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DESCRIPTION

Aurora Award WINNER

A Heroka story

The Heroka are an ancient race of shape shifters, drawing their powers and vitality from their animal totems.

Gwyn Blaidd, a Heroka of the wolf totem, has been a recluse ever since a deadly battle years ago with the Tainchel, the covert government agency that hunts the Heroka--a battle that cost him the only woman he ever loved.

But when Gwyn is asked by the head of the Heroka to stop an old friend from killing a powerful logging baron, it begins a chain of events that will force Gwyn to again confront the Tainchel--and his own dark past.

“...a vivid and wonderfully written tale about Native Canadian spirits, in the vein of Thomas King.” —Challenging Destiny

“The characters are intriguing and the story beguiling. I would like to read more about these characters.” —SF Crowsnest Book Reviews

“...an [example of] the author’s ability to place the possible and impossible side by side to excellent effect in an action packed story.” — Hellnotes

“... an adventurous tale that’s propelled by character drama ... If this was a Hollywood movie, this would be your blockbuster film, complete with adrenaline-pumping action, expensive special effects, and even a sex scene or two to lure in a mainstream audience.” —Speculative Fiction Reviews

“...draws on North American Indian myths, particularly the idea of shapeshifters... Smith once more creates a credible and sympathetic protagonist.” —The Fix

“...a shape-changer story interweaving First Nations and Celtic elements, in a manner reminiscent of Charles de Lint.” —The International Review of Science Fiction
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SPIRIT DANCE

In the beginning of things, men were as animals and animals as men.

— Cree legend

VERA MADE A warding sign as I entered the store, my hound Gelert trailing behind me. She pretended to wipe her hands on her faded blue apron, but I caught the dance of her fingers.

“Hello, Vera. It’s been a while,” I said.

“Yes, yes it has, Mr. Blaidd,” she said too quickly, not returning my smile. Turning from where she’d been refilling a food bin, she addressed her husband. “I gotta check something in the back, Ed.” Almost running, she slipped behind the long wooden counter and into the storeroom at the rear of the store.

Edward Two Rivers leaned on the counter beside the cash register, a newspaper spread in front of him, his long gray hair spilling onto the pages. He watched her leave then smiled at me.

“Ouch,” I said.

“You still spook her,” he chuckled.

“Are you going to run and hide too?” I asked, grinning.

The black eyes narrowed, but his smile remained. “Vera’s a white woman. My people have told legends of the Heroka for generations, Grey Legs. I grew up with those stories. I’ve known others of your kind...and I think I still know you, even if it’s been...what?”

“Four years,” I said.

“Four years since you left Wawa.” He took my offered hand in a strong grip.

“Good to see you, Ed,” I said.

“You too, Gwyn.” Leaning over the counter, he patted Gelert’s huge head. “And good to see you as well, you great beast.” Gelert’s tail wagged furiously, threatening a display of pop cans. Ed looked back to me. “Did you fly in?”

I nodded. “I landed on Deer’s Pond, set up camp on the north shore, then we hiked in. Get my email?”

“Yeah. I made you up some supplies and a map to the truck driver’s cabin.” He nodded toward a small pile of brown paper packages in the corner, wrapped in twine.

“Thanks. What do I owe you?”

“I’ll run a tab. You’ll be here a while. Not the best homecoming for you, I guess.”

“Could be better. Any word of Robert?”

Ed nodded. “I showed your friend’s picture around. He was definitely here in Wawa for the funerals, but kept to himself pretty much. Found someone who talked to him, though. She said he left town about two days ago, but he’d be back. Something about unfinished business here.”

“Any idea where he went?”

“Just a guess, but I’d say the Muskokas.”

“Why?” I asked, puzzled. The Muskokas were a cottage and resort district a two-hour drive north of Toronto, and a good seven hundred kilometers from Wawa.

He held up a finger for an answer and started flipping through the newspaper. Gelert curled beside our supplies. I waited, sifting through the smells of grains and fruit, wood and burlap — and humans. Vera was muttering in the storeroom at the back. I could have made out her words if I had wanted to, but I didn’t.

Ed began reading. “‘Local logging baron Jonathan Conrad and his bodyguard were found dead early yesterday morning, outside his lodge in the Muskokas.’”

Footsteps outside announced a customer to me before the bell over the door brought Ed’s head up from the paper. She looked early twenties, tall and slim with gray green eyes and long dark hair that wasn’t sure where it wanted to rest. Flashing a quick smile at Ed, she moved to the shelves of canned goods.

“Morning, Leiddia,” Ed said, eyebrows shooting up.

“Morning, Ed,” she replied, then looked at me. A familiar aura tinged her outline. She kept looking as I turned back to Ed.

Ed continued reading, his voice lower. “It says Conrad’s wife had gone into town for the evening. She found the bodies about two yesterday morning.”

“How’d he die?” I asked.

The woman Ed called Leiddia turned toward Ed, but I could feel her eyes still on me. I didn’t look at her.

“They’re bringing the coroner up from Toronto. The cops figure some kind of animal attack, judging from the wounds. They say it was big whatever it was.” Ed looked up at me. “Maybe a bear.”

I swore silently at that last bit of news. “Guess the environmentalists won’t grieve much.”

“The parents of those three boys won’t,” Leiddia said, stepping closer to the counter. “He killed them, even if he didn’t drive the truck. Everybody knows he gave the order.”

“Got off though,” sighed Ed. “So’d the truck driver. Accident, they said. Bad brakes. Conrad got a five-hundred dollar fine for not maintaining his trucks.”

I had heard about the truck incident three days ago. Conrad had been chairman for a company that owned the paper mill outside Wawa and several logging operations north of Lake Superior. Recently, the company had faced escalating pressure from local residents, native bands, and environmental groups. Protests centered on the company’s clear cutting methods and general contempt for the old growth forest. The confrontation climaxed when a group of students and other protesters blockaded the road leading to the current clear cutting target.

The first truck to reach the blockade had backed off, driving fifteen miles back to camp in reverse. Two hours later, the next truck arrived. This one hadn’t stopped.

The kids hadn’t used logs or fallen trees to block the road. They hadn’t piled boulders, or sprinkled the road with tire punctures. They had just stood across it, arms linked, singing.

The truck slammed into them, killing three local students. A female protestor from out-of-town also died.

“Five hundred dollars,” said Ed, shaking his head.

“I went to college with one of them,” Leiddia said quietly.

I looked at her, confirming my first impression of the familiar aura. “Were you there?”

She shook her head. “My stepfather works in the mill. He wouldn’t let me go.” She stared at me hard.

Ed cleared his throat. “Uh, Grey Legs, this is Leiddia Barker. Leiddia, this is an old friend, Gwyn Blaidd. Gwyn’s the friend of Mr. Arcas I mentioned.”

“You know Robert?” she asked.

The door to the store opened before I could reply. A man stood with one foot in the store, hand still on the door. “Leiddia!” he barked, “Hurry up!”

She didn’t look at him. “I’m coming,” she snapped, thumping some cans on the counter.

As Ed rang up the order, I looked the man over. Late forties, maybe six feet, a paunch and thinning black hair slicked back. Gelert growled at him, and I didn’t stop him. I didn’t like his smell.

Leiddia paid Ed, took the bag of groceries, and turned to the door. Not waiting for her, the man let the door slam, walked to a beat-up Cutlass parked in front and got in. He had never even looked my way. As Leiddia shifted the bag to her other arm, I stepped past her and opened the door.

“Thanks,” she said, stepping through. Hesitating, she looked at the car, then back at me. “Blaidd. That’s a strange name.”

“It’s Welsh.”

“Why does Ed call you Grey Legs?”

The car’s horn blared. Jumping out of the car, he moved quickly toward us, fists clenched. “Damn it! What’re you doing?” he snarled at her, then spun to face me. “Who the hell are you, mister?  I...” His voice trailed off.

“Hello, Tom,” I said. “Long time.”

He swallowed hard. “Gwyn! I didn’t know you were back.”

I smiled. “I didn’t figure our past relationship called for a postcard.”

“Uh, yeah. Uh, Leiddia, don’t be too long. I gotta get to work.” He turned and got back in the Olds, with a glance over his shoulder.

She raised an eyebrow, staring after him. “Never seen anything affect old Tommy like that.” She looked me up and down. “Will I see you again?”

“I’m camping by Deer’s Pond. North shore,” I said.

Smiling a cat-with-the-canary smile, she strolled casually to the car and got in. They drove off, and I went back inside.

“So what do you think of our Leiddia?” Ed asked.

“I think I just passed some kind of test. She’s the one who talked to Robert?”

“Yeah. I said an old friend of his was coming into town and wanted to surprise him. That’s when she told me about him leaving.” He looked puzzled. “Weird her showing up just as you arrive. She’s not in town much. You gonna go see her?”

“I’m guessing she’ll find me. How does Tom Barker come to be her stepfather?”

Ed grimaced. “She and her mom moved here about two years ago. The mother had some money and a good property, which got Tom interested. Don’t know what she saw in him.”

“He’s still the same?”

“Grade-A asshole? Yeah, plus there’s been some incidents with him and her mother. Cops at the house, but she’s never laid any charges.”

“Physical abuse?”

He nodded. “Vera knows the night nurse at Mercy. The mother’s been in a few times, always with a story about some accident around the home. The nurse said it looked more like beatings.” Ed looked grim, then thoughtful. “Far as I know, he leaves the girl alone.”

“From what I saw,” I said, picking up my supplies and moving to the door, “pushing Leiddia too far would be very inadvisable. He might wake something.”

Ed’s eyes narrowed. “What’d you see in her?”

“She has the Mark,” I said quietly. Opening the door, I stepped out into the street after Gelert, not waiting for Ed’s reply.

~~

THE FIRST FROST had come to Wawa early. Gelert and I hiked back through fall colors, crisp air, and no mosquitoes, reaching our campsite overlooking Deer’s Pond just before sunset.

That night, spirits of the firelight danced around me through the trees as the rising moon silvered the smooth surface of the water. With Gelert snoring softly beside me, other spirits danced through my thoughts.

I didn’t want them to dance. I didn’t want them to even exist. But spirits have their own views on these matters, and are very persistent when they feel
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