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Chapter 1 
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Sarah carried her basket of grain to the grinding stone near the firepit. She pulled her wrap tighter to ward against the chill air which came with the rising sun. The women worked silently as they ground their grain. The camp was bustling with activity as they prepared for the move to their summer hunting grounds.

A young boy, not watching where he was going as he played, ran across her path, nearly tripping her so that she dropped her basket. He was Wild Coyote, one of Fox Tail’s young ones. She grabbed him with one hand by the scruff of the neck, offering a soft reprimand in Shoshone, the Ute language, and a swat on the behind, before turning him loose to run after the other children. 

Living among the Utes, Sarah had learned so much more of the Shoshone language than the bits and pieces Delilah had taught her on their short travels. She thought about the many things she had learned from her friend as she ground her grain on the smooth stone, including how to shoot a pistol. It saddened her that Delilah would never teach her more. She missed that determined look that Delilah got when she’d made up her mind about something, which had only been enhanced by the scar across her cheek. A scar that had been barely noticeable whenever she would smile. 

Sarah took a small section of her wrap, wiping away a tear which had slipped from the corner of her eye and slid down her cheek. Then she sniffed, straightening her shoulders. She was no longer that girl. 

She was An-ke-pom-py, or Hair of Fire, now. It was obvious why they had named her so. Unlike many of her own people, the Utes gave names with meaning, names that fit a person, and she liked that. Hair of Fire was the woman of Three Hawks, and it wouldn’t do for the other women to see her crying as she ground her grain. Ute women were never seen crying. Whatever crying they did, they did in private. 

As she ground the mano against the metate, her head was filled with the vision of the day that her friend came to ‘rescue’ her, which must have been at least three years ago, although the Utes didn’t count time as white men do.

Yells and whoops sounded from the distance, and Sarah looked up to see a band of fearsome warriors on horseback, heading straight for the Ute camp, stirring up dust in their wake. From the headdresses they wore, they looked to be Cheyenne. They must have been lying in wait for this early morning attack, because they just appeared out of nowhere. The Cheyenne usually stayed to the eastern plains, but conflicts between them and the Ute had been more frequent of late, due to the push to move all the tribes west onto the reservation. 

If the braves approaching now were Cheyenne, they weren’t dropping by to be neighborly. They were known for their horsemanship and their fierce fighting tactics. The Ute had come up against the Cheyenne several times recently, a result of the determination to push the native tribes onto the reservation and take their tribal lands.

Cries came from within the camp as the Ute warriors ran to their horses, weapons in hand. Women began yelling, gathering up the children, heading for their tipis. Hair of Fire left her meal on the metate, running to her own dwelling which she shared with Three Hawks, as the warriors came galloping through the camp, yelling and whooping, knocking over tipis and scattering anything left in the cooking area.

She watched through the opening in her tipi as the Ute braves fought viciously with the invading warriors. A spear lashed through a Ute warrior, running him through. She gasped as he dropped to the ground not more than ten feet in front of her tipi entrance. She saw Three Hawks ride past on his midnight black stallion, launching his spear at the enemy and felling him from his mount. 

Cooking pots shattered and cooking fires were scattered as horses rode in every direction. A child cried from the distance. Hair of Fire looked out to see Wild Coyote was a toddler, wandering alone through the chaos caused by the invading party. It was he who was crying. Someone had to do something. The boy might be trampled under horses’ hooves, or even worse.

There was no choice. Hair of Fire rushed from her tipi as a Cheyenne warrior bore down on Wild Coyote, his beaded shirt and painted face creating a truly formidable image. She lunged for the crying toddler, scooping the child into her arms, just as a lance buried itself in the earth where he’d been standing, eagle feathers attached to the hilt. The warrior kicked out with a foot, connecting with her shoulder and knocking her to the muddy ground with the boy cradled against her body.

She struggled to regain her feet, but holding the young boy made it cumbersome. There was a loud war cry above her, which was cut short, and the Cheyenne warrior fell to the ground beside her. She turned and looked up to see a strange warrior, neither Ute nor Cheyenne, towering above her on the biggest paint horse she had ever seen.

Paint covered his entire body; half black, half white, a diagonal line across his trunk separating the two, the dark taking the upper portion, white the lower. Dots of opposite colors ran along each side of the line. His face painted darker than the night, appearing black at times and blue at others, but it didn’t hide the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, or the long, ugly scar that ran down his pocked cheek. She had never seen such body adornment before.

As she gazed up at him, his eyes met hers. His eyes were the color of gunmetal, dark and penetrating. A huge chill ran down her spine, causing a shiver to ripple through her. She saw a gleam in those eyes as he acknowledged her, which she didn’t like. This stranger had just saved her, but somehow, she knew he was trouble. She scrambled to her feet, hugging the boy to her, and ran back to the safety of her tipi. 

Hair of Fire calmed the crying child, placing him on her sleeping furs and giving him a piece of jerked meat to keep him occupied. When she returned to the tipi entrance, the battle was still raging, fierce and chaotic. The Ute warriors fought valiantly, armed with bows and arrows, spears, and war clubs, defending their families, their homes, and their way of life, as the Cheyenne charged against them repeatedly, swiftly striking and retreating to maintain their advantage and evade Ute retaliation. The Cheyenne demonstrated their horse-mounted prowess as they charged into battle, firing arrows, and raining down chaos upon the Ute camp.

She stared out in horror as she watched Cheyenne warriors launch flaming arrows into the camp, setting one of the tipis ablaze. Mourning Dove and her three children scrambled out into the open, leaving them open to the destruction. A Cheyenne warrior bore down on them, but just as he was about to strike Mourning Dove with a huge club, an arrow struck him, and he fell from his horse with a thud. Three Hawks appeared giving out a big whoop at his triumph, as Mourning Dove and her children scurried over to the nearest standing tipi. Flies Like a Heron threw back the flap and ushered them into safety. A smile came to Hair of Fire’s face at the realization that her brave warrior had saved the family. He looked formidable with his bare chest gleaming in the sun’s rays as he sat straight and tall on his mount.

Her pride turned quickly to despair, however, as she saw another Cheyenne warrior approaching Three Hawks from behind, bringing down a hand wielding an axe as he rode past. Three Hawks didn’t see him coming and did not avoid the blow. Hair of Fire cried out as blood appeared from her mate’s upper arm. She watched in horror as the Cheyenne warrior turned his horse, coming back around to finish the job, her mate unaware. 

From out of nowhere, an arrow struck the Cheyenne warrior, thwarting the attack on her mate. The arrow had come from the same strange warrior who had saved she and Wild Coyote. Wherever he came from, he was fighting against the Cheyenne to help to save the Ute camp.

Behind her, the young boy began to cry once more. She picked him up, soothing him until he was again calm. From outside, someone called the boy’s name. His mother didn’t know where he was. Fox Tail was frantic as she ran through the chaos, looking for him. Lifting the entrance flap, Hair of Fire called out when she spotted the tiny woman, who was small enough to be mistaken for a child herself. She couldn’t have been more than five foot tall, and she was thin as an Aspen tree. “Fox Tail, he’s here. I have the boy.”

The squaw’s eyes filled with relief when she looked up and saw her child in Hair of Fire’s arms. She ran to the tipi and Hair of Fire ushered her inside, where Fox Tail took the child from her with tears brimming in her eyes.

“Quick out the back,” Hair of Fire said to the smaller woman as she closed the entry flap. “We can’t stay here. They could set this tipi ablaze as well. We must hide in the brush until the battle has ended.”

The older woman nodded, rushing to the back of the tipi with the boy in her arms. 

Hair of Fire lifted the hides up from the bottom so the woman and boy could crawl out, then she grabbed her flint knife from her cutting stone and, laying on the ground, she squeezed out beneath the hide of the tipi wall. They crawled through the grass, staying low to the ground, until they reached a stand of bushes which grew near the stream. They crouched behind the bushes, looking back on the chaos in the camp. Several tipis were now ablaze, and braves from both tribes lay injured or dead, and riders moved through the camp haphazardly, war cries sounding frequently.

“We can hide here, but keep the boy quiet,” Hair of Fire said, as she watched one of the enemy braves who was heading in their direction tumble to the ground. “If he cries, we will need to move further away, so as not to be discovered.”

The little mother placed a hand on Hair of Fire’s shoulder. “Thank you for keeping my son safe,” she said, with gratitude in her eyes.

“What else could I do?” she said, keeping her eyes on the camp. “I couldn’t leave him out there to be trampled. A strange warrior saved us both. It is him who you should thank.”

“What strange warrior?” Fox Tail asked. “One of the Cheyenne?”

“No. I don’t know where he came from,” she replied, shaking her head. “From his body decoration, I’d say he was perhaps a Sioux warrior.” 

“But what would a Sioux warrior be doing here?” the small statured woman asked. “Sioux keep to the north, staying clear of Ute territory. The elders say the Ute have roamed these lands since the beginning of time. The other tribes know which lands we roam.”

“Yes, but the push from the government to relinquish tribal lands has changed that,” she replied, grasping her flint knife tighter as another Cheyenne warrior ventured close to their hiding place. His big, feathered headdress made him hard to miss in the expanse of grass between the camp and the stream. “The Ute have forfeited much of their lands. Many of our people are already on the reservation. Some of the other tribes venture further west, rather than embrace the white man’s civilization.”

“You speak as if you were Ute,” the little mother said. “Do you feel no allegiance to the white man? Don’t you miss your people?”

“The Ute are my people now,” she said, pausing to consider the question. She felt her tension lessen as the fierce warrior moved off in another direction. “I miss Abby, my mother, but I am happy here. This is my life now, and you all are my people. My skin may be white, but my heart is Ute.”

“Look. There’s my Buffalo Man,” the older woman said, pointing to the bare-chested brave who was now bearing down on the Cheyenne warrior she’d been watching. He came up on the side of him, launching himself off his horse and onto the bead adorned warrior with a loud cry of attack, knocking him off his horse. The two men rolled on the ground, each struggling to gain the upper hand. The sun gleamed off flint as a knife slashed through the air between the two warriors. Then, they lay still, with the Cheyenne warrior atop the Ute brave.

“Buffalo Man!” Fox Tail gasped, rising from behind the bushes.

Hair of Fire reached out, grabbing her arm, pulling her back down, and shaking her head. Fox Tail pulled against her, but Hair of Fire held tight. “You can’t go out there,” she said. “Do you want to be discovered? Do you want them to find the boy? We don’t know who the victor will be in this battle.”

The little mother shook her head, hugging Wild Coyote to her tighter, watching the scene unfold over the tops of the bushes. Hair of Fire grasped her flint knife so tight that the sharp, worked edges dug into her hands. As they watched, the Cheyenne warrior rose, staggering away from the form of Buffalo Man. He stumbled a few feet and then fell to the ground in a heap.

“Take the boy,” Fox Tail said, pushing the child into Hair of Fire’s arms. “I must go see if my mate lives.”

She placed the child back into his mother’s arms, shaking her head adamantly. “No. You must stay hidden. The fighting isn’t over yet.”

“But he might be injured and in need of healing skills,” the older woman said. “You have healing skills. You can’t just leave him out there.”

“What healing skills I have will do no good, if I do not live to use them,” said Hair of Fire in a stern voice. “We will wait here until the battle is over. Then we will tend our wounded and send our dead to the spirits.”

Fox Tail eyed her warily, and Hair of Fire could see she wanted to disagree, but no words came from her lips, and she deferred to the younger squaw without further argument. Instead, she turned her back to the fighting and hunkered down into the bushes, hugging Wild Coyote close to her bosom, leaving Hair of Fire to watch the horrors of war unfold before her alone.

She had not seen Three Hawks for quite some time, and she worried that he had met a fate similar to that of Buffalo Man. She felt guilt at staying here when Fox Tail’s mate lay injured, and possibly dying or dead. If it had been her Three Hawks out there, injured, she would want to go to his aid, of course. But to go out onto the battlefield would be to tempt death, and she had already done that once today. If it hadn’t been for the strange warrior who had come to her aid, she might not be here now. So why did the thought of him and his strange dark eyes send cold chills up her spine?

Several loud whoops and calls of victory came from the camp. The two women watched as the Cheyenne warriors rode off into the distance. The Ute warriors held them off, although not without great destruction. Once she saw this, she took the toddler back from Fox Tail’s arms and sent her to learn the fate of her mate. 
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Hair of Fire was happy to see that the tipi of Three Hawks had not been one of the lodgings which burned. She gladly returned to her tipi after taking a grieving Fox Tail and the child to Owl Woman, who would care for the boy and comfort the grieving squaw. Buffalo Man had not survived the battle.

Now, the entry flap flew open, startling her. She dropped her flint striker she was using to start her kindling, snatching up her flint knife from the flat stone she cut her vegetables on as she spun to face an intruder, expecting to see a Cheyenne warrior in her entry. All this fighting had made her jumpy. 

Instead, she saw Three Hawks drag through the entry, letting the flap fall behind him. A good amount of blood ran down his left arm, where the Cheyenne warrior’s axe had sliced it, and he looked like he was exhausted.

“Thank the Great Spirit. You are alive,” she said, moving to his side. She’d been deeply worried when she hadn’t seen him among the wounded. “Are all the Cheyenne gone?”

“They’re gone for now,” Three Hawks replied. She could hear the exhaustion in his voice. “They may regroup and return. That is what the Cheyenne do. They keep coming back until they wear down their enemy. While my brother, Chief Straight Arrow, is off trying to keep the chiefs in Washington from stealing the rest of our land, the Cheyenne have decided to take it, as well. It is up to me to hold them off in his absence.”

“They are gone for now, and tomorrow we move to the summer hunting grounds,” she said, putting an arm around him and guiding him to their sleeping furs. “Come over here and sit. Let’s get that arm taken care of.”

Three Hawks sat without protest—another sign of his exhaustion. He hated it when she fussed over his injuries.

“Buffalo Man did not survive the battle. Fox Tail is too young to be a widow,” she said as she returned to the firepit, lighting the kindling. “What will become of her and their children?”

“His brother, Rising Sun, will take them into his tipi and care for them,” he said.

“But, Rising Sun’s mate is Raven Feather,” she said, thinking about the differences in the meaning of family between the two cultures. “Won’t she be jealous?”

“Fox Tail will not be his mate. She may not share the furs of his bed,” he said. “Now, she is his responsibility.”

“Who was the painted warrior who saved you from the Cheyenne brave?” she said, placing a pot of water over the fire to heat, so she could clean his wound. A chill ran down her spine at the thought of the unfamiliar brave, in spite of the fact that he had saved her and her mate. 

“He is Owoz Crebo,” he said, smiled at her. “He is a Sioux, but was cast out of his tribe. He travels alone now.”

“Why is he here?” she asked. “Why does he fight with the Ute?”

Three Hawks laughed. “Hair of Fire, you are always full of questions,” he said. “I don’t know the answers to those you just asked. I only met him briefly, when I thanked him for his swift arrow that saved me. I am in his debt. He is with Raven Wings now. Probably answering all of your questions and more. Why?”

“He saved me from a Cheyenne warrior when I went out to rescue Wild Coyote,” she said, shrugging her shoulders as she dipped a cloth into the warming water, kneeling next to him to clean the blood from his arm. “But he gives me a bad feeling. Raven Wings says I should pay more attention to these feelings. He believes I am able to heal the spirit, as well as the body, because I have visited the spirit world.”

“That may be true. I always knew you were special,” Three Hawks said, gently running a finger down her cheek. He spoke to her with love in his eyes. She could see it in his gaze. “If he saved you from my enemy, I am doubly in his debt.”

“Perhaps,” she said, scrunching her face into a scowl. The idea of being in the strange warrior’s debt didn’t sit well with her. “But I still feel that something is off with him. He scares me.”  

“The strange way he paints his body, and that scar across his face makes him look scary,” he said, turning her chin up with two fingers, so their eyes met. “He’s just an old man in search of others to congregate with to ease his loneliness.”

“It’s not the paint or the scar. It’s just...” She turned her head away from him. Another chill ran up her spine. “It’s just a bad feeling, like he carries angry spirits with him.”

“Once you have cared for my wound, I will go to Raven Wings tipi to see what I can learn about him,” he said, pulling her into his chest with his good arm. “Will that make you feel better?”

“That will be good,” she said, nodding. “There may be more wounded to tend, and there is much to do to straighten the camp and salvage what we can for the trek to the summer hunting grounds. And then, there are the preparations for the Bear Dance ceremony tonight. We will still hold the ceremony, won’t we?”

“We must perform the mamakkoi,” he replied. “It is necessary to give thanks to the Bear Spirit and request safe passage on the journey that lies ahead. We cannot make the move to the summer hunting grounds without it.”

“Those who are able are also doing tree burials now, sending off the dead to the spirit world,” she said, turning her attention back to his wound. “Perhaps you should put off the visit to Raven Wings. Everyone will be too busy for a foolish girl’s questions.”

Three Hawks cupped her chin in his hand, lifting it once more so that her eyes met his gaze. “You are not a foolish girl. You are the mate of Three Hawks,” he said. “If you need to know more about this stranger, then I also need to know more about him. I will visit the tipi of Raven Wings and learn what I can.”

***
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She went in search of Flies Like a Heron to find out how she could best be of help. There was much work to be done, but she wasn’t sure where she was needed most.

Outside his tipi, she saw Raven Wings, the shaman, in his big black headdress and cloak made of raven feathers, looking quite formidable as he spoke with the painted stranger. 

Watching the exchange between the two men, she stared at the strange visitor, twisting a fiery red braid between her fingers nervously. She couldn’t hear what was being said from her position, but the exchange seemed friendly, so why did chills run down her spine every time she looked at this painted man? He just felt like trouble. 

The man looked up at her over the shoulder of the old shaman, their eyes meeting from across the camp. His eyes were the color of gunmetal, dark and penetrating. A huge chill ran down her spine, causing a shiver to ripple through her. She saw a gleam in those eyes as he acknowledged her, and she was suddenly sorry that he had seen her, although that made no sense. 

Maybe it was just her. Raven Wings didn’t seem to get the same feelings she was. He opened his arms, spread out his raven feather cloak, as if spreading his wings, welcoming the stranger to stay and supp with them at the celebration of the Bear Dance.

“Are you going to stand there gawking while there is all this work to do?” Flies Like a Heron said, coming up behind her to place a hand on her shoulder.

“Who is the man speaking with Raven Wings?” she replied, turning to the healer. “Why did he fight alongside the Ute in the battle today?”

“How could I know?” the healer said. “I have been in my tipi, trying to prepare something to eat for all the hungry mouths in the camp. We can’t have hungry dancers tonight. Why does this man matter to you?”

“I get a strange feeling about him,” she said. “I don’t know why it matters, but somehow, I think it does.”

“You have been listening to Raven Wings too often,” the old healer said, placing a hand on her shoulder and giving a small squeeze. “Always full of questions, aren’t you?”

“Can I help it if I’m curious about this lone warrior who appeared out of nowhere to save the Ute camp?” she asked. “The Ute have become my people.”

“All right, but for now, no more questions. There is much to be done. Please, go finish grinding the meal, and bring it to the cooking tipi,” the healer said, giving her shoulder a light push toward the fire pit, where her metate awaited her. “I still have many wounded to tend to. I would like you to help the other women to prepare the meal for this evening’s celebration.”

“You do not need help with the wounded?” Hair of Fire asked.

“You still have much to learn yet,” Flies Like a Heron said. “Although you have learned much about the right plants to use, you have not mastered the methods. No. You will be of more help by preparing the food.”

“Right away,” she said, heading off to the cooking area to grind the meal.
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Hair of Fire sat cross-legged next to the sick child who lay on a pile of bedding, and dampened a cloth, placing it on her head. The youngster had been burning up for three days. Flies Like a Heron had used powerful medicine to save the child, and now, Singing Lark’s fever was finally breaking. The little girl aroused, looking up at her with big doe eyes, before they fluttered closed again and she drifted off into a doze.

Singing Lark was the daughter of Running Elk and Quail Tail. Her father had been injured in the battle with the Cheyenne. Her mother had gone to find news of her mate’s condition while Hair of Fire sat with the girl.

It had been a long day already. She had busied herself cleaning up the mess from the raid and preparing food for the Bear Dance ceremony, while Flies Like a Heron tended to the injured, and there were many. Now, she took advantage of this chance to just sit quietly with the child for a moment. 

The entry flap to Running Elk’s tipi opened, and Three Hawks entered, coming up behind her to nuzzle her neck. “Flies Like a Heron said I’d find you here. You’ve done what you can,” he said, whispered in her ear. “Come. Get something to eat and relax. Join in the Bear Dance with me and celebrate the tribe’s arousal from the hibernation of winter tonight. Tomorrow there is much work to do to prepare for the move to the summer hunting grounds following the last night of celebration. You will need rest.”

She leaned back against his powerful chest. The beads of the chest plate of his ceremonial shirt were hard, digging into her head and shoulders as he wrapped his arms around her, making her feel safe and secure. “The fever is lifting,” she said. “I think she’ll be all right now.”

“Good,” he said, placing his hand on her shoulder and turning her to face him. “Then come join in the celebration. It will do you good.”

“Did you speak with Raven Wings?” she asked, without turning to face him. She wasn’t in a hurry to leave his warm embrace.

“I did,” he said, lacing his fingers through hers. “Owoz Crebo claims he wants nothing more than our friendship. Come, I will introduce you.”

She pulled away, turning to face him. “No, I think I would rather not. He puts fear in my heart,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides, I must wait until Quail Tail returns.”

Her mate looked at her with a wrinkled brow. “The stranger disturbs you. Why? Do you know him?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head once more. “I don’t know what it is. He just gives me a bad feeling.”

The entry flap opened once more, as Quail Tail returned, bringing in the chill evening air with her. Hair of Fire rose to greet the stout woman. “Her fever has broken. I think she will be okay now.”

“Thank the Great Spirit for that,” the stout woman said. “Running Elk’s injuries were not severe. He will return to me after the ceremony. Thank you for caring for her.”

“Please, come to the celebration,” Three Hawks said, taking her hand once more. “There has been much sorrow today. We need to enjoy our last evening at this camp. Who knows if it will still be ours next season?

She turned back, giving him the biggest smile that she could muster, shaking off her feelings of foreboding, taking his hand once more. “I’m probably being foolish. I’ll be fine accompanied by my strong, handsome brave. Let’s go get some food. I’m hungry.” 

***
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Their feet moved in time to the steady beat of the drums, as they danced around the fire pit with the others. The Bear Dance was the oldest of the Ute traditional dances, dating back many generations to the first of the Ute people. The dance welcomed in a time of rejuvenation, after the first thunderstorm, when they would move to the summer hunting grounds. 

She had only danced this dance twice, and her steps were still uncertain, but with Three Hawks by her side, it was easy to get back into the rhythm if she missed a step. She loved the Ute celebrations. Dancing with the others made her feel accepted, more a part of the tribe.

They had all been good to her, since Three Hawks had convinced his brother to trade for her with that slimy snake, Slim. At first, she thought she was to be a slave, but Three Hawks wanted her to be his mate. Once they had performed their joining ceremony, the rest of the tribe had welcomed and accepted her as one of their own. She was grateful for the feeling of family. They made her feel that she belonged more each day. It was a good feeling.

Raven Wings, the tribe’s shaman, led the dance, singing out to The Spirit of the Bear in a deep baritone. The others followed, expressing their own thankfulness for the blessings the Spirit had given them. She gave thanks for her new family and asked that she be blessed with a son for Three Hawks. She had told Delilah to tell Abby she would be a grandmother, but she had lost that child. If she could give Three Hawks a son, he would be pleased. It would also fulfill that promise to her mother by giving her a grandchild, even though she would likely never know it.

When the drums stopped, so did the dancers. As the line broke up, she looked up to see the stranger, Owoz Crebo, staring straight at her. Her eyes met his gaze, but she quickly glanced away. A chill came over her.

Three Hawks took a hold of her hand. “Are you hungry, my beautiful mate?” he asked. “Do you wish for more food?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head as much to clear it as to reply. “I’m just tired. It has been a long day. I’ll just go rest in our tipi.”

“You are not ill?” he asked, taking her chin in hand, and tipping her face up to meet his gaze, a look of concern crossing over his face. “Should I get Flies Like a Heron?” He turned to walk away, but she grabbed his arm to stop him.

“No. Please,” she said, shaking her head once more. “I think I just need some rest. This day has been busy, and I grow weary.”

He searched her face, his forehead creasing with doubt. “Do you wish me to come with you?”

“I’ll be fine. Please stay here and welcome our guest,” she said. “See if you can learn the true reason he is here.”

“He has told us why he is here,” he replied. “He comes here to find friendship. He’s a lonely old brave.”

“And you believe that?” she asked, scowling. “Is that the only reason?”

“I do,” he said. “He has given me no reason to doubt his word.”

She let out a long, drawn-out breath. “All right, if you’re sure,” she said, patting his hand, then drawing her own away. “Just... be careful with that one. Please?”

“Are you sure you do not know this man?” he asked. 

“No,” she said, turning back to face him. “It’s just a feeling I have about him. I think he may be here for more than just friendship.”

“Then, I thank you for the warning, my beautiful fiery-haired squaw,” he said, touching his lips gently to her forehead. “I will be wary of the stranger.”

“Thank you. That makes me feel better,” she said, turning to go. When she reached the flap which formed an entryway to what she’d come to call home, she glanced back over her shoulder. She felt ashamed to see that Three Hawks had gone back to the fire, getting food for himself, something she should have been doing for him. All because of the painted warrior who was a friend by all appearances. She just couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding he carried for her. But why?

She turned her gaze from her mate, only to see the mysterious stranger with his eyes fixed on her. Pulling her wrap tighter around her shoulders, she disappeared into her abode.

***
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She was asleep when Three Hawks returned to the tipi, late into the night. His entrance was anything but quiet. Once he was inside the shelter, he began pacing and mumbling to himself. She watched him through slitted eyes as he removed his ceremonial beads. Instead of placing them in their leather pouch hanging from one of the supporting poles, as he normally would, he threw them down in anger.

“Three Hawks, my mate,” she said, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What troubles you?”

He turned to her. “You were right,” he said, turning to her. “Owoz Crebo wants more than just friendship. He comes in search of a squaw.”

“I pity the squaw who becomes his woman,” she said, feeling another slight chill run through her. “That one gives me a feeling of wrongness. But you are upset. Why does this bother you?”

“The squaw he wants is you,” he replied, gazing at her sternly.

Hair of Fire blinked, digesting her husband’s words. “Me?” she said, her hand going to her chest. “But I am your mate.”

“Yes, you are,” he said, reaching out, pulling her to him. He wrapped his muscular arms around her and held her close. “It’s what he wishes as payment for my debt. He offered to trade, but of course, I denied him. I told him my squaw is not for barter.”

“So, did he choose another?” she asked.

“No. He was not happy,” he said. “He kept offering more, trying to get me to change my mind.”

“What did he offer?” she asked.

“His last offer was three horses and five buffalo hides,” he said. “I did not stay to hear more.”

“But he arrived on a single horse,” she said. “Where would he get three horses and five buffalo hides? He’s just a rogue warrior. Why is he not with his people? Did he tell you that?”

“He claims they do not accept him because his father was white, so he is a half-blood,” Three Hawks said, pulling her closer to him. “What does it matter? I will not trade you for fifty horses and one thousand hides.”

The warmth of love blossomed up inside her. Being in the arms of Three Hawks made her feel safe. Her mate would always protect her and never let any harm come to her. When she had been abducted by Slim and Harvey, she didn’t know she would be lucky enough to be traded to such a loving man.

“Thank you for being my mate,” she said, turning and kissing his lips softly. “I am so lucky to be accepted into this tribe and have a home here with you.”

“No, it is my good fortune to have you as a mate, my fiery-haired woman,” he said. “I would never trade you away. I want you always near me.”

“Then, come to bed, my big, strong brave,” she said, tugging at his arm, pulling him down toward the pile of pelts that was their sleeping mat. “I will show you just how close I’d like to be.”
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Chapter 4
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The spirit of the Fox came to her that night in a dream. It wasn’t the first time the Fox had appeared to her. Flies Like a Heron said the Fox was her spirit animal. Raven Wings said that her visions meant that she’d been chosen to speak with the spirit world. He had recently begun teaching her the ways of a shaman. Although it was rare for a woman to be chosen, Raven Wings said the spirits have spoken through her dreams and visions, making their wishes known.

In her dream this night, the Fox paces back and forth across the road, his golden-brown eyes never leaving hers. She senses his agitation.

Suddenly, the Wolf looms up, big and fierce, on the road behind the Fox, but the Fox doesn’t seem to see it coming. She tries to warn the Fox so he will look behind him, waving her hands at him, pointing. The Fox turns in time to see the Wolf bearing down on him, but not in time to get away. Viciously, the two spirit animals fight. The Wolf is large and strong, but the Fox is quick and cunning, striking where it is least expected, and veering away from his opponent’s powerful jaws at the last moment, only to whirl around and launch another attack. Both spirit animals fade in mid-battle unexpectedly, and she is jolted awake in the dark hours of the night, her heart beating much too fast.

She lay awake for a long time, pondering the meaning of her dream. She would have to ask Raven Wings about it in the morning.

***
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As the sun peeked under the tipi hides, spreading light across the grasses spread over the dirt floor, she chopped up wild onion and potatoes to add to the large hide sawituwah, or cooking pot, sitting over their firepit. Today they were all packing up camp to move to their summer hunting grounds. They would need nourishment to help them through the hard work ahead. 

Only what was necessary to maintain the camp through several more days of celebration which were left. The last of the corn stores would be ground into flour or meal for easier traveling, the last of their stores would be packed up. The morning after the last night of the Bear Dance, the tribe would take down the tipis and the cooking area, storing the poles in the trees for their return, and packing up the hides that served as tipi walls. Then, they would set off on the long trek to the summer hunting grounds.

They probably wouldn’t be able to make the trek much longer. The whites took more and more of the Ute tribal lands every year. She had overheard the elders speaking of it, and they said that soon, all the native tribes would be forced to go to another reservation far away from their tribal lands. They’d had been pushing them in that direction, with many already being sent there, but the tribal elders vowed to maintain the Ute way of life for as long as possible.

She tossed the vegetables into the sawituwah, pulling back the smoke flap at the top of the tipi to allow more ventilation. Then she headed out to get the prairie chickens the hunting party had returned with yesterday to add some meat to her soup pot. On her way, she would check on Singing Lark to see how the child was doing. She’d hoped to speak with Raven Wings about the meaning of her dream the previous night, but with all that needed to be done on this important day, she feared it would have to wait, even though it weighed heavy on her mind. Whatever the spirits were trying to tell her, she did not feel like it was good.

She went to Singing Lark’s tipi first. The girl’s mother met her at the entrance flap with a beaming smile across her face. The stout woman opened her arms, wrapping them around her. “Thank you for healing my beautiful child,” she said, releasing her embrace. “Singing Lark is singing once more because of your tender care. Come in and see. She’s much better.” She swung her arm wide to allow her entrance.

There on the floor, in the center of the tipi, sat Singing Lark, playing with her rag doll. “Hair of Fire!” she said, with a big smile brightening her face. “Look. I feel much better.”

“Yes, I can see that you do,” she replied, laughing. “It looks like you will be well enough to make the move with the tribe, after all. I’m so glad.”

“It is all because of your healing skills,” Quail Tail said. “Flies Like a Heron has taught you well.”

“Thank you, but I still have much to learn,” she said, stepping forward, ruffling the little one’s hair. “I must go finish the preparations for today’s meal now. I just came to see how my patient was doing.” She turned back to the child. “I’m glad you are feeling better. I’ll see you later.”

After she left their tipi, she took the prairie chickens from the pole where they had been plucked and hung, carrying them back to her own tipi, to set to work preparing them for the soup. She laid the string of them in a line on the large stone she used for cooking and picked up her flint knife, cutting the first one away from the string.

Before she could make her first cut on the bird, a firm, powerful hand covered her mouth, pulling her into a hard, bare chest. Panic set in. This was not the beaded chest of Three Hawks. She brought the knife up, slicing across the muscled forearm that held her, and the hand fell away. 

Hair of Fire spun around to face her adversary, finding herself staring into the same dark orbs that had been staring out of darkness which she’d had to turn away from the previous night. “What are you doing here?” she asked, pulling her arm back, planting her feet in a defensive posture with the knife held in front of her. “You get out now, or I’ll cut you again.”

Owoz Crebo brought his arm back, his hand clamped in a fist, bringing it down on her jaw. His teeth shone out of his darkened face like the moon on a night with no stars, and that was the last thing she saw.
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Chapter 5
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She opened her eyes to see the underbelly of a paint horse. As her memories became clear, she guessed it was the big stallion ridden by the Sioux warrior. Owoz Crebo had been in her tipi when she was preparing the mid-day meal. He had grabbed her, and she had cut him. He must have knocked her out, which explained the throbbing pain in her head now, although being upside down over the back of a horse didn’t help either.

When she tried to move, she found her feet bound, her arms pinned beneath her. No amount of struggling seemed to help. But where was she now? Looking up made her dizzy, because the ground was where the sky should be. Everything was upside down. Nothing looked familiar from this angle. From the bottom, one pine tree looked just like another. 

“Hey, cut me loose,” she yelled in English. She still fell back on English when her Ute tongue failed her. Now, it was at a loss.

There was no response from the painted warrior riding in front of her.

“You up there,” she said, this time in Shoshone. “Release me. Get me off this horse.”

Still no response. She wasn’t sure if he spoke Shoshone, but he communicated with the people of her tribe somehow.

“Did you hear me?” she asked in Shoshone. “Let me down. What do you want with me, anyway?”

The horse went on at a steady pace, not speeding up or slowing. Its rider remained silent.

“I am Three Hawks’ woman,” she said. “When he finds you, he will kill you.” Her hands were going numb, and all the blood had rushed to her head. Her bladder was full, and she needed some relief soon. “Hey! I need to relieve myself. You can’t expect me to just pee draped over this horse.” She didn’t know the translation in Shoshone for the last sentence, so she reverted to English. It didn’t matter, because the horse’s ass who had strung her across this horse’s ass wasn’t listening.

The horse slowed to a stop. She felt the rider dismount and saw his moccasins hit the ground. Then, firm hands were around her waist, and she was lifted from the horse. He sat her on the ground, next to a large rock, and began cutting the leather strips that bound her, feet first, and then her hands. As the bindings released her hands, the blood rushed back into her fingers, making them tingle and sting. 

“You did understand me,” she said in the Ute language. “You speak Shoshone?”

He raised his head, grunted. 

She got to her feet, which were numb like her hands, and had difficulty walking. She wobbled over to the nearest tree with a trunk wide enough to give her some privacy, squatting down to do her business.

“You come back now,” he said in perfectly understandable Shoshone.

She peeked out around the tree trunk at him. “Where am I going to go?” she asked. “My feet are so numb I can hardly walk. I’m sure not coming out there to relieve myself in front of you.”

“You come back now,” he said, pointing to the ground at his feet.

“All right, all right. I’m coming,” she said, straightening her beaded dress, smoothing the leather down over her rump. In English, she mumbled under her breath, “Just hold your britches on.” It was a said Abby had used often. But looking at the bi-colored brave before her, covered with nothing more than a breechcloth, the irony struck her funny and she burst out laughing. 

He stomped over, grabbing her by the arm, dragging her over to the horse. “You’re awake now,” he said, shoving her toward the animal. “Get on. You can ride upright.”

She looked around the area, but nothing seemed familiar. There were just rocks and pine trees for as far as she could see. There was nowhere to run, even if she could have made her feet do it. So, she did as she was told, and stepped up beside the paint horse to mount.

It was an enormous horse; her head barely came up to the top of its back. There was no saddle or stirrups to boost herself up with–just a blanket thrown across his back. She had ridden bareback a few times with Three Hawks, but she wasn’t skilled at it. Three Hawks had always helped her mount.

“Get on,” Owoz Crebo repeated in a stern voice that demanded obedience.

She reached up, grabbing a handful of mane, trying to pull herself up. Hoping to make it up high enough to pull herself onto the horse’s back, she gave a little hop, pulling up at the same time, to no avail. She didn’t want to ask her captor to give her a lift. The thought of his hands on her turned her stomach. She tried once, and then again, but was still unsuccessful. She could not get enough bounce from her numb feet.

“You can see that I’m trying to get on the horse,” she said. “I don’t think I can do it.”

“Get on, or I will put you on,” he demanded in a growl.

She knew the Sioux would see her inability to mount as a sign of weakness that would give him power over her. With her third attempt, she still couldn’t get high enough to climb on, let alone to mount properly. 

Then his hands were around her hips. He lifted her into the air, placing her roughly onto the horse. She had no doubt that, had she not thrown her leg over, he would have thrown her over the horse on her belly again. It was obvious that there would be no arguing with this man.

He mounted behind her, giving out a yell, and the horse broke into a run. She grabbed ahold of the horse’s mane, lowering her trunk to make herself as flat as possible after her head bounced off his rock-solid chest. The wind whipped her face, so she tucked her head down even further. She could feel his powerful thighs squeezing against her behind as he gave the horse its head. It was all she could do to hold on. She had to admit, she was glad for those muscular legs pinning her to the horse, although she hated the thought of his body against her. The horse ran full out until she thought they would never stop. 

When Owoz Crebo finally allowed the horse to slow to a walk, Hair of Fire straightened her back and sat up to look around. She looked for familiar landmarks, but she saw nothing that she knew. Although, to the east, she did see a rock formation that looked much like one she had seen on the treks between the two locations; she had only made the journey twice, so she could not be sure.

Her people would be packing up to make what would have been her third journey to the summer hunting grounds right now. It made her sad to think that they would not wait for her return. Right now, it was doubtful that she would ever return. But she knew Three Hawks would come for her. He hadn’t put a price on her. This man had stolen her away. Why did men always take what they couldn’t have? She searched the horizon in all directions, but there was no sign of Three Hawks. But he would come, she knew.

“You will not get away with this,” she said to her captor in Shoshone. “My mate, Three Hawks, will come for me. He will crush you in battle and take me back to be with my people.”

Again, Owoz Crebo grunted and said nothing.

“You do not think he will come for me?” she asked. “Or you do not think he will win?”

Her capture gave another grunt in response.

“You understand what I’m saying. I know that you do,” she said in frustration. “Why do you not at least respond? What is it that you want with me? What kind of animal are you?”

Owoz Crebo rode on in silence, giving no response to her questions, not even a grunt this time.

She tried a different approach. If he was not afraid of Three Hawks, perhaps he would change his mind about taking her, if she made a nuisance of herself. And she knew how to do that. Abby had always complained that she never stopped asked questions, and Flies Like a Heron had given her the nickname of ‘Girl of Many Questions’. If those two women, who both knew her well, could be believed, then she could be truly annoying.

“All right. We should get to know one another, since we’re going to be spending a lot of time together,” she said. “So, you are Sioux? Why are you not with your people? Did you do something to be sent away? Or did you choose to take out on your own?”

She threw her questions in rapid fire, not really expecting an answer, but talking non-stop. The sound of her own voice was better than the silence they had traveled with so far.

“Why me?” she asked. “Is there some reason you couldn’t pick a squaw without a mate? Wouldn’t you rather have someone who wishes to be with you?”

She stopped to take a breath.

“My mother was Sioux, but my father was a Cornish man,” he said in perfect Shoshone. “I am a half-breed. The Sioux do not welcome half-breeds. I left my people many moons ago.”

“So, you’ve been on your own a long time?” she asked, surprised that she’d finally gotten a response. “Don’t you get lonely? You must be a powerful warrior to have survived so many moons on your own.”

“That is why I’ve taken you,” he replied. “You will be my companion, and I will no longer be alone.”

“You’re not worried about Three Hawks coming?” she said. “You don’t think he will come? Or maybe you think you can win a fight with him? Because he will come, you know. Three Hawks loves me. He will bring the entire tribe with him. You cannot win against so many braves.”

“The Ute are moving on to hunt. They move in time with the skies,” he said. “The skies do not wait. They will not wait either. Your brave will come for you, but he will be alone. I have given it great thought.”

“So, you planned it this way?” she asked. “How long have you been planning to take me?”

“Three Hawks owed me a debt,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. “You differ from the rest. You are not Ute. The fire in your hair reflects the fire in your eyes. You have great spirit.”

“Yes, I am Hair of Fire,” she said. “The spirit within me is powerful. Raven Wings has been teaching me to engage with the spirit world and draw on my spirit. My spirit will fight against you.”

“You have a powerful spirit, but it is not more powerful than that of Owoz Crebo,” he said with a sneer. “Your spirit may be great, but you are a squaw. Your spirit will serve the spirit of the Great Wolf. That is my spirit.”

Her dream from the previous night came back to her. She had not had the chance to talk to Raven Wings about its meaning, but now she saw that it was a warning.

“My spirit will not serve yours, nor will I serve you,” she said. “The spirit of the Fox keeps the spirit of the Wolf at bay.”

“The great Wolf will crush your little Fox,” he said, his voice rising several decibels as he brought the horse to











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Dlwal

Women fn the West
Adventure Series

Kaye I.ynne ??

& ‘;" A





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





