
BLACKFEET SEASON

––––––––

By Vella Munn



  	
	    
	      Also by Vella Munn

	    

      
	    
          
	      Challenge The Heart

          
        
          
	          Firedance

          
        
          
	          Small Town Secrets

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gold Camp Dreams

          
        
          
	          Winter Silence

          
        
          
	          Summer Smoke

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Native American Hearts

          
        
          
	          Soul of the Sacred Earth

          
        
          
	          Survivor's Heart

          
        
          
	          Blackfeet Season

          
        
          
	          Cheyenne Summer

          
        
          
	          Daughter of the Forest

          
        
          
	          Seminole Song

          
        
          
	          Spirit of the Eagle

          
        
          
	          Wind Warrior

          
        
          
	          The River's Daughter

          
        
          
	          Montana Heartbeat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Primal Justice

          
        
          
	          Punish

          
        
          
	          Fangs:Primal Justice

          
        
          
	          Pursue

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Seasons Heartbeat

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Fall

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Spring

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Summer

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Winter

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: One Day

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Spirit Wolves

          
        
          
	          Call of the Wolves

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Whiteout

          
        
          
	          Grandfather Lost

          
        
          
	          Her Desperate Plea

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
	    
	      Also by Vella Munn

	    

      
	    
          
	      Challenge The Heart

          
        
          
	          Firedance

          
        
          
	          White Moon

          
        
          
	          Small Town Secrets

          
        
          
	          Snow Sounds

          
        
          
	          Alaska's Promise

          
        
          
	          Yesterday's Shadows

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gold Camp Dreams

          
        
          
	          Winter Silence

          
        
          
	          Summer Smoke

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Montana Rangers

          
        
          
	          Ranger's Legacy

          
        
          
	          Ranger's Courage

          
        
          
	          Ranger's Pride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Native American Hearts

          
        
          
	          Soul of the Sacred Earth

          
        
          
	          Survivor's Heart

          
        
          
	          Blackfeet Season

          
        
          
	          Cheyenne Summer

          
        
          
	          Daughter of the Forest

          
        
          
	          Seminole Song

          
        
          
	          Spirit of the Eagle

          
        
          
	          Wind Warrior

          
        
          
	          The River's Daughter

          
        
          
	          Montana Heartbeat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Primal Justice

          
        
          
	          Punish

          
        
          
	          Fangs

          
        
          
	          Pursue

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Seasons Heartbeat

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Fall

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Spring

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Summer

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: Winter

          
        
          
	          Seasons Heartbeat: One Day

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Spirit Wolves

          
        
          
	          Call of the Wolves

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Whiteout

          
        
          
	          Grandfather Lost

          
        
          
	          Her Desperate Plea

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dedication
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Writing is a solitary process, yet I’m always surrounded in spirit by the people, events, and memories that contribute to what I bring to the page. Writing a book of survival about an enduring people took me back in time to when their traditions and beliefs resonated through everything the men, women, and children did. My heartfelt thanks to the Blackfeet. You have enriched me.
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Prologue
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In a time hidden by the mist of years, the Blackfeet had nothing but their legs to carry them over endless prairies as they hunted buffalo, the beast vital to their existence. Stories of a spirit tribe living in the bottom of a distant lake spoke of strange, swift animals called pono-kamita, or Elk Dogs, but although many braves went in search of the magical creatures, none of those men were ever seen again.

Then came Long Arrow. Chief Good Running had taken the orphan into his tepee and raised him as his own, but Long Arrow still believed himself an outsider. A handsome, courageous hunter, Long Arrow decided he would try to find the Elk Dogs. If he succeeded, he could rightfully take his place within the tribe. And if he failed . . .

The journey took four times four days and then another four times four days, but finally he reached a massive lake surrounded by snow-capped mountains. Awakening from an exhausted sleep, he saw a small boy standing over him. The boy told Long Arrow to follow him to the bottom of the lake, which Long Arrow did, discovering he could breathe underwater.

After Long Arrow shared a pipe with the boy’s grandfather, the boy took him to the Elk Dogs and showed him how to ride. Long Arrow wanted nothing more than to take a few of the animals back with him, but he wasn’t a thief and was afraid to ask for such a wondrous gift.

Several days later Long Arrow spotted the grandfather’s feet, which were hooves, and despite his shock, asked about them. Pulling his black robe around him, the grandfather told Long Arrow that because he was the only outsider to have ever seen the hooves, he could have three wishes.

Long Arrow requested the old man’s multicolored belt, his medicine robe, and the Elk Dogs. After promising to give Long Arrow half of his herd, the old man explained that the medicine robe would make it possible for Long Arrow to sneak up on wild Elk Dogs and the belt would allow him to hear their songs and prayers, thus allowing him to learn more about them. As a final gesture, the old man gave Long Arrow a magic rope so he could take the herd back with him.

When Long Arrow returned home astride one of the Elk Dogs, the rest following behind, the tribe hailed him as a hero, and the lives of the Blackfeet were forever changed.
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Chapter One
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Fall, a short span of peace before the cold and danger of winter, had touched the vast plains. The wind lived here with the Blackfeet and was a changeling, alive with energy and promise in spring, hot and drying throughout summer, sometimes an angry force driving snow and sleet across the sprawling land. Now while grasses turned brittle and sparse trees gave up their color, the breezes played with what was left of summer’s heat, sometimes cherishing it, sometimes throwing it carelessly about. Mornings were cold and a threat of what was to come, but as the sun warmed the land, the wind laughed.

This moment is all there is, it seemed to say. Today is enough.

But those who’d lived through the winters fashioned by Creator Sun knew different.

Darkness closed in around the young Blackfoot known as Night Thunder, but although the sounds the rest of the raiding party made as they went about setting up their sleeping places called to him, he wouldn’t leave his solitude until he’d given thanks to Old Man for safely bringing him and the others this far, until he’d listened to the wind and learned at least a little of its wisdom.

Before light today, he’d made a sacrifice of an arrow to Sun by tying it to the branch of a bush and praying for courage. Then he’d joined the others in the sweat lodge, where Middle River, who’d just become a Sun priest, passed around his smoke pipe and prayed to the Above Ones and Earth Mother. Following that, the party of six had bathed in Beaver Creek, braided their hair and fastened their war bonnets in place, put on clean shirts, leggings, and new embroidered moccasins. Then, with bow-and-arrow cases slung over their shoulders and shields suspended from their elbows, they’d mounted their horses.

Knowing they had a great distance to cover before catching up to their enemy the thieving Snakes, they’d ridden hard all day. Conversations were easy and boastful because there was as of yet no need for caution, and a warrior who speaks boldly about his past accomplishments will continue to succeed, to go on living. Although Night Thunder was no stranger to the land they traveled, he’d let his thoughts tangle in the hills and valleys, then tried to lose those thoughts in the hazy horizon. He was untested as a warrior. How could he boast?

Kneeling in front of his horse now, he hobbled the animal’s front legs, leaving enough slack so it could feed but wouldn’t be able to run. Then he stood, his fingers sliding absently over Deep Scar’s shoulder until he found the hairless groove that had given the animal its name. For a moment, no more than two breaths surely, resentment flooded him, but because it did no good to question his father’s decisions, he turned his thoughts to prayer.

“Old Man, hear this warrior’s words,” he whispered into the night. “You may say I have no right to call myself a warrior because I am young and have yet to prove myself. But my heart beats strong within my chest; hear its song and believe. Strength flows through me and I know—know I am ready.”

Pausing, he pressed his hand over his left breast and the knot of scar tissue that had finally stopped throbbing. “My flesh has healed but the mark remains for you to see. That is why I do not cover myself tonight, so you will see the truth of me. I stood with the others throughout the Sun Dance, stood proud and strong and unafraid throughout the ordeal because I held thoughts of you close to me.”

A memory came to him like a charging buffalo; he couldn’t escape it or the admission that he had been afraid. As had been done since the beginning of time, O-Kan’, the Sun Dance ceremony, had taken place during the first full moon of summer. Weak from fasting and purification, he’d put on a bone bead necklace and the soft garment that hung from waist to ankles. Then, when his time came, he’d stood trembling but resolved before his father, Bunch of Lodges, as the older man ran a wooden skewer through his chest flesh and attached the skewer to the center lodge pole.

Pain had lashed at him, but he’d fought it by focusing on the sacred medicine bundle tied to the top of the pole, by going back in time to the four days and nights he’d spent in search of a vision, and because he would not fail before his father’s eyes. Teeth clenched over the eagle bone whistle he’d held in his mouth, he’d fought the skewer’s thongs like a speared fish until he’d broken free. His blood had stained his body and the ground around him, but unlike some of the other young men, he’d remained on his feet, hadn’t fainted. When his vision had cleared, he’d looked around until he found his father, but Bunch of Lodges had done nothing to acknowledge his journey to manhood.

Somewhere in the distance a wolf howled. Tilting his head to one side, Night Thunder waited for an answering cry but there was none, causing him to wonder if it was possible for a wolf to be lonely—as lonely as he felt tonight. 

“Old Man, creator of all things, I thank you for your hand in bringing me here. When we reach the Snakes tomorrow, I will carry you on my shoulder, and you will give me an eagle’s sight, a wolf’s intelligence, the keen hearing of an owl, a bear’s invincibility.”

The autumn wind caught his words and threw them at him, forcing him to hear them again. He hadn’t meant to sound boastful; that would never be his way. But perhaps Old Man would listen only to the words and not the emotion behind them and punish him for his arrogance.

“Look down on me, Old Man,” he continued. “See me for who I am, a youth stepping into manhood. A youth who knows his place in this world that you have made and wants only to follow your guidance. To learn from your wisdom. To—to gain the courage needed for battle.”

Should he say more, perhaps try to bury his admission of fear? It seemed such a short prayer, nothing like the lengthy ceremony that had taken place before he and five others had ridden off after the Snakes, but he hadn’t eaten since last night and felt lightheaded. Maybe after he’d filled his belly, he would come back out here and be capable of exploring the emotion that had added weight to his heart and stripped strength from his legs.

Maybe.

• • •
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“Ha! You think she would so much as look at you? If you do, you have never seen your reflection in the water. Only a woman whose eyes have been clouded by years and cares not whether she is warmed by buffalo hide or a fat, soft belly would welcome you into her bed.”

“What are you saying, Middle River? That White Calf has allowed your horses to mingle with her father’s herd? Tell us, how many have you taken to stand before her tepee? Surely hundreds, for White Calf is worth that many.”

Good-natured laughter followed Raven’s Cry’s question and stopped Night Thunder from reaching for the parfleche, which held the pemmican he’d brought to eat during the long, swift journey. Although they were so deep in Snake country that they couldn’t take a chance on building a campfire, the silvery moon was full, making it possible for Night Thunder to make out his brother’s solid form as Raven’s Cry stood facing Middle River. Naked except for a loincloth, Raven’s Cry made a lie out of what Middle River had said about his being fat because his brother—his half brother—was made up of hard muscle and strong bone, nothing else.

Middle River, who was leading the raiding party because being a Sun priest gave him the right and responsibility, folded his arms over his chest and stared up at Raven’s Cry, reminding Night Thunder of a dog protecting a bone he has just snatched from a cooking pot. Then, shrugging, the older warrior turned to face the others.

“Perhaps it will take all of us to steal enough horses to satisfy White Calf’s father,” Middle River said. “What say you? Do you think she will share herself with six men?”

“It is good that Sleeps Too Long is not with us,” Raven’s Cry retorted in his deep-throated way. The moon’s light seemed to have centered around him, painting him in stark detail like an eagle floating in a cloudless sky. “If he was, he would call us fools for even thinking such a thing.”

“True.” Middle River made a show of sighing and pressing his palm against his forehead. “Who but our chief is worthy of her?”

“Chief Sleeps Too Long already has a wife,” someone else pointed out. “If he is so determined to find another woman to bear living children and help prepare his feasts, let him choose a widow, not White Calf.”

“Our chief is no longer married,” Middle River pointed out. “Have you forgotten? And even if he was, who would bring him greater glory than White Calf? That is why I have not approached her father, but if White Calf is not taken with Sleeps Too Long’s angry ways, then I will step forward.”

Although the discussion about White Calf and her marriage prospects continued, Night Thunder didn’t try to keep up with it. The maiden was blessed in ways he barely understood, ways which left him in awe of her. Not only was her spirit so powerful that even distant tribes had heard of her, but no other girl had a straighter back, sleeker hair, longer arms and legs, stronger hands. It did him no good to dream of taking her into his tepee—even if he’d had one. When the time for her to marry came, her father would choose a powerful war chief, not him.

But if he proved himself during this raid . . .

Three days ago Middle River had announced his intention to set out after the Snakes who had stolen several Blackfeet horses from the elderly man who’d taken them to feed a short distance from the summer village at Prairie Dog. As word of the proposed revenge-making spread, the tribe’s women had set about preparing food for Middle River and his followers to take with them. If his mother had still been alive, Night Thunder told himself, she would have supplied him with more pemmican than he could comfortably carry, but she had died many years ago and he was beholden to his two aunts, who had given him several handfuls of the lightweight food made from buffalo jerky, berries, and fat.

This wasn’t his first journey into the land of their enemy; there was no reason for him to ask himself whether he was ready to sneak into a hostile camp and take back what had been snatched from them. Hadn’t he been allowed to accompany Middle River two moons ago and help cut the ropes holding several Kalispell horses? But then one of the Kalispells had shouted a warning and the horses had run off and the Blackfeet had had nothing to show for the five-day expedition.

It was going to be different this time—it was! And when it was over, he would be invited to join the men’s Pigeon society, leave behind the Little Birds with their foolish ways.

The sound of approaching footsteps pulled him out of the past and dreams of the future. Glancing up, he saw Raven’s Cry coming toward him. He sensed himself begin to draw away from the larger man’s looming presence but stopped himself in time.

“Why are you sitting here alone?” Raven’s Cry asked. “Tell me, Nis-Kun’, did you bring your prayers into camp with you?”

“Does it matter?”

Night Thunder sensed more than saw his brother’s frown. “You make me think of a coyote snapping at his wounded flank, Nis-Kun’,” Raven’s Cry said. “Be careful or your wound will fester.”

“If it does, it is my concern, not yours,” he retorted, determined not to acknowledge Raven’s Cry’s insistence on calling him “younger brother.”

“Do you not have better things to do than disturb me?”

“Disturb? We are blood; there should be no secrets between us.”

“No. There should not be.” But there are.

“All this talk about White Calf has made me weary,” Raven’s Cry said as he dropped to his knees near Night Thunder. Despite the hours of watchful travel, Raven’s Cry’s body had lost none of its alert carriage. “A wise man does not dream of being able to fly,” he continued. “Middle River may fool himself into believing he may be chosen to marry her, but I know better. So does everyone else.”

Not bothering to say anything, Night Thunder bit into the last piece of pemmican he would allow himself tonight. Having his brother so near made him feel like a rabbit or prairie dog, small. If only Mother Earth had seen fit to create him in Raven’s Cry’s image. But no. She had fashioned him like most Blackfeet, sturdy and long-legged but not from the rib of a grizzly like Raven’s Cry.

“What do you think?” Raven’s Cry asked. The moon remained on him, shadowing and yet warming his outline. “Does any man here have a chance of making White Calf his wife?”

You, maybe. Somebody. Instead of giving voice to his thought, Night Thunder shook his head. “Not unless we capture a hundred horses and count more coup than there are fingers on both hands. Then perhaps her father will set us one against the other and have her marry the survivor.”

“And if no one lives, perhaps Grass Eater will keep the horses for himself.”

“He would have to fight our father first,” Night Thunder pointed out unnecessarily. “Bunch of Lodges is not a man to surrender anything he believes is his. And he will claim any horses you and I seize.”

Raven’s Cry grunted in that grizzly way of his. “You say that because you and our father have never walked the same path.”

“Is it my doing?” Night Thunder demanded. “You think I could have done something to make him smile at me?”

“No. Nothing will change him. Nothing. He has only been harder since Red Mountain’s death.” After stretching out on the ground, Raven’s Cry propped himself up on one elbow. “I wish I had not agreed to come on this journey,” he said softly.

“What? Why not?”

Instead of immediately answering, Raven’s Cry stared at the space between them, reminding Night Thunder of the times—many times—when his brother became lost inside himself. When he was like that, Night Thunder didn’t know him and in ways he would never admit, feared him.

“It is my time to lead,” Raven’s Cry said after a lengthy silence.

“You have had a dream? Proof that the gods walk beside you and guide your feet and those who accompany you?”

“No.” Raven’s Cry spat the word. “No. Not yet!” 

• • •
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Night cradled the Blackfeet village at Prairie Dog, isolating one tepee from another so that a stranger might think there were only one or two lodges in the Siks-in’-o-kaks, or Black Elks clan, instead of more than twenty. The location had been chosen because of its proximity to a meandering creek that drew animals from miles around and made hunting easy. But although the clan had spent the summer there, winter brought fierce winds to Prairie Dog, chasing away all but a few buffalo. Before long, the clan would take down their tepees, load them onto horses and dogs, and head south.

Tonight, however, was for playing “hands.” Every brave who hadn’t gone with Middle River was involved in the game, and even those who weren’t playing joined in the ancient song that accompanied the wagering, teasing, and elaborate hiding of bones.

From where she stood outside the crowded tepee, White Calf listened to the men’s deep voices and the high-pitched laughter of children. She tried to concentrate on the song’s rhythm, to absorb the gradually increasing chant that would eventually become so loud that even a buffalo stampede might not be heard above it, but her thoughts wouldn’t leave her alone.

No, not just thoughts, she admitted to herself. She was once again restless and uneasy in ways she’d never be able to explain. There’d been no danger to her people since the Snakes had snuck in and made off with the horses. No one had reported that a coyote had barked at him, a sign that something bad was going to happen. There hadn’t been any geese around, wise birds who often foretold of inclement weather. Thunder, whose great power even the smallest child feared, had long been silent.

What then was making it impossible for her to relax tonight? 

• • •
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Why had he exposed himself to his brother that way, Raven’s Cry wondered as he struggled for the nothingness that would become sleep. The wind had quieted as they talked and prepared for tomorrow, but now it was awake again with hints of winter in its teeth. Maybe the approaching snowstorms were responsible for his mood tonight. The land around them was giving up the struggle that had begun in spring, seeming to die but merely going into hibernation. But he wasn’t grass or a mouse. Like eye-i-in-nawhw, buffalo, he had to face the killing season with his eyes and ears and muscle. Only, he wanted more.

Had prayed for more since leaving Prairie Dog with his father’s bag of sacred eagle bones and feathers tied around his neck.

Other men, even foolish ones like Middle River, were visited by the night thoughts that foretold the future. Surely it wasn’t so hard to do, especially not for a man who could outwrestle an arrogant Brave Dog or Bull. He had endured not just four days and nights of fasting but six, and after endless prayers had seen his spirit as a large black raven perched in a tree over him, screeching and calling until the noise had half deafened him.

He had been so proud when he returned to camp, almost as boastful as his father. Bunch of Lodges had embraced him when he’d told him about the raven, had even smiled, something that came rarely to the shaman with the grief-scarred calves.

Maybe, Raven’s Cry thought, if his father didn’t greet him every morning by asking about his dreams—if he’d had any, whether he remembered them clearly, whether they had meaning . . .

But Bunch of Lodges was a man with ways like stone. The shaman wanted only one thing of his second-born and first-living son, for Raven’s Cry to become a mighty chief. Maybe that’s why he’d approached Night Thunder tonight, because by being with someone younger, he could become a child himself.

No! Not a child! He was a man, a warrior!

Far from his father’s haunting gaze and insistence that he carry the sacred war pouch he’d put together and prayed over.

His lips pressed tight against the groan no one would ever hear, Raven’s Cry turned onto his back, pulled his hide blanket over his shoulders, and looked up at the sky until he could make out the stars known as the Seven Persons or Great Bear. It was time to leave the day behind and cease his tangled thoughts of the man without whom he and Night Thunder wouldn’t exist.

In the age of Old Man, he knew, the Blood society camp had been led by the brave Heavy Collar, who carried the bones of his dead wife with him. One spring, it was said, Heavy Collar had killed a bear but the bear returned as a ghost and, startled, Heavy Collar had thrown the bones at it. This had angered the ghost bear, who chased Heavy Collar back to camp. Heavy Collar had hurried into the tepee where the others were but the ghost bear, the ghost bear . . . 

The dream began as mist or perhaps the thick fog that sometimes rises from frozen earth in winter. Raven’s Cry stood at the edge of the mist trying to warm himself by rubbing his arms, but his moccasins were worn through and cold seeped into his feet until his naked body ached.

As he looked around for a blanket, the mist began to fade. Surprised, he stepped forward, suddenly finding himself caught in the grip of a powerful storm-wind. Although no longer cold on his flesh, the wind made his ears and eyes and teeth ache but he couldn’t fight it, could only go where it pushed him.

On and on he went, sometimes struggling to remain upright, sometimes grizzly-strong. His moccasins had repaired themselves and the robe he now wore over his shoulder was no longer brown but white.

White. Sacred.

Shivering, he dug his feet into the hard soil hoping to stop and think about what had happened, but the wind grew teeth that clamped onto him, propelling him on.

A prayer pounded through him, but it was gone before he could give voice to the words. Something fastened itself around his throat and he thought he might choke, yet he couldn’t concentrate on that. Couldn’t concentrate on anything except the need to continue moving. 

• • •
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A sound now, like a hundred distant drums.

No. Not drums but . . .

Floating, he spread his arms so the wind could more easily support him and lifted his head so he could see where he was being propelled. His weight, which could break through an iced pond, had evaporated and yet he didn’t feel vulnerable or helpless. The prairie stretched around him without end and the dry grasses that fed the buffalo were so long that he might become lost in them if he fell; but he had no fear that the wind would stop carrying him—he trusted, listened, saw.

He’d become a bird, had been given the gift of flight even though he had arms and not wings, and those arms were taking him closer and closer to . . .

Horses. Tens upon tens of them.

With strong legs and bright eyes.

Waiting for him.
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Chapter Two
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The breeze nipped and snapped on the third morning the Blackfeet had been out, and Night Thunder thought about wrapping his buffalo hide coat around his shoulders, but he needed to harden himself for winter. Deep Scar responded to the wind by throwing his head as high as he could, as if biting back. Smiling, Night Thunder buried his free hand in his stallion’s mane.

“Soon,” he crooned. “Soon you will pit your speed against that of the buffalo. Your legs are long, your chest broad. That is what matters, not how you look. And your heart beats with the strength of a wolf. Together we will bring down many buffalo and . . . ”

He’d been about to brag that his arrows would find more of the beasts than any other brave, but unlike Raven’s Cry, he had yet to kill his first buffalo. Still, he continued to talk to Deep Scar about the hunts that must take place before Cold Maker’s grip brought prairie movement to a halt and protected the buffalo from all but the most desperate hunter. Deep Scar’s ears frequently flicked back, which made Night Thunder believe the horse was curious about the upcoming expeditions that would involve all but the tribe’s most infirm.

Six men—he refused to think of himself as a youth—were on the move this morning, but because it was difficult to isolate the tracks the Snakes and stolen horses made from the wandering trails left by the area’s wildlife, the men had once more spread out through glistening bluestem, prairie smoke with its plumes of seeds, and cordgrass so tall it could swallow both horse and rider. As a consequence, he had no one to talk to except Deep Scar, not that he’d want to carry on a conversation with his brother. Usually Raven’s Cry dominated the space around him simply by being, but this morning he hadn’t said so much as a word, which made Night Thunder wonder if Raven’s Cry was displeased with him. Then again, maybe his brother was silent because his spirit was speaking to him.

“Ah, you have taken the wind into you, haven’t you,” he observed as Deep Scar pranced. “Do you know of Wind Maker, the Under Water Person who makes the waves of White Lake roll, thus causing the wind? Perhaps not. Perhaps your soul speaks of things known only to animals.”

Frowning, he straightened and looked around as he pondered the thought processes of horses. Their sudden fears, along with their tendency to tangle themselves in ropes and eat poisonous plants, put him in mind of small children. When he’d first been given a mount by his reluctant father, he’d brought his face close to Deep Scar’s nostrils so they could breathe in each other’s essence, and now Deep Scar knew they were one, but perhaps that was all the horse understood.

There might be buffalo nearby. The prairie was deceptive that way, gently rolling ground and long grasses hiding whatever was at any distance. Because the others were intent on tracking their enemy, they might pay scant attention to what else the earth spirits chose to reveal. Perhaps Ground Man had left his below place and walked upon the earth today; a warrior who had tuned his senses to the earth might hear Ground Man’s message and learn many truths.

A meadowlark sang as it flew overhead. As he turned to watch it, he caught sight of his and Deep Scar’s shadows, which were their souls. His mother had still been alive when he’d first heard of Sta-au’, the ghost of wicked people whose souls were compelled to spend eternity where they’d died instead of being accepted at Sweet Grass Hills. If an evil, unhappy Sta-au’ was about this morning . . .

Ahead, Middle River stopped, lifting his arm in a signal that he wanted the others to cease movement. Although he strained to see, Night Thunder was too far behind his leader to determine what had caught his attention. Middle River, although keen of ear, didn’t have the best sight and someday another brave would challenge his right to lead raiding parties, but today no one questioned what he was doing.

By alternatingly urging Deep Scar on and drawing lightly on the rope around the horse’s lower jaw, Night Thunder slowly worked his way to within a few feet of Middle River. Then, balancing easily, he kneeled on Deep Scar’s back and shaded his eyes, straining to make sense of his surroundings. The dawn sky had been a dull gray, and although the sun had pushed aside some of that, there was no blue, nothing to serve as a line between earth and heaven. Still, something was different about the land ahead of them, not the land itself really but the air just above the grasses.

“They walk in a single line,” Middle River explained, although that was obvious. “See. The dust they kick up is like a thin creek, not a wide stream.”

Another quick movement was all it took for Night Thunder to go from kneeling to standing, his toes digging into Deep Scar’s backbone. Now that he was looking down on the dust hovering over the grass-blanketed prairie, he was able to make out the dark dots responsible for the disturbance.

“Eight,” he said.

“You are sure?”

“My eyes tell me the truth, Middle River.” Deep Scar hadn’t so much as twitched, which made it possible for him to concentrate not on his balance, but on what was ahead of them. Sometimes, he thought, it is better not to have taken on the weight of a man or woman who has seen many winters, winters that rob the eyes of their strength.

“Eight Snakes?” Middle River asked.

“I do not know, they are too far away. What I see are the horses. I cannot tell how many have riders.”

“Five horses were taken from us. Perhaps that means there are three Snakes, all on their own mounts.”

Three of the enemy. The enemy. His throat suddenly and unexpectedly and foolishly dry, Night Thunder struggled to swallow. By the time he’d recovered the ability to speak, Middle River was telling the others that they should follow the fleeing Snakes, gradually decreasing the distance between them, but not attempting to overtake them until their enemies stopped to let the horses feed.

Deep Scar grunted but didn’t move when Night Thunder dropped to a sitting position. Although his father would never acknowledge it, he had trained his disfigured horse well. “What if they see us?” he asked.

“Then we chase them.” Excitement glittered in Middle River’s small, deep-set eyes. “Perhaps they will be so frightened that they will let go of the horses and run.”

“I hope not.” Raven’s Cry spoke for the first time, his voice dense and slow. “My knife is ready to do battle. I want to count coup.”

The others loudly agreed and Night Thunder did the same, his words fearless. Inside, however, something he didn’t want and struggled to deny simmered to cold life. 

• • •
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By the time the Blackfeet had gotten close enough to the fleeing Snakes that they could tell there were indeed three enemy warriors, the sun had completed most of its march across the sky. There were clouds in it now, and night would come like a leaf fluttering to the ground, silent and slow. Because he’d been on horseback before he was able to walk, Night Thunder’s legs felt no discomfort and he continued to sit straight-backed. He was both hungry and thirsty, but he’d long ago learned to accept those conditions. After switching Deep Scar’s rope from one hand to the other, he glanced back at his brother. Raven’s Cry had been alive nearly six moons by the time he was born, and by right Raven’s Cry should be riding closer to the lead, but his brother didn’t seem to care. In truth, Raven’s Cry appeared unaware of where he was or what they were doing.

Not sure why he was reaching out to his brother, Night Thunder signaled confidence by clasping his fist over his chest. After a moment, Raven’s Cry did the same.

“What are your thoughts?” Night Thunder asked.

“Thoughts?”

“Do you doubt what we are doing? Perhaps you believe Middle River is wrong to delay attacking? If you were leading us, what would be different?”

“I do not know.”

“Not know?” He nearly pointed out that long before he’d been old enough to carry a warrior’s spear, Raven’s Cry had painted his body black to signify success in battle and had run around camp boasting of his prowess, but although he might think such things, he knew better. “Your thoughts are elsewhere today,” he said instead.

“Yes.” Raven’s Cry drew out the word. “They are.”

“Then what—”

“There!”

Startled, Night Thunder struggled to make sense of what had happened. After a moment, his gaze settled on Quail Legs, who was pointing excitedly.

“Ha! Yes. They have stopped!” Quail Legs announced. Without waiting to see what the others were going to do, the skinny brave with long, sticklike legs dug his heels into his horse’s flanks. His war bonnet was nearly dislodged, and he hung on to it with one hand.

For a moment, Night Thunder stared at him. Then, because everyone else had begun galloping after Quail Legs, he did the same. Deep yells sparked around him, causing something that surely must be excitement to flow through him. Beside him, Raven’s Cry bellowed like a charging grizzly. Night Thunder found it hard to breathe, told himself that the promise of battle, of counting coup, of becoming a warrior was responsible for this—this hot weakness. All too aware of what he was doing, he fingered the small medicine bundle he carried around his neck.

Quail Legs was right. As he came over a slight rise, Night Thunder saw that the Snakes were running as fast as the roped horses trailing behind them would allow. How foolish the Snakes were! Didn’t they know that a man alone might escape while any burden would hold him back? But the Snakes had traveled so far and risked so much. They wouldn’t easily give up their bounty.

“Catch them! Kill them!” Middle River bellowed.

“Kill!”

“Count coup!”

Whether he said anything or not, Night Thunder didn’t know. He clung to his sweating, heaving mount; he reached into his leather belt and pulled out his stone knife, held it so tight that his knuckles threatened to cramp.

And he didn’t allow himself to think, to acknowledge his weakness.

Quail Legs was the first to overtake the Snakes. Leaning down, the too-thin brave sliced at the rope that held two of the riderless horses together, the cut clean and efficient. Then as he attempted to straighten, Quail Legs lost his grip on his horse’s belly and nearly fell off. He managed to save himself by wrapping his arms around the animal’s neck, but his knife slipped to the ground.

Propelled forward like an ant in a swollen creek, Night Thunder raced past Quail Legs. A quick prayer—a plea—to the gods for giving him healthy muscles was all he had time for.

Now free of his burden, his bounty, the Snake warrior who’d been leading the horses turned to meet those who were almost upon him. He wore a heavy bear claw necklace and had painted his face black as proof that he’d counted coup many times.

The world around Night Thunder became movement and noise, light and dark, screams and curses, but all he could see was that black face and the necklace beneath it. His heart a mad drumbeat, he tried to stop Deep Scar, but although the stallion dug his hooves into the ground and dropped his haunch, forward movement propelled them into the Snake’s mount. Both horses squealed but whether from pain or surprise Night Thunder couldn’t say, had no time to consider.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this! A warrior plans his battles, prays in advance, makes sure all his weapons are within easy reach, studies his foe for weakness, knows—

—knows what he is doing.

Even as those thoughts raced through him, Night Thunder felt Deep Scar lose his balance. Commanding himself not to drop his knife, he catapulted away from flailing legs and deadly hoofs. By some miracle he landed on his feet. For a heartbeat, he knew and accepted that he was going to run, not toward the Snake, but away from battle.

Then—maybe because he’d been born Blackfoot and knew what a Blackfoot must do—he faced his enemy.

The midnight-painted Snake’s horse was larger than Deep Scar, with the result that although the animal had been knocked to one side, it hadn’t fallen. The Snake, looking huge and deadly from where he perched on his mount’s back, smiled, yellowing teeth standing out from their dark surroundings.

“Die,” the Snake said.

No!

Gripped by something that was both fire and ice, Night Thunder struggled to keep from collapsing in a useless heap. He had become a deer, a rabbit, a creature who knows nothing except to run from danger, but his legs had forgotten how.

“Your time has come, child,” the Snake taunted. “The Blackfeet are such fools that they send children to do their fighting.”

“I am a man!” A man.

“Ha! Have you counted coup? How many buffalo died with your arrows in them?”

His knife held in front of him like a bull buffalo with a single deadly horn, the Snake jerked his horse first to the left and then the right in a dancing motion. He hadn’t stopped smiling and his eyes had become so large that Night Thunder wondered if he might drown in them.

Despite himself, he gave way, his feet moving without control.

“An infant!” the Snake laughed as several of the Blackfeet took off after the Snakes who were trying to flee with the horses that hadn’t been cut free. “Ha! At least your chest is scarred. Did you cry when they pierced your flesh, little one? Blubber for your mother?”

He could bury his knife in the Snake horse’s chest and release the life-giving blood there. Maybe the animal would fall with his master under him. Maybe.

But a warrior doesn’t kill a horse if there is any other way and he wanted, needed to be a warrior.

“Speak!” the Snake ordered. “Or perhaps terror has stolen your tongue.”

Yes. No! If he uttered a word, his voice would be high and sharp like a child’s and the Snake would know the truth about him. Now his legs begged to be allowed to run, and it took every ounce of strength in him not to let them do what they needed to. He smelled his own fear, felt his bladder demand to release itself.

“I weary of this game,” the Snake said. “The others have left us alone. They know it is between you and me. What shall it be? Perhaps you want me to kill you so you do not have to face your people. Ah, but why should I make it easy for you?

“Yes!” His grin now dominated his features. “Yes! I shall count coup on you and cut off your hair and you will spend what remains of your life dressed in women’s clothing, unable to marry.”

Run! Run!

The Snake warrior urged his horse even closer. As he did, Night Thunder took a backward step, then yet another. His belly cramped and his arm barely had enough strength to support his knife. Although he hadn’t taken his eyes off the Snake—hadn’t dared—he wondered if Middle River and Quail Legs and the others, mostly his brother, were aware of what was happening.

Raven’s Cry, their father’s favorite since Red Mountain’s death, only living son of Bunch of Lodges’ sit-beside-him wife, older, already a member of the Pigeon society.

If he ran, Raven’s Cry would force him into an untanned buffalo hide dress taken from the village’s oldest woman, and he would have to wear it all his life.

Death was better.

A sound, both illusive and clean, came to him. The faint wolf howl wrapped itself around him, entered him. Became him.

As his bladder gave way, Night Thunder gathered himself and sprang forward and up, his weight grinding into the Snake’s thigh, his knife first finding only air and then—

The Snake bellowed and Night Thunder’s fingers became coated with blood. He tried to clamber onto the horse’s back by gripping the Snake around the waist, but the animal bucked, and he lost his desperate hold and fell back.

Landing not on his hands and knees as he feared he might but on his feet, he shook his pounding head and begged his vision to clear.

The Snake, who was trying to control his horse, clamped his hand over his wounded side, but that didn’t stop the dark bloody rivulet from flowing.

“Kill him!”

“Yes, kill him!”

Barely aware of the unexpected cries of encouragement, Night Thunder spread his legs and locked his knees into place to keep from collapsing. He could still see the Snake’s teeth but the man was no longer smiling.

As he’d done before, he tried to form words, but his throat still felt as if a giant had clamped its hand around it. He prayed no one knew the reason behind his silence.

“Take him, Night Thunder!”

Kill. Kill?

His knife could split flesh; the blood on his fingers was proof of that. He was capable of movement; surely he was. Without taking any more time to test his ability to speak, he reached out, thinking to make the animal and thus its rider his prisoner. His fingertips touched the buffalo-hair rope, and then it was gone.

The enemy was forcing his horse to wheel around; in a moment he would be galloping away.

But not before—

Springing forward, Night Thunder slapped the Snake’s ankle. 

• • •
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White Calf’s fingers froze in mid-movement. She’d been helping her mother stretch a buffalo hide and listening to her mother’s chatter about her first grandchild’s attempts at walking, but suddenly she could no longer hear.

Knowing her mother would understand and wait her out, White Calf “left” the hard ground she’d been kneeling on and let her spirit rise and begin to float. She didn’t know what she was looking for, couldn’t guess what she might find and yet the journey was vital.

A sound.

Yes, a sound.

Like . . .

A wolf howled. 

• • •
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“You have counted coup,” Raven’s Cry said.

Night Thunder lifted his water bag to his lips and drank deeply. He still felt as if he might shatter into a thousand pieces like crushed ice, and he had to grip the bag with both hands to keep it from trembling, but at least his voice had come back to him.

“I did,” he said, struggling to keep awe and disbelief to himself.

“Our father will be proud.”

He started to agree, but he had forgotten how that path was walked. Or maybe the truth was, he couldn’t bring himself to talk about what he’d done and experienced, emotions not understood, or maybe understood too well.

“What I do does not matter to him,” he told Raven’s Cry. At least it was night and his eyes safe from probing gazes. “His questions will be to you; you know that. Did you count coup? Was it you who found the horses and brought them back into our possession?”

It hadn’t taken long to retrieve the string of horses, and because that was more important than trying to overtake the fleeing Snakes, no one had done more than brag about what they would have done to their outnumbered foes if they’d captured them. Taking advantage of the remaining daylight, they’d started back toward Blackfoot country. Only now that it was too dark to see where they were going had they stopped.

By then Night Thunder had been able to put much of his muscle-stripping fear behind him; at least he’d tried to convince himself that it wasn’t him who had forgotten everything the clan’s men had taught him about being a warrior. The others had congratulated him repeatedly since he’d been the only one to wound and count coup, their praise fueling his slowly returning self-confidence. Still, he couldn’t stop asking himself why he’d been so terrified of the Snake warrior.

His brother had been the last to speak, perhaps deliberately waiting until they were alone.

“What passes between Bunch of Lodges and myself is not your concern,” Raven’s Cry said in a tone that aged him. “It is not my doing that our father smiles more at me.”

“He barely acknowledges my existence,” Night Thunder whispered. If he wasn’t careful, his voice would waver. “But our horses are ours again; that should satisfy everyone, even him.”

Raven’s Cry sucked in the corners of his mouth, then pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose as if trying to force something back inside him. After a moment, he turned so that he was facing the unseen wind and drank deeply of it.

“What was it like?” he asked. “To bury my knife in an enemy—I pray the time will come when my spirit allows me to do that thing.”

Had he turned to his spirit? Night Thunder forced his thoughts back to that time of desperate fear and unthinking action, but although he all too clearly remembered how his urine had run down his legs, too much remained hidden in mist. Now he prayed that the mist would follow him to sleep.

“You will become a member of the Pigeon clan,” Raven’s Cry said. “Maybe even a Mosquito.”

“A Mosquito? I have never been to war.”

“But your bravery—”

“Do not speak to me of bravery!” he snapped, too late realizing he’d voiced something better kept to himself. Had Deep Scar or Middle River or Quail Legs been afraid? Had his brother? No, only him. “It—it will never be my way to brag.”

That, as he expected, caused his brother to grunt in disbelief because being a Blackfoot brave gave one the right to proclaim loudly and frequently of his accomplishments. More than that, it was expected because sharing stories of glory showed young boys what their paths should be.

“Let others talk of what happened today,” he said as he got to his feet and stepped into the night. “I do not wish to.” 

• • •
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Despite the hunger that threatened to consume him, Raven’s Cry continued to sit unmoving long after his brother had left. Bunch of Lodges would all too soon learn that Night Thunder and not he had counted coup. More than that, Night Thunder had wounded the enemy while all he’d done was watch.

It should have been him! He needed it to be him!

Muttering under his breath, he started to get to his feet but wound up settling back down, because if he joined the others, they would tease him about Night Thunder’s accomplishments.

His brother hadn’t been biding his time until the Snake brave exposed his vulnerability to him; he was convinced of that. The way Night Thunder had backed away just before his sudden attack wasn’t the way of a warrior, not that anyone would remember that. No! When the band returned to the village, all talk would be about Night Thunder’s bravery, his speed, and the accuracy of his knife. He could never call him Nis-Kun’ again.

Disgusted, Raven’s Cry freed his food bag from the belt his mother had made for him and pulled out a piece of dried meat. He chewed, concentrating on what he was doing, but finally he’d eaten as much as he should tonight and again asked himself if he was ready to join the others.

No.

After feeling all around to make sure there were no large rocks hidden under the prairie grass, he stretched out on his back and stared up at the stars as he’d done last night. He was tired, his legs and shoulders a little stiff. If he succeeded in emptying his mind, perhaps he could fall asleep.

Would he dream?

Would the dream be the same as last night’s?

Closing his eyes, he searched behind his lids for what remained of the images, but there was nothing. He remembered enough to be convinced that he’d seen a large, hidden herd of horses, something he’d never done before.

It was said that last winter, some of the hated Cree had lost nearly half of their herd when the animals panicked and then ran during a fierce thunderstorm. Since then, the Cree had searched and searched for their lost wealth, but they’d found nothing, probably because the horses had perished during the stampede that had taken them into the cliffs and deep gullies of the Blue Mountains.

But if there’d been truth behind his dream and the runaways were alive and out there somewhere . . . 
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Sleep hadn’t come easily to Bunch of Lodges since his firstborn son’s death, and an old woman had counseled him to think of himself as a butterfly, weightless, tossed to and fro by any breeze, not caring what happened to him.

Raven’s Cry did that now by imagining himself a small, white butterfly with feelers thinner than the finest hair. This butterfly didn’t need to concern itself with filling its tiny belly. Instead it endlessly played with a spring wind, first allowing Wind Maker to take him where Wind Maker pleased, then sitting on Wind Maker’s back and guiding the spirit over the prairie. It mattered not at all where the butterfly went, what it saw, heard, did . . . 
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The dream began. As before, Raven’s Cry felt himself being drawn forward by an unseen force. His surroundings were unfamiliar and yet he sensed he’d been here before. He was alone, sometimes naked, sometimes draped in a heavy winter coat that made him look like a plodding buffalo.

There was a cliff, not a cliff really but a sudden drop in the landscape and below that—

He saw a mare. Instead of feeding, she had her head up and her ears pulled forward to listen. Another horse appeared, larger, darker. A stallion.

The stallion moved around behind the mare, reared and came down, penetrated.

Both animals squealed. Screamed.
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Chapter Three
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As the hawk pushed into the sky, dawn touched the dark bird with golden fingers. For a long time it tailed this way and that, reminding Raven’s Cry of a small child trying to put sleep behind it by toddling from mother to cooking pot to tepee entrance and then back to its mother, but finally the distant and momentarily brilliantly colored bird’s head dipped down, its wings outspread and yet not relaxed, and Raven’s Cry knew it had found what it needed to sustain itself.

From where he sat on a slight rise, he studied his surroundings, alert for any movement, but the great plains was covered by tall grass and had uncounted little valleys he couldn’t see into. If he had the hawk’s sight or the sight of his namesake, he would know whether the bird of prey had found a mouse, rabbit, or maybe a snake.

But he was only a man with a man’s eyes and nose and ears.

As the hawk folded its wings against itself and began its killing dive, in his mind, Raven’s Cry sensed the predator’s confidence and determination and took those things into him. The hawk had no doubt of its ability to sink its talons into yielding flesh and fill its belly for all the days of its life. As if in answer to that powerful confidence, a small sound like the squeak of careless moccasins on wet grass came to him on the wind as the hawk reached the earth. He waited for the bird to rise into the air again, but it didn’t, and he guessed it was feeding where it had made its kill. A hawk killed and ate, killed and ate, and never once did it question why that was so or whether its claws and beak would always be equal to the task.

Sighing, Raven’s Cry turned and faced the raiding party’s camp. He’d awakened when daylight was just a promise, and he’d hoped the others would remain asleep for a while so he’d have the silence he needed for thinking, but although two warriors were still stretched out on their blankets, the others were talking and moving about, and he decided to return.

Middle River, wise in the way of tracking but not so swift of foot because his round belly slowed him, was cleaning the wax from his ears. Just the same, his ability to hear must be impaired because he spoke so loudly that the distant hawk surely heard. Night Thunder sat blanket-draped and cross-legged near Middle River, his head bobbing just a little in response to what Middle River was saying.

“It is good that you counted coup while so young,” Middle River told Night Thunder in that sure way of his. “You will have many nights to think about what you did and thus learn from the act. The memories will make you wise and the next time you will show yourself to be a great warrior.”

Night Thunder a great warrior? Raven’s Cry tried to imagine his younger brother leading others into battle, but he remembered a fat-legged boy who’d cried when one of the camp dogs bit him and had been heartbroken when his mother died. Night Thunder had been slow to grow to the height of a man and even now was barely as tall as their father. Even when he, Night Thunder, and Red Mountain were children, it was he, Raven’s Cry, who’d been the strongest because the gods had seen fit to fashion him from boulders and great handfuls of mud. Red Mountain had hated that his younger brother could pin him to the earth, but it no longer mattered because Red Mountain was dead.

Bringing last night’s dream with him, Raven’s Cry joined the others. Both Night Thunder and Middle River glanced at him but did nothing else to acknowledge him, as was the Blackfeet way when one returned from solitary prayer. He settled himself on the ground and stared at a tiny hole from which ants occasionally left or entered. Ants, like all creatures, were sacred and shouldn’t be disturbed, although as a child, he’d sometimes poked a stick into their homes, not because he wished to harm them, but because he’d been curious—and still was—about how they lived.

When he’d caught him doing that or studying the movement of snakes or looking for messages in the constantly changing cloud-shapes, his father had insisted he put his mind to training for battle and war as befitted a future chief, but although he’d concentrated as the braves showed him how to string bows, track game, ride, and fight, his mind had remained on ants and clouds and he’d longed to sit at Bunch of Lodges’ side and learn the shaman’s prayers or how to turn certain herbs, roots, leaves, and the gifts from animals, birds, and fish into healing medicine. But it had been Red Mountain who would have walked in their father’s footsteps.

“You are quiet this morning,” Middle River said as he squatted and placed a twig in front of a couple of ants. “Is it because you envy Night Thunder? Perhaps you are angry at your spirit for not showing you how to count coup before your younger brother did.”

“A man does not question his spirit’s wisdom,” he retorted. “Be careful, Middle River. If you speak thus of the spirits, perhaps River will take you into its depths and never release you.”

Although the older warrior laughed, Raven’s Cry noted that a worried expression had crept into his eyes. “I meant no disrespect,” Middle River said. “But you have not yet congratulated your brother.”

“Yes, he did,” Night Thunder quickly insisted. “When it was just the two of us.”

Raven’s Cry remembered telling his brother that their father would be proud of him, but he hadn’t slapped his brother on his back or called him a man as the others had.

“Did you?” Middle River asked. The two young men who’d still been in bed got up. Although one walked to the edge of the encampment to relieve himself, the other obviously considered this conversation more important.

“What passed between my brother and myself is for our ears,” Raven’s Cry pointed out. “A wise man does not proclaim his every thought.”

“Hm. Perhaps,” Middle River muttered. “And perhaps the truth is, you wish Night Thunder had no hand so you could have been the one to slap the enemy.”

Once—they’d been no more than five or six winters old—he’d held a sharp rock to Night Thunder’s fat little wrist and tried to cut through his flesh, but when his brother began to cry and bleed he’d come to his senses, and he still regretted what he’d done. Although a sobbing Night Thunder had threatened to tell his mother, he hadn’t and Raven’s Cry had never forgotten that. Since then, although there’d been times when his younger brother had tried his patience and stepped on his temper, he’d never again touched him in anger.

“I wish Night Thunder no ill,” he said as he got back to his feet. For the first time since awakening, he became aware of how cold it was and regretted not having covered himself with his sleeping blanket. Only a man whose mind is too full walks about half naked when frost touches the ground. Shivering, he folded his arms across his chest. “I am weary of this childish talk. My mind seeks more important matters.”

One of the ants had climbed over the twig, but the other was trying to move it. The creature was so small and yet his strength was as great as Night Thunder’s courage, and Raven’s Cry envied both of them. “Answers to my dream,” he finished.

“You dreamed? A dream that walks you into the future?”

“Perhaps.”

The brave who’d just sent a stream of urine to the ground joined them. “Sleep released me several times during the night,” Long Axe said, yawning. “Once when I awoke, I heard sounds from where you lay.”

“What sounds?” Raven’s Cry asked.

Long Axe frowned. “Words but not ones with meaning, the kind of muttering one makes when his thoughts are beyond his control.”

That’s the way it had felt, as if he’d been a discarded feather caught in an errant breeze, and yet he couldn’t make himself believe that what he’d experienced had been without purpose. A moment ago he’d been certain he’d tell the others about his dream, but now he knew he wasn’t ready to do that.

“Perhaps,” he said. Turning away, he started, not toward his belongings but toward his horse. His white-maned mare wasn’t as tall or powerfully muscled as his brother’s stallion, but New Snow’s lungs were strong and her heart beat with a courage he could feel through the flesh on the inside of his thighs when he sat astride her. Not only that but her hide was unblemished, her hair sleek, although she’d begun to put on her winter’s coat.

“Wait,” Night Thunder called out. “I too sensed your restlessness during the night. If there was meaning in what came to you—”

Feeling vulnerable, he whirled back around. “If there was,” he said, “I will reveal it, but a wise man listens in solitude to his own wisdom before placing it in front of others.”

Night Thunder scratched the inside of his right ankle but didn’t take his gaze off his brother so he could see whether he’d been bitten by some insect. Raven’s Cry had wanted to say more; he was certain of that. And yet something had silenced his brother’s tongue. Raven’s Cry had never been a man to brag, but he had a responsibility to share his dream visions. It was possible—the thought stopped Night Thunder’s thumb in mid-scratch—that Raven’s Cry had been given a glimpse of danger or even death. If that was so, it would make it difficult for him to speak, but sooner or later he would, and when that happened . . . 
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This morning was the first time White Calf had worn the long-fringed elk-skin dress. Yesterday as she’d sewn the last of the rattlesnake buttons and porcupine quills into the yoke, her thoughts had gone no further than how she would look with her hair caught in a braid down her back so everyone could see the triangle-within-a-triangle design she’d worked into the hide over her shoulders, but then she’d been nothing more than a girl aware of her new woman’s body because the sun had been on her face and the songbirds’ voices had filled her ears and made her feel alive.

There was no sun today because the clouds were stacked layer upon layer and the urgent wind that threw leaves and dirt about made it impossible for her to hear the birds, and she was no longer simply a Blackfoot.

Behind her, the village stretched out along the now nearly dry creek bed, but although White Calf might have taken comfort from the familiar tepees with their colorful and boastful designs or been disturbed by the children who were already about, she didn’t turn from her study of the horizon. Because she was who she was, the others walked and whispered in awe of what went on inside her, and she would be left alone for as long as she needed.

Shivering, she drew her legs close to her body and pulled the soft elk hide down around her ankles. Then she leaned forward and ordered her mind to
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