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After the fall, his body had been momentarily caught in a bush, which clung to life along the steep side of the rock wall. He was conscious and struggled to work his fingers into the crevice anchoring the plant. His movements broke his body free from the plant's grip, and he plunged to the bottom of the cliff. 

When he regained consciousness, he had no idea where he was or what had happened. At that moment, his memory was a big black void. He had an inkling of who he was, but even of that, he was unsure. He lay stretched out in deep brush on the body of a dead horse. He tried to get to his feet, but the sharp, intense pain brought forth a scream that echoed throughout the small canyon. His change in position caused him to slide off the belly of the animal into the alder thicket below and onto the body of a smaller mare, whose mangled corpse had been crushed by the larger horse. He tried to pull himself away from the carcasses, but he was unable to break free. As he pulled harder to extricate himself, he grew weaker, and consciousness escaped him again.

The next time he awoke, it was dark. Memories began to filter through the haze, but they were only of the time when he was Tenny Woods as a boy, young and strong, with few cares in the world except for caring for his aging parents. However, the whole picture became confusing as he looked at his body. It was that of a man, not a boy. What had happened? His mind could not process the conflicting pictures. And, where had these two dead horses come from, and why was he lying at the bottom of a cliff with so much pain in his body?

Slowly, he pulled himself up on his hands and knees. The pain in his leg was intense, and his head throbbed. His left arm was useless, and his chest felt tight every time he took a breath. He looked at the horses and caught sight of a piece of canvas hidden beneath the body of the smaller horse. He crawled over and pulled on the scrap until a packsack came free. He dug around in the pack and found some biscuits and a knife to cut the straps that bound the bag to the animal. As it came free, he saw that a bedroll had come off the big horse. He hooked both parcels under his good arm and dragged himself away from the bodies. For some reason, he couldn't explain, he felt an urgent need to get out of the area. He crawled slowly through the alder and salal to a damp depression, where the brush wasn't as thick, and progress was less painful. He followed this low area up to a slight slope where it opened into a marsh with traces of standing water. The water was considerably warmer than the air and was moving slowly down until it disappeared into the ground. He followed the flow upstream for what seemed like hours, as it grew stronger and warmer, until it made a turn into a stretch of loose alder that ran along the base of the cliff. The water was hot as it emerged from the brush. Tenny rested while he tried to focus on what to do next. He felt the heat radiating from the area above the stream. The cold from the night air encouraged him to seek the source of this warmth. He slithered through the alders into the mouth of a cave, which led into a tunnel running back into the rock wall.

Tenny pulled the two packs in behind him and dragged his body along the tunnel floor through the white sand that bordered the stream. He was exhausted from the effort, and the pain had increased, but he kept moving until he came to a pool at a sharp bend in the tunnel. The water in the pool was almost hot, and a thin mist of steam rose from the surface to the tunnel roof. He let his body slide into the pool, which allowed him to stand with his head above the surface. The heat from the water brought some relief from the pain to the point where the confusion troubling his mind was replaced by total exhaustion. He pulled his body onshore, slowly stretched out on the bedroll, and immediately fell asleep.

It was still dark when he regained consciousness, but tiny streams of light filtered through from the mouth of the cave. He submerged himself in the pool again. The pain was still there, but it was easing as the heat enveloped his body. After a couple of hours, he pulled his body out of the pool and crawled toward the front of the cave. He planned to clear away the brush at the entrance so that more light could penetrate the interior, but as he came close to the opening, he heard the faint murmur of voices outside. He stopped and listened carefully. They sounded so far away, but he hesitated to venture out. He waited patiently as the sounds came closer, but he could not make out what they were saying. He considered calling out to them until he heard his name mentioned several times. It was apparent there were at least two men out there, and they were looking for him. He couldn't understand why they wanted to find him, but the little voice in his head told him to stay hidden. These men did not sound friendly. He waited at the entrance as the voices grew fainter until he could no longer hear them.

The next few days were spent in the cave, alternatively using the heat of the pool and sleep to heal the damage to his body. By the end of the second week, he was able to hobble around without crawling. There had been just enough food in the form of biscuits and dried meat in the pack to keep his hunger at bay. He had heard no more voices, so he decided it was safe to clear away the brush from the entrance and venture outside, where he found autumn had taken over the land, stripping the leaves from the foliage and bringing a chill to the air. He realized his meager food supply was running out, and it would be necessary to hunt and forage if he was to survive the winter.

He also explored the interior of the cave beyond the pool. He found the much narrower tunnel extended back with numerous twists and turns to the source of the heated flow, where it emerged from a large gap in the rock floor. The water at the source was hot and emitted a dense cloud of steam.

His memory was fragmented and slowly returning, yet it remained focused on his early life in Appalachia. His thoughts dwelled on those happy days of roaming the mountains and living off the land when he needed food.  Now he had no rifle or other means of bringing down large game, but he was able to dredge up memories of setting snares for the smaller animals. There were many rabbit trails through the valley, but although Tenny's supplies of useful material were limited, he found fishing line in the pack. During the following week, he kept half a dozen snares set in the area outside the cave entrance and was rewarded with a supply of plump rabbits, which he skinned and roasted over an open fire. By the time the first flakes of snow drifted into the valley in early November, he had his winter supply of meat hanging to dry along the cave wall. He had also collected blackberries, chokecherries, wild grapes, acorns and pine nuts, which grew in profusion along the valley slopes.

Tenny was anxious to venture out and explore his world. With a few more memories coming to the forefront of his mind, his thoughts continued to dwell on people and events of his early life and the trip west. He remembered Rachel as a young woman, his first and only love, and her brother, Scud, and finally, his daughter, Melissa. Where were they? What had happened to them? Why was he not with them? The answers to these questions still eluded him, but on some level, he felt that if these memories returned, they might not be pleasant. On that same level was the feeling that he would be in danger if it were known that he was alive.

He made one trip back to the site of the horse carcasses, where he retrieved the bridles and remnants of a weather-worn saddle from the smaller mare. He probed his mind to recall the events which had delivered him to this valley and these two creatures to their death. They must have fallen from the top of the vertical cliff above, but he had no recollection of what had happened. He longed to make the journey to the top to see if it would trigger his recall, but he knew he would not be able to scale the rock face, and a possible longer way around would take too much time and expose him to unknown dangers He could only hope that this memory would eventually emerge.

Tenny's existence for the remaining days of autumn weather fell into a pattern of trapping small animals and gathering edible forest products. His foraging kept him close to the cave until the day he wandered up the gentler east slope of the valley to a stand of black oak trees, where the acorns were plentiful. He returned daily to collect these delicacies until the snow cover prevented easy access to the area. 

As he became accustomed to living in the cave, he became more aware of evidence that it had been used before by humans and other large creatures. Small animal bones were scattered throughout the tunnel, especially in the area where the remnants of old fires could be found. The soft limestone sand was imprinted with bear and cougar tracks as well as human footprints.

Near the back of the cave, he counted three platforms of willow poles, which were supported by cross pieces attached to stakes embedded in the floor. The platforms were covered with willow branches and pine needles. The larger of the three structures was covered with a finely woven tule mat. Tenny assumed these were beds and appeared to be put together for regular use. He wondered who had made them and when they would be returning.

The morning after the first light snowfall, he discovered cougar tracks near the entrance. The cat had approached the cave, where the greatest number of prints appeared. It seemed the animal wanted to enter but was hesitating. Further out in the marshy area, where most of the snares had been set, he found three of the traps had been destroyed and blood splattered in the snow. The cat was hungry, prompting Tenny to pull the rest of the snares to prevent the cougar from returning for another meal. As a further precaution for a few days, he pulled the pile of brush back to the front of the entrance, although he sensed this would not stop the cat if it wanted to get in.

Recollections of his past life were slow in returning from the depths of his mind. In most cases, they came in the form of disjointed dreams, just a series of images with no apparent connection. Rachel was the one constant in all of them. Incidents in their journey west across the land flashed back more frequently as the days passed until the memory of the attack by the Cheyenne braves on his family emerged. He awoke suddenly, sweating and shivering and had to lower himself into the pool to calm down. It was so vivid, the one Cheyenne warrior attacking Rachel while the other held his daughter. He had stabbed the young warrior and thrown him in the fire, where his dying screams had echoed through the night. Tenny was unable to go back to sleep and lay in his bedroll, searching his subconscious for the events that followed as a result of this incident, but part of him had a strong feeling that he didn't want to know.
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The old Digger stumbled along the faint path, trying to find a familiar landmark. He couldn't figure out what was wrong, but this part of the country, which he knew well, didn't look right. Every year, as the first signs of snow began to collect in the main valley, they made this journey. This year, a heavy snowfall had come two days before and covered the countryside with a foot-deep blanket. They weren't prepared for it, and it made for tough going along the trail. The night before, darkness had overcome their progress before they reached their destination. They had been forced to sleep in pits hollowed out in the soft earth by the side of the path. They had pulled piles of branches over them to keep out some of the cold, but it had been a miserable night. The way had always been familiar, even from their first journey many winters ago. Today, with the layer of snow, nothing looked the same. He searched with his dimming eyesight for the narrow entrance to his valley. 

He was so cold his bones ached, and he longed for the warmth of the cave, and his leg was throbbing with pain. He had broken it long ago when they had found the little white girl in the wreckage of the wagon train, and it had never healed. The shaman had tried to cure him by doing his dances, making smoke and feeding him some bitter drink, but nothing had helped. Since then, walking had become more painful each successive year.

His mind was focused entirely on the pain until a cry from his woman pulled him back to the present.  

“Mufi,” she yelled as she ran toward him.

His eyes had missed the telltale sign of the tall pine with the split trunk. He stopped and tried to get some relief from the pain by sitting on a large rock while Mustala hurried to him. She grabbed him roughly by his tattered shirt and forced him to return with her to the hidden gap, which led to their valley. Mustala was taller, stronger, and heavier than her mate and had no trouble in forcing him to follow. Among the tribe of Diggers, whose women were considered unattractive, she was considered exceptionally ugly. Her low forehead, flat nose, high cheekbones and large ears and mouth were typical for her tribe, but on this woman, these traits were developed to the extreme. Mufi knew she could pick him up and carry him if he resisted.

The Diggers searched the area but found no evidence that anyone had recently entered the valley. They looked all over the ground for footprints of man or horse, but there were none. While they were scrambling around through the bush, the girl caught up with them; her progress slowed by the heavy basket, which she carried on her back, secured by leather thongs across her forehead. She stood silently and waited until the woman gave her a nod, allowing her to place her burden on the ground. The girl was as tall as the woman but very thin. She was well into her teens, but the small ration of food she was given each day had arrested her physical development and made her appear much younger. Her hair was dark and long like the Diggers' but not as thick, and the pale tone of her skin left no doubt as to her racial heritage, which was not that of her companions. She had known her real name, Sarah, but it was buried in the deep recesses of her memory. The old couple had not given her one. They called her 'Lupu'; she was their slave.

The three travellers threaded their way slowly along the sinuous path leading into the valley. The trail had been heavily overgrown with alder and blackberries and was barely visible for long stretches. When they came upon a patch of berries, they stopped, and Mustala ordered the girl to pick the few ripe ones that had survived in the snow. By noon, their progress had taken them to the small creek that flowed from the cave and eventually disappeared underground before leaving the valley.

Their first sight of their destination, the area surrounding the cave entrance, came in mid-afternoon. They were surprised to see that the opening was readily visible from the opposite bank. The valley was wider here and the bush much less dense, allowing them to quicken their pace as they sighted the object of their journey. The path ran along the opposite side of the creek and crossed over to the cave entrance above the stream, which flowed from the mouth of the cave. Mufi was now stumbling with each step and finally had to sit on a small rock ledge across from the cave mouth. He felt that he could not walk any further, regardless of the comfort he would find in the warmth of the cave. Seeing that her mate could not continue, Mustala told the girl to prepare food for them. Lupu combined the meagre supply of berries, which she had collected, with the baked acorn and wild oat meal she had previously made. She handed it to the older woman, who permitted her to finish what was left after the old couple had eaten their fill. 

Mustala had kept her eyes constantly on the mouth of the cave while she ate her meal. She had felt an uneasiness since the first glimpse of the entrance. Every spring, when they left the comforts of the cave, they would break and pile brush around and across the opening so that it could not be easily seen unless someone was within a few feet of it. Now the portal was open, and the brush was piled to the side. Also, the trail of vapour from the hot spring in the cave, which usually drifted out into the valley, was there, but it was different. She didn't know what it was until now. Her nose picked up the trail of smoke mixed in with the steam. She reasoned there must be fire in the cave, but why would it be there? Someone or a spirit must have started it. She continued to stare and thought she saw something moving inside. The dark of the cave made it difficult to be sure, but every so often, she detected changes in the light. She wanted to go over and get warm, but she was afraid.

She was convinced that some kind of human, animal, or demon was in there. No animal would stay in a cave that had fire, and they had seen no other signs of humans in the valley. She concluded it must be demons, waiting for their return. She ordered the girl to go to the cave. The girl, sitting away from the pair, had seen the smoke and the movement as well, but she did not experience the fear, as she had little knowledge of spirits or demons. Without acknowledgment, she got up and walked slowly over to the cave mouth. She stood at the entrance, momentarily smelling the mixture of smoke and steam. She peered back into the interior but saw nothing. She looked back at the old couple, who were still sitting on the rock ledge watching her. She then disappeared inside the cave.

The girl knew the cave well, all its twists and turns, the warm water pool about halfway back and the hole in the floor at the back where the hot water and steam came bubbling out of the ground. After all, this had been her home for thirteen winters, but today was different. There was something else in here, something out of place. She was keenly aware of the smoke drifting from the back. She made her way gingerly, staying close to the darker wall. Her steps made no noise on the soft white powder that bordered the stream. When she reached the pool, where she had bathed, she saw nothing out of place, but the smoke still lingered in the air. A few steps more took her around a slight bend in the tunnel where it opened into a small room carved out of the surrounding limestone. Here was the source of the smoke.

A man dressed in rags was seated on a ledge along one wall in front of the fire pit, where an animal's body was roasting on a spit above the embers. He was no taller than the girl and was very thin. A scraggly mass of hair hung down from his head and chin to his waist, but she saw no look of danger in his eyes. It dissolved her fears, which had been building in her mind as she made her way through the tunnel.

They stared at each other for a few minutes until he motioned for her to come closer. The smell of the roasting meat overcame any lingering apprehension, and she moved slowly toward the fire, hungrily eyeing the string of cooked rabbit carcasses hung along the wall above his head. He saw how riveted her attention was on his meat supply and so motioned her to a seat on the ledge, retrieved the roasted rabbit from the spit, tore it apart, and offered her a large portion. She grabbed it and consumed it in chunks, almost without chewing. Seeing the extent of her hunger, he handed over the rest of the meat, which was also gone within an instant. 

The man turned toward her, pointed a finger at his chest, and said, “Tenny. I am called Tenny.”

The girl made no immediate indication that she understood and made no reply.

“Do you know what I say?”

Slowly, she nodded her head, pointed to him, and said, “Tenny.”

“Who are you? What are you called?” He asked as he pointed toward her. “Do you have a name?”

The girl waited a moment, then said, “I am Sarah, but the old people call me Lupu. “

“I have heard that name before. It simply means ‘girl,’ but it is a good name. Are you a land or water person?”

The girl smiled for the first time and nodded, “My spirits, bad and good, are in the waters.”

The Diggers had remained on the ledge waiting for the reappearance of the girl to signal that it was safe to enter the cave. As the sun dropped below the horizon and she did not appear, Mustala became increasingly more fearful. She was cold and longed for the warmth of the cave, but her fear prevented her from taking any steps in that direction. As evening approached and darkness fell, she became more and more convinced that demons had taken the girl and were waiting in the cave for her. Mufi had sat with her for a while watching the cave, but the weariness of the trek overtook him, and he stretched out on the ledge asleep. Mustala didn't know what to do and eventually stretched out beside him and dreamed of demons and devils.

Tenny and Lupu sat in silence for a few minutes, then he asked, “Did you come here alone?”

She voiced a 'no' as she shook her head and held up two fingers.

Tenny finally established that the couple was waiting outside across the creek for her to assure them the cave was safe for them to enter.

“Do you want to go get them? It is very cold out there, and they can stay here.”

Her smile faded, and anger appeared briefly in her eyes. 

“No,” she cried and emphatically shook her head. She got up and walked to the back of the cave to a bed of pine needles that had been laid out the previous year, lay down and was asleep within minutes.

Tenny sat on the ledge and gazed into the fire, trying to sort out this new change until he also felt the need for sleep. He walked to the cave entrance and peered into the darkness at the other side, but could see nothing. Only the sounds of snoring broke the stillness of the night.
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Tenny's dream of Rachel wailing and screaming woke him from a frightening nightmare only to discover these mournful sounds were real and coming from outside the cave. He got up slowly and walked to the entrance, where Lupu was standing and quietly looking across the narrow valley through the morning mist.

Tenny could just make out a human form on the small ledge from where the sound appeared to be coming.

“Old man dead, ” Lupu said softly.

She took his hand, and they crossed over to the ledge, where Mustala was bent over Mufi's body, continually letting out loud wails and sobs as she wrapped his body in his tattered clothes and a threadbare blanket. Lupu stood at the edge of the ledge but made no attempt to assist the woman, and Tenny could only stand and watch as she continued to perform this ritual on the body.

Suddenly, the woman stood, pointed at Lupu, and yelled an order that Tenny did not understand.

“She wants dry wood for fire to burn Mufi's body. It is the way of her people.”

“There's nothing dry out here. The only dry wood is in the cave.”

“We bring the old man's bed out. She can put him on it. It will burn.”

Tenny helped the girl carry the bed of branches and pine needles from the back of the cave and set it on the ledge by the body, as Mustala continued her loud lament. Lupu gathered some more branches from the few sheltered areas she could find and laid them on top of the body after Mustala had stretched her mate out on the bed. Only then did the woman get a small blaze ignited in a clump of dry grass with her flints. The fire spread quickly through the pyre as the woman's screeching and wailing grew louder. It was too much for Tenny, and he returned to the sanctity of the cave. Lupu stayed with the body until the flames entirely consumed it. Mustala remained on the ledge, continuing her cries of anguish all night until the sun's rays peeked over the eastern hills.

Tenny's sleep was continually interrupted by the noise and the flashbacks it created in his dreams. He heard Rachel's screams when the Cheyenne warrior attacked her, then the screams of the young brave when Tenny threw his body into the flames. He heard the screams of Rebecca's mother when Bajor shot her, then Bajor's scream when Calico pulled the trigger on his gun. Finally came his own prolonged scream, but he couldn't dredge up this image. The whole vision was just out of reach, but he experienced the fear of the moment again. It had happened nearby, and somehow, he knew it had much to do with why he had felt so much pain in this valley. Then the image of Josh's face briefly came into view, and the old hatred welled up inside him again.

As the sky brightened, Mustala left her vigil and came into the cave. She moved slowly and cautiously until she came to the pool, where she removed all her clothing and submerged her body in the warm water. She stayed there all morning, then finally climbed out, walked back to her bed with the tull cover, lay down, and immediately went to sleep.

Early the next morning, she dragged Lupu from her bed and ordered her to search the hillside for a suitable location to dig a final resting place for the old man's ashes. The girl found a shaded spot above the vegetation where a shallow pit could be excavated with the sharp scraping stone she carried. Mustala deposited the bone remnants with much additional wailing and wringing of hands.

The snowfall along the western slopes of the Sierra Nevadas during the winter of 1857/8 was heavy, making it difficult for man or beast to move around. Tenny wanted to get out and find Rachel and Melissa. He also knew he had a score to settle with Josh, but he wasn’t sure why.  The scene of their encounter had finally been played out in his mind throughout successive dreams for the past week. All had been revealed to him except for the reason Josh had hunted him down. He felt a strong need to find this out and pay the young man back for the pain he had caused.

Mustala had not attempted to communicate with Tenny, despite his efforts on several occasions to talk with her. He had finally decided that she had no understanding of English until Lupu informed him that the woman understood perfectly what he was saying but refused to acknowledge his presence. He had shared his meagre supply of food with the woman and the girl, but while Lupu was thankful, Mustala considered it as her cave and her food and tried to hoard it from the other two. She continued to order Lupu to prepare her meals and serve as her slave.

Tenny was growing angry with the woman's attitude, her overbearing nature, and her control of the food supply. He wished to challenge her self-imposed authority, but he didn't figure he had healed sufficiently to oppose her strength physically. Finally, in desperation over the futility of trying to reason with her, he made a move to recover the remainder of the dwindling food. She quickly reacted, physically pushing him away and forcing him back with spear jabs to his body. He stumbled, slipping on the wet sand and fell into the pool. Blood from the spots where the sharp point of the spear had pierced his skin coloured the water. The cuts were not deep, and Lupu stopped the flow of blood with a mixture of plant leaves she had prepared. 

Mustala now kept her spear continually by her side and was ready to use it when she felt threatened. When a deer wandered into the valley and became mired in the deep snow, she refused to let Lupu use the weapon to go after the animal, but would not leave the comforts of the cave to kill this readily available supply of food herself. Tenny was forced to plow through the drifts to dispatch the hapless animal with his knife. He and Lupu had to constantly guard their new source of meat after Mustala had stolen a large portion during the night.

By mid-winter, the remaining supplies of food were almost depleted. Due to the continuous snowfall, the small game was not moving, and each morning, Tenny found the snares empty. He and Lupu had searched the immediate area but found no further evidence of larger game travelling down from the higher elevations. Each day they went further from the cave until they came to the spot where the carcasses of the horses still lay at the base of the cliff. Scavengers had fed on the remains until the snow became too deep. The meat that remained was in various stages of decay. Tenny shied away from this potential source of food, but Lupu had no qualms about using Tenny's knife to cut out some of the fresher portions. Together, they gathered dry sticks and grass to start a fire, using it to cook enough of the small, fresher pieces of meat to satisfy their hunger. As the few hours of daylight passed into dusk, they gathered up as much of the edible remains as they could carry for the long trek back to the cave. As they neared the end of their journey, Lupu stopped and motioned Tenny to wait.

“We hide meat outside for us. We do not tell the old woman.”

Tenny could again see the hatred for Mustala in the girl's eyes.

They found a spot away from the trail at the base of the cliff, where a pile of rocks was available to cover and hide their cache. When they returned to the cave, they found Mustala was consuming another rabbit and the rest of the acorn meal. This time she left nothing for Lupu. 

Mustala would not leave the cave. She forced Lupu to carry her body waste outside and dispose of it. Tenny checked the snares early every morning, and Lupu searched the valley slopes for edible plants and nuts. They cooked and ate their meals outside and took no food inside the cave, where the old woman could steal it.

After a month, Mustala’s cache was used up, and she harassed Lupu to find her more food. The girl would go out but always returned empty-handed. As the woman grew weaker, her physical threats were no longer feared by the girl. She was growing stronger and was able to push the woman away when she attacked. When she went after Lupu with the spear, the girl grabbed the shaft and broke it over a rock and threw the pieces outside. Although she still had her knife, the old woman began to feel defenceless and knew she was losing control.

As winter began to lose its grip on the land, Tenny's memories started to return rapidly, especially at night, during those periods between consciousness and sleep. His flight from Downieville with Melissa's help and his subsequent encounter with Josh were emerging from his mental fog. The images were vivid, but he still couldn't understand why he had been on the run and why Josh had hunted him down. These recollections were just out of reach.

One evening in February, it was dusk by the time Lupu returned to the cave. She had retrieved Mustala's broken spear and carved a new shaft with Tenny's knife. Her weapon had brought immediate success. She managed to knock three grouse from their perches on the low snow-covered branches. Tenny cleaned the birds and roasted them over a spit inside the cave. Mustala lay on her cot, eyeing the cooking birds with obvious hunger. Tenny reluctantly overcame his dislike for the woman and offered to share their meal with her. She greedily grabbed a bird without acknowledging his generosity and retreated to the back of the cave to devour her prize. Lupu looked at him with anger but said nothing. Later that night, Tenny was aroused from a deep, dream-filled sleep by the awareness of someone near. He looked up to see Mustala poised over him with a jagged piece of rock in her hands. She brought her weapon down with force as Tenny twisted his body out of the way. The weapon only penetrated sand. The woman straddled his body, preventing any further movement and raised her arms for another blow, but it never came. The woman's eyes went blank, and her body collapsed on his still form. Tenny looked past her to see Lupu holding a large boulder, which she repeatedly brought down on her victim's head.

“Stop!” Tenny yelled.

He wriggled his body out from under the dead woman and grabbed Lupu by the wrists until she was under control. He led her outside, and they walked until she was completely calmed down. They returned to the body and dragged it out. 

“We will take care of her tomorrow,” Tenny announced.

Sleep was out of reach for Tenny for the rest of the night. The nearness of sudden death was stirring more memories of violence. He felt Rachel's presence as the images raced through his mind. When sleep finally came, she appeared, but she had Mustala's face. His scream echoed through the cave, and as he came fully awake, Lupu was sitting with his head in her lap, softly stroking his brow.

They awoke later to a late winter storm. A layer of snow covered the old woman's body, which was stiff and had to be pried from the frozen ground.

“We should burn the body and bury the ashes, as she did for the old man,” Tenny observed.

“No, she was evil woman. Let the animals have her. Her customs are not mine.”
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They wrapped the old woman's body in her sleeping blanket and carried the bundle upslope into a forested area, where they dug a shallow grave and buried her.

As they climbed down, Tenny said, “The old woman is dead. You are free, Lupu. You are no longer a slave.”

The young woman didn't answer until they returned to the cave. She stood at the entrance for a long time, looking out over the misty valley. No longer did her face show the hopelessness she felt under Mustala's dominance

“I will leave this valley in the morning.”

“Where will you go? Tenny asked.

She was quiet for a few moments, then turned to face him and answered, “The day my family was attacked by the Indians, they killed my father, brother and all the other men and old women in our small wagon train, then they captured all the younger women and rode off with them. They took my mother and sister. I never saw them again. I hid under blankets, and they did not find me. When I came out days later, Mufi and Mustala were digging around in the wagons. They tied me up and made me go with them.”

Tears were in her eyes as she answered, “I want to find my mother and sister.” 

“Do you know where to go to search for them?”

“No. I will start by going to the place where they raided our wagons.” 

The next morning, when Tenny was awakened by the morning sun filtering through the cave entrance, Lupu was gone. He was not surprised that she had left so suddenly, but he felt a twinge of sadness. 

The only path Lupu knew away from the valley was the one she had travelled each year with the old Diggers. She had left the cave before sunrise, taking the old woman's deerskin cloak, her spear and enough food for two days, but felt sure she could find enough wild plants and kill small animals to survive. For the first day, travel was north along the old familiar trail. She found an old hut they had used three years previously. Some of the support branches were broken, and the roof was caved in, but it would have to do. It was too dark to do any repairs or travel any farther. She gathered pine branches for a bed, wrapped her body in the cloak and immediately fell asleep. During the night, it started to rain. The runoff collected in a depression under the hut. Lupu awoke to find herself lying in a pool of water. Her clothing and the cloak were soaked. Using some sticks from the shelter and dry grass, after many tries, she was able to use her flint to start a small fire, which grew large enough to provide heat to dry her wet clothing. She shed her garments, stretching them over the remaining front wall of the shed to warm. Her naked body shivered uncontrollably in the cold early morning mist. While waiting for the fire and the rising sun to do their work and to take her mind off her discomfort, she cooked a mixture of rabbit meat and ground seeds. The odour from her stew made her realize the extent of her hunger. She was so engrossed in her meal that she did not hear the creature crashing through the bush behind her.

Lupu looked up quickly when she heard the bear's roar directly behind her. She grabbed her spear and started to run downhill away from the charging animal. She felt the sharp pain in her shoulder as the bear swiped his paw across the moving target. The blow knocked her into a clump of barberry bushes, where, despite the sharp spines on the leaves, she lay still until the bear stopped, rose on its hind legs, swaying back and forth, trying to locate its prey. Lupu stood up slowly and threw her spear with all her remaining strength into the animal's chest, causing it to lurch forward. As it fell, it broke the shaft of the spear, and the sharp black rock point remained embedded in the bear's body. Angrily, it scrambled to its feet, clawed at the pain and charged back up the hill.

Lupu remained in hiding until she could no longer hear the sounds of the animal thrashing around. She stood slowly, searching for danger and examined her body for the sources of pain she was experiencing. The gash in her shoulder was seeping blood, and the collection of scratches inflicted by her dive into the bush added to the flow. She made her way cautiously back to her camp, hoping to retrieve her clothes and treat her injuries before the bear returned. To her dismay, the remains of the hut had been destroyed by the bear, and her meagre collection of clothing had been ripped to shreds.

In dismay, she sat on a rock, surveyed her ruined camp, and tried to decide her future. She realized she couldn't resume her journey. Of immediate concern were the tasks of locating the plants necessary to treat her injuries and creating some form of garment from the pile of rags to cover her body.

The barberry bushes should solve her first problem. She retreated downhill and pulled some of the smaller plants out of the ground. She tore off the roots and chewed them, producing a liquid, which was rubbed into the wounds to staunch the bleeding and relieve the pain. Next, she fashioned foot coverings from remnants of the deerskin cloak. The remaining rags barely covered small areas of her body. Lupu finally realized that her best hope for survival was to return to the cave and prepare herself properly for the journey.

It was dark when Tenny checked the last snare. The crop of rabbits had exceeded his expectations, and he was returning to the cave with six of the plump animals slung over his back. Halfway back, he heard a soft whimpering sound on the path ahead. Thinking it was only the song of a nightbird, he almost tripped over Lupu’s body lying across the path. As he bent over her still form, he could barely detect her breathing. She was without clothes. Her attempts to cover herself with the remnants of the cloak had been torn away by the bushes along the path. Her feet were bare, cut and bleeding. She shivered continually in the moist evening air.
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