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Ten years ago, the axis of the Earth changed its tilt. The air warmed. All the glacial and polar ice melted. Water filled the land and pushed the people farther and farther inland. What were once coastal mountains are now islands. What were once fertile valleys are now ocean bays. Humanity is reduced to scattered self-sufficient villages. Their numbers a tiny fraction of the once teeming masses.
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Step, turn, stomp, turn. Twist with the celestial wind that only I could feel.

“Croa-ak,” Raven squawked from a shadowy ledge in the corner. His eyes flashed a bright yellow, reminding me of sunflowers—rare and precious plants that grew smaller and more spindly each year from lack of sunshine. “Death, death stalks him. Stalks us,” the old, totemic bird rasped through the fog of sharp mushroom and sweet cedar smoke.

I clacked the beak of my wooden raven mask in reply; That is not the question I asked!

Never before had my vision shifted so drastically. I need to know what blights our oats.

“Death. Beware the death bringer.”

There is death in the oats. Death to grains, death to my people. I know that. What brings the death? This trance brought me no closer to the Truth than examining the stunted grains in my hand. I needed to go deeper.

My breath burned my throat. I stretched and twisted to the limits of my tired body and a bit beyond, glorying in the how my limbs tingled and burned, how they found new shapes and angles, and how my blood sang.

I pounded my bare feet into the beaten earth, filling my lungs with aromatic smoke enhanced with special herbs, fungus, and human sweat. A stitch stabbed my side. I continued dancing, pushing myself deeper and deeper into the smoke, the exhaustion, the trance.

I shook my gourd rattle toward each of the four winds. Ancient glass beads, shells, and strings plaited from cedar bark made the rattle sacred. My blood sang. Sweat rolled off my naked body, painted red and black for the dance. I flapped my arms in imitation of flight, the smoky air catching in the chicken feathers, dyed black, attached to a vine harness strapped to each wrist and shoulder.

Raven reached out to stop my dance, his talons clutching at my wing feathers like sentient blackberry canes twined around an ankle. He needed to say something. The Dance had commanded Raven and Meadowlark to bring Truth to my seeing.

They told me nothing I didn’t already know.

I spun away from Raven’s reach. I wasn’t ready to give up the wondrous way my mind and body melded with the smoke, the drums, the chant, and mystic realm I entered when I danced for the puzzles of a Truth that made no sense.

Step, turn, stomp, turn. Twist with the celestial wind that grew stronger with each movement. Stomp. It twisted me, turned me, guided me and enticed me. It guided me, enticed me, and demanded my attention.

The drums beat on and on. My heart matched their rhythm. Voices chanted, the strong, weak, medium, weak cadence. The rhythm more important than the words. The smoke rose higher and thicker. Darkness crowded in from the cedar plank walls of the Long House. Stomp, turn, sway, turn. Breathe in, breathe out. Match the drums and the singers. Glimmers of understanding sparkled around the edges of my vision.

Death beyond the blight. A death more important than the loss of the crop. One crop. We have others to get us through the long wet winter.

Step, turn, stomp, turn, twist, stomp, stomp. Push the dance one step further, one breath deeper.

My legs ached, each step a supreme effort. I felt as if I’d dug half the oats field by myself. The image took root in my mind: an answer of sorts. A solid mass at the edge of the field tainted the grains.

I stumbled to my knees and pounded the ground with the flats of my hands. Now I could listen to what extra truth Raven and Meadowlark would reveal.

You cannot survive this time. You are too many. The mountain cannot feed and protect both of us, a different voice sneered through the deepening fog. No body lurked there, only the voice in my mind. This one I recognized, the Reverend Mr. Truesdale, the wandering preacher who’d taken over the abandoned church across the road. Kill those who forsake God for trances and vision. Laws and government have no right to survive, they pervert God’s will.

He preached that he was the only person left who was privileged to interpret God’s law.

He and the mountain Hermits who gathered around him frightened me. They threatened the few remnants of Before we clung to. We constantly sought the chance to move beyond mere survival into something more.

We searched for compassion, compromise, and sharing; for beauty.

He demanded power and control over life. And death.

“The lifeline on your palm is broken.” Meadowlark cocked her head and looked at me sideways.

I faltered in my endless dance, my mask beak opening and closing soundlessly. A fall against a spearhead during a trance dance had cut my palm, disrupting the lines with scar tissue.

“You will stumble and fall three times. You will fall in love three times. You will meet death three times,” she continued. “Not today. Not this year. But soon.”

“The lifeline and the love line do not lie,” Raven added, his voice deep with portent. “Three breaks to each. Then an end.”

The drums and the chant kept me rolling on the ground, slapping the earth, ever-moving, ever-listening. A whisper of rain-soaked air cleared the smoke for one brief, breathless moment.

Slap, roll, pound, turn. Twist with the wind.

Masks loomed out of the darkness. The spirits behind them all chanted, they all beat drums, and echo of the ritual performed by my people, but different, uglier and angrier. The masks became large elaborate metaphors of the totems we invoked.

But some of them. . . expanded into a real wolf and the bizarre Bird-Within-The-Bird with serrated beaks like sharp, lethal teeth. Their masks were their true faces, not carved from wood or gourds then painted with herbal colors, or the rare artificial paints scavenged from the old school.

Bright red blood trickled from mask teeth that stretched and sharpened beyond the confines of a mouth.

I needed to lick their mouths clean. Part of me grew hot with longing

My torso shuddered and convulsed in revulsion.

The double bird man stared at me with knowing eyes. He saw through the chicken fat and paint. He wanted me. I circled my hips in newly awakened response to his sensuous mental stripping away of my ritual disguise and my reservations. My nipples tightened beneath his gaze. Sweat trickled between my breasts, down my belly, moistening me in my mating place, dissolving the paint.

My need grew to meld myself with the man behind the Bird-Within-The-Bird.

And yet there was another. . . a sweet man who wore the mask of a hunting dog, or was that merely the opposite side of the wolf mask? He needed me to put him on the right scent.

He was the sweet man who had awakened me, who needed me as much as I needed him. . .

The Hunting Dog waited behind me, ready to grab me when I fell, love me when the others deserted me, protect me from myself.

Tears of frustration, bewilderment, and fatigue spilled over onto my cheeks. I begged Raven and Meadowlark to tell me True, explain what I saw and felt.

“Gabrielle Truthfinder, Keeper of History, Shaman of the past into the future, beware.” The words echoed in the mist, compounding, resonating inside me, outside me, coming from all directions at once. “Beware.”

Raven evaded and laid traps, hiding truth within half-truths. But he never lied outright. Had Coyote the trickster donned feathers?

But I knew Coyote. I saw the true face of those who came to me in the dance. Coyote had not come tonight.

I cringed away from this telling.

Deeper and deeper I fell into darkness and exhaustion. The Long House, the singers, the drummers faded away. The mystical representation of Reverend Truesdale shed a blank and secretive mask, then drifted toward the shadows, blending with them, hiding within them. But if the shadows shielded him from my view, they also shielded me from him.

Raven, now devoid of masks or tricks squawked from the distance. “You cannot escape your fate, Gabrielle Truthfinder.”

Bells from the log church tolled, rolling out their thunderous tones in a growing carillon until the sound became a wall that pushed me back and back toward reality.

An anguished screech penetrated my being, louder and more piercing than the cries of Raven.

“He’s dead! Chief Samuel FarSeer is dead.”

~ ~ ~
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I WOKE IN DEEP DARKNESS after midnight, my body curled in on its self. My body ached as it always did after a dance. No stickiness or other sign that the extreme sensuality of my vision had been real.

Scenes from last night replayed through my mind always returning to the cutting memory of Chief Samuel clutching at his heart, turning grey, with blue tingeing his lips and fingertips.

A sob tore through my aching throat, hot and dry. Painful knots cramped my muscles. Smoky grit coated my mouth and throat and clung to the bits of red paint I hadn’t managed to wash off. I longed for water, fresh, clear water from the rippling creek. I could not bear to move my aching body to fetch it.

Every step of my dance flashed before my mind, bringing renewed pain to my arms and legs. Every word spoken by Raven and Meadowlark beat into my memory in the rhythm set by the drums and the chants.

Chief Samuel was dead.

Our Samuel had been a teacher and a leader in the Before Times. He’d been one of many elected to gather with other leaders and make decisions about their people’s lives, their well-being and their communications with others. He assumed the mantle of leadership naturally.

But he’d been old when he led refugees away from the floods, older yet when took me on as apprentice. His years had foretold that he’d not likely survive to fully train me without the medicines and machines of Before.

I should have known he’d not linger with the living for long after his dog, Sir, died in his arms near the Solstice.

How was I, a barely trained girl of barely eighteen, with no memory of Before, supposed to shoulder the responsibilities of Shaman for my tribe?

Tears spilled into my rabbit skin pillow stuffed with downy feathers and soft moss. Tears of grief for an ancient man who loved and trusted me. Tears of fear.

This was the Death that Raven had promised. Without Chief Samuel, with only me to lead, our tribe was vulnerable to other tribes and communities seeking the wealth of our wapato pools, our oats, our orchard, and our honey. But not our chickens. We all had too many chickens.

Midnight and the world was silent. All of the heavy breathing, soft snores, and subtle shift of sleeping bodies had stopped, the rattling noise that assured me all was well did not distract me from my grief.

We seemed frozen in time.

I heard only the rustle of the tree canopy, a coyote yipping in the distance, but no chickens cackling or roosters strutting.

A sound alerted me to the presence of another. I stiffened and reached for my utility knife—more tool than weapon. Crime among us was rare, but animal predators still roamed our forest. Other tribes sent spies sneaking into our compound.

None of the other sleepers in the Long House stirred. A dog’s soft padding and the smell of wet fur reassured me. Guard dogs weren’t allowed inside the Long House, except on the coldest nights. Only one man would dare bring in his companion.

“Hush, Gabrielle, it’s only me,” Paul whispered. He crouched beside me and placed a gentle finger to my lips. His dog Spot echoed his reassurance with a long wet tongue to my ear.

I nodded, signaling that I’d dropped the knife back where it belonged in my clothing folded beside our pallet of goat hair and chicken feathers.

Paul shucked his clothes and crawled between the sleeping furs, his body cold and shuddering. Spot snuggled on the other side of him, granting him healing warmth.

I rolled over and wrapped my arms around Paul, pressing my front to his back. We fit together, our skin sliding against one another’s. “You heard about Samuel?” I asked quietly.

He nodded without speaking.

“What’s wrong?” he grasped my hand and kissed my fingertips where I clutched his hairless chest.

I barely missed giggling and gossiping under the covers with the other girls my age since Paul and I opened ourselves completely to each other. No secrets.

His body convulsed with one last expulsion of the midnight air. Already his smooth skin warmed to my touch.

Spot got up and sought his own bed in a fire hole at the base of a nearby cedar tree, his job was done for the night and he needed the fresh cold air.

“Murder,” Paul whispered, trembling anew. Not from the early autumn chill this time.

“Samuel?” Shock robbed me of questions. “Samuel’s heart gave up.”

“Not him. Someone else. Very bad. We found the body on the road. That makes it my jurisdiction.”

“Who?”

“Rat Hole Henry.”

“Who?”

“The man in the cabin a mile east of the old church?”

“Oh.” As far as I knew, among the Hermits only the Reverend Mr. Truesdale had a name.

“I don’t know how anyone got near enough to him to rip his throat out. He shot first and never minded to ask why someone trespassed.”

“Why would anyone want to trespass on his land?” Ownership of land didn’t make sense to me. Here in Samuel’s Utopia we worked together to ease the burden of survival in a world where flood and storm threatened us too often. Our dwellings and fields belonged to all of us.

“His cabin guards the largest wapato patch on the mountain. He didn’t like flatlanders, didn’t like women. He resented anything resembling civilization, rules, and authority. He didn’t even follow Reverend Truesdale.” Paul grunted and rolled over clutching my back tighter with fingers that dug into me like talons.

I wiggled to relieve the painful pressure of his hands.

He eased the fierceness of his grip and buried his face in my shoulder.

“Did Rat Hole Henry operate a still?” I asked. A very valuable asset. That would explain why he shot intruders without question.

“Yes, he did. But he entrusted his whisky to Truesdale to trade for honey,” Paul mumbled.

“If Daddy hadn’t left us we’d know how to keep a still working without metal rusting, rubber hoses rotting, and control over the fire for a proper simmer for a specific amount of time.”

“Rat Hole Henry knew how to turn just about anything into whiskey,” Paul said, his words came slower, slurred with fatigue.

“Would one of the Hermits have a reason to kill him? They must have traded for his whiskey too,” I whispered.

“I had to let his cronies take the body back to their side of the road before I got more than one good look at the wounds. Five men. They all carried rifles. Fully loaded.” He shook his head, as if trying to rid himself of the blood-soaked memory.

“The heartbeat they got the body off the road and onto the dirt again, they shot him. All five of them pumped rounds into his heart. Then they drove a sharpened stick through him. Why? Why mutilate him like that. He was already dead. His still is up for grabs.”

“Did they say anything?”

“They shouted at the corpse, ‘Stay dead.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Has. . . has anyone else over there died recently?”

“No way to tell unless they talk to me. I don’t think they will.” He was waking up again, anger as well as befuddlement sharpened his voice.

“There has to be more to this. . .”

“There is. They promised two for one until we turn over the murderer to them.” He rolled over onto his back and tucked me tightly against his shoulder. His fingers dug into my back with more anxiety than affection.

“Two for one?” I didn’t like the sound of that. We had just lost the most important person in our tribe, and now the Hermits threatened more. 

Without Samuel’s quiet wisdom, settling this all fell upon me.

Oh, Samuel. I’m not ready!

“They’ll kill two of us every week until we find the culprit and turn him, or her, over to their shooting and staking.” He buried his face in my hair. “Gabrielle, this could be worse than the floods.”

“Nothing was worse than the floods.” I didn’t remember the Before. While my family escaped the walls of flood waters and endless rains, I had slipped in the mud and fell into the water. My mother tumbled after me, trying to save me, or so I was told. The raging current took her. I hit my head on a rock. The blow took all my memories but opened my TruthFinder talent while in a dance trance.

“What are we going to do, Paul?”

“Hope the Hermits kill each other in the fight over his wapato pool. If he had a stash of yeast they’ll kill each other for it. We have to find the bastard who killed Henry. Quick. His throat was ripped out. There is a lot of blood somewhere. At the kill site. Before moving the body. Someone has got bits of gore encrusted under their fingernails. I damn well hope it’s one of them, and not us.”

“How can you tell with the Hermits? They never wash, they’ve always got blood stains on their clothes and embedded in their skin from hunting, from fighting, from near killing themselves with axe and knife accidents.”

“It’s not like they have a hot spring like we do. I should have bathed before returning to you. A good soak would ease my back and my head.”

“We could go together,” I suggested.

“It will wait for morning. I’d rather just hold you tight.” He paused for several long deep breaths.

I thought he’d fallen asleep, so I settled into the soft pallet.

“I know how filthy they are,” he said after a long stretch of silence. “Finding blood on any of them won’t prove a thing. But if I can eliminate all of us as suspects, then it has to be one of them and they can deal with it themselves.”

He nuzzled me once more and fell asleep between one breath and the next.

I lay awake a long time listening to him breathe.
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Watery and diffuse light, more grey than yellow crept slowly through the chinks in the cedar planks of the Long House.

Summer sunshine was behind us now. We faced nine moons of heavy clouds and the constant drip of rain.

We’d built this cedar shelter in the ancient Chinook tribal manner, on a hump of land within wetland forest, the interior beaten earth floor two steps lower than the outside. A double ring of two story houses from Before lay beyond the last bit of swamp surrounding the Long House. The dwellings faced each other across a broken roadway. A few bits of blacktop showed through the weeds now. Those houses protected the sacred land of the Long House from outsiders.

Most of those homes now sheltered two and three families each—my older brother and sister with their spouses and children lived in the house where Daddy had raised us until. . . I had to catch my breath to suppress a sob.

I’d become an adult overnight, grown from apprentice to shaman, follower to leader. I had to face my father’s desertion of his family. The grief wouldn’t go away until I examined it closely and then tucked it away in the dark hollows behind my heart.

Dirt from draining the wetlands had made the Long House foundations more stable, almost as tall as me above the village. All that water had gone into creating wider and deeper pools beyond the houses for more wapato.

No one lived alone anymore. We gathered in family groups for security and for warmth. The Long House was for the Onlys, older children not yet married and widowed adults who felt crowded out of their children’s homes. Anyone could live in the Long House if they didn’t mind sharing it with the entire village for sacred ceremonies and rituals.

A light breeze sent a waft of the odor of cold mold. I hit my nose as the world shifted from night to day. I suppressed a sneeze. Above me, on a ledge built just for him, Chikamin Charlie, my raven familiar who fortunately never pecked me with his sharp beak as Raven did in my visions, ruffled his feathers and opened one eye, peeking above the wing he’d folded over his head. Named for a legendary Chinook Tribal Shaman and story teller, he helped me sort through the images that came to me in everyday life, separating trance images from reality.

He rode my shoulder often during the day. A tightening of his talons into my skin and I could enter a light trance without a dance.

Paul snored lightly, shifting his breathing from deep sleep to lighter, near waking. He mumbled something and flung over onto his side, his heavy arm trapping me within the furs.

I wiggled out from under until I could sit up, pulling the bed coverings up to my shoulders. The light took its own sweet time brightening the windowless interior through the smoke holes enough for me to discern more than the lumps of sleeping bodies gathered around the central fire pit. The glowing embers burst into light. I saw the outline of Auntie Susan as she fed the fire with fresh kindling.

She’d have breakfast ready soon.

“How’d he do it? Why did he do it?” Paul mumbled.

“You know you could just marry the guy. Share your sister’s house, along with your brother. More privacy, less crowded,” Auntie Susan said quietly.

Paul mumbled something else and flung himself to his other side.

Auntie Susan moved beside me, proffering a mug of hot chilion, made from ground chicory and dandelion roots roasted dark and crisp. The cup had been my mother’s, all I had left of her and my past. Time and long use had chipped the rim and faded the painted decorations. A new crack showed where the handle met the bowl. I looked regretfully at the blurred sunflowers. I had no way to repair or replace the mug that held my mother’s memories.

Each time a person used a treasured object, they infused it with their emotions and memories. Sometimes I could read them. Sometimes. Not always.

“If Paul and I moved in with Mary and John, I’d not have your wonderful chilion to wake me up every morning, Auntie Susan. Besides, Paul has not asked me to share a wedding dance,” I replied, just barely whispering. “He says I’m too young. He’s my first. I need time to know if he should be my only.”

“Then ask him. You’re eighteen, old enough to know your mind. Old enough to have children.” Auntie Susan cackled. The laugh lines beside her eyes and around her vivacious face curved upward.

I took a sip of the morning brew hoping it would wake me more. “I think I miss hot chocolate. Mama used to drink hot chocolate from this mug.”

I had cherished this reminder of the Before from the moment I opened my eyes to a blank mind devoid of memories. I could talk and walk, swallow and breathe, but nothing else. Not even flashes of images of Before. Through the cup I felt I almost knew the woman whose memories I shared when I touched it. Once absorbed, I never forgot a trance memory.

Mama had died trying to drag me to safety. She hadn’t been holding the mug at the time. It was in the backpack she’d discarded when she jumped into the water. I couldn’t absorb her love and desperation, only imagine those emotions from the tales my brother John and sister Mary told me.

Now I feared that I would break the mug—lose it and my mother forever.

“You don’t remember the night we parceled out the last chocolate bar. You were just days out of your coma. Everyone, even the babies, got a tiny sliver to savor and cherish,” Auntie Susan said. She ran her tongue over her lips as if catching a lingering morsel.

“I wonder if any of the communities closer to the bay have the plants to grow chocolate.” I stared into the dark depths of my drink in slight disappointment at its acrid taste. The chicory root had roasted too long and charred.

“We’d have heard about it. They’d have tried to trade it for honey or even apples and wapato,” Auntie Susan said on a deep sigh of regret.

“Auntie Susan, did you know the floods were coming? John says you brought cuttings of wapato up from the valley and let it run wild so we’d have food when we fled up the mountain.”

“Not hard to guess that the world as we knew it was coming to an end,” she said, rising stiffly from her crouch beside my pallet. Her hands lingered on her knees, kneading the knobs with fingers that had begun to twist with the joint disease. When did that happen? I’d been so wrapped up in learning to interpret my trance visions, and loving Paul that I hadn’t paid as close attention to the woman who’d helped raise me.

“So when the waters began rising, you gathered up the whole neighborhood including two dogs and six chickens and led us all here, to this half built community in the middle of nowhere.”

“The first year after I graduated nursing school, I worked in the clinic at the Chinook Reservation near the coast. I learned as from them as they did from my hygiene classes. They adopted me even though I had about one sixty-fourth tribal blood in me. I learned their legends. I learned how to survive in the wilderness. And I learned how to watch for the signs that the world was going to end. I was ready when it happened.” She walked stiffly back toward the central hearth, her long black braid, now streaked with grey, swaying across her straight back. The feathers and wooden beads she wove into the strands looked bedraggled and frayed in the morning light.

Paul’s hair was just as black but without the grey streaks. Mine was redder and browner and thinner. I coiled it at my nape and pinned it with a carved and polished stick Paul had made for me.

“The time is not right. For Paul or for me,” I replied to her first question softly, reassuring myself as much as her.

“Hmnf,” she snorted. “You must do what you must do. I think you need him, especially now, with Samuel gone.” Her gaze strayed toward the northwest corner of the Long House where a blanket covered lump rested alone, separated from us by more than distance now.

We’d have to bury him today. Late, at sunset. The duty to preside over the ritual, to dance his last journey, fell to me.

“I’ve put the usual dose of herbs in your chilion to make sure children don’t come until you want them to.” She sat cross-legged beside the fire as she fed more branches to the flames and placed an old metal grill over heat to hold the pots and pans we’d scavenged from abandoned cabins and houses.

“Can we afford to feed more children?” Knowing that and figuring out what resources we had was my responsibility now. And if we couldn’t afford to add to the tribe then we had to parcel out the herbs Auntie Susan added to my morning drink. I needed to start making the important decisions.

“You’re right,” Paul muttered. Eyes still closed, face soft with drowsiness he nuzzled my ear. His hand reached for my breast.

“Not in the Long House.” I pushed his hand away.

I looked into his eyes and saw pain in the deep furrows between his brows and the tight pursing of his lips. Not from disappointment at my rejection, but from what he’d witnessed last night. He wanted sex to ease that pain.

He withdrew from me, emotionally and physically.

“The time is not right for us. I don’t know if it ever will be. Marriage is for those who believe in the future. I’m having trouble hanging onto the present.” He’d been sixteen when the floods came, old enough to remember what we lost. I had been twelve. I should have remembered some of it. All I knew was the here and now.

“What do you think happened last night?” I tilted my head toward the back door to the Long House the closest exit to our bed. Paul grabbed his knee-length wrap and pulled it on over his clout as he stood up. I tried not to stare with longing at how his morning erection shrank to normal size, so I shifted my attention to the ripple of smooth muscle across his chest and shoulders. He tied his braided cedar bark belt around his waist and hung his sheathed hunting knife from it as he moved through the maze of rousing bodies toward the doorway.

I flung my doeskin wrap around me and tied it at shoulder, waist, and hip while I stuffed my feet into tall moccasins. We retreated to a place of privacy. Nothing was ever truly private in the Long House, though we tried. In Samuel’s Utopia we weren’t supposed to have secrets and the need for privacy.

“Who knows what really happened to Rat Hole Henry last night?” Paul said on a yawn as he shivered in the morning chill. We walked toward my tree—the fire damaged giant cedar with a burned core taller than I. A tight fit for both of us, it offered shelter from the wind and the drizzle as well as privacy.

But thoughts of morning sex had vanished.

“The Hermits are always fighting among themselves,” he mused, more to himself than to me. He was more awake now and thinking instead of reacting. “Easier for them to drop the body in the middle of the road and say he died defending his turf.”

“They mutilated his body. How can you figure out how he died if the fatal wound is obscured?” I had to pause and blink away the tears of my own grief over Samuel. We would never tolerate desecration of the dead. We needed to honor them and keep alive our memories of them. The good and the bad. “You said his throat was torn out. Sounds like a pain-crazed cougar or wounded wolf got him.” Better that than deliberate mutilation.

“An animal would have fed upon the body, not killed and abandoned a fresh source of meat.”

I took another sip of the fortifying brew, cherishing the comfort of the soft and gentle memories of hot chocolate embedded in the mug by my mother.

“Maybe you found the body too soon. Maybe someone killed Henry then bloodied him to attract scavengers.”

“Doesn’t make sense.”

“To obscure the cause of death.” Those words came straight from Charlie through my brain and out of my mouth before I had a chance to think on them. That was my familiar’s job. Being an ordinary (mostly), mortal bird, he slept on his perch while I danced after sundown. Then in the morning, with daylight and clearer thoughts, he helped me sort and decipher the vision images. Last night had been. . . complex.

“Something to think about,” Paul said quietly, resting his forehead against mine in easy and familiar intimacy.

“But why Rat Hole Henry? And when did he die before but not stay dead? I don’t know what that all means. Unless we’ve been trading honey for whiskey with a ghost all these years.”

“Dunno. The body was real enough. Solid. There are old tales of the ‘Walking dead’. Tales meant to scare children.” Paul grumbled, scratching and rolling his shoulders. “There will always be those who cannot allow anyone to disagree with them, or have secrets. Their arrogance, their anger, their unwillingness to accept responsibility for their own failures will always mean they have to kill. We exiled those among us who couldn’t learn to cooperate.”

“That sounds more like the Reverend Mr. Truesdale than a hermit who shot his own kind rather than tolerate trespassers.” We welcomed the preacher when he first walked into our community, a little over a year ago. Then he insisted we were to blame for the floods. “I don’t understand why he thinks that we have to obey him so God will make things right again. How can he reverse an act of nature?” I rubbed my tender scalp, encountering stiff places where I’d missed washing off my paint last night.

Samuel’s death still ate a hole in my gut. Talking about Paul’s discovery let me forget for a few moments that I was no longer Samuel’s apprentice. I had graduated to Shaman the moment he breathed his last. I had responsibilities.

“Truesdale showed up in my trance vision last night. He said, if I remember correctly and I might not, that our dances, traditions, and ceremonies resemble laws and government not ordained by God.” I remembered his accusing face in my vision, the blankness of his mask waiting for paint and personality. “He believes that law and government should only come from him as God’s representative. Not from the will of, or for the good of the people.”

“Psychics are a normal part of life now. Every village has at least one.” Paul shrugged. “In the Before Times they were ridiculed and called fakes. Now we honor you and rely upon you to guide us. You are another survival tool.” He hugged me tight, resting his head atop mine. “Truesdale refuses to accept that life changed after the floods. The Long House represents all that he hates.”

“Are we strong enough in our customs, and our beliefs to coexist with such a loud naysayer?” A piece of the trance Truth fell into place.

I looked back to the Long House. Twenty-seven people had slept there last night, spread widely around the length and breadth of Long House. All present, no extras, no one missing. Except Samuel.

Paul rubbed sleep grit out of his eyes. Then he stared at his filthy hands. He stood there a long time saying nothing, gaze fixated upon his bloody fingertips.

“Talk to me, Paul. Give me some clue so that I can dance and help you find the Truth.” I touched his shoulder gently.

He shrugged off my hand. I didn’t have to be in a trance to know he was unwilling to taint me with the filth of murder.

“Would you have talked to Samuel? Involved him in your thoughts and the vileness of murder?” I asked sharply. A new ache appeared in my gut. “I’m Shaman now. I need you to talk to me. If not as a lover, then as an equal in the village.”

“I hate this,” he said, shaking his hands. “We are supposed to be building a better society, a way of life where no one has to commit a crime. I organize patrols to keep the Hermits out. Murder is a part of the past, not our present.”

“You don’t have to be our sheriff,” I said grabbing his shoulder, turning him back to face me.

“Who else can do it? My father was a policeman in the Before. He trained me especially for this job. Taught me to shoot straight and true, never wasting a bullet or precious powder. Taught me to look deep and long, see everything, not just the obvious. He knew that something like this would happen sooner or later. He knew that the day would come when a sheriff would have to do more than organize security patrols.”

I stood in silence, acknowledging the Truth. He’d inherited his job just as I had inherited mine.

“As long as there are more than two people in the room you need rules,” he continued with a snort of disgust. “As long as there’re more than three people in the community you need someone to enforce those rules. I’m the only one who people acknowledge has the authority.”

I watched his throat apple bob as he swallowed deeply. Something he wasn’t telling me.

“Talk to me, Paul.”

“I will have to cross the road to find out who really killed Rat Hole Henry.”

“No.”

“It’s the only way, Gabrielle. This is my decision. Not yours.”

He exited our snug hole and stalked back into the Long House. I followed, knowing this subject was not finished.

Auntie Susan looked up the moment we ducked around the leather flap covering the entry. She nodded stiffly as she rose from her crouch beside the fire.

“Stranger coming,” Auntie Susan announced from the doorway at the same time the dogs barked a warning. She held aside the leather flap across the main entry, letting us all see the figure who strode along the path from the north—the direction of the road and the Hermits.
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“Odd for anybody to arrive at dawn,” I said. “He must’ve traveled all night. Dangerous.”

“Odd that he wears a cloth cloak and kilt and a felted hat with broad brim,” Paul added. His distance viewing was better than mine. I relied on Charlie for that, but at the moment, the raven was too sleepy to be of much use.

As the light coalesced around the stranger, I noted the woven material, too. We’d given up trying to spin and weave. Food and shelter were more important. Fibrous plants took up too much acreage—if we’d had the seeds. Sheep required human managers. Goats were more independent and their wool didn’t spin as easily.

We opted for plaited cedar bark hats and cloaks. And buckskin sarongs.

“Maybe he saved it from Before. Or scavenged it,” I said. Even after six years we still managed to find a lot of things tucked away in abandoned cabins. Metal tools mostly.

Paul’s fingers flexed and tightened as if he missed his sawed-off shotgun.

I sidestepped enough to grab the weapon and hand it to him.

Spot joined Paul and sat at his heel. A low warning rumbled at the back of the dog’s throat and he bared his teeth.

“Is he from the other side of the road?” Auntie Susan asked.

“You don’t know?” Paul flung the words at her.

Auntie Susan shrugged. “I know some of the older Hermits, from Before. Don’t know all
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