good girl." He'patted its shoul der
gently.

The babi es had broken into annoyed shrieks when the teats were rudely
jerked fromtheir hungry nmouths. Ni ghtshade positioned the infants'
heads so they could suckle again. But the dog grunted and tried to
rise. Badgertail had to lean all of his weight on its shoulders to
keep it down.

Ni ght shade | aughed--and it nade himlaugh. They gazed at each ot her
fromno nore than three hands away. Warnmth grew, |ike a strengthening
fire on a cold winter's night. How can you |ook at ne like that,

Ni ght shade, when our world is on the brink of destruction?

"Badgertail ?"



Sonet hi ng about the softness in N ghtshade's face buffeted him It
was a rare occasion when he couldn't hold an opponent's gaze, but this
was one of those tines. He dropped his eyes to the dog. "Wat is it,
N ght shade?".

Vaguely at first, then stronger, the din of battle came to him shouts
of surprise, roars of victory and pain. The warriors on the platforms
began a ululating battle cry as they pulled arrows from quivers and
hunched down to nock themin their bows.

Badgertail lunged to his feet and ran. A ear propelled Lichen al ong
the narrow dirt trail. Around her stretched a wi de expanse of rolling,
tree-covered hills. Towering cottonwods lifted their crooked gray
linbs into the sky, creating a woven canopy that filtered the gl eam of
twilight; it fell across her path in patches of nuddy bl ue

From the depths of the forest, a chant drifted, deep, rhythmc. An old
worman's voice, it lilted on the wind in time to a sacred drunbeat.

"Hel l o!'" Lichen shout ed.

Fl utes added their wails to the woman's chant, giving it a haunted
quality that struck fear into Lichen's heart. The Song rem nded her of
t he Ghost Chants her own people Sang to drive away evil Spirits.

"Hel | o! Who's there?"

The forest seened to close in around her, the trees bending down to
peer at her nore carefully. Lichen shivered. This place was not
beautiful, though she had the feeling that it was old, very old, and
that |iving humans had never dared to tiptoe beyond the well-worn
trails. Tunbled piles of deadfall choked the forest floor, and
wherever |ight struck, thorny underbrush flourished. Voices nurmured
in the tangles, low and nuted, l|ike the whinpers of coyotes closing in
on wounded prey.



Li chen turned around in a full circle. "Ch, First Woman, where are
you? |'mscared. | don't know how to find you First Wman?"

Sobs clutched at her chest as she started to run again, dashing down a
dip in the trail and up the other side.

As Father Sun sank in the west, his purple glory was shattered into a

t housand pi eces by the infinity of branches. It would be getting
col der, and she had neither a coat nor a blanket. How cold did it get
in the Underworl d? Could she just sleep in the grass and .. . No, you

can't sleep! You have to keep going. You know what N ghtshade told
you. Petaga is going to attack Cahokia soon. Maybe even now |f you
don't find First Wrnman, everyone is going to die Hunting. Mdther Earth
was hunti ng.

When Lichen's confused soul had first escaped her body, it had been
lost and terrified. Then a brilliant white |light swam out of the utter
bl ackness and spoke to her in gentle tones. N ghtshade's soul had it
the path for Lichen, |leading her on Iike a winter bonfire.

"First Woman? | have to find you. You know | do. Wy won't you help
ne?"

Wth the deepening of night, the chant grew | ouder, and life stirred
the depths of the forest. But Lichen did not think she knew this kind
of life. Gourd rattles sounded in tine to the chant. Feet pounded,
heavy, thrashing angrily in a Dance that shook the trail where she
stood. Trees creaked and cracked as though being torn up by the
roots.

Li chen backed away. Then she ran like the wind, trying to get out of
this |l ow spot. Shadows noved at the edges of the trail, sonme of them
| opi ng al ong besi de her, keeping pace while they hissed their
resentment at her presence. Lichen's fear burst into terror

"First Wwman? First Wman, please!"”

She rounded a bend, and one of the Dancers' nmasks-enornmous bl ack eyes,
and a protrudi ng nouth shaped from pi nk pi pest one--caught the sunset
and held it prisoner. Colorful feathers adorned the Dancer's costune,
as if Eagle, Hawk, and OM had been spattered fromdifferent pots of



dye. The Dancer dodged behind a tree when Lichen | ooked at him But
she coul d see others noving nearby. Their masks glinted as they darted
t hrough the thicket.

Li chen ran on, racing down a winding trail through the trees and brush,
but she sl owed when the undergrowth becane denser, the |eaves and
branches weavi ng a mat around her

Could this be the way? |If the path becanme any narrower, she would be
crawl i ng on hands and knees on a rabbit run. An owl hooted sonewhere,
and Lichen scurried on. Suddenly she broke out of the interlaced
forest and stood on a sl ender backbone of ridge. A nultitude of trails
crisscrossed the slate-gray vista, winding in and out and across each
other like worm patterns in aspen bark. Which one? Wich one do

take? They all lead in different directions.

Li chen spun around, checking the weave that dropped into the eastern
val l ey, then exam ning the trails that clinbed the highlands and those
that plumeted back into the darkest part of the woods.

From out of her nenories, Wanderer's voice instructed: " To step
onto the path, you nust leave it. Only the lost conme to stand before
the entrance to the Cave .. ."

Li chen's mouth puckered as tears blurred her eyes. She | ooked back
down the trail she had clinbed. Even fromthis distance, she could
di scern dark shapes noving. "But Wanderer, the only place w thout
paths is that horrible forest."

" Only the defensel ess step over the threshold. WIf Slayer said to
tell you that in Union you will find the Light, though it appears as
Dar kness ..."

"Uni on?" The word slipped off of her tongue. She didn't know what
that meant, not really. Now she wi shed she had asked nore questions
when she'd had the chance. "What is that, Wanderer? D d you nean that
if 1 go down there into that darkness, I'Il find the |light of First
Wnman's Cave? WII| the Dancers show nme?" Foxfire had told her: "...
Just like warriors go on



battl e-wal ks, Dreaners have to confront their enemes. Are you
willing to give up your soul to be our Dreaner? Bird-Man waits for you
there .. . waits for you ..."

Li chen sucked on her lower lip, fighting the fear, and |l et her feet
t ake her down, down, into the mdst of the woods, where no trails
mar ked the | and, where dark trees watched in sil ence.

The wonman's chanting rose to a thunderous roar. It booned agai nst her
ears.

Li chen shouted, "Bird-Man?"

Stars shone through the | eaves. Lichen raised her arnms in front of her
face to keep the vines fromraking her eyes. Cool |eaves whi pped past
with a cottony touch. For a while, she thought she might be all right.
Then the nasked Dancers returned, circling her like a ring of wolves,
their feet pounding to the beat of a pot drumand rattles. She
couldn't see themclearly. Just flashes of hideous red mouths, or of

| ong noses carved from some kind of pale wood. When she | ooked the
hardest, the Dancers vanished into twi sts of brush. Her heart had
synchroni zed to the holl ow beat of the drum

"Bi rd- Man?"
Her voi ce echoed.

"Bird-Man! I'mtrying to find you! Cone and bring the wolves so | can
get to First Wman!"

The shadows froze. Lichen jerked around, trying to figure out what
they were doing. The chanting had stopped, the forest gone silent.

From t he densest weave of trees, sonething glinmered, It seened a trick
of starlight when the figure | oomed up fromthe heart of the darkness
and stepped toward her

"I hear you, little one."

Rel i ef made Lichen |augh. She ran to him shoving clinging dogwod and
raspberry branbles out of the way. "Bird-Mn, thank you. 1I--"

Bi rd-Man | owered his head, and his beak opened, revealing sharp teeth.
He shrieked |ike Hawk.

Then he spread his wi ngs and dove at her



Forty-three

How | ong?" Petaga asked, standing on the knoll overl ooki ng Cahokia
Creek. Wiile the plants closest to the water thrived, the brush lining
the terrace had shriveled in the nerciless heat; it was dust-coated and
a sickly green. The goosefoot, grass, and knotweed | ooked as forlorn
as the cornfields.

Wth the slow brightening of day, the m st evaporated, |eaving the
swarm of warriors clearly visible. Men and wonen sl ogged across the
shal  ow water to challenge Bad gertail's forces, who had dug in on the

opposite bank in front of the northern palisade wall. Arrows glinted
in pale streaks, arcing fromthe shooting platforms, rising fromthe
ground. Above them the tenple gleaned with a gaudy brilliance. Are
you in there, Tharon? Well, you won't be for |ong.

"We'| | have them by nightfall--1 think," Hailcloud answered.
"When will we send in our ax teans?"

"Once we have the creek drainage." Hailcloud folded his arns
unconfortably. His gaze lingered on the tenple. "The bank w Il
provide a safe place for our warriors to shoot from Then we'll start
ai m ng at anyone who dares show his face above the palisade wall. Wen
they're too frightened to stand up and shoot, we'll nove."

Pet aga paced the knoll, his sandals crackling on the parched, black
dirt. To distract hinmself fromthe gnawi ng anxiety in his gut, he
dreaned of what he would do when they'd won. It wouldn't be the way
Al oda and CGopher had thought. Petaga would make sure that things
didn't fall apart. He would reorganize the villages; Cahokia's elite
woul d no | onger run things. He would pick better people--but who they
woul d be, he didn't know

Ni ght shade woul d know. Ni ght shade knew everyt hi ng.



Oh, how he longed to see her, to talk with her again and share his
hopes. Once things had settled down, he would ask her to journey into
the Underworld and tell First Wman that they had won the war and
killed the wi cked Sun Chief--ask her to beg First Wman's forgi veness
for whatever offenses Tharon had committed. Surely First Wnan woul d
agree to talk to Mother Earth again, so that the crops would flourish
next cycle.

But Petaga dreaded the tine until then.

Al around him wilted cornfields lay untended, the stal ks barely tal
enough to reach his knees. The harvest would be dismal. How would he
feed the people this winter? They would have to conserve, to ration
food very carefully. So nmany people had fled. He could send teans to
collect fromtheir now untended fields, but he woul d have to nove fast
to keep the crops fromthe raccoons, mce, and crows. Yes, it could be
done.

As if to mock him a new sound rose, shrill, tumultuous. Petaga spun
around and stared at the palisades. Flamng arrows lit fiery paths

t hrough the sky before they landed in the dry vegetati on above the
creek and burst into flane.

"No," Hailcloud murrmured. "I hadn't thought he'd resort to this so
early in the battle. Wy--"

Pet aga cursed. "Tharon ordered it! He's trying to drive us mad so
we'll make a mistake. Well, he can't!"

The fire crackled into an orange nonster that drove his warriors back
fromthe creek in a screanmi ng horde. Men and woren flooded wildly into
the cornfields, watching in horror as the flames rose higher

"The fool!" Petaga spat. "Tharon is destroying hinmself. Surely he
knows 1'Il flay himfor this!"

Hai | cl oud shook his head. "It's not Tharon. |It's Badgertail. And he
knows exactly what he's doing. The nore he hurts us, the nore time he
can buy, and the |longer he holds out, the nore we'll want the battle
over. He's driving a harder bargain for his survivors."

"Well, he won't get it!"



Hai | cl oud pressed a fist to his lips for a noment, then said, "M
Chief, | think we've found a use for the Horn Spoon Clan. |If we don't
put out those fires before they reach the fields--"

Pet aga gasped. "Yes, Blessed Father Sun. Order themto dig a fire
line with their hoes and start water baskets noving fromthe creek to
the fields. Hurry. Hurry!"

Hai | cl oud dashed down the knoll to speak to one of his warriors, and
Pet aga shook his fists in rage.

Bl ack snoke billowed into the blue sky. Mnents later, Father Sun's
yel l ow face had changed to a dark, glaring crinson he bl ood thudding in
Wanderer's ears all but drowned out the wetched pandenoni um of battle
outside: the yells, the dull runbling of feet as they pounded around

t he shooting platforns, the screans of wonen, the wailing of terrified
chil dren.

He blinked the stinging sweat out of his eyes and forced hinself to
concentrate as he began to lift the circlet of bone out of Lichen's
skull. He had barely noved it before the underlying tissue tugged
back. "Quickly, Vole, hand nme that knife."

Vol e funmbl ed before her trenbling hand could place the blade in
Wanderer's bloody fingers. Her round face was pal e and drawn.

Wander er exchanged a confident | ook with her and paused, nustering
strength. Kettle and Thrushsong had grown so weary that their voices
nmoaned the sacred words nore than they Sang them The two priestesses
sat on either side of the entry, where they could | ook ddwn two

di fferent spokes of fire bows to the altar where Wanderer 'and Vol e
wor ked. Kettle shook her gourd rattle with a weak-wisted action



Chi ps of marrow pi nk bone scattered the area around Wanderer, al ong
wi t h gore-encrusted knives, strips of cough grass root, cactus

bl ossonms, and the crinson-filled bow in which he had been rinsing out
hi s cl ot hs.

The murky snells of herbs and bl ood nixed cloyingly with the snoke that
rode the wings of the hot wind. Wnderer's nostrils flared as he

| owered the knife and slipped the tip beneath the circlet of skull.
Exhausti on nade his hands shake so badly that he had to brace the base
of his palns on Lichen's head to steady them Wth the delicacy of a
shel | -gorget artist, he carved the bone away a bit at a tine.

When at last it came | oose, the bloody tissue bul ged through the hole
like a swelling bubble. Vole put a hand to her trenmbling lips in an
effort to still them but tears rose in her eyes. Wanderer sagged
forward and heaved a relieved breath.

"They're | eaving,"
are going."

he whispered. "Can you feel it? The evil Spirits

"Yes," Vole said hoarsely. "I can feel it

Wanderer | eaned back and stretched his aching nuscles. H s shoul ders
had been on fire for three hands of time. Sweat trickled in cold drops
down the mddle of his back, gluing his red shirt to his flesh.

"What should we do now?" Vole inquired. "Sew the flap of skin back
over the hol e?"

"Not yet. Let's give the Spirits a little |onger to escape."

Wanderer's gaze drifted over Lichen's pale face, and his ribs seened to
shrink |ike wet rawhide strips, constricting painfully around his
heart. She |ooked so frail and hel pless. How are you doing in the
Underworl d, mnmy daughter? | pray that Bird-Man is hel pi ng you.

Lichen's lips parted slightly. As though she had heard him she
groaned. Wanderer laid a hand on her arm and closed his eyes. He
gat hered every shred of strength that remained in his body and
concentrated on pouring it into Lichen

"Vole .. . help ne."

He knew the instant that Vol e began infusing her strength. It felt
like a warmtide



Forty-four

Bi rd-Man's feet thunped the ground behind Lichen as he Danced his
pursuit, spinning and | eaping, his w ngs outspread so that the feathers
brushed the ground. Starlight coated his body until each feather
shimered like liquid silver

"No! Bird-Man, why are you doing thisT Lichen screaned as she ran
headl ong t hrough the dense underbrush

Breath tore in and out of her lungs, while the night grew thicker, the

cold heavier. Like sharp quills, the chill penetrated her green dress,
pricking at her skin. A thick root grabbed at Lichen's foot, and she
alnost fell. She stunbled into a red cedar tree and caught her

bal ance, panting agai nst the worm chewed bark whil e her knees trenbl ed.
The girth of the tree was enornous; its branches stretched so high
into the sky that they vani shed am dst the stars. In awe, Lichen
stared upward, wondering. First Wman's tree?

Shadows flicked through the forest around her. Every so often she
woul d catch sight of a mask, just a glinpse of jasper or shell beads.

Bi rd- Man' s steps echoed: thunp-thunpt hunpety-thunp. "Do you know why
ows die with their wings outspread, little one?"

Li chen spun and cried out in horror when she saw hi m perched on the
branches of the towering cedar over her head. He had tucked in his

wi ngs and bent forward to peer down at her, like a vulture waiting for
a wounded deer to die. H's snakeskin belly glittered with the nmjesty
of crushed mica

Li chen choked out, "B-Because they never give up and close their
wi ngs!"

Bi rd- Man's bl ack eyes gl eamed as though froman inner fire. He shifted
on the branch, stepping back and forth as he



began to Dance again. O d needl es cascaded out of the tree with each
stanp of his feet. Lichen watched the needles twirl through the air in
bl ack flashes before they settled on the ground.

"Wy, Lichen? Wy won't they give up?"
"They know that flight is their only hope of survival."

Movement stirred the forest all around her, and six ghostly forns
shuffl ed out from anong the shadowed trunks of oak, hickory, and cedar
Sone wor e bushy-headed nasks of beautifully woven cornhusks; others had
ani mal masks, with up curving horns of buffalo, deer, and el k. The
seashells on their leggings glittered extravagantly in the starlight

st ream ng down between the overarchi ng branches. Through the enornous
sockets of their eyes, only blackness showed: enpty, om nous, with no
glint of life.

Li chen shrank back agai nst the cedar trunk as they closed in around
her. The Dancers extended their hands and began throw ng cornneal at
her. It netted her hair and stuck to her bare arms and | egs.

"What are you doi ng?" she cried, knowing that cornmeal purified and.
sanctified the way for Power. But she did not understand why they were
throwing it on her.

Then, just as suddenly, the Dancers shuffl ed backward and opened their
hands to Bird-Man. They started to chant while they Danced around
Li chen. They noved slowy, lifting each noccasi ned foot and holding it
suspended before bringing it down with a powerful thunp. Starlight
gilded their red-and black robes. They leaped into the air, |ooking at

Li chen through those holl ow eye sockets, and her soul shriveled. "WII
you give up. Lichen? O wll you fly for your people?"
"I want to fly, Bird-Man! 1've always wanted to!"

Bird-Man let out a cry of triunph and dove out of the tree, his sharp
tal ons reaching for her. Lichen shrieked when he knocked her to the
ground and cl anped his tal ons around her chest, in the nanner of Eagle
cat chi ng Chi pnunk.



"Bi rd-Man, no! You're supposed to be ny Spirit .... Helper." She
coughed as the air went out of her lungs in a gush. Her arms and | egs
flailed weakly while his talons tightened, and she could hear her ribs
cracking. Sharp darts of pain shot through her

The unseen old wonan started chanting again, and poundi ng her drum

Bi rd-Man | owered his head, staring into Lichen's terrified eyes.
"Didn"t | tell you that sonetimes OM longs with all his heart to be
Snake so he can crawl into a hole and hide in the darkness? This is
what he's hiding from"

A gray haze fluttered at the edge of Lichen's vision. She struggled,
trying to escape Bird-Man's grip. But with a wench, he sank his cl aws
deeper into her flesh, and his huge beak dropped out of the gray to
tear at her chest and arms. She felt her flesh being torn from her
bones as he devoured her. |

Lichen's mouth filled with bl ood fromher ruptured |ungs. She gave a
final gasp as Bird-Man's beak opened and plunged for her eyes. The

| ast of her body began sliding down his throat, into his stomach .
"Ch, First Woman, | tried so hard. Wanderer? Wanderer, |I'msorry."

Et ernal ni ght envel oped her.

Li chen's soul separated from her body and sank into the pool of her own
bl ood.

From out of the darkness, the old woman pounded her drum and her
cackl e penetrated the black. "The One Life. It's all a Dance, and you

have to feel its notions before you can understand it."

The pool of blood began to sway, rocking Lichen back and forth in tine

to the drunbeat. It washed over her and filled her with warnth. The
fluid notions of the Dance seeped into her soul. She began to fl oat

with them "Free yourself,"” the old woman instructed. "Mve with the
sounds. Dreamthis world away. It doesn't exist. Nothing exists but

t he Dance."



Li chen Danced, dipping and swaying to the old woman's nobnot onous
chant .

Li ke m st dispersing beneath a hot sun, her soul faded, grow ng thinner
and thinner, blending with the Dance itself, until it nmelted into the
bl ackness .

And fromthat nothingness cane |ight.

As t hough Bird-Man had opened his beak, a stream of gold flooded down

t hrough an opening above. It filled her with a bright glow and Lichen
reached for the warnth, but her fingers were .. . different .. . like,
yes, like wings. They prickled as though circulation had just been
restored, frail Dreaner's wi ngs strengthening, grow ng. She shook
herself, and white bits of down fell away, revealing brown speckl ed

f eat hers.

From deep in her throat, Prairie Falcon's shriek rose: kree, kree,
kr ee!

Li chen spread her wi ngs and soared upward. The openi ng above acted as
alure; it was round, and so brilliant that it hurt her eyes. She flew
out into a vast sea of amber sky. Couds twisted and tunbled in the
hi gh wi nds. Lichen tested her wi ngs, diving and sailing on the warm
air currents, feeling the way that each feather affected her flight
when she flapped, or flexed her tail. Joy brought tears to her eyes.
Such freedom

A heron, formed fromthe gold filanments of sky, stepped lithely across
the puffs of clouds ahead, as though wal king on the rocks in a stream
"So you found ne," the old wonan's voice call ed.

"Are you First Whman?" "That's what your people call nme. And, yes. |
was there at the Beginning of this Spiral."

"I need to talk to you."
The heron cocked its head, and a curious glint sparked in its eyes.

"Well, cone on, child. You' ve earned the right to talk. Conme and sit
with ne and we'll discuss it. But don't



think you're going to convince nme. For thousands of cycles, |'ve

wat ched humans, fart of ny soul died with the | ast marmoth cal f.

Anot her part went with G ant Beaver. Wen Sloth and Horse were hunted
down and sl aughtered, the last bit of ny synpathy for humans died, too.
Mot her Earth will be better off without people.™

"No, First Woman, no!" Lichen cried as she flew closer, thinking about
Wanderer and her nother .. . and about Orenda, who had bravely tried to
save her. They would die if First Wman wouldn't listen to her. And
Fl ycat cher m ght already be dead--starved because of the drought, or
kill ed because peopl e were hungry enough to slaughter each other for a
basket of corn. Her sobs sounded eerie to her ears, as though com ng
froma great distance. They rolled around the sky like nmuted thunder
echoing fromevery shred of cloud. Reluctant sadness entered First
Wman' s eyes.

Li chen tipped her wi ngs back and softly lighted on the gol den-hued puff
of cloud where First Wonan stood. |etdown, Elkhorn!" Badgert ai
shouted, flattening hinself on the shooting platformas another volley
of arrows lanced up fromthe creek drainage. Sheltered by the palisade
pol es, he heard the arrows th wok agai nst the wood.

The horrified shrieks of the crowd huddling in the plaza bel ow
penetrated the din of battle. People didn't dare stay in their houses.
They didn't know when Petaga would resort to firing the thatched roofs,
but they knew that he would do it. Badgertail could not stop thinking
about Locust. He didn't know where she was, though certainly she and
Prinrose would have left his house by now Only Wanderer and Vol e
remained in the tenple, because they were afraid to nove Lichen. The
last tinme Badgertail had run through the dark halls in search of



Ni ght shade, he had checked on Lichen and found the little girl near
deat h--her heartbeat erratic, her breathing so shallowit was al nost
i mper cepti bl e.

El khorn pull ed hinmself forward on his el bows, panting, his brown eyes
wild with fear. Blood streaked his face and spattered the shells in

his forelocks. "Wat are we going to do? You can hear them down
there. If we can't stand up to shoot at them they' Il be through in no
time!"

Badgertail licked his dry lips. The pounding cadence of axes and adzes
biting into the wooden guts of the palisade resounded through the high
wall. His thoughts darted, trying to find a last-ditch strategy to buy
tinme. "Take a third of the warriors we have left. Oder half of them

to dig shooting pits into the side of the Tenple Mound. Tell the other
half to build a barricade around the area where Petaga's forces wll

break through. |If we can cage them and shoot down from safe
positions--"

"I't'"ll be like shooting netted geese!" Elkhorn smiled in desperate
relief, grateful to be taking action. "I'll do it." He quickly backed

away and began to crawl toward the nearest warriors.

Badgertail |ay alone, dread throbbing in his veins. As night canme on,
the fires outside the palisade shone clearly. Although Petaga's
warriors were tirelessly carrying water, it was not enough. The
northern cornfields gleaned red orange, while nmoonlight silvered the
spirals of snoke rising fromthe devastated squash fields to the west.
A thick smudge of black straggled |anguidly across the cl oud-strewn
sky. Lightning had been flickering here and there--nothing nore than a
vague threat of rain.

He inhal ed, and his nose stung with the snoke that pervaded the air.

Below him warriors flitted through webs of spark flies |ike nighthawks
in search of mice. Petaga's attack had been relentless, brutal
throwi ng wave after wave at the palisades; yet all of Petaga's warriors
seened fresh and alert. He can afford to spell the tired and repl ace

t he wounded.



You can't. Badgertail had warriors with armand | eg wounds still at
their positions, functioning as best they coul d.

He balled a fist and slammed it repeatedly into the platform Only
when the pain drove himto stop did he | ook up and see Ni ghtshade
clinmbing the | adder toward him Forty-five

Pet aga | eaned hi s shoul der against the creek bank where they had
establ i shed canp. He watched ash twirl and tunble out of the sky,
alighting on the tepid brown water. The roar of the fires and the
screans of battle had risen to such a clanor that he coul d hear nothing
el se.

He tried to contain his nervousness. C ouds had noved in suddenly and
bl anketed the sky with a silver-tinged wall of black that reflected the
flames with a torrid glory. Lightning flashed.

Pet aga turned to exam ne Hail cl oud and Spoonbill, both of whom sat
beside himin the shadowed niche. Spoonbill |ooked on with his usua
infinite patience, but Hailcloud' s jaw had set as he studied the fina
assault on the palisades, his fingers steepled over his nmouth. The
team of four had been hacki ng away at the palisade poles for over a
hand of tine while dozens of warriors provided covering fire.
Badgertail's peopl e dared not expose thenselves to that constant
barrage. Those who had been so bold had fallen quickly.

Fart her down the bank, dark forms di pped baskets into the water, then
awkwardly ran back to the fields to dunp them The Horn Spoon C an had
been working tirelessly, but they had been able to save only a few
paltry patches of corn. The land is so dry. The flanes nove with the
speed of Eagle.



Anxi ety gnawed at Petaga. Aloda's angry words echoed in his nmenory:
"Maybe | should just disband ny village now. Eh, Petaga? It wll
happen in the end anyway!"

How many people had this war |eft homel ess? Thousands. Wuld they
cone back? Petaga woul d make them conme back. He'd find a way.

"They're al nost through, nmy Chief." Hailcloud pointed at the small
crack of light that showed through the ax hole in the palisade wall. "I
thi nk we should fire the buildings now "

"Do you really think that Badgertail has enough warriors left to nount
a defensive action when we rush through? | hate to burn the tenple
unl ess we have to." Even though Tharon's presence tainted it, Petaga
could not help but believe that such an act would further anger the
gods.

The lines around Hailcloud' s eyes pulled tight. In the orange gl eam
his face seemed nol ded of hard clay. "It's never wise to underestinate
Badgertail ."

"Then so be it. Gve the order."

Hai | cl oud put a hand on his son's shoulder. "Spoonbill, go and tel
Basswood to begin firing the houses within the palisades. Hopefully,
the fires will carry sparks to the roof of the tenple. |f Badgertai

has positioned people on the Tenple Mund, the fire should divert their
attention fromus."

"Yes, Father." Spoonbill dashed away through the darkness. A few nore
nonments, that's all.

Excitenment and fear thrilled Petaga's soul. |If Tharon and Badgert ai
had not been killed in the fighting, then Petaga woul d soon have
t hem

Fl ami ng arrows arced across the bl ackness. Screans rose on the
tortured air as the nmissiles dropped on the defenders. Oher arrows
| anded i n houses. Tongues of fire |l eaped into the sky beyond the
pal i sade, as though possessing a nmalignant life of their own.

Over the crackling din of the flames, Petaga heard a new sound, shrill,
as though a hundred peopl e had suddenly gasped in uni son



He | ooked westward, down the creek. The warriors who had taken refuge
al ong the bank suddenly rose and scattered.

Pet aga started to stand. "What

Hai | cl oud gri pped his shoul der and pulled himdown again into a safe
position. But Petaga's gaze kept searching. As the warriors fled,

| eaving an enpty swath near the water, he thought he saw a | ong robe
dancing in the w nd.

A figure | oomed out of the darkness and glided toward them soundl essly.
"Who is that?" Hailcloud asked suspiciously.

Pet aga frowned. He could see in the firelight that it was a woman,
tall and willowy. Long black hair hung in a mdnight wealth over her
shoul ders and franed her full l|ips and turned-up nose. She bore a
beautiful cedar box under one arm

Pet aga' s heart al nmbost burst. He |eaped up, threw off Hailcloud' s hand,
and ran. "N ghtshade!"

" Pet aga?"

He fell at her feet and hugged her around the |egs, as he had when he
was a child and frightened of the dark. "Ch, Ni ghtshade, | knew you
were alive. | knew you were hel ping us." Petaga desperately kissed
the hand that had lowered to touch his hair. "I knew you wouldn't turn
agai nst ne."

"Your famly gave ne a home when | had none. | couldn't turn agai nst
you, my Chief."

Pet aga had never heard her call himby his newtitle, and the word
sounded so magni ficent on her lips that he smled up at her radiantly.
"How did you get away? Did Tharon--"

"Tharon is dead, Petaga. Badgertail sent ne to you to try to end this
killing."

Hai | cl oud, who had rushed up to stand behi nd Petaga, sucked in a

breath. "Tharon dead? Wy?" "He conmtted sacrilege. Incest."
Petaga rose to his feet, searching N ghtshade's black eyes. "lIncest?
Wth who?"

"Hi s daughter."



"Orenda? But she's a little girl! Blessed Father Sun .. . ny poor
cousin." He had never net Orenda, but he knew the requirenent that
ritual |law would place upon him To right the sacril ege, he would have
to obliterate all menory of Orenda and her father. Petaga |owered his
eyes and shook his head.

Ni ght shade said, "Petaga, Badgertail wants to surrender. He--"

"What! Surrender! | won't let him These are the nmen and wonen who
nmur dered our village, N ghtshade. | want them dead!"
She stepped cl oser as she put a graceful hand on Petaga's cheek. "You

have won the war, ny Chief. Now save what's left of this village. You
need a foundati on on which to build your new chiefdom The farnmers,
artisans, and merchants here have the know edge needed to hel p you. And
Badgertail believes that his warriors will be loyal to whoever the next
Sun Chief is."

"Do you believe it?" Petaga asked, taken aback by the thought.
"Yes. M Chief, the tine has cone to cl eanse and heal ."

Riddled with conflicting enotions, Petaga wal ked a few paces away from
her and stood at the edge of the water. A dark oval lay on the
opposite shore. He squinted, and in the sudden, livid flaring of the
tenmpl e roof as sparks ignited it, he saw that the oval was a corpse
sprawl ed among charred weeds. The face had been burned beyond
recognition. Anger roiled in Petaga's belly. H s need for revenge
battled like a rabid wildcat with his understanding that N ghtshade was
right. He needed the Cahokia clans. Al of them It's the boy in you
fighting with the man. Despite all of the death and despair he had
seen in recent weeks, and all of the difficult decisions he had had to
make, only now, when faced with the chall enge of being either nerciful
or spiteful, did he feel like a man.

Pet aga bowed his head, studying the obscene filmof ash that bobbed on
the dark surface of the water. |In his dreams, he had been returning



again and again to his father during the last nmoments at River Munds.
He saw his father standing calmand erect, serene with the dignity of
his office, no matter that his life was threatened. N ghtshade had

faithfully advised his father, and his father had trusted her judgnent

implicitly.

The rear part of the tenple roof erupted in a ball of crackling flane.
Peopl e stood transfixed, watching in awe as the rolling gouts of fire
bill owed into the sky, scorching the very clouds. And then part of the
hi gh roof collapsed in a thunderous blaze. The gaudy |ight bl eached
the faces of the warriors struggling at the base of the palisades. They
stopped in shock, and then screans of triunph ulul ated as sweat

gl eam ng bodi es broke into a spontaneous Dance of triunph.

"Petaga?" N ghtshade called urgently. "There is sonething else." She
of fered the box. "Badgertail asked ne to bring you your father's head.
He asked that it be returned to the body so that Jenos' Spirit can wal k
with pride in the Underworld."

Pet aga started to reach for the box, and stopped hinself. H s nuscles
trenbl ed as he renenbered that |ast encouraging | ook his father had
gi ven hi m before Badgertail struck. "If Badgertail thinks--"

Ni ght shade shook her head. "It is his belief that you will torture him
to death. He accepts that."

Pet aga reverently took the box. As he did so, rain pattered out of the
sky, splat ting in the bone-dry dust. 1t so surprised Petaga that he
junped as though he had been struck by a fist. 1In only a nonment, the
drops turned into a heavy downpour that drenched the world in an

i npenetrable wall of water. The sizzling and sputtering of flames grew
so deafening that they drowned out all other noises.

Pet aga stood in nunmb confusion, letting the rain soak himto the core.
It soothed |ike cool salve on an aching burn. He lifted his eyes and
saw Ni ght shade clinbing the creek bank to the charred terrace. Her red
dress clung to her body |ike a second skin, hanging in drenched folds.
When she spread her arns to the storm I|ightning danced |ike a thousand



spark flies through the clouds and bathed her in anber spl endor
Thunder bel | owed.

Ni ght shade tipped her face up and | aughed. "She's done it! First
Wman |istened!™ The sizzling of the fires rose to a roar

Everywhere, warriors stopped in the mddle of nocking arrows to stare
in disbelief at the torrent that spilled fromthe clouds. The ground
had begun to shine with a thick, downy sheen where water pool ed.

Ni ght shade | owered her arnms and call ed, "Petaga? What shall | tel
Badgertail ?"
"Tell him" he shouted back, "tell himyes. 1'll accept his surrender

But that applies only, to his warriors and the villagers. He is
anot her question."

Tears welling to mix with rain, Petaga |owered hinself to his knees on
the slick mud. Wth trenbling fingers, he stroked the carved surface
of the rain-shiny box that |ay before him

flash of lightning spun an eerie, |um nescent web around Wanderer and
Vol e where they sat beneath a worn buffalo hide at the base of the
Tenpl e Mound. Lichen lay wapped in a bl anket between them-still,
qui et. Even when he and Vole had lifted the edges of Lichen's bl anket
and dashed out of the burning tenmple, she hadn't made a sound. Her
hair spread in a wet veil over the blanket. Wanderer reached down to
touch her head. The swelling had gone down quickly, and he had sewn
the flap of skin back into place just before the tenple caught fire.
She seened to be breathing easier.

Wanderer | eaned forward and put his nouth close to the flap. "Lichen?
Can you hear me? I1t's Wanderer. |It's raining here. The war has
stopped. Tell First Wnman we send our thanks."



Vol e frowned. "Her soul's gone, Wanderer. She can't hear you."

"Ch, you'd be anazed at what the soul can hear when you' ve got an extra
hole in your head."

The tenple blaze still cast a lurid halo over the plaza. As the
interior walls caught and burned, the flames illumnated the rivulets
of water that slithered across the chunkey field like quicksilver
serpents. Against the tenple's pale yellow glow, warriors stood

sil houetted al ong the shooting platforns. Their hands spread, they
warily scrutinized Petaga's jubilant warriors, who raced around

confi scati ng weapons.

"Wanderer?" Vole's voice was fragile. "Wen will Lichen's soul cone
back to us?" He saw the fear in Vole's eyes and patted her hand
tenderly, then tugged on the thong around Lichen's neck to pull the
Stone WIf out on top of the blanket. It gleamed a reddi sh-orange in
the light of the fire. As Wanderer stared at it, he felt its Power
radi ating out, form ng an invisible net around Lichen.

Wanderer | eaned back and cl osed his eyes, gazing at the net with his
soul. It shone blue, pale blue, and glistened Iike a spider's web
covered with dew on a cool spring norning. Joy crept through the
strands, reaching for himlike a weak hand.

He smiled. "Soon, Vole. She's on her way back."
Forty-six
don't know, Ni ghtshade. [|'mnot sure she'll want to," Wanderer said as

he picked his way through the snol dering remains of the tenple. Mrning
sunl i ght streaned between the charred pol es, painting N ghtshade's
beautiful face with



sl ashes of gold as she stepped over the rubble of a collapsed wall.

Ni ght shade sighed. "Well, it's up to her. But | think that Petaga
will need her help very badly. Al of the people will. Could you talk
to her about it?"

"Yes, of course."

Ni ght shade put her basket on the bl ackened ground and crouched to
exam ne the ashes, as if |ooking for somnething.

A few hands away, Orenda sat cross-|egged beside a bl anket - enshr ouded
Lichen. Still weak, Lichen could stay awake for only a few hands of
time, but her cheeks had grown rosy again, and the sparkle had
reentered her eyes! Grlish laughter filled the air.

Orenda' s gaze was fastened on Lichen. "So First Wman t-told you that
humans could live here for a little while |onger?"

"Yes," Lichen said. "But she didn't say for howlong. She told me she
woul d watch and wait. |If humans keep hurting Mother Earth, First Wnan
said she would force us to | eave."

"Where will she nake us go?"

"South. To the Swanp People's |lands. First Wnan said--"

Orenda blurted, "But there are huge s-snakes there! | heard a trader
tal king once. He told nme the snakes were so b-big that they could

swal l ow a child whol e!"

Li chen nodded. "That's just the kind of place First Wman woul d send
humans. She's not very happy with us.”

Orenda frowned. Then suddenly a snile |it her face. "You know what,
Li chen?"

"What ?"
"I"mgoing south. N ghtshade's taking ne." Eagerly, Orenda got on her
knees and | eaned cl oser to Lichen. She whispered as though it were a

secret. "But not to the Swanp People's lands ..."

Wanderer knelt beside N ghtshade, studying the care with which she



searched the ashes. Her fingertips brushed the bl ackened renai ns of
the cattail mats that had once graced Tharon's floor. "Wat are you
| ooki ng for?"
"They' ve been calling me," N ghtshade replied softly. "Wen the fire
reached this room | could hear them scream ng ny nane."

"Who?"
"The Bundl es, neckl aces, and other Power objects that Tharon stole."

Wander er cocked his head. A snoke-scented breeze rustled through the
gutted remains of the tenple, tousling his gray hair around his face.
"I don't hear them"™

"That's because they're not calling you."

Ni ght shade' s hand stopped noving. Her fingers tightened around

somet hing, and she drew an iron-covered human jaw fromthe ashes. The
i ron had been pounded into a thin sheet, then w apped around the bone.
Wanderer | eaned forward to peer at the place where she had found it.
The munmi fi ed body of a dog, a puppy, |lay beside a stone palette
stained with red paint. N ghtshade gathered the remains and put them
in her basket, murnuring, "Don't worry. We're going away."

She stood up and closed her eyes, letting her soul |ead her to the next
pl ace. Wanderer followed. N ghtshade stepped around a toppled bench
knelt, and gently bl ew away the ash bl anketing a | arge soapstone pipe.
The face of Oter stared up at her, carved expertly fromthe soft green
stone. Inside the bow of the pipe were two fishhooks and a stone net
si nker.

Wanderer heard a soft male voice come fromthe pipe" followed by the

echo of femal e | aughter and the sound of waves striking a shore. "The
t hi ngs Bundl es renenber," he said. "I wonder who they were."
Ni ght shade stroked OQtter's side fondly. "People of the sea. | can

snell the salt in the air--just like the traders describe. And
hear - -"

Orenda's giggle made them both turn. She had pl aced her ear atop
Li chen's head, over the bald spot where Wanderer had taken out the
circle of skull.

"Do you hear it?" Lichen asked.



Orenda smiled broadly. "Yes. Th-That's First Wman's drunP"

Li chen nodded. "She told me that | would al ways be able to hear her
pl aying ny Death Song, to remnd me of how | got Falcon's wings."

"You had to die?" Oenda pulled back. "She killed you?"

"No. M Spirit Helper, Bird-Man, tore ne apart with his beak and
swal | owed ne. "

Orenda stood rigid, her eyes wide. "I don't think I'd want himfor ny
S-Spirit Hel per.”

"Ch, it was all right," Lichen said. "I needed himto kill ne. \When
he pecked away ny head, | grew bird eyes, and then | could see the Road
of Light that ties the sky to the earth.”

Li chen turned to smle at Wanderer, and his heart warmed. She had
changed. Power radiated fromher. He could see it in every nove she
made.

A commotion broke out in the plaza below. For days peopl e had been
straggling in fromall over the chiefdom seeking food and shelter in
{he aftermath of the war.

Ni ght shade rose and took a step forward to watch the line of people
clinmbing the steps of the Tenple Mound. Meadow Vole |ed the way, a
little boy hot on her heels, taking the steps two at a time. Wen they
reached the top of the mound, the boy broke into a headl ong run. Lichen
gasped, "Flycatcher!™

"Lichen! Lichen!" Flycatcher yelled as he raced across the charred
grass to throw his arns around her

"Ch, Flycatcher, what happened to you?" Lichen cried, feebly hugging
hi m back.

"We went up and hid in that hole where you and Wanderer talked to the
rocks. W stayed there for two days, with no food or water. Then we
sneaked away in the nmiddle of the night. W--" Wanderer wal ked t hrough
the burned debris and stood beside Vole. She smiled up at him

"Vole," he said, "we must talk. N ghtshade is |eaving. She wants
Lichen to stay on as Petaga's priestess.”



JLJocust set another log into the ground trench she had dug for their
new house, then caved dirt in around the base to keep the log in place.
Prinrose wal ked toward her, draggi ng another |og down the path that I|ed
t hrough the gutted village outside the palisades. H s long hair
glinted blue-black in the sunshine. He had been wearing the sane

yel l ow dress for three days, but it still |ooked clean and fresh. He
seened al nost well again. N ghtshade had sent a healing poultice that
drew the infection fromthe flesh. Locust had forced Prinrose to use
it first; then, when his wounds started to heal, she had placed it on
her own leg. Today, for the first tine, she could walk wi thout pain.

Locust took a breath and gazed around at her new world. Fire-blackened
wal | poles thrust up everywhere, |ike jagged, rotting teeth. People
swar ned across the rubble, crying, cursing, searching for the few

bel ongi ngs that night have survived the blazes, calling out the nanes
of missing fam ly nmenbers.

A very old man stood beside a nound of charred debris. He shouted,
"Petaga says he didn't nean to burn the village beyond the palisades,
but look at this! This was nmy home! What will | do now? Where can an
old man go?"

Prinrose's face saddened as he threw the end of the log into the fire a
dozen hands from Locust. Sparks spiraled upward into the |ate
afternoon sky. |In another finger of tine, he would renove the | og and
give it to her to sink into the trench. Wo woul d have t hought things
could get so bad that they woul d be refusing wood? But the | og would
finish one wall of their new house. Their old house, |like so many

ot hers, had been denolished in the fighting. Early that norning they
had sifted through the weckage and collected what little they could
find of their precious |life together



Locust turned back to her work. Picking up a stalk of cane, she wove
it between the logs to add strength to the wall. Freshly cut saplings
woul d have worked better, but there weren't any. Dressed only in a

bl ue-and-tan kilt, she had been working tirelessly to suppress the
futility that weighted her soul. She could have stood | osing the
battl e for Cahokia, agonizing though it nmight be. But just over there,
beyond the walls of the palisade, Badgertail was tied up, surrounded by
guards--and she had been unable to do anything to help him

Prinrose gave Locust a soft glance as he knelt and turned the | og,
maki ng certain that it charred evenly. Flanes licked up in a crackling
ser enade.

"I sawhim... in the plaza," Primrose said. "I think he's al
right."

"When is the torture cerenony schedul ed to begi n?"

"No one has heard. | asked all of the guards around the palisades.
don't think Petaga has decided."

For a nonent, Locust couldn't nove. Menories of Badger tail rose
within her like norning m st off Marsh El der Lake, weaving i mages from
the past in her head. Her soul overlaid the bittersweet nmenories with
those of the present: Badgertail striding confidently through a village
at her side .. . Badgertail smling at her across a canp fire .
Badgertail strung up like a dead animal waiting to be gutted. Al one,
all alone. Locust squeezed her eyes cl osed.

"Locust ?"

"I ... l-can't talk about it. Not yet, Prinrose.”" He saved you from
Hail cl oud's warriors, and here you are, doing nothing to help him
Quilt snothered her, its power so great that she felt that if she
didn't do sonething, her soul would die.

She lurched to her feet, pulled her war club fromher belt, and sl amed
it intothe newwall. Mistering all of her strength, she hit the wall
again and again, swinging her club fromside to side as though cutting
a swath through a wave of eneny warriors. Each of them had hurt
Badgertail at sone time; she knew their faces, their scars, the look in
their eyes. Her sobs began as nuffled grunts but quickly rose to



suffocating cries. She swng harder, pounding the wall like a
madwonan. The hot tears flooding her cheeks nade her hate herself--for
bei ng so weak, for not being able to save Badgertail .

"Locust," Prinrose pleaded. He ran up and stood behind her. "Please.
Pl ease don't do this to yourself! There's nothing you' could have
done. ™

Finally the despair drained her strength. She let the club fall to the
ground, then sank against the wall and | eaned her forehead agai nst the
cool logs. "l--1"mgoing to organize the warriors. There are sone
who'll follow nme. We'Il get himout. | just have to figure a way of

di stracting--"
"Locust " Prinrose put a hand on her hair. "Petaga has a thousand
warriors. Four hundred are wal ki ng the shooting platfornms, watching
everyone who cones or goes through the palisades. You could gather
maybe a handful of warriors. None of you would live | ong enough to get
near Badgertail." He stroked her hair gently. "Badgertail made peace.
He knew what he was doing."

"No!" she cried. "Ofering hinself in exchange for us was crazy! |
woul d have rather died at his side than live through this." Locust
turned, and Prinrose hugged her desperately. For a blessed, tineless
nonment, Locust let herself drown in the confort of his arns, the
snoot h, steady rhythm of his breathing, the feel T>f his hand stroking
her hair. "I can't let himdie, Prinrose.”

"He'd be terrified, you know, if he suspected that you mght try to
rescue him He Ofered hinmself so that those nen and wonen who've been
loyal to himcould Iive. And he |loves you, Locust. He always has. He
woul d want to know that his |ife bought your safety."

Locust's heart pounded, knowi ng that Prinrose was right, hating to
admt it. She |eaned her cheek on his shoul der and stared hollowy at
the scorched fields across Cahokia Creek

Not hi ng woul d ever be the same. Half of the popul ation had fled or
been killed. Sandbar had | ed the Squash Bl ossom Cl an away on the night



the fighting began, and now refused to return. Checkerberry .. . poor
Checkerberry. She had been injured when a burning roof collapsed on
top of her. She lay in Green Ash's hone, coughing up bl ood, noaning in
despair about Green Ash's twins. Locust, too, wondered what woul d
happen to the babies if Checkerberry died. N1t was taking care of them
now, but if Geen Ash became clan | eader, no one would be able to
protect the children. Wuld Geen Ash give them away? O order one of
her relatives to bash their brains out? Perhaps offer themas ritua
conpani ons, to be strangled the next tine a powerful Sunborn died?

"I love you, Locust," Primrose nurnured. "l need you. Maybe we should
| eave for a few days. Stay away until the torture is over."

"No. No, 1--1 have to see Badgertail again. Even if Petaga won't |et
me speak to him Tonorrow .. . I'll go tonmorrow, when | can stand
it."

Forty-seven
bright, hot day. So hot.

Badgertail hung linply on the rack in the center of the plaza, staring
up at his hands tied over his head. For four days Father Sun had been
tornmenting him sucking every drop of noisture from his naked body,
roasting Badgertail's skin with brilliant yellow rays. Sweat poured
down his face, stinging his eyes and occasionally blinding himto the
happeni ngs around him People crowded the plaza, scavengi ng through

t he husks of houses for anything that m ght be usable. Some cane just
to stare at Badgertail. A few, very few, cane to spit on himand curse
him for having | ost the war.

In the past hand of tine, Badgertail had begun to shake.



Not fromfear, but fromthe deprivation of food and water for the
third day in a row H s tongue stuck to the roof of his nouth Iike a
wi t hered root, and his belly roiled with sickness.

Just get it over with, Petaga. At this rate, | won't have the strength
to die bravely, and you'll have very little entertai nment from ne.

He struggled to get his feet under himso he could ease the unbearabl e
pain that |anced his back. An involuntary groan escaped his lips.

Pet aga gl anced over from where he sat on a fabric-covered bench twenty
hands away, listening to the conplaints of the villagers. Badgert ai
had wat ched the people come and go, begging remuneration for crop

| osses, pleading for corn to feed their children, or, if they were
Starborn, just conplaining that Tharon had waged a war wi thout
consulting themfirst. Tharon. My your soul be lost forever on the
Dark River in the Underworld.

"Hurts, does it, Badgertail?" Petaga asked. Laughter eddied through
t he peopl e standing nearby. Badgertail saw Hailcloud bow his head and
stare at the ground as though he felt ill. "Think of how my father
felt."”

"Your father felt nothing, Sun Chief," Badgertail replied. H s voice
sounded so hoarse that it didn't seemhis at all. "I had a great dea
of respect for your father. | nade certain that he never suffered.”

"You won't feel anything either," Petaga replied in precise words,
when the tine cones. But | don't think that will be for a few days."
Days! Bl essed Moon Maiden .. . Badgertail sucked in a breath and
fought to | ock his knees.

Pet aga waved a hand, calling, "Wio's next? Hurry up! There are others
wai ting."

Locust and Prinrose stepped out of the crowd. Locust carried a basket.
Badgertail's heart ached, knowi ng how nuch it would hurt her to see him



like this. He gave her a weak smle as she |linped forward. Anguish
lined her pointed face, puckering her warrior's tattoos. She tried to
stop to talk to him but Petaga ordered, "No one speaks to the
prisoner! Step forward, Locust."

Badgertail's gaze held Locust's for a few nonments | onger, |ong enough
that a lunp built in his throat at the I ove and grief he saw in her
eyes. Then she linped forward to stand beside Prinrose and set the
basket down at Petaga's sandaled feet. The jarring notion caused a
duet of mews to erupt fromthe bundles lying side by side in the
basket .

"What's this?" Petaga demanded.

"Sun Chief, these babies have no family or clan. Cheek erberry, their
great-aunt and forner |eader of the Blue Blanket Can, was killed in
the war. The new clan | eader, Geen Ash, and the nother of these
children, has disowned them What will you have us do with thenP"

Pet aga | ooked horrified. He |leaned forward to peer into the basket,
his gol den robe stirring around his feet. "No one wants these babi es?
But that's .. . that's unthinkable. Surely you can find soneone--"
"No, Sun Chief. After these boys were banished fromour clan, ny wfe,
Prinrose, and | searched throughout the village, seeking to give them
to. the other clans. No one wanted them"

"But why not ?"

Locust gingerly knelt down and unw apped each of the bundles to expose
t he babi es.

A roar of shock and fear rose fromthe crowmd. Badgertail blinked,
thinking his blurry vision responsible for the terrors he saw before
him but when his eyes cleared, his horror worsened.

One of the children had no arns; only fingers protruded fromthe stunps
at his shoulders. And the other .. he seened to be |ooking directly at
Badgertail through wi de, pink eyes. And sonething about those eyes was
so' Powerful They assail ed anyone who had the courage to ook into
them -as though this boy had the soul of a creature foreign



to his people and their world. Thick white hair clung to the child's
skull, framing a face with a nmouth that protruded so far that it
appeared to be a snout.

Pet aga stamered, "If--if none of the clans will have them Locust,
there's nothing I can do."

Locust rose to her feet resignedly. "Very well, Sun Chief. | wll
find someone to take themout and | eave them for the wolves. | was
hopi ng we coul d--"

"I want them" N ghtshade's deep, nelodic voice penetrated the
silence. People whirled to stare; then whispers hissed like shifting
sand as they pointed.

Ni ght shade approached with a liquid grace, her head high, her eyes on
Pet aga. Badgertail craned his neck to watch. Orenda wal ked at

Ni ght shade's side. The little girl grinned happily, as if oblivious to
the stares of |oathing. People shuffled backward so quickly that they
stunbl ed over one another, many of them making warding signs with their
fingers.

Ni ght shade had rejected the red color of the Starborn for a blue dress,
woven fromthe finest dogbane thread. Badgertail stared unabashedly.
He had never seen her wear anything but red since the day he'd
delivered her to Od Marnot twenty cycles ago. Her |long hair hung down
the mddl e of her back in a glistening braid; a beautifully carved
shel | gorget |ay suspended over her heart.

Ni ght shade knelt by Petaga's feet to refold the bl ankets over the
babi es and pick up the basket. The nmews stopped i mediately. Oenda
continued to smile, her eyes focused on soneplace far away, as if she
lived a dream

Badgertail swallowed hard. Poor Oenda. On her head lay the guilt of
incest. People nuttered behind their hands, pointing at the child,
scowl i ng. Cahokia would never rest until her scream ng body was thrown
on a burning pyre al ongside Tharon's.

"But N ghtshade," Petaga said, his eyes averted fromthe tainted
Orenda, "what will you do with two babies' ?"

"They're going home with me ... where they belong."



"Home?" As the word sank in, Petaga lunged to his feet and stared
inmploringly into her dark eyes. "N ghtshade, you don't nean--"

"Yes, | do, Petaga. My work here is done. Power has its own needs.
Orenda and | are | eaving tonorrow. "

Badgertail felt as though his aching body had received the first death
thrust froma lance. Fool. She has always wanted to go back. You
knew she wouldn't stay. And it didn't matter anyway. He would be dead
soon, beyond nissing her

"Burn the child!'" an old woman screaned fromthe crowd. "She's
pol luted! Her father's semen runs in her wonb!"

Pet aga stood speechl ess, his mouth open, suddenly |ooking like a

frightened little boy. "Leave? Wth Orenda? You can't! | mean,
Orenda nust die .. . nust be purified."”
"Burn her!" "dC eanse the pollution!™ "She's an abomi nation!" Cries

rose fromall sides.

Pet aga backed up a step, his uneasy eyes darting from Oenda to the
cromd. The snmile died on Oenda's lips. Her chin quivered as she
| ooked up at Ni ght shade.

Ni ght shade's eyes seemed to grow, dark pools that sucked at the soul
Silence settled |like ancient dust. People went still, as though afraid
to nove. "Orenda goes with ne."

Pet aga shook his head, rubbing his hands on his gol den robe as if they
had gone sweaty. "You know the | aws agai nst incest, N ghtshade. The
people are right, the girl must be burned. Fromthe Beginning Tine,
First Wman instructed--"

Ni ght shade stepped closer and stared into Petaga's eyes. "You wll
have to kill ne first, Sun Chief. Your club lies behind you. Raise
it. Strike."

Into the crackling tension, Badgertail shouted, "Let Orenda go! 1've

been there. Being condemmed to the Forbidden Lands of the Pal ace
Buil ders is the same as deat h- maybe worse!™

Petaga wet his lips. "Wrse than death? Yes! Take her! But she nust
never return!" He faced the crowd, lifting his arms. "I banish ny



cousin Orenda to the Forbi dden Lands of the Pal ace Buil ders! Her feet

will not pollute the |ands of our ancestors ever again!"
Nods of assent went around as cries rose. "Cet rid of her now"
"Leave! CGo!"

Badgertail sighed nunmbly. One less victimfor Tharon.

When Petaga turned back to Ni ghtshade, he gestured weakly. "Take her
Ni ght shade. But 1--1 don't know what I'll do without you."

Ni ght shade set her basket down so she could enbrace Petaga. O enda
protectively clutched the basket's handl e, eyes lowered to avoid the
gl ares fromthe people.

"Ch, N ghtshade!" Petaga whi spered against her hair. "I1'll niss you

| need you nore now than |I ever have."

"No, you don't. You just don't realize it yet. 1've seen your
future." She pressed her lips to his tenple. "You'll have a priestess
who is much greater than | am-if you'll ask her to stay."

Petaga let his arnms fall and stared at N ghtshade through blurry eyes.
"Who?"

"Li chen," "Wo?"

"We' |l discuss it tonight. |[|'ve arranged for you and nme to take dinner
wi th Meadow Vol e, Wanderer, and Lichen."

Then, as though Badgertail's intense gaze drew her, N ghtshade wal ked
across the dirt and stood before him She studied his eyes, probing so
deeply that it felt like a fishhook ripping at his soul

"So, my kidnapper," she said quietly, for his ears alone. "Do you
still believe a bear is a bear?"
He took a breath to steady hinself. "Are you asking if .. . if |

believe that it's the nature of ny soul and ny duty to be a warrior?"
She only stared. He said, "It is no longer ny duty, Priestess. But
whet her or not it is still ny nature, | can't say."

"What is your duty now?"

"My duty is to die as well as | can--for the sake of ny



warriors. And if Petaga doesn't hurry, | may fail even at that."

Ni ght shade stepped closer to him so close that he could snell the
sweet scent of mint that-rose fromher hair. Wen his heart started
poundi ng, he nade a futile effort to straighten his body.

"Badgertail, | would have you grab your pack and run away with ne."

The words echoed around a fam liar chasmin his soul, circling,
returning in Bobcat's voice. Desperate |onging surged through him
Softly, he answered, "I would run away with you, N ghtshade."

She turned without a word, striding through the buzzing onl ookers to
pull the hafted chert knife fromHailcloud' s belt. Hailcloud cast an
inquiring | ook at Petaga, who shook his head in confusion. Hailcloud
made no nove to stop her

Ni ght shade rai sed the knife over Badgertail's head and cut his bonds.
He fell to his knees, gasping in agony when his arms struck his sides
i ke slabs of dead neat.

Ni ght shade knelt beside him and slipped an arm around hi s shoul ders,

supporting himuntil he could shift into a sitting position. "Are you
all right?"
"I wll be."
Ni ght shade |ifted her commandi ng gaze to Petaga. "Badgertail is also

goi ng home with me tonorrow, ny Chief."

Forty-eight we never heard that story," Wanderer said. "How do you
know it ?"

The sweet fragrance of bull thistle filled the air as Lichen wal ked



al ong the terrace of Cahokia Creek behind him He had been toying

with the fringe on his green shirt, studying the thistles' nmagenta

bl ossoms, or just gazing longingly up at the transparent bands of cloud
that streaked the deep blue sky. Not even a breath of wind stirred the
weeds this evening.

"First Woman told it to me. She said that Wl f Slayer alnost died. He
had to junp across the spiny backs of the Ice G ants while he fought
Grandfather White Bear. That's how he tricked Bear. Wl f Slayer
sneaked down onto a ledge in a deep crevasse in the ice. Beat sniffed
himout and tried to follow, but he slipped and fell to his death. Then
Wl f Slayer cut off Bear's hide for a robe and his claws for his Spirit
neckl ace."

Wanderer blinked thoughtfully. "Like the claw that First Wnan gave
you? | was surprised when you woke with it in your hand."

"First Whman said she hoped it would al ways rem nd ne."
"Rem nd you?"

"Yes. O what WIf Slayer had to go through to find the hole that |ed
to this world of Light."

Wander er propped his sandal ed foot on a rock. "Lichen ..." He paused
"Have you deci ded whether you'll stay here or not? Petaga needs you
badly. | think your nother wants you to stay, too."

"Do you want nme to?"

“If .. . if it's what you want." He bowed his head. "I'Il mss you. I

was hoping that maybe you'd cone back to ny rock shelter and live with
me. You're young, and Power is so unpredictable. Living here in this
big village will be far different fromliving in Redweed. |'mafraid
it will be hard for you."

Unconsci ously, her hand noved fromthe Stone WIf on its thong around
her neck, then down to her new Power Bundle, which was tied to the belt

of her purple dress. It contained the huge bear claw, as well as the
bits of hair and skull that \Wanderer had cut from her head. First
Wman' s soft voice echoed fromthe Bundle: "It's like crossing a

mountain. The clinb is hard. You can't understand anythi ng about the
whol e



world until you see the other side. This is another step on the way
to ultimate Dream ng Power."

Li chen | eaned over and sniffed at the wet scents of water and nud. Down
in the creek, two turtles paddl ed al ong the shore, sneaking up on

i nsects. "Wanderer, do you know what? Wen | was in the Underworld,

t hought | could hear your voice. It sounded like the wind."

He smiled. "Ch, that's because I'd cut that hole in your head and
could talk directly to your soul. 1It's going to be interesting to see
what ki nd of voices you hear now that you have two holes in the top of
your head. |'ve never known anybody with two."

"Maybe that's why | keep hearing the corn and squash talking to ne."
Wanderer glanced at her, then lifted his gaze to the new sprouts of
green that dotted the burned fields. "What are they saying?"

"They want to know when there will be nore rain. | said it would cone
toni ght."

"How do you know?"
"Thunderbird told ne."

He nodded mildly. Since she had gotten Falcon's soul, Thunderbird
talked to her all the time, his deep voice runbling through her head.

Wanderer's eyes suddenly narrowed. Lichen turned to see what he was
| ooking at. Coils of black snoke rose into the still air above
Cahoki a.

Wanderer said, "Kettle told ne that people had been arriving for two
days to watch the cremation. They've already started spinning | egends
about him Wcked ones, | hope."

Li chen | eaned her head back and stared up at the sky. As Father Sun
sank | ower on the horizon, crinson streaks shot into the hearts of the
wi sps of cloud, turning theminto blazing spirals. They couldn't bury
Tharon in the ground, because that woul d have of fended Mt her Earth,



and they couldn't give hima platformburial, because Father Sun woul d
have been outraged. Burning himwas the only way to be rid of his
pol | ut ed body.

"How |l ong did First Wwman say that humans could stay here, Lichen? Did
she give you an idea?"

Lichen tilted her head reluctantly. "She didn't say ... not for
certain. Only that she woul d be watching us closely."

"Well," he sighed, "I hope Petaga runs what's left of the chiefdom
better than Tharon did." Suddenly Wanderer skipped sideways, pointing.
"What's that?"

Li chen turned her head, staring at the brush. "It's just a weasel
hol e, Wanderer."

Cold tendrils tightened in his chest. "I thought | saw him..
sneaki ng up on ne."

"Weasel would be silly if he bothered you, Wanderer. | have Prairie
Fal con's soul ."

A great weight seenmed to Iift from Wanderer's shoul ders.

Li chen smled and drew a perfect spiral into the ground with the toe of

her sandal. "Wanderer? | think | have to stay here. To help Petaga.
Can't you stay with ne? Mybe for just a while. Until | get used to
t hi ngs."

He gave her a soft | ook that broke her heart and patted her shoul der
"I"ll stay. For as long as Power will let nme." Cautiously, he glanced
back at the weasel hole and sighed.



Epi | ogue

Ni ght shade noved silently, sensually, on her bed of pine duff,
oblivious to the laughter of the children who played in the pinon grove
near the drainage. The perfunes of juniper and pine rode the hot w nd
t hat swept through the trees.

She smoot hed her hands over Badgertail's muscul ar back, reveling in the
bul gi ng nuscl es, gently touching each well known tattoo. Hi s hand
crept slowy down her bare side, stroking tenderly. Streaks of gol den
[ight wove through the branches, dappling their faces.

Ni ght shade smiled and whi spered, "W really ought to be down there
hel ping the children gather pine nuts.”

"Orenda is watching the boys. They'll do fine by thenselves." He
braced hinself on his el bows and stared at her through warm brown eyes.
He had let his hair grow out, and it draped around her face in a
silver-shot black curtain. "Besides, the pine nuts aren't going
anywhere. They'll be there tomorrow "



"Tormorrow?" She | aughed. "You' ve grown |azy, ny Kkidnapper."

He absently toyed with a I ock of her hair while his eyes caressed the
magni fi cent wi nd-scul pted red buttes that lined the vista. Jaybirds
cawed in the trees as they hopped from branch to branch

"Yes." Badgertail gently traced a finger along the smooth |ine of her
jaw. "Thank you for that."

From down in the pinon grove, Orenda's joyful |aughter mxed with that
of the boys, the sound echoing through the forest. In her soul

Ni ght shade saw them pl ayi ng, chasing each other through the trees.
Born-Of -Water couldn't see very well through his pink eyes, but he
could run like the wolf he resenbled so much. Home-CGoing Boy had to be
nmore careful. Wth his stubby arns, he had trouble in keeping his

bal ance on the uneven footing. He |agged behind O enda and

Born-Of -Water, but a broad smile split his three sumers-old face. He
called, "Brother? Sister? Wit for me. Wit!" before he charged off
after them again. Badgertail brushed his |ips over N ghtshade's ear

"I love you, ny Priestess."

She wrapped her arnms around himand kissed himw th all of the passion
he had kindled in her soul, leisurely, as though they had hands of tine
to play. She felt himsnile.

Up in the trees, the jaybirds squawked and burst into flight, circling
the pines, their blue wings flashing in the glory of the sun
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