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Dedicated to missing Indigenous women everywhere.
May you find your way home and may this madness end.






1
Deerslayer


Jesse held her breath, her muscles as tense as the trees hiding her. Through the telephoto lens on her old Nikon F2, the buck appeared close enough to touch. Angled perfectly, he browsed a patch of wild strawberries at the edge of the thicket. Sunlight broke through the pines and stretched across the glade, framing the deer in a golden glow. Jesse was downwind. The light was ideal. The moment was perfect. 
The buck glanced up, uneasy. Perhaps perceiving her presence with some intuitive force known only to animals surviving in the wild.
Stay with me. I won’t hurt you. I only want to show the world how beautiful you are.
The faintest crackling twig, blurred wave, scratch, or yawn would send the buck dashing, white tail erect. She knew he’d bolt at the first click of the shutter and was glad of it. His wariness would keep him alive. But the first shot had to be the best.
He dropped his head to browse, and she sipped in a breath. Then he raised it again, turned his thick neck, and stared in her direction. The white rectangular patch on his neck matched that of his inner ears and the edge of his black button nose. Jesse focused on the eyes. Black and intense, they bored straight through her soul.
Pressing her finger to the shutter, she heard the motor drive fire. One. Two. Three.
Then, a soft whoosh. A muted thwack.
Glazing hard, the black eyes slid from view as she stared through the lens, heart racing, mind spinning.
The buck crashed to his knees, shaking the earth as he hit the ground.
Letting go of the shutter release, Jesse sprang from the bushes. But her right foot caught one leg of the tripod and sent her sprawling into a patch of stinging nettles. Cursing, she picked herself up and ran to the deer, wringing her throbbing hands.
Smeared berries marred the buck’s moist black nose. The dead eyes stared. She knelt and touched the tip of his thick bulbous antlers; they’d not yet hardened into points. He was young and healthy. Tears burned in her eyes. Working as a nature journalist, she encountered wounded and dead animals at times, but each one broke her heart.
“You poor thing. What happened?”
When she noticed blood beneath the buck’s left foreleg, she used both hands to shift the body. A broken arrow jutted from a gash. Head up, she took a quick breath. Hunters. Where?
Glancing around the glade, she searched for camouflage or neon flashes. Seeing nothing, she stared back down at the deer. Studded with the feathers of a red-tailed hawk, the arrow was blood-spattered and driven into the soil. Its sapling shaft had splintered under the buck’s weight. Had the arrow pierced its heart?
She hadn’t expected to encounter hunters here on the reservation. Deer season didn’t start until September, and it was only June. Shaking her head, she fumed. Unbelievable! Hunting out of season and with a homemade arrow. Then she realized that the whoosh she’d heard had been the arrow whizzing past, and her stomach flipped. He’d been standing behind her the whole time. What if his aim had been off and he’d hit me instead?
Jesse’s flesh prickled as she sensed his presence. The great hunter had come to claim his kill. Reaching out, she curled her fingers around a jagged rock. She’d chosen to live out here, alone in the bush, and she would take a stand—for herself and the deer. This beautiful head wouldn’t adorn some killer’s wall if she could help it. And if he tried to take more than a trophy, she’d give him a fight.
Thrusting out her chin, she threw back her head defiantly, turned and yelled, “Murderer!”
But her first glance sent her sliding back onto her hip. Backlit by the sun, the man was shrouded in gold, his face obscured by shadows. Wavy blond hair hung long and loose well past his thick shoulders. He’d braided red-tailed hawk feathers down one side. A small bag hung from a rawhide thong around his neck and lay against the blond hairs on his muscular chest. A skin quiver packed with arrows dangled from his shoulder. He was naked except for a rag of buckskin laced low along his pelvis.
Jesse’s breath caught, and she coughed. Then, catching herself staring, she glanced down at the deer to calm her racing heart. Her gut told her the man wouldn’t harm her, and she trusted it. She had to, living out here.
He only wants the deer. So, give him the deer. The voice in her head was confident and condescending. Undeniably Alec. Sweat trickled into Jesse’s eyes, and she rubbed it with a fist. No. It’s not right.
She tried to predict the hunter’s next move. He was movie-star hot. Perhaps they were filming on the reservation, or he was engaged in some historical reenactment. When he approached, she saw his boots: deerskin moccasins with puckered seams. She’d bought a pair like that at the local trading post, but hers were tall to her knees and decorated with fancy beadwork. His were plain and laced tightly around his ankles—decidedly homemade. Pale yellow hairs feathered his tanned legs. The man was clearly not Chippewa. But what, then? An actor? An eccentric? A lunatic?
A rush of adrenaline tightened her gut and brought her up to her knees.
The hunter’s hot breath brushed her neck as he reached down to claim his kill.
Incensed, Jesse turned, and their eyes locked. A rush set her fingers trembling. Then, regaining her composure, she flung her arm around the buck’s neck. “No! Leave it.” She pounded the ground with her free fist.
Rocking back on his heels, the hunter laughed and shook his head in derision.
Jesse squeezed the rock, wanting to smack the smug grin from his face, even knowing he was armed and could best her. Tall and wiry, the man seemed as innate to the bush as the buck, the two somehow conjoined. Was this how he lived? She wanted to know. 
“Can’t you speak?”
Still, he stared at her with that crooked mocking grin and said nothing, though his arrogant eyes spoke reams.
What’s your story? Do you live out here on the land? Is this how you survive? Her mind flung questions she couldn’t voice.
She ran her fingers between the deer’s dead eyes and thought of the soldiers who’d shot thousands of buffalo and left them rotting on the plains. A murderous means to a murderous end—a strategy intended to starve and cripple a people.
But what if this man needed to eat? She thought of his moccasins and that deerskin rag around his hips. He wasn’t just a trophy hunter. He was something else; something she didn’t understand.
Huffing, she released her grip on the buck.
Seizing the deer, he hefted it over his shoulders, turned, and swaggered into the forest.
“Murderer!” she yelled again, claiming the last word to soothe her indignity.
When he disappeared, she stood and brushed herself off. As she stamped back to salvage her camera gear, she chastised herself for giving in to this raw-skinned stranger. It galled her that he’d ridiculed her for something she truly believed in—saving animals by showing the world their beauty.
Still, she couldn’t get her heartbeat to slow—or his face out of her mind. Nostrils flaring from a long, sharp nose. Slender cheeks pulled taut over high bones. Full lips pulled straight between heavily bearded cheeks. And those eyes. Lucid and entrancing one moment, dancing disdainfully the next, and silver as moondust.
He’d hefted the buck over his shoulders like it was a mere hide when it must have weighed at least a hundred and fifty pounds. And what was he wearing? He looked like some Viking warrior playing at being seventeenth-century Chippewa. No one dressed like that. It was all denim and cotton tees. This was twenty-first-century America.
Baffling and beguiling, the man had effectively paralyzed her without uttering a word.
Embarrassed that she’d given in so easily, Jesse vowed that, if she ever saw him again, she’d hold her ground. But the thing that gnawed at her the most was how much she wanted to see him.




2
Brothers


Padding along the scrubby game trail that swept the lake, Jesse swatted blackflies from her burning cheeks. The bloodsuckers seemed to sense her heightened emotions. Perhaps the heat from her flushed face attracted them. 
As she emerged from the forest, one of the feral cats skittered off the bleached gray steps of her porch in a black-and-white streak. Weathered by countless storms, the log cabin had been built by trappers in the 1850s—at least that’s what the ad had said. Jesse had always wanted to live in a cabin in the bush, and now here she was. This was her haven, at least until the fall. Growing up a Seattle woman, she couldn’t commit to a Midwest winter alone in the woods in this rustic cabin. There was no electricity or plumbing, and the old plank outhouse was a haven for spiders. Still, the lake was glorious, and she could rough it for a summer.
She’d focused relentlessly on her freelance career and finally secured a contract with an international magazine. The reservation teemed with wildlife, and she’d promised photographic essays for several spreads. But more importantly, with Alec gone, the assignment gave her an opportunity to contemplate her future.
A puff of smoke belched from the old stone chimney. Someone was stoking the fire. He wouldn’t follow me home, would he? A rush of goosebumps careened up Jesse’s bare arms at the thought of him being here in her cabin. The daring part of her hoped he was, but the other part wanted to throw up. She peered through the grimy window as her best friend turned from the stone hearth. Rainy. Jesse released a breath as a perplexing mix of disappointment and relief swamped her heart.
The metal latch screeched when she hefted it, and she shoved open the heavy wooden door with her shoulder. “Hey, I love your surprise visits.” Jesse set down her camera gear on the planked floor, and they hugged as old friends do.
When they parted, Rainy gave her a sideways glance. “What’s going on, Jess? You look weird.”
“Well, I just had a very weird encounter.”
“With what?”
“Not a what. A who. A man. A rather stunning man. And that’s just how I acted. Stunned. He must think I’m a lunatic, but then again, he was acting like a lunatic. Standing over me, all haughty and self-assured, like God’s gift to the bush.”
Jesse knew she was ranting, but she couldn’t stop herself. She had to get it out, and Rainy would be nothing but supportive. They’d been best friends forever, having grown up in Seattle as next-door neighbors. Social Services had farmed Rainy out to a foster home far across the country, and she hated everything and everyone but Jesse. As soon as she could, Rainy had fled back home to the reservation, where they now stood.
“You’re still stunned. Like, deer-in-the-headlights stunned. Tell me what happened—slowly, and in great detail.”
“Deer. Yes. But first, tea.” After checking the cast-iron kettle for water, Jesse set it on the grate over the fire and added another log. Daytime temperatures soared at the end of May, but nights could dip to fifty, and the old cabin had only two tiny windows to let in the sunlight. Smoke deterred the bugs, and the fire gave her comfort. Plus, it smelled better than the small propane stove. She took down two mugs from a shelf above the table and shook a little orange pekoe into each one.
“So . . . stunning man in the woods . . .” Rainy waved her on.
Jesse exhaled. “Right. Well, I was photographing a white-tailed buck, and I had the perfect shot, and then this man . . . he just . . .” She threw up her hands. “Well, he shot it with a bow and arrow. I got the whole thing on film, and that murder sequence is definitely going into one of my spreads. It’s not even deer season.” She pointed to her camera bag and shook her head. “And you should have seen what he was wearing . . . or not wearing, I should say. And this arrow. It was straight out of another century and decorated with hawk feathers. When I ran over to the deer, he stalked out of the bush, pretty much naked, with feathers braided in his long blond hair, and this bushy beard—”
“Oh my God. You saw Jed.” Eyes sparkling, Rainy clapped her hands excitedly. “It had to be him.”
“Jed? You know him?” Jesse leaned forward.
“Jedediah VanHouten.” Rainy emphasized each syllable dramatically, obviously entertained by Jesse’s exuberance. “Jed is Matt’s little brother, and you had a rare sighting. I don’t think anyone’s seen him since he left Lure.”
“You never mentioned him before.” Jesse crossed her arms over her chest and waited for more. If you measured peoples’ relationships by six degrees of separation, her mystery man had just jumped the queue. From “stranger” to “brother of best friend’s boyfriend” in seconds.
Rainy shrugged. “Jed’s something of a taboo subject. Matt’s two years older, and I think he feels guilty he couldn’t stop him from leaving.”
Jesse bit her lip. In her experience, there was nothing you could do to stop someone bent on leaving. “Why? Why did he leave?” This was the story Jesse wanted. There was pain in those moondust eyes.
Rainy shook her head. “All I know is, his girlfriend died—”
“Died how?”
Rainy released a heavy breath. “He was delivering their baby.”
Jesse’s hand flew to her mouth. It seemed incredible that a woman could die in childbirth in the twenty-first century, unless perhaps they were out in the middle of nowhere. Her heart thudded in her ears. She knew grief. She’d escaped to the woods herself and was still grieving Alec’s death. But she sensed this man’s pain was different. He’d fled to another century.
“When? How long?”
“Three years.”
Jesse’s breath caught. “Three years! He’s been hiding in the woods for three years?”
Alec had only been gone a little over a year. She thought of her fiancé’s obsession with Mount Everest. The spring storm. The avalanche. The photos of the snow where his body—
“Jesse?” Voice sliding upward like a key change, Rainy called her back.
“Sorry. I just . . . I get it, you know. I feel bad for him.”
“I know.” Rainy had been supporting Jesse since Alec’s disappearance, and she’d finally convinced her to come to Minnesota so they could be closer together.
Jesse picked up the steaming kettle, filled the cups, and stirred a teaspoon of honey into each one. After handing Rainy a mug, she sat on the floor, clutching her own, and leaned back against the cot. Rainy joined her on the rug beside the stone hearth, and the two women sat silently, watching the steam rise.
When a blue jay squawked, Jesse glanced at the window. She’d been photographing a pair of them, their courtship, nest-building, and egg-laying in the pine tree outside the cabin. Ornithologists said they mated for life. This pair was working to keep their fledglings fed and protected from the feral cats.
“What happened to the baby?”
Rainy blew on her tea. “Her parents took him.”
“God.” Jed’s girlfriend dies while he’s delivering their child, and his son gets taken away. He lost them both. What guilt. Jesse wrinkled her nose. It didn’t seem fair. “Tell me something good.” Whenever things got too intense, that was their cue to lighten the mood.
“That’s easy. I came here to tell you something good.” When Rainy smiled, her face lit up like the sun. She’d been ironically named after the lake where her grandmother was born, and it didn’t match her personality at all.
“Yeah? What?”
Rainy raised her left hand and waved it in Jesse’s face. “Matt proposed last night.”
“No!” Reaching out, Jesse grasped her friend’s hand and scrutinized the engagement ring by the light of the fire. “Is that an emerald? How did I miss this?”
“Too preoccupied with the wild brother in the woods.” Rainy laughed.
“Wow. This is a serious stone.” The huge emerald sparkled in myriad facets. Tiny diamonds encircled it like a ring of ice.
“You know my ranger boyfriend and his love of all things green.”
“It’s gorgeous. I’m so happy for you!” Throwing her arms around her friend, Jesse hugged her. “When’s the big day?”
Rainy scrunched up her nose and stared at the ring. “Maybe this winter?”
Matt had a dangerous job. He was a forest ranger, and wildfires rampaged through the needleleaf forest over the late summer and fall, when the woods were hot and dry and lightning played roulette with the bush. He was away frequently.
Rainy beamed. “I can’t wait.”
Seeing her best friend so happy brought tears to Jesse’s eyes. Rainy had never had a serious boyfriend until she came home to the reservation and met Matt VanHouten in Lure River.
“It looks like I’ll be staying for the winter after all. I hope I can take part?”
“Hello, maid of honor. There’ll be plenty for you to do.”
Jesse smiled. “Start making a list.”
“Oh, I will. And, hey, if you see Jed again, be sure to tell him his big brother’s getting married. Matt would be thrilled if he came to our wedding.”
“If I see him again.” Jesse shivered as a ripple ran through her belly—a ripple that shouldn’t have been there so soon after Alec’s death. “Do you think I might?”
“You’re both living out here alone, so odds are . . .”
Jesse threw her arms around Rainy and hugged her again. “You and Matt are the perfect couple.”
Rainy smiled. “Thanks, friend. But are you really all right, way out here by yourself?”
“Of course.” She didn’t want to worry Rainy by mentioning the flash of fear she’d felt when Jed crept up behind her in the bush. It didn’t seem to matter now anyway. “I haven’t seen anyone lurking around here besides those feral cats.” She winked and sipped her tea. “We’re still going into town tomorrow, right? I should pick up some kibble for the poor things.”
“Every Saturday, girlfriend.”
“Good.” Slipping the film from her camera, Jesse packed it in a cylinder. “Is there somewhere in town to get this developed?”
“You sure do things the hard way.” Rainy shook her head. “Ever hear of digital?”
Jesse smiled. “Yeah, but analog far outweighs digital, and my grandfather left this camera for me to use.” Her grandfather had been a famous Seattle photojournalist, and Jesse had always admired him. “Besides, I have no power and no computer. And just wait until you see these prints.”
“Did you get one of Jed?” Rainy said in a playful tone.
Jesse shook her head. The only picture she had of Jed was the one she couldn’t erase from her mind.




3
Predator & Prey


Hawk treaded down the weedy trail, muscles bulging under the weight of the buck slung across his shoulders. Veering west at a quartz outcropping, he wended his way through the scrub. The tiny clusters of spring-green tamarack needles would glow burnished yellow by fall. 
The thought reminded him of the woman’s hair, and he scoffed. Images of her toppling that expensive camera equipment, falling on her face in the stinging nettles, and embracing the dead deer played in his mind. Still, he couldn’t help but admire her passion and grit.
Dropping the carcass, he took a deep breath and rested back against a tall black spruce. He was in no hurry. There were no clocks, crowds, or deadlines here, only the natural ebb and flow of the seasons. Life spun in circles as each species renewed itself in its own time, and all species were interconnected to create a balanced whole. If one became disproportionate, all were affected through the chain. This was ecology, the natural order of things. Predator and prey. Hunter and hunted. He was a hunter. The deer was his prey. And this was his kill. Case closed. Ah, but why was he trying to justify his actions with philosophy?
He scratched his back against the bark, crushed a few blackflies buzzing his ears, and wiped the sweat from his brow. The woman’s face appeared again in the darkened theater of his mind. Her brown-and-gold-streaked hair shone in the sunlight. He liked her thick bangs. Her eyes were a deep blue with yellow orbs that spiraled from dark centers like tiny suns. The effect turned them green, the aqua green of a stormy lake. He tried to dislodge her image from his mind, but it lingered. Her lips were full and soft, even in her anger, and her silky cheeks scorched red with rage. She was high-spirited. Potent. She screamed “murderer” as if it were an incantation to strike him dead. If only she knew the truth in that accusation.
He glanced down at the bulging deerskin below his belly and scowled. He’d come here to escape the allure of women, and now this doe-eyed beauty had invaded his domain. Did she really care that much about the buck? Nah, she was likely a walking contradiction—one of those fanatic naturalists he’d met at college who wore T-shirts proclaiming death to hunters but drooled over the surf and turf at fancy restaurants. It was best to forget her.
Still, his best friend Joe had taught him to honor and protect women. That was the old way. Women had the power to bring life into the world, and this special gift should not be abused. He’d learned that lesson the hard way when he let Shen die. Now he was destined to walk alone. He should never have agreed to deliver their baby in Joe’s cabin. He’d honored Shen’s request for a home birth but neglected to protect her. They’d completed their medical training, but they weren’t licensed, experienced doctors. He should have listened to his gut and insisted on a hospital. His arrogance had cost her life.
Eye’s burning, he sniffed and ran his fingers down the white scar that divided his left wrist from his palm. He’d cut so straight and deep he’d nearly taken his hand off that night. It was no mistake. He knew exactly how to severe an artery. After Shen died, all he’d wanted to do was join her.
Ironically, it was his passion to die that saved his life. He took his time. Prayed and grieved. Wanted to sever his hands from his body—those hands that were meant to heal and had only brought harm. But Joe heard his prayers, caught him in the act, and stopped him.
The old man was livid. Grabbing the knife, he flung it to the ground. “Jedediah can die, but Hawk must go on living in this world. I dreamed it, just like I dreamed what you’re trying to do now.”
Jed looked at Joe strangely. He had no words.
“The first morning I met you, I saw a little hawk with eyes that took in all the world.” As he talked, Joe bound his wrist with cotton strips from a ripped pillowcase to stop the bleeding. “Those eyes still have much to see.”
With pressure, the bleeding slowed. Joe pulled fishing line and a needle from his pouch while Jed sat silently, shocked by divine intervention. “You’re going to stitch this skin tightly back together and never try this again. Every time you see this scar, you’ll remember that these hands are a gift. You’re going to heal many people with these hands.”
Joe sat beside him all night, drinking tea, and by morning Jed was dead and Hawk very much alive. “One day you’ll fly beyond this grief. But until then, you must walk with it. Be with it. You can’t escape by dying. There’s no honor in that.”
Hefting the carcass to his shoulders, Hawk walked on. He had to honor Joe by being the best man he could. And that meant keeping one eye on the green-eyed woman who’d invaded his woods, no matter how she made him feel.
A hundred yards from the cave, he arrived at the grassy glen where he skinned and butchered his meat. After hanging the deer from a sapling, he secured its head by a rawhide thong and braced the weight with three green poles, tripod fashion. Then he unsheathed a ten-inch hunting knife and slit the buck along the underside of its legs and up the belly to the chin. Guts poured out onto the mossy grass. They would feed the wild ones—the wolves, ravens, and other scavengers. All bellies would be full tonight and the remains gone by morning. There was a food chain in the bush the woman knew nothing about.
He skinned methodically, listening to the eerie cries of a pair of mating loons on the nearby lake. After spreading the hide hair-side down on the ground, he packed the choice saddles and tidbits inside. Then he gathered up the edges of his simple sack and walked the remaining distance to his home.
Joe had brought him to this high dry cave when he was just a boy. Hawk’s primal instincts, plus the skills Joe had taught him, enabled him to survive in the bush as a predator, not prey.
The woman was clearly prey. She had no idea what could happen to her out here. What was she doing on the reservation with all that expensive equipment anyway? Likely, she was a journalist, sticking her nose into places it didn’t belong. Places where she could lose it. But below her nose were those thick pink lips. Lips he ached to kiss.
“Damn feisty woman.” Her passion had ignited a blue flame that seared his heart and sent a forgotten urge riveting up his thighs.




4
Sister


Hawk smiled as sister dashed from the cave, alert to the vibration of his footfalls. Scenting the bloody bundle he carried in his hands, the white timber wolf jumped up on him from behind, nuzzled her muzzle under his arm, and kissed his face with long wet licks. He grinned and encouraged, she lay on her belly, muzzle to paws, awaiting her share. 
“Missed me, huh?”
Her turquoise eyes flashed when she heard his voice. She seemed to love its deep timbre and his tough fingernails scratching her ears and belly. A strong bond had developed between them during the seasons they’d shared the cave.
He’d found her whimpering in a shadowy corner. A runt abandoned by the pack, she was starving and fearful. Her daintiness had reminded him of Shen. He’d been grieving hard for her then—her and the child. So, with unyielding love, he raised the wolf, calling her Sister because he longed for family.
He dropped the hide to the ground and retrieved a hind leg from his pungent parcel. “Here you go, girl. Today we feast.”
Next, he scooped up the deer’s brain and placed it in a canister. He’d crafted the vessel with Lake Superior red clay and engraved it with the profile of a hawk, hook-beaked and eerie-eyed.
The morning he’d left Lure River, he’d taken nothing but his Swiss Army knife. He needed to begin again and sculpt a new life with this new identity. In the dark forest, days before, he’d stood, sullenly fondling the medicine bundle Joe had made him as a boy and strung around his neck. Joe had taught him everything he needed to know about survival over the many years they’d been friends.
Since they’d never married, Hawk had no legal rights. Shen’s parents had claimed her remains and used their power and influence to also claim his son. He saw then why she’d hated them and fled to college. The years hadn’t dulled the memory or the feelings.
He’d rambled in the bush for days, then gone to the cave. As soon as he entered, he knew he had to stay—how long, he didn’t know. He knew only that this sacred place would heal him. When he returned to share his plan with Joe, the old man was pleased. Joe gave him an iron kettle, an axe, a metal match, a hunting knife, and a packet of steel needles.
“Everything else you can make yourself.” And he did. “I’ll come see you,” Joe promised. But so far, he hadn’t made it. His wife’s cancer had returned, and he was spending every moment with her. Hawk wanted to stay and look after Effie too, but Joe said, “No. You go and live for us all.” So, Hawk went. He’d proven it was possible to survive with a vacant heart, though he wondered at times if he was truly alive.
The sound of the churning mountain stream drew his thoughts back to the task at hand. He set the covered cannister in a stream of clear, cold water twenty feet from the mouth of the cave. It flowed from an underground spring into a hollow below. The stream never froze, so provided a year-round supply of drinking water. Plus, it doubled as a cooler.
Later, when he’d scraped the deer’s hair from the hide, he’d mash the brain and rub the paste into the skin to tan it. Nearby, he’d constructed a four-foot-high platform stand from green sticks. Now he built a small fire just inside the cave opening and placed the stand over it. He sliced the tender venison into strips and hung them to dry along the green poles. The fire kept the flies at bay. The sweet, smoky jerky kept indefinitely and could easily be packed for storing and traveling, then rehydrated with boiling water to make a fine nutritious soup.
Because he was a lone man, Hawk didn’t hunt often. One kill lasted many weeks. He built a second fire in his hearth and hung the iron kettle from its sturdy tripod. A venison stew flavored with wild onions, mushrooms, and herbs would fill this pot. Later, when it had simmered, he’d refrigerate it as he’d done the brain. Thus, the deer was honored by its use.
Hours later, when all the meat was dealt with, he placed the hide in a huge birchbark vessel of water to soak for a few days. Jerky smoking, stew bubbling, Hawk looked at his bloodstained skin. It was dry and itchy. He smelled his armpits. “Sister, I need a bath. Let’s go.”
He bundled up fresh clothing and they padded downhill to the waterfall below his cave. The sun hung low in the western horizon like a golden sphere and painted the sky in tangerine clouds, while the moon rose to the south. Her full, round face shone like a polished silver locket. At this moment, both were apparent in the dusky sky. It was a sacred time when Grandmother Moon and Grandfather Sun joined together in the heavens. Bats swooped and fluttered from the trees, catching night flies. A great gray owl hooted from the shadows, and the wolf pack howled. Hawk pictured them sitting back-to-back in a circle, tails wagging and touching in the center, their bellies bulging with fresh deer.
The waterfall was frigid in May, but Hawk stood naked beneath it, scrubbing the stench of the kill from his skin.
Sister stopped gnawing on her leg bone and joined the wolf chorus. Her howling seemed more mournful than usual, an anguished longing for her own kind. Hawk knew she’d leave soon. She was past two and would soon come into estrus. Then she’d go looking for her mate—if he didn’t find her first. Perhaps she heard his howl even now and was answering him. In the wild, all had mates.
He felt a sudden tightness in his chest and thought of the blonde woman. Did she have a mate? Why was she living alone in the bush?
Bouncing up the stony bank, he shook the water from his mane. As the cool air dried his flesh, he pulled on buckskin pants and tied the drawstring around his waist. Then he slipped a hide jacket over his shoulders, leaving it loose and open. The night breeze caressed his chest. He felt good. Ravenous. He punched Sister playfully, and they bounded up the hill together.
“A woman tried to take our deer today.” His lip pulled into a lopsided grin as the wolf cocked her head, trying to understand. Sizzling venison steaks dripped juice on the cooking fire, causing tiny explosions of flames. “If she’d had her way, we’d be eating berries. I know you like berries but think how many it would take to fill our bellies for the next month.”
Hawk feasted on the venison and lay back against his thick bed of cedar boughs and rabbit skins, absorbed by the dancing flames. He shook his head to dislodge the vision but couldn’t get the woman out of his mind. He could see her amber hair, shining like honey in the sunshine. It framed her ruby face and stormy eyes. Beneath a pale slender neck, her breasts shook from running and strained against her turquoise shirt. It didn’t escape him that she’d been braless.
His thighs tingled, and he scoffed. “I don’t want another woman.” But even as his words died in the shadowy cave, he knew it was a lie. He wanted a woman. He wanted her. There was something irresistible about her, something beyond her obvious beauty. An inner spark that ignited his cold, lonely soul.
Closing his eyes, he imagined the woman. Her passion and daring. Every inch of her cried out to him, and his spirit heaved in answer.
The fire flickered in the darkness, casting shadows on the damp cave walls. Above his head, the story of an ancient deer slaying was painted in stone. And across from it, on the far wall, was a more recent tale, painted by him, of a hunter killing a black bear—an eternal expression of his battle to the death with Makwa, whose winter residence had been this particular cave.
The huge black bear had swaggered into the cave that first November just before dawn. Eight hundred pounds of predator. Surprised to scent man and wolf in his usual winter den, he’d stood in the doorway, stretched to his full height, clacked his teeth, and growled.
“Stay back, Sister.” She’d waited in the corner, eyes wide and ears flat.
He turned to the bear. “There are plenty of caves, Makwa.” Hawk hoped the bear was bluffing. Most black bears he’d encountered hadn’t attacked. He talked to them, and they backed away, leaving him unharmed. But here, in the cave, he couldn’t back away. There was nowhere to go. “Just go back the way you came. Go on, now. Get.”
Raising an arm, the bear growled a second time, louder and more aggressively. Then the arm came down and pounded the ground.
This was more than a bluff. Unprepared to be the bear’s last meal before his winter sleep, Hawk stood to his full height, growled from his core, and unsheathed his hunting knife. There was no element of surprise. The only chance he stood to win this fight was to make it past those keen claws.
Shrieking, Hawk had sprung from below, his knife pointed up. He felt the bear’s arms close around him in a fierce hug. Smelled the fetid breath. Heard the teeth gnash. Felt his flesh rip as the bear stroked his arms with steel claws. Then he’d plunged the knife into its throat.
Air, saliva, and blood bubbled from the wound as he twisted with deft movements, severing tubes and arteries. The bear’s guttural bawls faded as it lost consciousness, and when it fell, the earth throbbed her sorrow.
Hawk slid down himself, drawing deep lungfuls of oxygen. Staring at the bloody black bear, his eyes filled with tears, and he tapped his forehead to touch the bear’s.
Makwa would physically sustain him through the winter ahead. His fur, fat, and flesh would provide food, fuel, and warmth. But of greater importance was Hawk’s victory. He was protected by the spirits of this cave. Having slain Makwa, a creature who symbolized strength and courage, that powerful medicine became his. The bear had become one with the hawk. Hawk had become one with the wild. He would survive.
This is what the painting said.
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