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Note to the Reader​:

Abandoning Memory is a work of fiction. I hope you’ll read and enjoy it as such. Though I’ve drawn material in the abstract from places I’ve lived and from my own mixed race background, any resemblance to people, places, languages and cultures, Indigenous or other, in our world is purely coincidental. 

A Brief Summary of the Earlier Books

––––––––
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IN BOOK ONE, Taste of Memory, Tasimu, a youth with special gifts he has inherited from his mysterious father, dwelling at the bottom of Big Ice Lake, is forced with his family to move away from their ancestral home when the invaders discover gold in their northern mountains. Tribal members who converted to the invaders’ religion signed a treaty in which all the northern peoples were forced to relocate to a newly created Tribal Preserve in a southern desert, a wasteland their conquerors didn’t want.

During their traumatic journey to this new Tribal Preserve, Tasimu finds a man who knows of his unique heritage, and can teach him how to use his magical gifts, if he will agree to help him with his own quest for revenge against the converts whom he blames for giving away tribal lands. 

Fearing that he also has unwittingly been the cause of his baby cousin’s illness and death, Tasimu agrees to end his studies with a man of questionable ethics. Book one ends with Tasimu morning the loss of family members and fearing what will await them in this new southern land.

In Book Two, When Memory Dies, Tasimu and his people finally arrive on the barren, water-starved land they have been allotted only to discover that they have been lied to by the invaders who took their northern homeland. The treaty goods they were promised are slow to arrive or never show up at all. They will face continuous starvation, illness and despair in their new home. Caught in the middle between two warring factions, Tasimu endures beatings and scorn by both sides, but he also is defended by a girl cousin who chafes at the confines allotted to women in the new order.

Spending a great deal of his time hunting in the desert to avoid trouble in the convert settlement, Tasimu is able to connect with the spirit guardians of his new home, so when he is contacted by the outlaws who need a person with magical power to help them with their raids on ranches for food and horses, he agrees, and so Tasimu and his unhappy cousin run away to join the outlaws.

Tasimu agrees to use his Gift and help one of the desert tribe’s war leaders on a daring raid into the enemy’s territory to bring back food beasts for their starving peoples. The raid is successful, but while returning to the Preserve with their plunder Tasimu is contacted by one of his spirit helpers, warning of a danger to his mother and grandfather.

The desert war leader, who is starting to see Tasimu like a son, agrees to help Tasimu and his uncle rescue the pair who are being held for trial at the agency; but during the attempt the war leader is badly wounded and he and Tasimu barely escape with their lives. 

Tasimu’s story continues in Book 3, Abandoning Memory.

​

​A Tribal History of Long Ago, Rushton Archives: third interview with Indigenous Zacatik subject 297 

* * *
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NO MATTER HOW MUCH hardship my people and I endured during that time, or what we continue to suffer, I am still Qwani’Ya Tsa’adi. Whether they are living or dead my kindred surround me with their love and wisdom. I never walk alone. My daughter’s mentor says he wants to understand our past and help us. I wonder if he has the courage needed to set aside the lies he’s been taught and fearlessly embrace the truth. 

We shall see. 
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Part One


Chapter One
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––––––––
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ON THE MORNING OF THE fourth day after our escape from the soldiers at the Willow Creek agency Utsiyonti was able to contact me mind to mind. <<How is the war leader doing?>>

I had just relieved Uncle on sentry duty and was perched on a high outcrop where I could see the rocky passage to the hidden canyon and the open land and brush covered slopes beyond our refuge. Using Hawk’s eyes I saw the warriors as they passed from one juniper thicket to another on a nearby slope. Soaring higher I saw no soldiers or other enemies on their back trail.

<<The war leader is grumpy, but healing. That looks like a big war party for an escort, trying to hide itself among those junipers. You aren’t being followed, so come in, but disguise your tracks just in case,>> I said.

He was still too far away for me to see his expression with my human eyes, but I sensed his surprise. <<Look up.>> he did and I sensed the amusement in the mental voice as he took note of the hawk floating nearly above them.

<<These men haven’t come as an escort. Most of them are heading east to raid the Chamuqwani for meat and other supplies—as am I. Two among us are the Prophet’s initiates, who will go into the Preserve to speak to others about his teachings. Tuumaz, a healer, her apprentice, and two warriors will escort you, the wounded Nachoga and the others of your family back west.>>

<<I will tell them you are coming.>>

<<Good.>>

Thanking hawk for his aid I left him to hunt and returned to my human body. Still perched in my hiding place I told Nachoga of our visitors then watched as they crept closer. As Sun climbed toward the midpoint of his journey, seven people approached the narrow passage and slipped into our hidden sanctuary. The rest of the warriors hobbled their horses and made camp within the junipers on a nearby slope. Getting permission to leave my post I jumped down to help care for the horses.

Arriving back at camp I received some surprises that I wasn’t counting on. The first came when I joined the people caring for the horses. I had expected Tuumaz but not Thonna. Dressed in a long tunic and leggings with her hair held off her face with a cloth headband, I thought she was another Kukiya youth till she spoke.

Suddenly rooted to the spot I stared with my mouth dropping open until the spotted horse I was leading nudged me hard in the shoulder, impatient to get to the water. Remembering my task I hastily lead him to the pond, then hobbled him and released him to graze on the long grass and rabbit brush nearby.

Catching up to my friends, I blurted, “Thonna, it’s good to see you, but what are you doing here?”

Thonna turned and smiled, then seeing my expression, she put her hands on her hips and scowled. “What does it look like, stupid boy? I’m here to help the warriors when they hunt the Chamuqwani’s cai.”

“But-but you can’t!”

Her scowl deepened and she took a step closer to me. “Why not?”

“B-because you might get hurt—or die!” I stammered, feeling foolish. 

By that time our conversation had attracted the attention of a grinning Samiqwas and Tuumaz. “She gonna hit Puhani, if talk more he. Me got pretty green stone me bet.”

Samiqwas chuckled. “No bet. Tas isn’t smart enough to know when to keep his mouth shut. She’s gonna hit’em.”

Focusing her glare on them she growled “And you two are next if I start hitting. I have every right to be here. Aunty Ashiqwa gave her permission and my new uncle Talulsit is with the warband out there, so just shut up—all of you.”

Pretending to be frightened the others hurried away still grinning. Thonna swore a Chamuqwani soldier’s oath and returned her attention to me.

“Thonna I’m sorry; I met no offense—I just...” I let my voice trail off unsure how I wanted to continue.

She glared at me for a moment longer then her expression softened. “My name isn’t Thonna, Tas. I left that accursed Chamuqwani name behind when I left my father’s home. My relatives among the rebels have gifted me with my true name. I am called Xyilaha now.”

Xyilaha, the name didn’t sound like a name in our language, so maybe she had received it from the Kukiya family her aunt had married into. “Xyilaha, I will try to remember, but if I forget can I still call you, stupid girl instead? Ow!” she hit me then we both smiled as we walked back to the fire together.

As I took my place in the outer ring around the council fire with the younger people and reached for the hot tea Samiqwas was handing me, I said under my breath, “Good thing you didn’t bet him. She did hit me.”

The corners of his mouth twisted as if he wanted to grin, but thought better of it when he saw Uncle Tli scowl at us.

Looking around the council fire I saw Uncle, Utsiyonti, Nachoga, Mother and Grandfather, as I’d expected, but then I got another surprise. The woman with gray streaks in her long black hair who had seen the images I could make with my string, named Betsiya, sat next to a scar-faced veteran and another seasoned warrior. Thonna, or should I say, Xyilaha, went and sat behind Betsiya. 

I hadn’t paid much attention to Betsiya back at the outlaws' stronghold. I had too much to learn in too short of time, but I had heard that, like Grandfather her Gift was healing. Betsiya smiled at me then returned her attention to what Grandfather was saying.

“I have no wish to return west with your people, war leader. I have done all I can for you. But my people need to hear the Prophet’s message and learn the prayer songs I can teach them. If you have a horse you could lend me I would be grateful so I can continue my journey.”

“Appi, no!” Mother said from her place beside Nachoga. “You are still too weak. When you are rested and have regained your strength then think about continuing your work—” Turning moist, pleading eyes on Nachoga, she begged him to agree with her.

“No, Daughter. I am rested enough it’s time I go on my way. On horseback it would be easier for me, but I will walk otherwise.”

“We have extra horses, Elder, that won’t be a problem, and the one called Sheikai is with us. I believe his mission is the same as yours,” one of the newcomers said.

Grandfather smiled. “Yes, I know him. He is another of Iyantsha’s emissaries, as am I. it will be good to travel with him for a time.”

Nachoga leaned forward to better see him as he focused his cougar eyes upon Grandfather. “It will not be as easy for you to slip among the enemy’s camps as before. When you let yourself be ensnared in the trap set by the Evil Ones, you became an outlaw like the rest of us, and the soldiers and the agent’s men will be looking for you. They will hang you as they promised if they catch you. Do you understand that, Elder?”

“Yes, I am sure that is so. Still I must go and trust that the Unseen Ones who have sent me, will also protect me.”

When Mother opened her mouth to argue, Nachoga shook his head and put his uninjured hand on her arm and squeezed gently. After another moment she closed her mouth and dropped her eyes.

“Ahho, I pray that it is so,” Nachoga said, and dropped the matter.

For the rest of the afternoon the men sat around the fire talking war and safe routes through the dry lands to and from the west.  Eqwohi, the tattooed veteran warrior who was leading the raid among the Chamuqwani asked many questions about the valley where we had stolen the cai, and the other Chamuqwani held lands Nachoga had seen while away from the Preserve.

Then after a meal of deer meat and coussa root and berries I got my last surprise of the day. When the warriors rose to gather their horses Uncle Tli rose with them. Seeing me stare after my retreating uncle, Tuumaz said so only I could hear, “Nobody make him go war now, but Golannah mad him. Better when uncle come back with meat and gifts for People. Then Golannah be happy again.”

Well he had a point. I loved Uncle Tli but I was still mad at him, too. And I wouldn’t be sorry to see him gone for a time, either. The only problem was that now we would be left with only three youths, three women, and a wounded warrior if we ran into trouble on our own journey west.

As it turned out, however, only one woman was returning west with us. Betsiya and her apprentice Xyilaha were going with the warband after all.

When Nachoga asked her where she was going Betsiya put her hands on her hips and said, “I’m going with my husband, of course. He will want me to warm his blankets, help with butchering the cai they take, and healing stupid men who get injured. He will need me more than you will, Kukiya brother.”

“But, sister, what about my shoulder? Didn’t you come to take care of me?”

“I did, but you don’t need me now.” Betsiya pointed with her lips to Mother standing at his elbow. “Just listen to that one—and do what she tells you. She can care for you as well as I can. And you, I think, will like it better if she does.” Betsiya gave Mother a knowing look and the two women shared a secretive smile.

Unable to hide his own grin Nachoga looked into Mother’s eyes, then said, “Maybe I will. Go on then.”
Eqwohi chuckled and through an arm around  Betsiya and walked her to her horse. Over his shoulder he called, “I will send Dotsuwa and Jenaitsi back to see you get to your brother safely.”
Nachoga snorted a laugh. Dotsuwa isn’t going to be happy with you.”

“No, but he will be happy later, because you are going to give him two new horses when you next go raiding. And as for his son, he is in love and afraid the woman will find another interest while he is gone—so he won’t mind when you give him a horse, too.” 

Nachoga laughed. “You have thought of everything. Maybe you don’t need me anymore. Maybe I just stay with the prophet’s people, eh?”

Instantly throwing all teasing aside, Eqwohi said, “Rest and heal Nachoga, Pride of the Kukiya People. We will always need your wisdom and protection.”
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Chapter Two
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​Our escort showed up at our fire not long after the others left us. I didn’t like the muddy colors I could see in their Spirit Fires, and feared we were going to have trouble with them from the beginning. Dotsuwa, the father was a square-built man with streaks of gray in his wispy long hair. He had hard eyes and a haughty expression curling his thin mouth. 

A couple years or so older than Samiqwas, his son Jenaitsi was a younger version of his father in looks, but was maybe a little afraid of him. When his father was near he rarely lifted his eyes from the ground and jumped to do his bidding, but at other times Samiqwas and I found that Jenaitsi tried to get out of his share of camp chores whenever he thought he could get away with it. 

Thinking that as a Kukiya he was superior to a Qwani’Ya person, he looked down his nose at Samiqwas and me, and told us just exactly what he thought of such inferior people from the north at every opportunity. 

I’d had lots of practice while living at the convert settlement, enduring Charlic and his pack of scavengers, so I just ignored him. But the wolf in Samiqwas bristled at every cutting jibe and I feared there might be trouble as our journey west continued.

Catching Samiqwas alone as we came back from caring for the horses one break time, I said, “Don’t bother with the puffed up little grouse. It isn’t worth the trouble you will make for the war leader if you give the dog turd the beating we both know he deserves. We only have to put up with him and his father for a few days, so let it go.”

“Like a lake seal shedding water off its oily fur, eh?”

“Exactly.”

Samiqwas smiled, then becoming thoughtful, he muttered, “His father Dotsuwa, I wish we didn’t need him to travel with us for our protection, because he is a dust eating dog turd, too.”

I agreed with him, but couldn’t help wondering if Eqwohi had taken the opportunity to rid himself of such a disagreeable man at the first chance that presented itself—much to our misfortune.

The trouble began that first evening when we were caring for the horses. Dotsuwa wanted Samiqwas to carry his bag and blanket roll back to our fire. Samiqwas was busy and said he would do it when he finished, but that wasn’t good enough for the man. Aiming a blow at Samiqwas’s head when he finally bent to pick up the man’s bag and blankets, he growled, “Lazy, rotten, fish eater, I tell you take my blankets and make me a bed under the trees by fire—now not in morning.”

Samiqwas hopped back before the blow connected, said a bad Chamuqwani word then stalked to our camp without looking back, leaving a cursing Kukiya warrior, and his bags behind.

Finished with my mare I came over and picked up the blankets and bag still lying at the fuming man’s feet. “We have been taught to respect our Elders, Kukiya warrior,” I said as I lifted them to my shoulder. “He would have carried them, if you had asked him instead of yelling and trying to hit him. It isn’t our Qwani’Ya way to beat a person to get them to do what we want, nor did I think it was a Kukiya way either. Only Chamuqwani do that.” 

I would have carried his things, but before I could take more than a few steps Tuumaz came over and took them from me. Tossing the bags at Dotsuwa’s feet he said something to him in their language that soured the man’s mood even more. Motioning for me to follow him we headed back to our fire together. Looking back I saw Dotsuwa angrily gesture to his son to pick up the disputed things and follow us.

At the fire the rich smells of roasting meat and coussa flat cakes baking on a large flat stone made my mouth water. Mother and Nachoga were there already Samiqwas just sitting down to join them.

“The food smells wonderful, Amima,” I said as I sat down beside Samiqwas, Tuumaz sitting on my other side.

Mother smiled at me then pointed with her lips to a grass mat where she had laid out a steaming pile of flat cakes and roasted deer meat. Reaching for the can to pour Nachoga some tea, she said, “You boys help yourselves. Everything is ready.”

We needed no further urging. 

After they had made their beds and unpacked Dotsuwa and his son finally joined us. Like the rest of us Jenaitsi came over and helped himself to cakes and meat, but Dotsuwa remained where he was—glaring at everyone.

I noticed that Mother had cut up Nachoga’s meat to make it easier for a one handed man to eat. Smiling and joking with him she hovered near him, making sure he had everything he needed. Watching them seemed to sour Dotsuwa’s mood even further.  

When the war leader had finished she handed him another cup of tea then rose and announced, “That tea contains some herbs father left to help you sleep and aid the healing. I will change the wrappings on your shoulder now before you get too sleepy.”

As she passed him, Dotsuwa looked to see if Nachoga was watching, then reached out a hand and grabbed her arm. “He can wait for that. Bring me food first, Woman, and be quick about it.”

Startled, Mother stared mouth dropping open. Then her mouth shut and she jerked her arm out of his grasp. In a level voice, she said, “As I said, Kukiya Man, the food is ready help yourself. I am neither your wife nor your slave.”

Dotsuwa curled his lip. “So you want to be only his slave?” 

Mother stepped back in case he tried to grab her again. “I am no one’s slave.”

As she went to get the clean wrappings Nachoga chuckled and fixed him with his piercing cougar stare. “See that you remember that, warrior. The woman and the other Qwani’Ya peoples here around this fire are honored allies of the People. They are well-loved by me and my brother, so have a care and treat them with respect.”

Dotsuwa snorted. “Some say, that unlike a true son of the People your brother has become too friendly with certain Chamuqwani and other outsiders. They say you and he have brought bad Puwa among the People and maybe brought these pale-skinned invaders to our land.”

Even in the ruddy firelight I could see Nachoga’s face turn red, but he took a deep breath before answering. In a hard voice he said, “Those who have nothing better to do with their time say lots of stupid things. My brother and I have strong Puwa that we use for the good of all. When those who chatter like noisy jays have fed the people and accomplished great deeds in war, then they will have the right to comment about what we do, and who we claim as allies.”

We had planned to leave early the next morning, but during the night it rained and our leaving was delayed until the rain slowed next day. We spent a miserable night with only smoky fires for heat, tucked in hastily made branch-covered lean-tos among the pines. When we finally got started it was midmorning. Once outside the hidden canyon we found thick mud in the ravines and gusting winds on the higher slopes which slowed our progress further.

Utsiyonti and the warriors had left with us extra blankets and supplies, which was good, but still Dotsuwa complained about the weather, the slowness of our pace and anything else he could think of, whenever he returned from a scout to report. 

Over the following days as we traveled ever westward Sun’s heat became fierce, to our northern way of thinking, but the Kukiya seemed not to notice. The land dried, creeks shrinking to only muddy puddles when we could find them at all in the deep ravines. Sagebrush, scrub pine and juniper gave way to bunchgrass and long stretches of red sand on the slopes below twisted rock formations. Traveling in such open country was a challenge for people who wished to go in secret, so often we journeyed at night, or in the gray time before Sun awoke.

In spite of his injury Nachoga kept us going at a grueling pace. Still a newcomer to horseback riding Mother usually rode just behind or next to Nachoga so he could keep an eye on her. When his attention was elsewhere I would catch Mother giving him anxious looks, worried no doubt that he might sicken before we could reach the Prophet’s healers if he overexerted himself.

When I could persuade a friendly bird to lend me their eyes I did as much scouting as possible, Samiqwas leading my mare and me tied to her back. 

I saw no soldiers, but on my last pass over the trail ahead that day I did notice two Chamuqwani with a pack mule over the next ridge, heading west down the same trail we were traveling.

As I released Hawk and settled once more into my own flesh, I heard Jenaitsi say to Samiqwas, “What matter that lazy boy? Him sick or just want nap?”

Jenaitsi repeated his taunt several times, before he got an answer. Through gritted teeth Samiqwas snarled, “He’s scouting.”

Jenaitsi snorted. “Look like him sleep to me. My father scout, Tuumaz scout, they good Kukiya men. No need stupid, lazy dog-fucking boy, scout.”

At that point I opened my eyes and before Samiqwas could do or say anything, I said, “There are two Chamuqwani with a pack mule over the next ridge in front of us. I need to tell the war leader.”

Leaving the dog turd with his mouth hanging open Samiqwas clucked to his horse and we moved to catch up to Nachoga and Mother. 

They were walking their horses side-by-side and talking softly and looking into each other’s eyes. At our approach they broke apart Mother dropping back at the next wide point in the trail so we could approach.

“What is it, Young Puhani?”

Wounded shoulder and arm in a sling and a blanket thrown around his back and pinned in place across his chest with a stick, he looked tired, but still had the Qwakaiva to look at me with his green cougar eyes as he had always done. “There are Chamuqwani ahead,” I said.

His eyes flicked from side to side, evaluating the land for concealment or a place that could be defensible in a fight. There was nothing near to hand but a small thicket of nut pines. Moving off the trail he motioned for us to head for the thicket. “Soldiers? How many Chamuqwani?”

“No soldiers. Only two Chamuqwani, wearing clothes like—like yours when you go spy on rancha men. They have a pack mule with them.”

He snorted in disgust. “Probably miners then. In spite of treaty, and this Preserve land, they come.” He broke off as he saw Dotsuwa coming down the trail to report.

By this time Jenaitsi, too had joined us, and once again his mouth dropped open when he heard his father’s report echo what I had just said.

“What you want do, war leader? I take Tuumaz and my son and we go kill them, eh? You can stay here with woman and children.”

Outwardly Nachoga’s expression never changed, but I could see the red spikes of anger at the man’s implied insult, and frustration at his own weakness. “Or we could just stay out of sight until we see if they are going to cause us a problem,” he countered.

Dotsuwa spat in disgust, then he snarled, “What! You think they are your lost relatives, maybe? They are invaders—enemy. Whether they make trouble for us or no, they need to die this is Kukiya land!”

Nachoga’s expression remained blank, but he couldn’t control the red flush that colored his paler Chamuqwani skin. His hand coming to rest on the butt of the small thunder weapon he still carried at his hip, he fixed the two warriors with his green cougar stare. In his Spirit Fire the big cat snarled. “If you are so unhappy to stay with us in spite of the horses you were promised, then maybe you go back to Eqwohi, eh? We will manage without you. 

“True, those men shouldn’t be on our land—Kukiya land, but right now there are also many soldiers on our land. If men are killed and soldiers hear the boom of Chamuqwani weapons and find out we kill Chamuqwani miners, then more trouble for the People. I say leave them for now.” I could feel his Qwakaiva gathering as he stared down the pair. “So, you and your son go watch the Chamuqwani—or go back to Eqwohi and forget about my horses.” 

Muttering a curse Dotsuwa wheeled his horse about and with Jenaitsi following they headed up the trail to check on the miners.

I stared after them for a time then broke the silence by asking, “What would you like me to do, war leader?”

He studied me critically with his Spirit Sight for a long moment, then said, “Nothing for now, Puhani. Tuumaz and your cousin can scout our back trail for a time. I may need your Qwakaiva strong later. Don’t tire yourself doing tasks others can do now.”
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Chapter Three
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Two more days passed with no further sightings of an enemy. Moving ever westward into a broken land of rocky ledges and canyons we kept an eye on the minors, but they seemed oblivious of our presence. They acted like they knew where they were going, however, and that aroused our curiosity. 

Instead of going around them Nachoga, Tuumaz and Dotsuwa took council and decided to move at their slower pace to try and discover what mischief they were up to. And so Samiqwas and the warriors took turns spying on them. 

As we were about to stop for the mid-day rest Dotsuwa and his son rode back to us, both men carrying new thunder weapons on their saddles and Jenaitsi dragging the minor’s mule behind him on a lead rope.

Anger darkening his features Nachoga rose to meet them. When they stopped in front of him, he said. “I thought we agreed to leave the minors alone until we discovered what they were up to on our land. What happened?”

Dotsuwa smirked. “They saw us, so we had to kill them. And we know what they are doing on our land anyway.” 

“Oh? What?”

For answer Dotsuwa removed a small pouch from his shirt, opened its string top and displayed a palm full of yellow rocks and sand for Nachoga’s inspection. “Digging for this is what the dog humpers were up to.”

Mother gasped. We all knew what it meant. These Chamuqwani had discovered the golden rocks they so highly prised. The golden rocks that had caused so much heart-ache and death for both our peoples—and now, here on Kukiya land, the nightmare was beginning again.

Nachoga’s expression hardened. “I was afraid of this. These men must have discovered the golden rock then went to a Chamuqwani village to buy supplies so they could return to our land and dig more rocks.”

“Yes, war leader, you speak true and that why we kill them,” Dotsuwa said.

Nachoga grunted his agreement, thoughtfully stroking his chin where a golden stubble of hair was starting to grow.

“We can use the extra supplies but we should find their camp and send people back to destroy all evidence of them being here,” Tuumaz added.

“It may be too late for that,” Nachoga said pointing with his lips to the dusty mule. ”They have already been to a Chamuqwani place. They probably didn’t tell the people there where they found the yellow rocks, but the gold they had to sell would have made other Chamuqwani interested in finding more. And looking on our land will be one of the first places they come. Did you find their camp before you killed them, or do we need to waste time looking for it?”

Dotsuwa nodded. “We find it.” Looking grim he pointed with his lips towards a tawny lump visible through the heat haze on the western horizon. “It is near the base of Red Rock Bute up the slope from Sandy Creek. They make a pit house, but not good, too close to Creek. It would have filled with water when floods come.”

“I want to see it,” Nachoga said. “Maybe they will have more yellow rocks there for others to find, if we don’t take them away first.”

“Pit house is not far; we can stay there tonight it have water and grasses for horses nearby. Then we look around more in the morning.”

When we arrived at the spot in late afternoon we saw how the miners had abused the Earth with their greedy search. Where grasses and shrubs once covered the lower slope of the butte, now the hillside was pockmarked with several bare patches where the rock had been exposed to the miners’ picks and shovels. 

Even to my poorly trained eye, the pit house seemed made by an inexperienced hand and ready to cave in at any moment. Garbage was everywhere, rusted cans, empty waskyja bottles, scraps of bone and other awful thrown together in untidy mounds or just left near the house to rot. 

Adding to the bad smells and mess, the Kukiya hadn’t bothered to drag away evidence of their slaughter. The minors sprawled in a mangled heap just outside their house. A pool of drying blood darkened the sand near the entrance already attracting a cloud of insects. Overhead a few vultures circled waiting for us to leave.

I saw the ghosts of the men watching us with mournful dead eyes, and I shivered as they called out to me, begging me to help them. Thinking of my own dead, I hardened my heart against them. <<No, I won’t help you. Look where your greed and theft of Kukiya land has got you, stupid Chamuqwani?>>

They were confused and angry, but also so alien. Much to my regret later, at that time in my life I didn’t know how to help them—nor did I want to.

Samiqwas grabbed Mother’s horse as it shied at the blood sent. She must have felt the horses’ unease as well because she said to Nachoga, “This is a bad place. Do we have to stay here tonight?”

“No, we will camp up the creek. Tomorrow my warriors and I will come back and take away what we can use. Then we will go on our way to the Prophet’s encampment”

Mother seemed relieved at that, but when she studied Nachoga her expression was still troubled. When the Kukiya and Samiqwas had wandered away to explore the area, she moved her horse closer and spoke to him softly, “I know you don’t want to, but you need to take the opportunity to rest tomorrow. There is still blood seeping through the wrappings at night when I change them. You aren’t strong enough to do everything you want to do—or think you should do—and if you catch a fever...”

Nachoga grunted and moved his horse away, calling for Tuumaz to scout up the creek for a good camping spot. Dismounting outside the pit house he bent and stepped inside.

Mother sighed and urged her horse to follow Tuumaz up the creek. To get away from the yammering ghosts I followed her. 

Noticing the vultures still circling overhead I decided to do a little scouting and I wanted a protected place away from the disharmony where I could leave my body and search. With the warriors busy with other tasks I called to Samiqwas and Jenaitsi, who were just dragging away one of the bodies into the brush. I pointed to a grassy rock shelf down the creek on our back trail. “I’m going to scout. Tell the war leader.”

I retraced my steps, then dismounted and hobbled my mare to graze  on the tempting green shoots. Walking to a shady spot I dug out a hollow in the sand and lay down. I was surprised when Rattlesnake slithered out from among the nearby rocks and joined me. She tucked herself next to my side, and said, <<I will keep watch for you.>>

<<Thank you, Honored One.>> Relieved and grateful, I  let my Spirit fly up to greet Vulture’s kin soaring above.

<<Since you are just waiting around for my relatives to finish,>> I called to them, << how about one of you flying with me and lending me your keen sight for a while? I promise you won’t miss the feast they are preparing for you.>>

With Vulture lending me his eyes we flew Creek’s ravine in both directions. We saw no enemies, or other relatives. Not wanting to go back so soon, I stayed with Vulture and watched my mother and Tuumaz pick a nice sheltered spot up Creek’s sandy bed that had a deep pool of clear green water among a stand of cottonwoods and willows. Circling back I saw Samiqwas bringing our horses to drink at the creek downstream from the cottonwoods. 

Up the slope from the miners’ house Dotsuwa and Jenaitsi hacked up the now naked bodies and scattered the remains on a nearby slope to make it easier for the deserts predators to carry away all evidence of what had happened to the minors. Nachoga, I assumed, was still inside the miner’s dwelling sorting through their things. I could see a growing mound of usable gear piling up outside the entrance. 

A while later Vulture and I were circling back from another pass down our back trail when Rattlesnake’s angry whir sounded a warning in my mind. Leaving Vulture to his own interests I sprang quickly back into my vulnerable flesh.

What I saw when I returned was Jenaitsi standing over me with a big rock in his hand. An angry snake had risen from my side with head raised and fangs dripping, ready to strike. Remaining still so as not to frighten her further, I said, “If you try to smash my head with that rock she will get you even if you hit me. Toss the rock behind you and walk backwards slowly.”

Eyes wide he did as I suggested. “I-I wasn’t trying to hit you,” he muttered. “The war leader sent me to get you and I saw the snake...”

He broke off as I sat up letting Rattlesnake shift her position to wrap around my chest as I stood. “Mm. Well, you have delivered your message. Best you go now.”

He needed no further urging. Smelly fish guts, I wasn’t sure I believed him, but now that he knew I was protected by powerful allies, it might give him pause in future if he sought another opportunity to harm me. Thanking Rattlesnake for the timely warning I released her in the brush and went to get my mare.

The campsite Tuumaz and Mother found was restful, the ancient tree and the cool green water a true blessing in the heat and dryness of its desert surroundings. When I commented about it to Nachoga that night as we ate, he nodded and explained, “Sandy Creek is born from a spring deep under the mountain there.” He pointed with his chin to a rocky butte glowing red in Sun’s dying fire.

Another amazing thing I remember about that night was the sweet golden fruit packed inside one of the miner’s big cans that Mother opened. Nachoga said the fruit was called peaches in the Chamuqwani language. They were amazing! Mother made the war leader a tea with herbs and some of the golden liquid that was also in the jar, and the rest she added to a tasty porridge the next morning. 

There were more cans that we could have opened, but Mother took charge of them and later when Nachoga and Tuumaz were elsewhere trouble started when she refused to give Dotsuwa and his son some when they demanded them.

Samiqwas and I were just coming back from setting our nightly snares when we heard Dotsuwa’s angry voice by the fire shouting at my mother. I would have rushed in blindly to defend her, when Samiqwas put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me back into the shadows.

“I want to see what this is all about before we rush in to help her,” he murmured next to my ear. “Besides, Aunty is getting good at taking care of herself, these days.”

“...We were the ones that killed those enemies all the plunder is ours by right,” Jenaitsi snarled. 

“And is it also a Kukiya custom to be selfish and not share?” Mother said as she stood boldly in front of her cash and put her hands on her hips. “When we go to ask for a healing for the war leader we will need gifts, both for the Prophet and the Unseen Ones who guide and aid him. I want to save them to offer for Nachoga’s healing—and you want your war leader to be healed, right?”

Dotsuwa spat on the ground. “Maybe, maybe not. Why you always sit by and care for that one? Are you just another cloocha who wants to be a Chamuqwani’s whore? He is no real man of the people, only a pretend Kukiya, a ghost. Better you find another man, a real Kukiya warrior. Maybe I kill him and take you be my cloocha-whore? Maybe you like that better, eh?”

When he reached for her Mother dodged, and then snatched up the digging stick Tuumaz had made for her that was resting against the cottonwood. “Don’t touch me, you smelly piece of weasel vomit. You are no real man to talk to me like that.”

When he would have lunged for her again Samiqwas said, “If you say bad things about my aunty again or try to harm her, I will kill you.”

Turning Dotsuwa saw that Samiqwas had drawn his bow and was aiming an arrow at his chest. As fierce as the Wolf who claimed his Spirit, Samiqwas stared unblinking into the man’s eyes, his hand and arm steady and unflinching. 

Oblivious to the subtle game of power going on between the two Jenaitsi scoffed. Looking for his father’s approval, he joked, “Want me to take care of this sassy dog-fucking baby for you, Father?”

“I wouldn’t try that if I were you Kukiya,” I said and stepped out of the shadows to stand beside my cousin. “If either of you harm my mother or any of my kin, you will die—and most terribly—I promise you that.”

Jenaitsi skin turned ashen, visible even in the dim light. He must have told his father about his earlier encounter with my protector, because neither man chose to continue the confrontation. Muttering curses under his breath and calling me a malicer Dotsuwa stalked off, followed quickly by his son.

When they were gone I rushed over to Mother who was trembling violently. Hugging her tight, I said, “Amima, are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

Mother took a deep breath as she tried to relax and control her trembling. “No, no, I’m all right; he didn’t touch me—this time. I’m glad you two were here, but I thought you were hunting.”

This time?

“We were. Tas and I were just coming back from setting our snares when we heard them talking to you,” Samiqwas said and lowered his bow.

“Oh, I’m sorry you had to witness that unpleasantness. How much did you hear?”

“Enough,” Samiqwas said, the still snarling Wolf inside him lending his voice a harder and more mature quality than usual. “And that makes me wonder if this is the first time that dog turd has been bothering you.”

“You said, ‘this time.’ I’d been wondering why you were always asking one of us to accompany you while doing simple chores. And why you ride or sit near the war leader as much as possible,” I said. “Has he or his son been bothering you? Are you afraid of him, Amima?”

“No. I just don’t want to give anyone an opportunity to make more trouble for the war leader,” she said. Then needing an outlet for her pent up agitation she began picking up and packing away things people had left scattered by the fire. 

“We need to tell Nachoga about his Kukiya warriors’ disrespectful behavior,” Samiqwas began, “He is their leader and—”

Mother whirled around clutching the can of peaches she was holding like a weapon, ready to hurl it at Samiqwas and me if we wouldn’t listen. “No! You will not tell him I forbid you to say anything about this to Nachoga or Tuumaz!”

“But he is their war leader,” I protested. “He needs—”

“He needs to heal,” she countered, her expression stern. “That is the most important thing right now, insults made by a stupid, ignorant man who his mother is probably ashamed she bore, don’t matter.” 

Her glare was fierce as any mother bear when she next spoke. “Not a word—I mean it. If Nachoga were to find out, then he would have to do something about it. His warrior’s pride and honor would demand it. He would be no match for father and son if it came down to a physical fight—and it probably would. 

“He told me Dotsuwa has carried a grudge against him for many years so this goes far beyond the insults and petty annoyances of being sent back to Golannah as our escort. I won’t add another stick to that fire if I can help it. Right now Nachoga is pushing himself, but he really isn’t well, and I don’t want to be the cause of...”

Her breath catching on a sob she broke off, took a deep breath and said firmly, I will deal with Dotsuwa, in my own way—if I have to.”
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​It was decided to tear down the miner’s pit house next day and partially fill the hole with rocks and dirt so it would appear as if it had been abandoned years ago. All the men’s unsalvageable clothes and other items they agreed should be taken away and dumped. Tuumaz suggested that the things be tossed in a cave about a half days ride south. “I can do that for you, war leader, if you want,” he said.

“Hmm, perhaps we should give that honor to the ones who killed them,” Nachoga said and stared grimly at father and son.

Dotsuwa gave him a stiff nod. “I will go, but not that far. There are deep clefts on the butte that will do just as well. No one will find them where I put them. My son can stay and help with destroying the pit house. Then we can leave this place sooner.” 

“All right, do what you think best. As long as they won’t lead the soldiers or other miners to the diggings of the dead ones, it’s good with me.”

Turning to Tuumaz he next asked, “Do you know where my brother is right now? We need to find him as soon as possible to warn him about the new threat these miners bring to our lands.”

“They will most likely be at Saluuli Lake by now,” Tuumaz said. “Golannah told Utsiyonti that was where the Prophet and his followers would be camping so they can harvest cattails and other roots that are ready to eat this time of year.”

“Good that’s only a two or three days ride west of here,” Nachoga said. 

Next morning the men finished their meal and had started back to the miners’ camp, when Mother stopped them and announced to Nachoga that she didn’t want to go with them to that evil place again. 

Nachoga frowned; I could see that he wasn’t happy with her decision not to come with us, but all he said was, “What do you plan to do all day, then?”

Mother gave him a smile, her eyes playful. “Oh, I plan to do lots of things. Cook, mend yours and the boys’ clothes—rest, and even sleep, maybe,” her smile widened, “you could join me, you know.” 

He chuckled deep in his throat, his eyes saying he would like nothing better. “Oh I could, could I? That is a very tempting offer.” He touched her arm then his mood soured when he saw Dotsuwa and Tuumaz frowning at them. “But not today. You will have to rest alone—today.”

Glancing at the others waiting for him her smile disappeared as well. “I don’t really plan to lie about, but you should come back and rest at some point, so you won’t tire yourself over much. And I do mean rest—because I won’t be here to distract you. I actually want to wash clothes and your bandages
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