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Author’s Note

The year 1989-90 marks the one-hundredth anniversary of the formation of the Ghost Dance, the American Indians’ last gasp at rebellion against the white man. It was a simple movement, based largely and rather loosely on Christianity. It began among the Paiute of Nevada, and the religion preached that a messiah would soon deliver the Indians from the tyranny of the whites and their old ways would be restored. The Ghost Dance spread rapidly that year, taken to various tribes by the disciples of Wowoka, the chief promoter. The religious fever spread northward, to the east, and even as far south as northern New Mexico and Texas.

The Ghost Dance was to have marked the dawning of a new age; what it ushered in was the end of the old ways, the end of life as the American Indian had known it for so long. It was the death of a dream.

One hundred years ago this year.
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EPILOGUE

Nine Months Later


clear the way

in a sacred manner

I come

the earth

Is mine

—Sioux war song


PART I: THE CROW

The crow

I saw him when he flew down

To the earth

He has renewed our life

He has taken pity on us

—Cheyenne Ghost Dance song


Chapter One

John Markham Loyal, forty-six-year-old skilled steelworker and a full-blooded Mohawk of the Iroquois nation, heard the shrill call of the no lunch whistle, set down his tools with precision as he did everything in his life, and walked surefootedly along the narrow steel beam to where he’d left his battered lunch pail.

As he did so, he caught sight of the scene below—some of his co-workers and the outside guy, standing in a knot twenty-three stories below. They couldn’t see his expression this high up, nor he theirs, but it didn’t matter. He knew what they were talking about.

Again.

He knew it almost by heart, like a catechism. He shook his head, not wanting to think about that again. It gave him gas, and he hadn’t stuck any Tums in his pockets today.

Something flew overhead, its shadow crossing in front of him, and cautiously Loyal looked around. Curious, but he didn’t see anything now. Probably a piece of paper that had somehow been caught in an updraft. The wind did funny things this far up, which was one reason he and his fellow workers had to take particular care—all too effortlessly a gust could knock a guy off his feet and to his death. Loyal had seen some fairly odd stuff blown around up here and at other sites—grocery-store coupons; a library card from Hoboken, across and slightly downriver from Manhattan; used condoms; and once even a long tress of human hair.

He stretched and yawned. The wind wasn’t blowing too briskly right now, though, which was good. And at least it was sunny and fairly warm today. The weather had been peculiar this spring.

First, heat and dryness had prevailed in March, unseasonal conditions in New York or any of the other Mid-Atlantic States. Then that had been followed by a period of hard driving rain, and then a second incredibly dry and hot spell.

For the past week, it had rained again, although not as torrentially as the first time, and their work was further delayed. The building was already five months behind schedule, but hey, this was New York, and that was par for the course. The miracle would be bringing it in under two years. If the weather remained weird, who knew how long it might take.

However, the rain had stopped sometime late last night, and today was a perfect April day. Actually it was much more suited for staying home and working in the garden, which he was just getting around to setting up. Soon, he reflected, he’d get to do that. He’d take a few days’ vacation or sick leave, and maybe Nadine would wrangle a day or two off, and they could do some raking and start working the soil.

And they could be alone in the house in the daytime without the kids around.

Loyal grinned wolfishly. He liked that idea a whole lot. It had been a while since he and Nadine had been by themselves. Haying five kids didn’t make for much privacy, especially when they were as active as his. Still, Brad was in the second semester of his first year in college—the first of either Loyal’s or Nadine’s family ever to get past high school—and the next three were all in high school, with the littlest being in seventh grade now. Things were better now than when the kids were just out of diapers—it would be nice, just the two of them.

He hoped the weather cleared up by the time Memorial Day got here. He wanted to take Nadine and the kids to the Jersey shore for a week. Last year they’d canceled their trip last-minute, what with the terrible heat and the medical garbage that kept washing up on the shore. They had all been disappointed, and he wanted to make it up to them this time.

He waved to several men close by, then headed in the opposite direction. It wasn’t unusual for him to lunch by himself, because he was intrinsically a loner. Always had been, and although he was a union member—out of sheer necessity because of his job—he still liked to hang out alone. And today, in particular, he wanted to be by himself.

With a grace not common in a man of his girth he eased down onto the beam, straddling it, and pulled his black metal lunch pail toward him as he scratched his stomach through a gap in the front. Either his shirts were shrinking in the wash, or else his paunch was growing. He had a good hunch it was the latter. He flipped up the clasp, pushed back the top, and surveyed what Nadine had packed.

Tuna fish spread on untoasted white with a fair amount of chopped-up sweet gherkins and just a smear of mayo, the way he liked it—three of those delicious sandwiches altogether—a couple of those small bags of Fritos, a glossy yellow apple, and a banana that was just beginning to blacken. He smiled, thinking of those commercials he saw on TV, where the construction worker’s wife packed him a carton of unflavored yogurt or some-such thing, and the guy was genuinely pleased about it. No shit like that for him, thank you very much.

He unwrapped the first sandwich and took a respectable bite. As he chewed, he studied the area around the construction site.

Just a few years ago, before gentrification had been legislated for this part of the city, this section of Broadway in the forties and fifties had been an infamous neon-lighted porno strip, incredibly dirty and tacky during the day, but certainly bright and bustling at night with the shill of come-on men, and the damp and bored looks of the heavily mascaraed girls who lounged in unpainted doorways.

At one time—at what might be considered, by urban historians, its heyday—this tiny area had been crammed with a multitude of interesting establishments, such as the long-standing Proud Pussycat Triple X-Rated Theater with its shocking-pink exterior, one sex shop after another with moderately demure front-window displays, peep shows, cheap but decent restaurants where a hamburger didn’t cost you seven bucks, and one place after another that pandered to all varieties of sleaze.

But now all those colorful porn shops and movie houses were gone, torn down to make way for the “new and improved” respectable stuff—fancy theaters and hotels with shopping arcades that took only gold charge cards. He wasn’t sure if that was a step forward or not. The older stuff, for all its trashiness, had seemed more honest, certainly a lot less pretentious. But that was the trend all over New York, and he didn’t know if anyone could really stop it.

Yuppies and their yuppie stuff. He shook his head, took another chunk out of the tuna sandwich, set it down.

This particular construction site would be the home of a multistory fancy-smancy hotel with an expensive theater located below—the kind that didn’t show X-rated films—and a shopping arcade filled with ritzy shops and glittering displays and God knew what else. He didn’t much pay attention to what came in to a site; he just helped build them. After all, he would never return here once it was done. The place was just a job, that was all.

In his time he’d been to a few,-raunchy places along this stretch of Broadway. Not since the kids came, though; not since he’d married Nadine. After all, a family man did have certain obligations.

Obligations.

He crumbled the Baggie and dropped it in his lunch pail.

Obligations to his family, to his union, to his neighbors, to his tribe. But how far did they extend? How far beyond his own code.

He glanced down at his co-workers, still talking far below. They had started long before lunch break and would doubtless continue talking longer afterward. Guys with seniority, no doubt, although he’d been invited to participate. Politely he had declined.

He started on the apple, his teeth biting into the apple’s skin with a crisp sound.

Something passed in front of the sun, and thinking it was a cloud with a promise of still more rain, he glanced up and saw a bird gliding overhead. It was big and black, but that was all he could make out because the sun was in his eyes. Odd. Usually you didn’t find a lot of birds up this high in Manhattan. They liked to stay farther below where the handouts were more common. Still, it might have smelled his lunch. He grinned and picked off a piece of bread the size of a quarter and tossed it toward the bird.

The bread arced, missed the bird by a good foot or so, then dropped rapidly down to the ground, the bird not even looking toward the morsel.

Not a clever bird, Loyal surmised as he finished the apple, if it was going to let food get away from him. A city bird who didn’t know its way around up here. Too used to being hand fed by people in the parks, no doubt.

He peeled the banana next and looked around for the bird. He didn’t see it any longer. The banana had black spots and was slightly mushy, which made it less than appealing. He put it back into the pail.

He coughed, then took his pack from his shirt pocket. He lit a cigarette, inhaled. This wasn’t a bad place to work, despite all the complaints from him and the other guys. Not really.

His brother lived upstate, just a few miles away from the Canadian border, and always bitched when he had to make the trip into the city—he hated the drive, he hated the congestion, he hated the noise and the dirt and the bustle. But it wasn’t bad. You had to know how to take New York City. And Loyal knew how. He worked long hard hours here and made a lot more money than he would have in any other city or town in the tri-state area, and then he hopped on the subway and went home, out in Brooklyn. He never came here on his time off, not if he could help it.

His brother just didn’t understand. Which was why he came here infrequently, and they didn’t see each other as often as they had in the old days. Somehow Loyal never found the time to get out of the city, not as he meant to all these years.

He flicked the ash off, took another drag, then stubbed the cigarette out. Nadine was always on him about smoking Camels, but at least he never smoked the whole thing. He was always putting it out before it’d burned halfway down.

He checked his watch; Fifteen minutes more, then it was back to work. He glanced uptown at the green fringe that marked Central Park’s southernmost boundary. He liked the Park, although he never went there after dark. Too dangerous. Behind him, if he swiveled his head around, was New Jersey. Nadine wanted to move out there, kept insisting the prices were cheaper, the schools better, but he didn’t know. He had been raised in New York State, had lived in one borough or another of the city all his adult life. He wasn’t sure he could adjust.

He glanced back toward Times Square, a few blocks away. It was even more congested than usual, some sort of protest scheduled today. There was always some sort of protest these days, or so it seemed. Someone was always fussing about wages or work conditions or the color of the sky or the fact that somebody had looked at them cross-eyed. He didn’t know what this particular march was about, and didn’t care. Loyal knew he didn’t have a well-developed social conscience, but that had never bothered him. He knew what he had to do for his family, and that was the truly important thing. His family. He just hoped it wasn’t hot this summer. Trouble always broke out with a hot humid summer in the city, and construction workers always got blamed.

He heard a flapping of wings nearby. The bird must be back. Something brushed by his head, grazing him with a softness that chilled him for some unknown reason. He closed his lunch pail, stood up slowly and carefully. Time to get back to work, even though he had a few minutes left. He turned.

Ahead of him on the beam, the way he would be going, stood a crow. Its black feathers shone glossily in the sunlight as it cocked its head at him. It opened its yellow beak, but no sound came out.

A mute crow. He’d never seen a crow here before. Seagulls, of course, and pigeons, but not a crow, although Nadine claimed they had ’em in Jersey.

He took a step, then a second, but the crow didn’t fly away. Bold little bugger, he thought. He inched forward, and still the bird didn’t budge.

“Come on,” he said in a reasonable tone, “get the hell out of my way, bird. I’ve got things to do.”

He was only a few feet away from it now, and still, its head cocked, the crow stared at him, unblinking, in a rather unsettling way.

He supposed this must look comical to anyone else who might be watching.

Suddenly in a great flapping of its wings, the crow burst into flight. It whirled over his head, then with a shrill caw dove at his head. He still wore his hard hat, so he was safe there—even it couldn’t peck through the metal—but suddenly the bird changed angle and flew toward his face.

Instinctively he threw up his hands, shielding his eyes, and the pail whirled away from him, and his feet wobbled on the beam.

He lost his balance.

Below, the men watched in horrified silence as Loyal fell from the twenty-third story, shrieking. It was over within seconds. They rushed to where the broken body lay.

Only the outsider stayed behind and gazed up at the beam where the man had fallen from.

Slowly, gracefully, a black feather spiraled downward and landed in the dirt at the outsider’s feet.


Chapter Two

The crow’s feather rested atop the mahogany veneer dresser in Thomas Yellow Colt’s hotel room in the Marriot Intercontinental. He didn’t know why he’d taken the damned thing from the construction site, but he had. Perhaps because you didn’t often see crows in the city, particularly New York.

The feather was nearly six inches long, not including the shaft, and more than an inch wide at its broadest point. Black, but matte in texture, with the tiniest bit of white at the tip. And it was strangely compelling. He wanted to handle it, to brush it against his cheek.

Occasionally, almost absently, Yellow Colt would pick it up and tap it along the tips of his fingers, his thoughts flowing but no one idea standing out. Now, though, he turned his back, trying to ignore the feather and the memories it brought of that construction worker’s horrible death a week ago.

He shuddered, and crossed the subdued green carpeting, called room service and ordered a meal to be brought up in a few hours. He’d better eat in, he’d decided, and a simple meal at that. He had a speaking engagement later on at, the University of California here in San Diego, and he needed to review his notes again.

The half Sioux, half Cherokee (although the tribes seemed to vary with his travels) activist leader, and driving force of the National Coalition of American Indians, dropped onto the king-sized bed, brought his legs up onto the flowered bedspread, stuffed a pillow behind his back, and leafed through the thick information folder his staff had prepared for him.

San Diego. Heavily ethnic in some places, predominantly people up from Mexico. Not a lot of Indians, not anymore; some, but mostly those tribes long ago subdued by the whites and Christianity.

He might have trouble here, except that there was an active group of younger Indians who were trying to preserve what remained of their culture. Now that might be the bunch to get involved with.

There was still another group he was interested in. One that looked fairly promising. He had heard rumors about it for some years now, but hadn’t paid much attention. Until recently, that is, when he’d been in New York and one of the steelworkers had let slip something about a certain religious group called the Ghost—

A shadow coasted in front of the large picture window. He glanced out, saw only cerulean sky and bright sunshine.

A remarkable contrast to New York’s strange spring weather. All that unexpected rain sandwiched between the hot dry spells. Peculiar business. And thinking of that made him remember the accident. That was the official explanation of the construction worker’s death, he recalled the authorities saying. Mishap. Death by mishap. Rain from the previous night made the beam slick, the man’s foot slipped, and thus John Loyal fell to his death.

Somehow, Yellow Colt didn’t believe that. The other guys at the site had said that Loyal was too surefooted to slip. Accidents do happen, he’d countered, but they’d shaken their heads and said no, not to Loyal. And two of the guys who’d been up on the same floor as Loyal claimed there had been no water on it; they had been back and forth along that beam for hours.

The wind hadn’t been blowing, either; at least not enough to matter.

It was uncanny in a way. Loyal had been just about the only holdout. Loyal hadn’t wanted the other Indian construction workers to go on strike, or even a slowdown to protest working conditions; he had claimed they were already too delayed with the project. Loyal had refused to talk to Yellow Colt, even though the activist leader had pressed the others to influence him. And then Loyal had died.

Weird.

Yellow Colt shrugged. It didn’t matter anymore, he supposed, since the guy was dead, and the slowdown had gone on as planned a few days later. But it was strange that Loyal had died just before Yellow Colt planned seeing him.

Just coincidence, he told himself.

Nothing more.

Still, the trip proved profitable. Loyal’s Indian co-workers were more than willing to talk with Yellow Colt, and in fact it was one of those who had originally contacted him. When he arrived at the site he’d had all his statistics right at hand—numbers dazzled people, he knew from long experience—and had showed the Indian workers how they made far less money than the whites for the same jobs and same number of hours, how they had fewer promotions to management, even though some of them had worked for the company far longer than the whites presently in management. He had opened their eyes—all but Loyal’s—to one inequity after another.

Another clear-cut case of discrimination. The white man’s continuing enslavement of the Indian.

Tonight, though, he couldn’t let too much rage show when he talked about what had happened since the white man came to America. He was out to get money for his organization, and one of the best sources was the whites. Liberal whites, he thought with a grin, who felt a tremendous shame for what their ancestors had done. Even though some of them didn’t have family on this continent a hundred years ago.

As they damn well ought to feel guilty, he told himself as he sifted through the papers. The whites had done their damnedest to eradicate Indians in a matter of decades. He felt the familiar anger suffusing through him, the hostility and frustration that had originally led him to the Indians’ Rights Movement back when he was in college.

Of course, once he was out of college and into the real world he realized that you couldn’t fight modern battles without one important weapon—money, lots and lots of it. His emphasis now was somewhat different than several decades before. What the hell, it all ended up in the same place, was all for the same good cause.

He sighed, slipped off a paper clip from one sheaf and glanced through it. His mind wasn’t on his work today, no matter how he tried. He just couldn’t force it to focus on the talk tonight. He let the papers drift out of his hands as he put his head back against the pillow, his eyes closing. Maybe he should try to nap, just for a few minutes. He might feel better.

Yellow Colt woke with a start. The room was now in shadows. And someone was knocking.

Another knock.

For a moment it seemed almost as if someone … something … was tapping on the window, but when he glanced at the gray oblong, it was clear.

Someone was at the door—not the window—he told himself, feeling foolish, and brought his feet down to the floor. He opened the door and the waiter set the tray down on the dresser.

Once he was alone again he settled back onto the bed. With the TV’s remote control he flipped through the channels until he found a newscast.

He glanced at his watch as he picked up the egg, salad sandwich. 6:15.

Nearly three hours had elapsed since he’d fallen asleep. He frowned. Normally he didn’t sleep that long during the day. He must have been more tired than he’d realized. He twisted off the cap on the Mexican beer and tilted it back so he could take a swig. The beer was icy and good. He turned up the volume on the TV.

“… holding four hostages in a schoolroom in Georgia,” said the artificially pretty Anglo newscaster who looked like she had an IQ of about 90; for all the concern in her voice she might have been talking about the price of toilet paper. He had had plenty of those in his bed before, all trying to impress him with their so-called liberal ways, all trying to climb to the top of broadcasting with no experience. How many broadcasters of Indian heritage were there in the U.S.? he wondered. He’d have to have his staff look into that. “We go to Bob Roberts now for his report.”

Yellow Colt ate his sandwich as he watched the bland-voiced male correspondent report: two youths, both local Indians, who, dissatisfied with the blatant racism in their town, had finally gone over the edge and taken the hostages so that they could publicize their tribe’s plight.

Yellow Colt envisioned somehow working this news story into his speech tonight. No, he’d best wait and see what happened. If the hostages were hurt or killed, no one would be sympathetic. He started on the second sandwich, roast beef with Virginia ham and American cheese, as the too-pretty newscaster came back on and talked about developments in Lebanon and Israel.

He finished his beer, wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin, then pushed the tray away from him.

The weather came on next; dry conditions would continue in San Diego County and surrounding areas, with no relief in sight. She also mentioned a small earthquake registering 2.3 on the Richter scale just an hour before, with no damage reported so far. The woman said she would be back later with an update.

Fine, he thought, and flicked the TV off. He really had slept soundly, since he hadn’t felt the ground tremor.

A glance at his watch—two hours before he was due at the auditorium. Time to look through his notes one last time, and then take a quick shower.

He had just gathered his papers together again, when he saw a shadow at the window.

Yellow Colt leaped up with the reactions of a much younger man, a startled cry coming out of him because he was on the fifteenth floor, after all. Something slammed into the glass, and involuntarily he took a step back. Again the thing slammed into the glass.

He flicked off the overhead light. Something dark and large was at the window.

Someone? he thought, but dismissed that. No one could get up this far.

Then, as abruptly as it had appeared, the shadow was gone. Hesitantly he walked over to the window and gazed out, but he saw nothing except San Diego Bay and the curve of Coronado Island.

He frowned. Something had been there. He knew he wasn’t imagining things. He switched on the light by the window, and swallowed rapidly at what he saw on the glass outside.

A thin trail of blood trickled downward.


Chapter Three

Chato Del-Klinne, who had just gotten off early at the nursery/landscaping business where he worked and in which he owned half interest, leaned back against the car parked along the Vegas Strip, then flinched as the hot metal seared him.

He popped the lift tab of the can of Dr Pepper he’d just bought at a convenience store, took a deep swig, then pressed the cold metal of the can against his sweating forehead. It felt good.

Las Vegas, even in April, was too damned warm by far, he grumbled silently, and this year the temperatures were higher than usual. The normal for April was in the eighties. But for the past four days, the mercury had hit 95, and weather forecasters predicted that it would just get worse, claiming that by the end of the week it would be 98 or 99 hot and unbearable degrees.

Of course it would just get more blistering, more fiery. From June through August, and possibly into September, the temperature would simply rise and rise and rise until the mercury hit 110 or even higher. Every single day without fail, without relief. Sometimes during the summer it rained, a hundredth of an inch or so if the town was lucky, but that never seemed to cool the place off. Chato wondered how anyone had ever managed to live in this oven in the days before refrigerated air.

Good thing he had a car with air conditioning, he thought wryly. He didn’t know how he’d ever got along without before. Correction; until he and Sunny Mae moved here.

Actually, the car was Sunny’s. He had an old truck that was in the shop now. He was getting damned hot and sweaty. He could get in the car and run the a/c, except they were having problems with the car and he didn’t want to encourage any more. Earlier he’d rolled up his shirt sleeves as far as they would go for some relief. Even though his shoulder-blade-length hair was gathered neatly at the nape of his neck with a tan cloth; he could still feel a trickle of sweat inching down his spine.

God, how he hated that, but there wasn’t much he could do. Except find some nice air-conditioned place to wait in, but that probably wouldn’t be a good idea. The security guards might peg him as a loiterer. So he stayed on the hot streets and took another swallow of Dr Pepper.

He gazed around at the barely controlled activity that was the Strip. Las Vegas was unusual in that most of its major streets were incredibly wide—somebody had planned well there, he conceded—but that only meant that much more traffic and confusion.

Right now an immense recreational vehicle with the vague proportions of a cream-colored dinosaur was trying to veer into the parking lot of the Flamingo Hilton. Because the RV was so huge and unwieldy it couldn’t manage that in its present lane without going over the curb and so it had to move to the middle lane to attempt the maneuver; and even as the RV was turning, a battered red Toyota squeaked through the space between the RV and the curb. The RV’s driver laid on the horn, while the driver of the Toyota flipped him the bird. Of course, everyone behind the RV had had to throw on their brakes, too, because the RV hadn’t bothered with any signal.

Just a few yards away on the sidewalk a cluster of tourists were standing and talking about the close call they had, while others were crossing against the light and in the middle of the block, dodging between cars and motorcycles. A young boy darted in front of a dark blue Thunderbird, which swerved just before it knocked him down. The driver stopped, got out and yelled at the kid, who didn’t look like he could care less. Finally, the kid walked off without a word.

Chato shook his head. Down the street, and not all that far away from him, some sort of rally or protest was going on. One of the rally’s leaders stood on a heavy box so that he rose above the others surrounding him. He was a young man, gesturing excitedly as he spoke passionately. Sometimes a word or two of the rhetoric would drift Chato’s way, but mostly all he could hear was the angry tone.

Now that was something you don’t see often here, Chato thought. Las Vegas was about the least political of any city he’d ever been to, and he wondered what this rally was for. Most of the people listening to the speaker were young, probably not out of college yet, mixed with a few curious tourists. Sure, there was an occasional protest against the underground tests at the Nevada Test Site, but that about summed up the political conscience of the state. Most of those who protested, it seemed, were from out of state.

A policeman strolled by, eyeing Chato coolly. He’d just been by ten minutes before. No doubt the guy wondered what he was doing. He tried to look as innocent as possible. Someone from the rally was walking along the sidewalk now, distributing flyers. Chato took one and scanned its bold letters as the kid moved on.

“The National Coalition for American Indians needs YOUR support!!” the top line screamed in bold type.

The NCAI? That was Thomas Yellow Colt’s group, Chato recollected. He remembered Yellow Colt quite well from the last time Chato had been in Albuquerque. The two men had not gotten along at all.

That was putting it rather mildly, he thought with a twist of his lips.

Yellow Colt had all but accused him of being a blanket Indian. The activist had derided him for not using his education, and had implied that since Chato wasn’t involved in any Indian movement, he might as well be dead.

He scanned the text. It was the usual drivel he’d seen all too often. The NCAI “needs everyone’s support.” Read “money” for “support.” Thomas Yellow Colt would be appearing at the Las Vegas Convention Center a few evenings from now for a lecture on the “Disappearing Indian.” He would be at the University of Nevada-Las Vegas giving some free lectures, open to the public the following week.

Now, how had Yellow Colt wrangled that? Must know someone in the administration. Chato shook his head, and crumpled the piece of paper. He shoved it into his jeans pocket.

It wasn’t that Chato precisely disbelieved in the cause of Indian activism; in fact, he thought it was a good idea. It was never right for anyone to become apathetic, no matter their belief or color.

It was just that he altogether disliked Thomas Yellow Colt. The man was a charlatan, out to line his own pockets with Anglo money. In all the years the NCAI had been around, some fifteen or so, Chato didn’t know of one good thing the organization had accomplished. They must have done something, though, or surely they would have been run out of business by now.

On the other hand, look at the proliferating televangelists and their gullible audiences. Perhaps Yellow Colt’s audience was just as willing to believe in his preachings. After all this time, after all the pain and destruction, the Indians wanted to believe that conditions would improve; the Anglos wanted to know that they could expunge their guilt with good works and charity.

He wasn’t sure if it was going to work. It had taken a long time for things to get as bad as they were; surely it would take just as long to get them back to the proper way. Whatever that would be now.

He glanced at his watch. It was 5:15 already. Another forty-five minutes and Sunny Mae would be coming out of the casino. She worked in the Flamingo as a blackjack dealer. In fact, when they had moved to Las Vegas a few years ago, she hadn’t known what to do with herself until he’d suggested dealer school. He’d seen a number of advertisements in the local papers, and God knew there were plenty of the places scattered throughout the city. Almost as many of them as there were wedding chapels.

Well, not quite, he thought with a grin.

Sunny had decided she didn’t have much to lose. She had to do something. Dealers could become exceedingly well paid after a while, she declared with a sly expression—there were handsome tips, after all—and she didn’t want to pursue her old profession. Nor did Chato want that, either. It was one thing to have a girlfriend who was an ex-hooker, another to have a hooker girlfriend who was still working.

They had scraped together the tuition, and she had gone to school. After graduation as an accredited dealer, she had been hired almost at once by the Flamingo.

She had worked there ever since.

On the other hand, Chato had held a number of jobs since coming to Las Vegas. The one at the nursery had lasted longest, perhaps because he’d started it himself.

It wasn’t that he was unable to keep a job for long, it was simply that nothing caught his attention, his interest, long enough to matter, and so he quit after only a few weeks or months, or had until Sunny suggested he do something with plants. She knew he enjoyed working with his hands, liked to nurture plants and see them thrive. He had agreed. And yet, even though he worked each day, he was in a sense still drifting. He’d been doing that for years now, even before he and Sunny came here from New Mexico. Drifting to what or from what, he didn’t know. God knew, he had the credentials to work. He had a doctorate in geology, and had worked at the University of New Mexico for a while.

But even there dissatisfaction had nagged at him. There was something inside him that he was missing, that he was searching for.

The discontent had started long before, even before he had gone to Vietnam, where he had spent two long hellish years.

As a youth he had trained with an old man to be a shaman of his people, the Chiricahua Apache. But things had happened unexpectedly, and for one reason or another, he hadn’t completed his training.

Yet that training had never left him, not entirely. Certainly it had served him well a few years ago in New Mexico. As a matter of fact, it had saved his life, and Sunny’s as well. Quickly he pushed that memory away before it could take root.

He lived in Las Vegas, Nevada, now. Things were different here.

But he wasn’t.

Sunny seemed ready—even happy—to settle down. She held a steady job, had some money—legitimately—and things were different, much easier than before. She had struggled throughout her life, and for the first time she didn’t have to do that. Every so often too she talked about their getting a house. He would like that, wouldn’t he? he asked himself. A home with Sunny, the woman he loved. He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t sure of anything.

He drained the soda and crumpled the aluminum can in one hand, then tossed it into the car onto the back seat. Better to litter his car than the streets.

The sun was dipping low in the west now, and its setting gave the street and the air a peculiar color of red-gold, a color he had seen only in the sunsets of the west. He yawned, glanced at his watch.

Five twenty-seven.

Soon. Very soon she’d be coming out, swinging her purse at the end of its long strap, and she’d kiss him and give him an enthusiastic hug, and they’d get in the car and go get something to eat, and he would listen as she told him about her day and all the weird tourists she’d had to deal with. Of his day there wasn’t much to say.

Gradually he grew aware of a scuffling noise somewhere, and he glanced around.

A fistfight seemed to have broken out at the rally. He could understand that. Tempers got short in weather like this.

However, this seemed a trifle different. The crowd eased away, and two men, flailing away at one another, backed up toward Chato. He glanced around for the cop, but didn’t see him.

Cops are never around when you need ’em, he thought wryly.

One of the fighters was a young Indian, not more than twenty, twenty-two, while the other guy was an Anglo much older and heavier, as well as standing nearly a foot taller. And plainly with more fighting experience. The Indian kid was getting the hell beat out of him, and no one in the crowd was doing anything about it. They stood and watched, even as the Anglo kicked the kid in the groin, then slammed his fist into his opponent’s face as the Indian youth doubled over.

“Hey!” Chato shouted, walking toward them.

The Anglo whirled, his fists balled, met Chato’s eye, then he took off without warning. He dashed across the street and jumped into a waiting car which immediately drove off with a squeal of its tires.

“Are you all right?” Chato asked the kid, who was still bent over. He had met up with his share of Indian-bashers in his lifetime. So-called macho guys who wanted to make a point, the point never being made because they were total creeps.

The crowd was already dispersing, disappointed that the fight had ended and that no more blood would be shed.

The young man, who wore jeans and a curious-looking shirt of some white material now specked with blood, gazed at him for a long moment, then straightened up and pushed his way out of the crowd.

“Wait, kid,” Chato called. He was afraid the kid was hurt more than he seemed. Without looking back, the kid ducked down an alley. Chato followed him. “I said, are you all right? He cut you up pretty badly. I think you ought to go to a doctor, or at least the emergency room. I saw—”

The young man glanced back at Chato, began running. Chato frowned. What the hell was going on? He lengthened his stride. The kid ran around a corner, and when Chato rounded it, he was alone in another alley, which reeked of urine and garbage. Nothing there but an empty dumpster, and a piece of yellowed newspaper drifting along the pavement. Only the dumpster and the paper, and a feather.

Chato stooped and picked up the black feather, then dropped it. It belonged to a crow.

His people had extremely strong feelings about the crow. When it came around, the Chiricahua asserted, someone was going to die.

In other words, this was bad shit.

And old beliefs died hard.

Chato wiped his fingers down his jeans leg, as if something oily remained on his skin. He turned around and headed back to the car. And wondered where the kid could have gone.


Chapter Four

She flies like the crow,

upward and upward, as graceful as a slender feather, always closer to the sun she goes. She feels the warmth of the sun beating down upon her dark wings, feels it feeding her strength, giving her power. She spreads her wings wider and sweeps upward.

She flies. She is free.

the crow

Below her, far away on the ground, she catches sight of the silent men and women waiting for her, waiting for some word. Waiting and worshiping.

She laughs, but the sound comes out like the cawing of a crow.

she flies

She loops and darts through the purified air, she soars up and up and up until she can break loose of the earth’s hold and fly straight as an arrow toward Heaven, and then, tucking her head downward upon her dark breast, she dives.

And at the last moment she breaks the plummet and skims along the earth.

like the crow

She is Crow Woman.


Chapter Five

“That shirt the kid was wearing. I just can’t get it out of my mind,” Chato said.

“Well, I guess not,” Sunny replied, her fair eyebrows raised. “That’s been all you’ve been talking about since I got off work.” Her voice was low and pleasant, and no one could tell that she originally hailed from Texas.

Sunny had confessed that she didn’t want to hurry on home, so they had strolled down the Strip to another casino to get a drink; she ordered a strawberry daiquiri, he a Coke with a twist of lime in it.

“I’m sorry, Sunny.” He patted her hand. “You must he tired of hearing this again and again. It’s just that—

“It’s so damned familiar.”

He grinned sheepishly. “You’ve been listening to my ramblings this past hour.”

“Of course I have, hon. Now, you really shouldn’t worry. Probably you saw one like that on some other guy here or in New Mexico, and that’s probably why it’s driving you crazy.”

“No doubt.” He wasn’t convinced of that, and he didn’t know why the white shirt on the Indian kid bothered him. Except that it did. It just wouldn’t leave his mind. “Well, enough of that. I’ll worry later about it. So, what’s next?”

“We have a few things to pick up—food and such—and then I guess we can go home and snuggle a bit.” She winked at him. “And crank the air conditioning up high.”

“That’s right.”

Chato gave her a lingering kiss.

“Dinner first?”

“If you want, Chato.”

“No, what do you want?”

“Well, I’m pretty hungry,” she confessed. “I didn’t have much time for lunch today—one of the other dealers is out sick this week and another’s on vacation. Which means I did a lot more work than usual. Let’s go home and fix something.”

“No, let’s go out.” She said nothing. He patted his front jeans pocket. “I made a loan to myself today. I can afford to take us to someplace fancy—say, the coffee shop at the nearest Best Western or something of equal value.”

She grinned. “Sounds good to me.”

He paid for their drinks, then they linked arms and left the casino. The sun would be down shortly and the sky was painted a vivid copper and deep blue. A strange combination, he thought suddenly; they were colors that were complete opposites of each other. There were no clouds anywhere and the sky appeared endless. Why did he feel a prickle along his arms, as if the hairs were being ruffled by some unfelt wind? He glanced up and down the Strip, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. The rally seemed to have broken up, and just the usual tourists roamed up and down the sidewalks, gawking at the lavish exteriors of the casinos.

No sign of the Indian kid. He wondered again where he could have disappeared to.

Disappeared, he thought with amusement. That was a good way to describe it.

They walked along in silence for a bit, passing parking lots where old men and women were tottering off chartered luxury buses and past tacky Roman statues of Caesars where tourist fathers were photographing their families.

What a bizarre place, he thought, with a casino devoted to circuses, one in the shape of a Mississippi riverboat, one with a moving sidewalk and the most extraordinary marble statues he’d ever seen, and all this with palm trees scattered up and down the street. Of course, not all of Las Vegas was this strange, this unreal, but once you set foot on the Strip, you thought you were on a whole ’nother planet. He shook his head. The car was only a few feet away. He went around to the outside and opened the door for Sunny.

“Oh yes. Don’t forget that we’re having dinner over at the Andersons this Friday,” she said as she slid into the passenger side.

“No, I won’t.” He enjoyed visiting the Andersons.

The husband, Wallace, was a university-level historian whose specialty was the old American West; his wife, Linda, some twenty years his junior, came from Taos Pueblo in New Mexico. She was a well-known artist of the region, while Wallace devoted much of his free time to collecting North American Indian artifacts.

Anderson had worked in the University of New Mexico history department at the same time Chato had taught geology there. They had known each other then—it was inevitable on that intimate campus that the two would run into each other and begin to talk.

But Chato had left, and the two men had lost contact with one another, until Sunny had decided a year ago or so to take a night history course at the university. Anderson had been the professor for her introductory course, and she had come home full of excited talk about her fabulous teacher. Chato had recognized the man’s name, said he knew him, and Sunny had insisted he attend the course with her. Chato had, the two men had renewed their friendship, and now the four often got together.

From time to time, Anderson would mention that an opening at UNLV for a geology professor was about to develop, or he would drop less than subtle hints that various universities around the country were looking for qualified teachers.

Chato would just shake his head. He wasn’t ready to return to the rigors and structure of the academic world.

Or was he?

It would be safer, more secure if he went back to teaching at the university level. He could build up tenure eventually, and he could take field trips, the one aspect he had always enjoyed the most. Things were surely different at the university level than when he’d last been employed there.

But … but he didn’t know why he didn’t do it. Something inside him contended that it wasn’t time to return to that—at least not yet.

And he wasn’t sure how much things could have changed. A bureaucracy would always remain that. Too many papers to file, too much politics, and too overblown egos to stroke, and not enough of the real reason he was there, which was to teach.

Once Chato had addressed Anderson’s class as a guest lecturer. He had explained how the geology of Nevada—with its rich deposits of lead and silver—had influenced the state’s settlement. The lecture proved a lot of fun. It had been a long time since he’d last stood in front of a class, and for the first few minutes he’d been nervous, but then the old habit had kicked in, and he never had a qualm after that moment.

Still …

No, he told himself. He wouldn’t even consider it. Not seriously, that is.

On Friday he and Sunny would go to dinner, and he would look at the newest artifacts Wallace had collected. He always learned something at that house, no matter his own considerable knowledge. He thought his friend knew more about the west and Indians than anyone else he’d ever met.

Maybe, Chato thought, Wallace would know about the white shirt he had seen earlier. Maybe he would stop driving himself crazy about it. Chato grinned.


Chapter Six

The first lecture in San Diego went just the way Thomas Yellow Colt liked his liquor and cars and women: nice and smooth. It proved to be another triumph—as he knew all along that it would.

He had several more engagements scheduled in this city before he drove up north to Los Angeles and then San Francisco.

After that he would fly to Vegas, and then it would be up to Seattle and on to Eugene. While he was in Oregon he would take a look at the new dam that had brought some life—and even more needed money—to the reservation there. Quite an accomplishment, considering that twenty years ago the tribe had had nothing. Then he was heading back to South Dakota to pursue some leads he’d received. Something he wanted to investigate, because if what he thought was true, well, he’d be doing even better than now.

Now for his second lecture tonight he was again at Peterson Hall at Third, Third being one of the four local campuses of the University of California at San Diego. The Third campus had a lot to do with topics concerning the third world, hence the name, and was the center of ethnic studies as well. Peterson Hall was a one-story creamy-colored stucco structure surrounded by scraggly eucalyptus trees.

As they had the other night when he spoke the first time, protesters paraded outside this lecture hail and the others as he crossed the flat terra-cotta tiles that led to the glass front doors and entered Peterson. Yellow Colt wasn’t clear what they were objecting to—he wasn’t sure they even knew—but that didn’t matter much, he supposed.

He had seen a lot of unrest on campuses this spring, far more than he had witnessed in the past ten years, and it almost reminded him of the dissension of the late sixties. Almost. Except that twenty years before, the protests had seemed more heartfelt, more spontaneous; nowadays demonstrations and sit-ins and marches all had a calculated air to them.

The protesters of the sixties had grown up to be ad men and women and PR people, and new techniques were being used to influence people. And everyone now knew the benefits of getting the electronic media to cover an event.

Yellow Colt shook his head. God, how cynical he was sometimes.

But then he had once been a protester himself, back in the dim dark days of the sixties, when he wore his hair long, and he had fervently believed that policies could be changed by seizing national parks and offices of university presidents. That things could get better; a new tomorrow—a new age—was dawning.

He had grown up since then.

He had come to realize that all those marches and demonstrations didn’t mean a damned thing, if you didn’t have the money to back your cause, didn’t have capital for promotion. Which was one of the
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