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The Generations of Black Wolf
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	Name

	Born

	Died

	Age


	Black Wolf

	1674

	1740

	66


	Eel Catcher

	1699

	1756

	57


	She Who Mourns

	1726

	1794

	68


	Yellow Jacket

	1751

	1790

	39


	Blue Fox

	1773

	1819

	46


	Dog Runner

	1791

	1854

	63


	Elk Calf Woman

	1825

	1863

	38


	Blackbird Wing

	1847

	1877

	30


	Wolf Alone

	1863

	1939

	76


	Harry Wolf Alone

	1919

	1969

	50


	Emma Wolf Alone

	1943

	
	

	Tom Fitzpatrick

	1961

	
	

	Sara Fitzpatrick

	1987
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Part One


In the Beginning
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Genesis
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In the beginning, the Earth writhed and twisted and contracted like a woman in the throes of giving birth. Tectonic plates pushed and shoved and collided with each other. Rings of volcanoes erupted. The hot magma weighed down the air, then fell in a windfall of cooling basalt that covered the in utero prairie like falling aspen leaves in future millenniums’ autumns. The Earth’s surface buckled, fell down on itself, expanded, and shrank. Shards of solid rock emerged. The Rocky Mountains burst forth and poked holes in the sky—one mile, two miles, three miles above the tossing sea shores!

Rivers of lava spewed out the throats of belching volcanoes. The Earth continued to hump and bump and shower its innards on the landscape. 

Pubescent mountain ranges, smaller siblings of the mighty Rockies, teamed up with grinding glaciers and carved finishing touches on towering peaks and quiet valleys. They closed off the egress of rivers to global waters. Inland oceans filled in the low places. Glacial moraines marked advancing and retreating ice flows. 

The Earth rested. A rolling savannah of Idaho Fescue, Bluebunch Wheatgrass, and other native turf found niches to send down roots between bits and pieces of cooked and cooled basalt. The prairie was born. 

The winds, the snows and the rains carved escarpments that fell away from the prairie and formed ruts that grew into gullies. Rivulets became streams. Streams swelled to a crescendo of churning turbid rivers that gouged the Earth’s surface and made bare the striated layers of its yesterdays. All this before animals covered the prairie, fish swam in its moving waters, or birds soared in the air and nested in tall tamaracks. 

The Creator populated the prairie with ancient animals at first, followed by denizens of latter day creatures. Eventually, tiny ground squirrels, mice, and voles scurried amid the stems of flowers and grasses. Lizards and snakes kept them company or sought them out as food. Birds filled the air: sharp-tailed grouse, sage hens, myriad songbirds, ospreys with white mantles, golden eagles, and red-tailed hawks. Deer and elk browsed on chaparral, the leaves of alders, and other small trees. Small herds of bison wandered through the Rocky Mountain passes and grazed on the prairie bunch grass that covered hard slices of shale. Sheep and goats clung to the steep precipices perched on the prairie’s perimeter. They nibbled on the syringas and lichens and kept an eye out for predators: cougars, black bears, grizzlies, wolves, coyotes, bobcats, eagles from the air. 

Like rib bones flowing from mammoths’ spines, sharply defined ridges spread out from the prairie to dim and distant boundaries and finally to mighty waterways. Steelhead, salmon, and cutthroat trout spawned in streams that plunged down roiling ravines into the rivers. In the rivers, eels swam and giant sturgeon patrolled the deep waters. 

The sea monster came. Itsi-Yay-Yay (Coyote) tricked him and ate him from the inside out. Nii Mii Puu, The Real People, grew out of the earth from where the sea monster’s dripping heart bled onto the brown loam on the banks of the Koos-Koos-Kai-Kai that flowed out of the high mountains to the east. Some of the Nii Mii Puu came west to the prairie. During the prairie’s harsh winters, they nested in the sheltered canyons of the rivers. They hiked up to the prairie in the early summer—all of them: the young men and women, expectant mothers, babies, teenagers, and old people. 

The various families and groups of families rendezvoused in the meadow where the tall pines grew. There they partied and strategized, decided who would venture to the waters of the Lostine, who would dig the roots on the hillsides, hunt sheep in the mountains, snare salmon where the river exits the glacial lake, or decided on ways to provide for the common defense should any small band be raided by their enemies to the south. 

When hoarfrost clung to the blades of bunch grass in late autumn and the ghost of the full moon hung in mid-morning’s sky, the scattered groups gathered again at the meadow on the prairie. They partied and shared stories of their long summer days. Alliances formed or strengthened. Marriages occurred. Before too many sunrises this Wallowa band of Nii Mii Puu would begin the long walk out of the prairie down to the deep canyons that would become their winter homes.

How long? How long had these seasonal migrations gone on, back and forth between canyon floors and the high prairie? For years, thousands of years, ten thousand years, and more! 

The Nii Mii Puu say it had always been thus, and who’s to argue with them? Who else carries their genealogies back to the beginnings of the prairie’s birth when the animals talked with one another, and Itsi-Yay-Yay saved them by tricking the sea monster and the seven devils who came to eat all the children? Who else, since before recorded time had husbanded the prairie with the Creator’s carefully contrived symmetry uppermost in their minds? Who else hunted the ancient animals that wandered the prairie in the early times?

They embraced the Creator’s principle: denizens thrive when balance exists between plant and animal, between predator and herbivore, between Man and all that the Creator placed on the prairie. So they treated the prairie and its occupants with reverence. They thanked the animals for giving them meat, hides, and bones and the plants for the fiber and roots, bulbs and berries. 

In times of hunger, when they carved bark from a pine tree for food, they only stripped a little, never girdled the tree, so that it would continue to thrive. 

They took no more than they needed for themselves or for trade. They understood the loss of one species, plant or animal would upset the perfect equilibrium set in motion by the Creator.

A day would come when the prairie’s stability would suffer, a little at first, then, like a twirling top accentuates its wobble when it loses its center, increasing numbers of animals would disappear. 

The shamans, prophets for their time, like the Old Testament’s Nathan, looked into the future and saw the Nii Mii Puu floundering in misery’s wake. 

And so it would be.
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Intruders—circa late Seventeenth Century AD
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With the smell of the deer’s blood in the air and the threat of the two-leg gone, the wolf pack converged on the site where the deer met death when the hunting two-leg ambushed it. One wolf tarried on the edge of the prairie and watched the two-leg move away from the kill site with only a forequarter of the deer, all he could carry, hoisted on his back. The wolf watched him struggle over the saddle of the ridge below the escarpment that led away from the prairie’s edge.

The wolf, a yearling, started down to the two-leg’s kill site where the rest of the pack had already descended. He stopped and looked back at the two-leg. He detected the familiar scent of the two-leg and a whiff of something new and strange beyond the ridge. The wolf lifted his nose, let the gentle breeze blow back the fine muzzle hairs and whiskers, waited while his nostrils filled with subtle suggestions about what lay in the valley beyond the ridge. He picked up the scent of fire, not live, like he remembered from previous sorties around the two-leg camp, but its aroma hidden instead in the residue of long-cold coals, and that something new: not quite the smell of a dead carcass, but like that smell, it lay heavy in the inner linings of his nose. While the wolf played with the nuances that invaded his nostrils, the two-leg came to the top of the ridgeline and disappeared. The wolf gave in to his youthful curiosity and followed.

He crested the ridge and sat. Below he saw the two-leg dens, three of them, and the quartered deer on the ground. Where had the two-leg gone? His ears pitched forward. He tipped his nose, let the edges of his nostrils flare, tried to sort the two-leg smell from the pervasive odor that now wafted up to him from below. Was it the smell of death? If so, never in his young life had he smelled so much death at one time.

Behind him the sun flirted with the prairie’s western rim, reached out with its long autumn rays, and touched the basalt boulders amid the chaparral. In that moment, a wail rose from one of the two-leg dens. The wolf got to his feet; a feral growl rumbled in his throat, and the black hairs along his spine stood up. The wail waned. A new, louder sound came up from where the two-leg hid in his den. Its message of loneliness, loss, and despair touched a sympathetic chord in the young wolf. He took two careful steps towards the sound, pointed his nose to the sky, and howled a response.

On the prairie, at the remains of the two-leg’s kill, came another howl, and then another. He turned toward them, looked back in the valley in time to see the two-leg erupt from one of the reed dens, drop to his knees, and pound the earth with his front paws. The two-leg sat upright, threw his head back, and let loose yet another mournful moan.

In the distance the pack called again. The yearling wolf walked at first, then took up a trot, then a gallop towards his beckoning family. He left the two-leg to his keening, to his flailing on the hard ground. 

The stench from where the two-legs lived attracted carrion eaters. By the time the wolf pack arrived, the coyotes and vultures had already started the grisly work of returning the bodies to the earth from which they came. Even the dogs, those relatives of the coyote and wolf, the ones that skulked around the two-leg dens, even they had begun to eat on the carcasses. When the wolves showed up, they made short work of the dogs and chased away the coyotes and vultures. The smell of death they could abide; they consumed carrion when carcasses became available. But unlike the yearling wolf, the adults knew these two-leg bodies carried an odor foreign to their experience. It made them uneasy. The wolves stayed for a bit, then the alpha male picked up the scent of that two-leg hunter who killed the deer, and the pack followed for awhile. 

The two-leg wandered aimlessly down, down, down, towards the waters of the river below. The pack sensed he would return, if not him, other two-legs. The two-legs always returned by early summer.

For now, the alpha female had picked up the fresh scent of elk. She called and the pack took up the chase.

* * * *
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The devastation the wolves witnessed was only the first. After a lull, in the cusp of a tranquil prairie morn, like the sweep of a giant grizzly’s paw at a nest of ants, illness again razed a village. Like the grizzly ignored the soldier ants’ stings and bites, the sickness ignored the healers’ rituals, prayers, and herbs. People succumbed. Boys and girls, mothers and fathers, grandmothers and grandfathers—they died. 

Mid-autumn, in the moon when the elks bugle: survivors, a handful. They left the prairie and straggled into the canyons, a warm haven from winter’s onslaught. There they found other Nii Mii Puu.

Come spring, the camas bloomed. The Nii Mii Puu walked out of the gorge back to the high grassland and the alpine slopes. They dug the roots, hunted for sheep, deer, elk, and bison; and trapped salmon in the streams. Living the long summer days in the moon of the return of the blue back salmon, they learned to leave grief in their yesterdays. 

In time, the maladies returned: fevers, sores, spots, racking coughs. 

Death. Mourning. Hot summer days and cold winter nights in tule reed homes heated by fire. Healing. Spring and autumn migrations. 

Unbeknownst to the Nii Mii Puu, their misery came with intruders who came in winged ships to distant ports to the south, east, and west, beyond the horizons of the land the Nii Mii Puu called home. These strange, hairy people wore heavy helmets and hard breastplates. They carried ashore diseases deadlier even than their iron-tipped lances, keen-edged swords, and fire sticks. 

Had they known of the intruders, the Nii Mii Puu would have wondered at the irony. Those who brought death and destruction also brought the horses whose great-great grandchildren came to the prairie and became instruments of good in the lives of the people who lived in this land.
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Black Wolf—circa 1720, AD
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Black Wolf hefted the dead deer, a fawn barely shed of its spotted coat, across the withers of his skittish horse and climbed on behind. He jerked the rawhide rein and prodded his mount forward with his heels. After a show of defiance—tossing head and prancing forefeet—his mount settled down and began to pick its way out of the copse of alders where the fawn had finally fallen, bled out from Black Wolf’s well placed arrow. 

When they came to the stream where he had lain in wait for the deer to come to him, Black Wolf reached forward and held onto his kill while the horse drank. They crossed the stream and worked their way up the side of a ridge. At the crest of the ridge, he reined his horse to a stop. While the horse caught her breath from the steep climb, he contemplated the prairie. On the cloudless eastern horizon, the Seven Devils reached to the sky. Sliding up from behind them, the sun shot long morning rays across the pristine landscape. Black Wolf loved the story, how Itsi-Yay-Yay (Coyote) anchored the Seven Devils for all of eternity over the river canyons and plateaus as punishment for all the evil they had committed. 

He stroked the gray mane of his horse. Doing so forced his mind to his own streaked-with-gray hair. He reached up and ran his fingers above his ear and behind his head. How many years had it been, he wondered, since that day when he had brought down food with his bow, only to find death when he returned home? He was young then, barely a man, and overwhelmed by the loss of his family. For a flitting second he saw the images of his father, his mother, and grandmother. He tried to remember the face of his wife. He courted and won her when he traveled with others in their canoes down the waters of the mighty river that wound west. There, at the place called Celilo, where the falls slowed the salmon in their trip east, they had traded with other peoples, and he had taken the Cayuse girl home with him. When she died during that summer of illness, she carried Black Wolf’s first born in her womb. There would be other wives, other children, other deaths, but in moments like this, when he felt that summer’s bitter pangs, he mourned for his loss of youth’s promise as well as the to-be mother and child. But now, try as he might, he couldn’t recall the features of her face. 

Over the years, he molded the lessons of his losses into wisdom, the kind bound in spirituality blended with life’s experience. 

There had been a wolf on that dreadful morning and it appeared in his dreams thereafter. In time, in recognition of the wolf’s healing help, he took the name, Black Wolf. 

He ceased fingering his own hair and reached to the horse’s mane. What a good thing—these horses. Back then, he’d been obliged to leave most of his kill on the prairie for the wolves and coyotes, but here, now, the horse allowed him to waste nothing. He would carry home all the Creator had put in the way of his arrow. 

The young men were the ones who first learned to ride. Black Wolf was one of the few older people to take to the horses when they first came. Without the horses, the bison were too scattered, too few, unlike the horizon-to-horizon herds that roamed the plains east of the high mountains. Before the horses, the Nii Mii Puu on the prairie rarely brought a bison down, but now, the young men and their mounts made bison a regular fare at evening meals. This is a good thing, he thought. The horses allow us to feed and clothe the people. They let us move from the canyons to the mountains and back with ease. They have made our lives easier.

A floating cloud’s shadow appeared on the horizon held down by the Seven Devils and rolled over the intervening canyons. Before long it crested the lip of the prairie. As it covered the flat, grassy expanse, the stream beds, and small alluvial plains defined by ridges, the shadow created a shifting mosaic of light and dark. Black Wolf lifted his eyes to the sky. Layers of stratus clouds blocked his view of the peaks and filtered the sunrise. Intermittent shafts of light bounced off the earth below. The effect was mood changing. He swallowed the sudden rise of anxiety and urged his mount off the ridge. Now, he thought, this horse needs to take me home quickly.

Despite his feeling of fear, all was well when he reached the village. That night he had dreams. He had learned to listen to his dreams. They helped him see the right way for his people to go. This night he dreamt of bison bones scattered across the prairie. Four warriors sat on white horses in silent repose on the prairie’s horizon. Black Wolf could only see their backs. Two of them faced east and two faced north. The images—first of bison bones, then of the mounted warriors, then of the prairie floor tilted and out-of-focus—they bothered his sleep all night. Clarity evaded him in the morning. He didn’t know what the dreams meant, so rather than share them in the sweat lodge with the other village elders, he kept his own counsel. 

In the days and years to come, he would dream this same dream. Always its meaning escaped him. Slowly, ever so slowly, like the old age that crept into his eyes and bones from one year to the next, he began to understand.

* * * *
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In the dim pre-dawn, morning’s cold contended with body warmth wrapped in blankets. Black Wolf sensed, rather than saw, the sleeping people that shared the longhouse. What woke him were the burning sensations. He arched his feet and wiggled his toes inside his moccasins. Wearing his moccasins while he slept helped keep night’s cold from abetting the painful numbness that set his toes ablaze, and the moccasins hastened the process of getting up in the night to empty his bladder, an increasingly frequent occurrence. 

He sat up, pulled the bison robe around his shoulders, and gathered it around his throat. Doing his best to keep the robe between him and the crisp air, he rolled onto his hands and knees. He sighed. This ritual of standing up was becoming more and more difficult. He placed his right foot on the tule mat that buffered him from the ground, pushed off with his hands, and came to a shaky stance. Pulling his robe about him, he walked to the end of the longhouse and went outside. 

He stood at the entrance of the longhouse. A wisp of wind blew against his face and filtered into the nooks and crannies of his tightly held robe. He brushed the sleep out of his eyes, looked skyward, and squinted, a futile attempt to see clearly. In past years, the cold united with long, smoke-filled winter nights and inflicted nearly everyone with red, weeping, and painful eyes. But this fading vision had begun to plague him early last spring and become more bothersome over the summer and the long winter. 

Sunrise waited in abeyance to night’s reign; the early morning sky still held scattered remnants of stars. To him, they were no more than opaque blurs of light. Another sigh, his outward acknowledgment of the surrender in his mind. Failing eyesight was yet one more sign of his aging body.

A camp dog walked stiff legged from the lee side of the longhouse and stretched. Black Wolf shifted his gaze to her. She stared at him with eyes that hoped for a handout. She stepped closer. He could see her clearly now and took note of her gaunt frame, her yellow fur stretched over rib bones devoid of fat, her stomach swollen from puppies soon to be born. Yes, he thought, the winter has been hard on everyone, everything. How long since either dog or man or child has eaten meat? Even the dried salmon and eel that carried them through the winter were gone. The people survived now on roots and bulbs, camas, kouse, and bitterroot mostly, that the women had dug from last summer’s ground.

The thought of meat caused his mouth to fill with saliva. He fought the surge of hunger-born nausea that boiled up from his stomach. “Your ribs,” he said to the dog, “they tell me you save nothing for yourself. Your babies will be born strong and healthy because you suffer. Soon...soon the men will go out for meat, sheep maybe, or deer. Not that many days until the steelhead will be in the river. Then you will eat a scrap or two. Soon the little red ground squirrels will be waking from their winter’s sleep. Perhaps you’ll catch one.” 

They looked at each other, the she dog and Black Wolf. When the dog realized the man had only words, she tucked her tail and returned to the far side of the longhouse, away from the breeze that blew up the river canyon. There, she curled up with the rest of the dogs. 

Before long, Black Wolf thought, the winter snows that cling to the shady spots will be gone. Even now the daytime sun carries the promise of summer’s heat, and the chill at night is only the residue from winter’s hard cold. He turned away from the longhouse and walked with careful, tentative steps until he could hear the sibilant whisper of the water moving in the river Imnaha through the vale where this small band of Nii Mii Puu had built their winter home. 

While he stood on the river’s edge, he let out the water bloating his bladder and surveyed the dark river and the steep inclines on the far bank. He knew the lines on the ridges and escarpments so well that his mind’s eye furnished the details denied by the dual effects of pending sunrise and bad eyesight. Upstream, a sudden noise caught his attention and he twisted his head towards its source. Falling rock, he thought. Maybe a sheep or a goat. 

He turned back and made his way towards the longhouse. As he walked through the surreal mist that attended the spellbound moment between night and day, with the sun’s rays poised to push over the peaks of the Seven Devils, he saw the she dog and her companions come out from behind the longhouse. The hair stood up on their backs. First one, then another, then in unison, growls erupted from their mouths, followed by a cacophony of defiant barks. They came straight towards him. A few of last year’s litter veered off to his right. Black Wolf followed them with his eyes...Tewelkas! Coming fast through the trees into the vale: mounted Tewelkas! 

Black Wolf stopped walking and the dreaded words came out of his mouth in a frantic and fearful scream.

“Tewelkas! Tewelkas! Tewel...

Bright lights flooded his eyes from inside his head. His last thought before darkness and his fall with a thud to the hard ground: Did the dogs wake them in time?

* * * *
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Like the sun piercing a veil of delicate autumn leaves, blood-red filled Black Wolf’s mind. He marveled at it and wanted to reach out and touch it, but when he did so, his fingers too became red and were lost to his sight. He pulled his hand back. The notion he might drown immersed in this sanguine bath entered his mind. He felt the detachment, the lack of concern over that dire consequence and lay—content—at peace.

A shard of bright light cracked the veneer of crimson. He felt the irritation. The scarlet curtain returned, and with it a sense of well being that dissolved his annoyance. He fell back into silent contemplation. 

As quickly as when the sun slides from behind a puff of summer cloud, radiance filled his consciousness. He shielded his eyes with his hand. Slowly, he spread his fingers to let in the light. He pulled his hand away and surveyed his surroundings. He lay on the hard prairie, basked in the heat of the sun’s warmth, and wondered at his sense of bemused indifference to where he was and how he got there.

The prairie grass was at eye level. Patches of snow hugged the ground beneath the nearby bunches of grass. Close by, hunched down on his haunches, watching him with expectant yellow eyes, panting slightly, his red tongue dangling out of his mouth, his back, muzzle and throat punctuated by black hair—a young wolf.

For a brief moment he looked at the wolf and then returned to his private musing. He knew where he was—his brow furrowed—but how did I get here? Even on horseback the ride from the depths of the river canyon to the prairie where he now lay took two, maybe even three days. Have night and day come and gone without me knowing? 

“Ahem.”

Black Wolf ignored the word. He ignored the clouds that moved away from the morning’s sun. He ignored the whiff of new grasses just this morning born on the prairie.

“Ahem.

“Ahem!”

He directed his gaze towards the sound’s source. His focus fell on the wolf.

The wolf reared back and pawed at the air with his front feet, an obvious display of youthful enthusiasm. 

“I thought you would never notice me.” 

As before, when they had last talked, the wolf’s mouth hadn’t moved when he spoke. The words moved instead directly from his mind to the old man’s, yet Black Wolf had the sense he had used his ears to hear the words. He absorbed them and the notion of their origin before he spoke. 

“So, we meet again, Wolf. How is it I am old and wrinkled and you retain your youth? I thought the animals only talked to humans when boys and girls went on quests to find their Wyakens, their spirit helpers. Even so, in the beginning the Creator allowed all the animals to talk with one another and with humans, and years ago you talked with me in my dreams. But by then you had become my Wyaken.” 

“And so it is, and so it was, but did you think a Wyaken would let a Tewelkas, an enemy, especially a So-so-nah, the enemy from the south, the ones who first had the horses...did you think a Wyaken would not help an old man who let a So-so-nah sneak up on him and hit him with a skull cracker?”

Recollections filled his mind—dogs and the sound of falling rock on the hillside, Tewelkas, So-So-nahs, the wolf had said, on horseback. Sparkling lights...a bright red field of vision...What had happened to the others?

“Those So-so-nah knew better than to go on a raid far from home so early in the spring. The rush on the longhouse was nothing more than a poorly planned ploy to pull attention away from the herd. They left a comrade dead in the dirt, a heavy price for four or five horses and the right to sing about thumping an old man on the head. They will feel the sting of their people’s scorn when they return home—if they return home. Already, Sees-With-Glad-Eyes leads a chase to get the horses and punish those brash warriors.”

Black Wolf lifted his head and touched the back of it. Sudden pain and flashes of light caused him to lay his head back down. He drew his hand back and stared at the thick blood and pieces of bone clinging to his fingers.

“Am I going to die? Is that why you came to talk with me?”

“That you would die became a certainty when you first appeared in your mother’s womb. Of course you are going to die.”

“When last we met, when I fasted after the spotted sickness took all the others, you talked with me in my dreams. You told me serious things and gave me purpose for continuing to live. Why do you now mock me?”

They stared at each other, the man and the wolf. In that subliminal lapse of sight between no more than a blink, Black Wolf sensed a change in the wolf’s appearance. What was it, this change that was happening? He discerned a shift in the wolf’s posture—a loss of stature, and with it, his aura of youth. His muscles no longer pushed and bulged against fur, which even as Black Wolf watched, lost its sheen. His skin hung loosely around his shoulders as if he had draped himself in it, like when Black Wolf wrapped himself in a bison robe. 

Another blink, another change: the luster in the wolf’s yellow eyes dimmed. 

While Black Wolf watched, the young wolf became old. His lolling tongue retreated into his mouth and his black muzzle, eyebrows, and lashes turned white, as did the once black tips of the hairs around his throat and on his back. 

The wolf emitted a down low, ragged growl before he spoke. When his words came, the bounce had gone out of them; they lay flat in Black Wolf’s mind, as if their owner lacked the power to give them life. He strained to pick out the words’ intent without benefit of the usual lilt that comes with changing meter and the rise and fall of volume.

“So, now you see I have grown old with you. If you first saw me this way would you have listened? Now I have your attention, and I will tell you the words. 

“Your senses are failing fast—that So-so-nah’s skull cracker will soon send you off to where the spirits live. Your flesh will return to Mother Earth from whence it came. But first you will listen and tell the others what I share with you.”

He knew the wolf spoke the truth. That So-so-nah’s club had done lethal damage. Beyond the wolf, on the edge of the prairie he saw those recurrent warriors of his dreams. Unlike his dreams, they rode together towards the east, where the Nii Mii Puu’s steep and winding trail led to the river sheltered by canyon walls. On the far side of the river yet another trail followed the sheer inclines and took the people eventually to other prairies, other rivers, even beyond the far mountains that looked down on the river, Koos-Koos-Kai-Kai, where the Nii Mii Puu rose up out of the ground when Itsi-Yay-Yay made the sea monster’s heart bleed. 

One after the other, the warriors urged their white stallions off the prairie, down the trail. Black Wolf watched as their mounted profiles slid from view. The vestige of the last warrior’s bobbing head reminded him of a thousand eventides when he watched a sliver of sun wink at the prairie before it dropped off the horizon. 

Between the wolf and where he last saw the warriors, he saw the bleached bison bones of his dreams. Scattered among them were other bones—deer and elk, grizzly bear and black bear, wolves and humans.

“Those warriors leaving and the bones that remain—together they represent the Nii Mii Puu’s past and the story of their future. I will tell it to you now.

“In the beginning, other creatures walked on the prairie and in the canyons. Your forefathers were there and saw them: giant bears and wolves bigger and taller than those of today...”

The wolf’s words trailed off in Black Wolf’s mind, replaced by images interspersed between distracting bright lights and pleasant repose in that recurrent sea of red. He knew the story, of the creatures his ancestors hunted, but seeing them in the visions called up by the wolf sustained his will to hold onto life for yet a little longer. Like the caddis nymphs hatch out of their rock and sand cases on stream beds and shoot for the surface, he felt himself swimming up from death’s crimson depths until he burst into daylight’s brilliance, where he took in the visions called up by the wolf’s words. 

He saw the wooly creatures with legs as thick as white pines. Their long noses writhed like bull snakes. The creatures used their noses to snatch leaves from trees and stuffed them in their mouths. Teeth as long as lodge poles curled in front of them. One man standing on another’s shoulders might be able to touch the creature’s back. 

“They have no descendants,” the wolf said. “They are the ones the storytellers speak of around winter’s night fires.” 

Black Wolf turned his head and watched the refracted light from snow crystals hiding under a blade of new grass. The smell of bison and their droppings filled his nostrils. He looked about and discovered he lay amidst a herd of huge bison with horns as long as a man is tall.

Big pumas with fangs like flint knives prowled the herd’s perimeter. Crouched in a swale, waiting patiently: his ancestors, armed with spears and throwing sticks, large versions of the ones his grandfather fashioned for him to play with in his youth.

The red clouds converged on him from the east, the west, the north, and the south. When they collided over his head, they formed an airborne eddy that pulled him up into the sky and twirled him on a widening and ascending atmospheric ride. He looked down and watched the trees and shrubs grow small in the meadow where the people gathered on the prairie in spring and fall. He swooshed by the flanks of the Seven Devils. In an instant, his whirling conveyance carried him to new heights, where he looked down on the peaks and the frothing waters of the river below them—just a glimpse before red mist peeled from the swirling vortex he rode upon and hid them from view.

During his dizzying rise above the prairie, above the mountain peaks, above the scattered clouds, he heard nothing, save for the wolf’s cadenced, monotone in the background. The wolf’s words soothed him. He felt no fear, no excitement, just a quiet delight at what was happening to him. 

As quickly as it had taken him up, the spinning wind dropped him in air so crisp he found himself taking short, shallow breaths rather than suffer the sharp jolts to his lungs that came when he breathed deeply. 

He tipped his head and saw the ominous ceiling of red cumulus clouds poised, like a rattler ambushing a mouse, to strike and engulf him once more. He inhaled, a little too much, and felt his body shudder when the rarefied air bit into his lungs. 

As the spasm abated, the wolf’s calming words invaded his mind. They told him he had nothing to fear. “Open your eyes,” the wolf’s words said. “See the story that unfolds in the land of the living.”

Black Wolf looked down.

Mounted hunters harried a lone bison bull. A well placed arrow, buried up to its fletching, protruded from behind the bison’s shoulder. Another arrow, having barely punctured the bison’s brown hide, hung useless and forlorn off his rump. The bull faced his tormentors, his shaggy head low and his eyes bulging. Pink froth bubbled out and slid down strings of snot and blood streaming from his nose. His wobbly forelegs gave way; he fell to his knees and gave off one last, defiant bellow before he rolled on his side and surrendered his life.

While Black Wolf watched the hunters dismount and approach their downed quarry, he heard the wolf’s flat words.

“The hunters thank the bull for giving up its life, but in the future they will have to travel across the high mountains and contend with the Blackfoot and the Crow for bison. Already the last bull is doomed. The horse helps the hunters too well.”

The wolf’s pronouncement fell hard and unexpected, like that So-so-nah’s club. Black Wolf saw now the dreams’ meaning. As in his dreams, the prairie tilted and wobbled. He closed his eyes. The wolf’s next words, no longer lifeless, caught him by surprise. 

“The Wallowa band of Nii Mii Puu will share the same fate as these few bison who chose to live on this prairie west of the high mountains...so it will be for the big bears and the sharp tailed grouse...so it will be for the wolf.

“Open your eyes! Look!”

Against his wishes, he did what the wolf commanded. He now soared so high in the air the rivers in the canyons appeared to be threads, glistening and translucent like the ones spiders strung from leaf to twig to blade of grass in order to hold their webs intact. 

On invisible wings, in silent air, he flew over the Seven Devils beyond the River Koos-Koos-Kai-Kai. He hovered over the steep trail the Nii Mii Puu used to ride their horses over the high mountains to the plains where the Crow people lived and the numberless bison herds roamed. He saw death—old men and women mostly. On the sides of steep slopes exhausted horses struggled to regain purchase on the narrow trail. Vultures picked on the carcasses of their broken comrades on the rocks below.

Beyond these mountains whose tops touched the clouds, he saw smoldering remains of teepees. Further east: the four warriors on their white horses. They flanked fleeing remnants of Nii Mii Puu. Horses dragged travois loaded with wounded people. While he watched, they disappeared into the haze of the eastern horizon. The red curtain closed over his eyes. 

Black Wolf basked in this sanguine state, and the wolf finished his prophesy. His quiet words filtered into Black Wolf’s mind. He knew now the end was near.

* * * *
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The girl scrambled from the longhouse. One of the yearling pups sniffed at the blood that seeped from beneath a body lying in the dirt. She kicked at the dog. “Go away!” The dog retreated and she looked down at the dreaded So-so-nah. Never in her fourteen winters had she been so close to one who fell in battle. Her fascination with his presence and the residual terror of the last few minutes rooted her in place. 

She lifted her eyes towards the sound of hooves clattering over rocks. Between her and the warriors riding down the riverbank in pursuit of the So-so-nahs, she saw yet another body. She stepped around the dead warrior and took cautious steps. Surely, he too is dead, she thought. Why else would the warriors ride by him? She took more steps towards that prostrate form, cautious, ready to flee if she saw the slightest movement.

As she approached she could see the form on the ground was not one of the fallen foes. Gray hair splayed out from the bloody mass in the back of the victim’s head. She stopped and placed her hand at the juncture of her chest and throat. 

“Grandfather!”

She rushed to him and knelt. She placed tentative fingers on his back, leaned beside him, and spoke in his ear. 

“Grandfather! I am here. I will help you.”

Wisps of blood-wet hair brushed her cheek and melded with her tears while she continued to speak frantic words. When he failed to respond, she reached over his buttocks and waist, pulled and tugged until he rolled over. The girl squirmed to put herself between the ground and his head. It bounced off her thigh; she caught the back of his head with her left hand, felt the wet and the gritty shards of bone, and leaned with her right hand on the ground as she slid her body under him. 

She cried and rocked and let out her grief.

“Grandfather! Grandfather!” 

He groaned, looked up with unseeing eyes, reached with one hand, and felt her eyes, nose, and lips with tentative fingers.

“Granddaughter”—his hand dropped away from her face—”come close.”

She bent her head. He grimaced. She watched the lines that splayed away from the corners of his mouth harden. Spittle spilled out of the crease of his lips. She wiped it away with her fingertips. To her amazement, he smiled.

“My Wyaken wolf and I have been talking.” He took a deep breath, and waited while his mind reordered the words he wanted to say. “He reminded me of our past...” Black Wolf closed his eyes. 

“Grandfather...” 

His eyelids fluttered open. He began to talk.

“The Nii Mii Puu suffered when those creatures of olden times were replaced by the ones who live here now. After many generations, the Nii Mii Puu prospered. 

“Change is again on the land—the sickness that ignores the healers’ prayers and potions...” 

As before, his eyes closed. Anxiety welled up from the pit of her stomach. Her free hand came off the ground and stroked his forehead and cheek. “Grandfather! Don’t leave us!”

Black Wolf’s eyes opened. As he began to make words, she saw the imbalance—the pinpoint pupil in one eye, the pupil of the other wide open. Both eyes looked past her. Neither, she felt, let him see. Nevertheless, his words when they came were strong.

“The horses helped to make life easier...”

“Grandfather?”

He lay quiet, his vacant eyes staring.

“Grandfather!”

“The horses...

“The bison on our summer prairie will soon be gone. The horses let us do this. No calves this spring. To make the prairie right will take awhile.

“Before that happens—we will be driven away. The big, humpbacked bear and the sharp-tailed grouse will go away. The salmon and steelhead will struggle to survive. The wolves will be killed or escape to the north.”

Black Wolf stopped talking. He licked his lips and reached up to his granddaughter with both hands.

“Come close.”

She lowered her head until his hands rested on her cheeks. He tensed his body and raised himself enough to reach behind her head. The dual effects of pulling her head and torso towards him and raising his head allowed him to rest his old and creased face against her cheek. The effort exhausted him. His voice shook as he whispered his final, desperate words into his granddaughter’s ear.

She felt the pull of his fingers relax. Black Wolf lay down. A long sigh escaped from his lips. 

To the east, the morning’s sun cleared the Seven Devils. Its light slid down the steep slopes, into the canyons, and across the prairie.

She stroked his cool forehead, saw the now matched and dilated pupils in her grandfather’s eyes and watched the ridges around his closed lips become soft and indistinct. People approached. She looked up to see her mother and Yellow Elk, the village healer.

“The wolves will be driven away,” she said. “The Nii Mii Puu will be driven away. When the wolf returns to the prairie, I will be there.”

The girl’s mother and Yellow Elk looked at the girl’s tear-streaked, blood-smeared face and wondered at her words. A long wail disrupted them. They raised their eyes to the western lip of the prairie. The plaintive call waned and disappeared, then took up again—a lone wolf’s mournful howl. It reached down to the vale on the bank of the river where Black Wolf lay on his granddaughter’s lap—a hundred steps from the winter longhouse.
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Part Two
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“If you let the time run over one day, the soldiers will be there to drive you on the reservation, and all your cattle and horses outside of the reservation at that time will fall into the hands of the white men.”

—General Oliver O Howard

May, 1877.
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John Cantrell
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July, 1877

John Cantrell dismounted. With his free hand, he wrapped the reins around a hanging branch of brush. In the other, he carried the long flintlock rifle that had been his weapon of choice ever since back in Forty-six, when he marched to Mexico with Zachary Taylor. It was loaded and ready to fire whenever he pulled the hammer from half to full cock. 

While he read the grass and leaves for a sign of wind direction, he leaned back until the sinew around his hip joints and the small of his back surrendered and allowed him to twist and bend with only a smattering of pain. 

A slight breeze slanted down the side of the south-facing slope, obliging him to ascend in a northeasterly direction in order to keep his scent away from the crest and beyond. His easy gait disguised the hurt that came with his rebelling knees and hips. Every two or three steps he stopped, and with a hunter’s practiced eye, swept the incline above and below him. When he was satisfied he still faced the breeze and when nothing in the lay of the land looked out of place, he proceeded. As he moved, his eyes picked out the placement of each foot, lest a twig should snap or he should slip on loose rock. He knew either one would announce his presence to whatever might lurk on the far side of the hill. Three decades on the frontier had taught him that the unexpected, more times than not, proved deadly.

What he figured would be there would be wolves eating on the heifer they had brought down. She was one of the strays left behind by the Nez Perce when they left the prairie and moved into Idaho, where all the trouble erupted after they arrived. In fact, he and his neighbors, ranchers and farmers, were scouring the prairies and canyons for the horses and cattle the Nez Perce had left behind. There were more than a few. It’d be just like one o’ them young bucks to get homesick and come sneakin’ back. No need to go stumblin’ into danger carelessly.

He had come across the dead heifer and the wolves late in the day, after the sun had already dropped off the edge of the prairie. This time of year, twilight would hang on for an hour or so, but he reckoned those wolves were pretty well spooked. Besides, even if they did come back and he got a clear shot, his aging eyes would no doubt fail him in the fading light. I’ll let ’em get over bein’ scared, he reasoned, and come back early in the mornin’, when their hunger pangs maybe have ’em distracted. 

Now, in the early morning, with the sun just clear of the east horizon, he approached the ridgeline, dropped on his belly, wiggled to the top with his rifle cradled in the crook of his elbows, and peeked over. He saw four wolves skulking around the carcass. He slid back, held his hand over the frizzen and lock to muffle the sound, and pulled the hammer to full cock. He peeked back over the edge and brought his rifle to bear. 

At this range, with the down angle he was aiming, his ball would shoot high. He aimed for the base of the tail of the big wolf whose head and forequarters were buried into the body cavity of the cow’s carcass. 

In earlier days, he would have touched off his shot about the time his rifle reached his shoulder. But his old eyes had trouble simultaneously lining up the rear sight with the front sight and seeing the wolf clearly. Sighting took a few seconds, but soon enough, his fingers closed around the trigger. Just before the smoke blocked his vision, he saw the wolf’s body flinch. A half second later, he heard the solid smack of his ball hitting home. He knew his shot had dealt a hard blow. Instinctively, he pulled the ramrod from beneath the barrel and began to reload. Reloading for him was mostly a by-feel process, and his eyes never left the scene below. Out of the corner of one eye, he saw a flash of movement. A quick glance told him it was a wolf, the last of the three disappearing down the small draw where they probably hid when they ambushed the heifer.

The big wolf had managed to crawl ten or fifteen feet from the cow before his last spasm and death. John Cantrell scanned the surrounding prairie for any sign that his shot had attracted the attention of wandering warriors. Not likely, but years of living by his wits had taught him caution. He waited and watched. After a few minutes he sat up and loaded his pipe while he continued to watch and listen. 

With his pipe lit and smoke from his quick puffs still hanging around his head, he stood up and began his descent to the dead wolf. He covered half the distance before he saw the damage done by his marksmanship. He smiled. “Jeesus!” he exclaimed. “That’s one tough wolf!” Ain’t many critters, he thought, gonna’ crawl anywhere with a fifty-four caliber ball twixt his shoulder blades and rattling around in his lungs. Hit ’em right where I planned on! 

He approached the wolf, admired his size, the black guard hairs that gave his coat an ebony sheen, and felt the hunter’s satisfaction that always came with a well executed stalk and kill.

* * * *
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Two pack mules trailed behind Aaron Cantrell. The lead mule was tethered to his saddle horn by a cotton rope. Among the other items carried on the last mule’s pack saddle was the wolf’s pelt. John, Aaron’s father, had diluted a little of the camp’s sparse supply of salt in water and brushed it onto the skin side of the hide. He hoped the salt would deter spoilage long enough to get home where he could properly attend to the pelt. 

John, five of his neighbors and three teenage boys, one of them Aaron, had set out for the prairie seven days earlier to gather up loose livestock. Over the ensuing days, they probed the vales and gullies and managed to scrape together a motley group of cattle and horses, all of them residue from the Nez Perce exodus a month or so ago. In a sense, they were stealing, even though the United States Army and the Snake River stood between the livestock and their Indian owners. In deference to his experience, his age, and the threat of Indian intervention, the men had asked John to take control of their venture, and he had agreed. 

John and Aaron rode point. In addition to the two pack mules, they led a herd of twenty-seven half-wild cows, most with calves, and four footsore and skinny horses. They were headed home, back to their farms and ranches on the banks of the Lostine, the Wallowa, and the Grande Ronde. 

“Them cows, what with their living off the land and with calves still hanging on their tits, is a wild bunch,” Hank Thompson had commented around last night’s campfire. “No wonder those Nez Perce left them behind.” 

The other men agreed and concurred when Hank further opined the horses were not worth even the effort of chasing if they ran off. They all knew none of the horses would have survived being pushed by the Nez Perce into the canyons and across the Snake, and John felt sure the Indians saw it that way too. 

He regretted the horses were still in the herd. He reckoned they would do nothing but slow them down, what with being footsore or in need of fattening so badly their hip and shoulder bones pressed at their hides like poles pushing from the inside of canvas army tents. But it wasn’t a battle worth fighting; the horses would drop out or die before they reached the Wallowa Valley. 

At the start of the drive, John roped a cantankerous old cow and tied her off to his saddle horn with twenty feet of lariat. 

“Might as well have that old lady leadin’ the rest a’ them where we want them to go,” he explained to the others. “Otherwise, we’ll waste half the day fightin’ her headstrong urge to wander here or there or, hell, I don’t know, over yonder somewhere, and she’ll be draggin’ the rest o’ them heifers with her, and us poundin’ leather tryin’ to head them off.” 

She raised her own version of wild bovine disruption when he first lassoed her, even tried to run down and gore his horse, but over the last three or four hours she quit fighting the rope and, except for infrequent balks at the rope’s tug, settled into her role as herd leader.

The sons of Lars Olsen and Hank Thompson had spent their childhoods on the backs of horses and knew the ins and outs of turning a defiant heifer. So, John assigned the two of them to the rear, along with one of the grown men, who hung back to assist either the boys or, whenever the need arose, the riders flanking each side of the herd. 

He sent Lars off to the east a half mile or so and Hank Thompson a similar distance to the west. 

“Keep a sharp eye,” John told them, “not only on our sides but behind and in front. The Army’s no doubt got them Nez Perces on the run, but who knows what longin’s or grudges some buck might be harborin’? Wouldn’t want one o’ them rascals doubling back and catchin’ us unawares. Word’s out—them red niggers been raidin’ and killin’ ever since they got to Idaho.” 

While the herd moved at the gentle prodding of the men on horseback, with the mid-morning sun struggling to break free of a drifting patch of cirrus clouds, and John’s cow content, for the moment at least, to quit fighting the ever present pull of the lariat, John let his mind wander to those Nez Perce and their departure. 

“Voluntarily move onto the reservation in Idaho,” General Howard was supposed to have said, “or I’ll have the Army put you there at the point of a bayonet.” 

When John had heard the General’s words, he’d figured he was just baiting those contrary non-treaties with an impossible task so he could turn the Army loose on them when they balked. John didn’t know much about this Howard fellow, but he knew about generals and their stubborn and unreasonable ways. Nobody but a general would tell someone to cross the Snake when the spring runoff’s at its height. So, Howard figured they’d either drown trying or never try. Either way, the general wins. 

John gave the young Joseph, the leader of those Oregon Nez Perces, and his uppity younger brother credit; they not only crossed the Snake, but they took their belongings, their herds, their babies, and old folks along. He smiled at the thought of the one-armed general’s chagrin when he heard the Wallowa band was safe and comfortable on the Idaho side of the Snake. 

The old cow chose this moment to stage one of her rebellions, and she roamed to and fro at the end of John’s lariat, doing her best to go east or west, or any way but straight ahead. 

“Aaron, get behind that cow and get her moving the right direction. Lay your rope on her ass if she insists on goin’ any way ’cept forward.” 

Aaron loosed the loop from his saddle horn, handed the rope to John, and wheeled his horse. In a minute or two, with a skill honed on the edge of the wild frontier, Aaron, a strapping fifteen-year old already
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