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Chapter 1
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Morning Star, age sixteen summers of the Mesa Gate tribe, shivered in the daylight, not from the winter’s cold, but from the nearness of the sparking bluffs. They were black. Blacker than night when the two moons had not yet risen in the sky. A terrible deep black that threatened to suck her in if she looked at the bluffs for too long. 

Contrasted with the clean white snow on the ground, the endless line of black bluffs appeared even more menacing. Five tipis high, the towering bluffs separated the twenty-four tribes of Rahm from each other. The sides were fairly smooth, with faint ridges and grooves running up and down their height.

Legend says that when the world was young, Silverbird and Thunderhawk fought like two young children squabbling over the same toy. Each refused to surrender to the other. Their anger lasted for many moons, during which Silverbird’s dark blood spilled upon the land and formed the sparking bluffs. 

Since childhood, all were warned to avert their eyes when near the bluffs. Yet here she stood, only steps away, daring to look at them. 

This close, she could hear the bluffs thrum faintly, like someone slowly breathing. Almost as if the bluffs were alive and sleeping.

Several chirps drew her gaze up. A small flock of Mesa red birds flew overhead. Most landed on the bare branches of a nearby tree, but one sought to land on the edge of the bluffs. She held her breath as its feet gently set down. The bluffs crackled and sparked. The bird’s feet sizzled. The small red bird jerked, stiffened, then fell to the ground, dead, its body smoking. The smell of roasted red bird drifted toward her. Star shook her head, telling herself she didn’t care. But her throat choked on a moan. Stupid bird. The bluffs showed no mercy, not even to a tiny bird.

Wind riders had always claimed the wide flat tops of the bluffs were honeycombed with black eyes staring up at the sky. Unblinking eyes. Dead eyes. Each as big as a man. 

Star had witnessed those ghastly eyes when she flew over them three moons ago. Eyes that killed whoever touched them. The sparking bluffs killed with the slightest touch. Legend said Silverbird’s fiery blood still smoldered deep within. And yet behind her, a group of men were getting ready to cross over them.

Or at least one was. The tall, skinny wind rider Falling Leaf of the Dancing Waters Gate tribe, the tribe on the other side of these western bluffs where he lived. Unlike the Mesa Gate clans who wore their long black hair loose and straight, the Dancing Waters people fashioned a braid on each side of their head.

“I can’t believe I’m going home before the Wind River blows again.” Leaf’s happiness was contagious. Though Star feared for his safety, she couldn’t help but smile as he checked his pair of woven blue and yellow wings for the tenth time. His nimble fingers inspected the strength of all the fastenings. “My babe was only a moon old when I left to fly the River. I’m sure my wife, my parents, my sister, and brother think I’m dead because I didn’t return home at the end of the last River.”

Star nodded in sympathy. “My brother Gray Flint has not been seen for five years, yet I still believe he lives. I’m sure your family and clan believe the same. The stories are many of wind riders who failed to complete the circuit. Many return home the next time the River blows.”

“You’re right. But I want to go home and the Wannamuc assure me this will work. We’ve tested it many times.”

How the Wannamuc clan could determine the height and width with such precision, Star couldn’t say, even though Crimson Sky had shown her drawings in the dirt. Lines going this way and that, curves and more lines, along with the strange symbols his clan used to signify numbers. It was hopeless. Her brain couldn’t understand what seemed to come so easily to Sky and the other Wannamuc.

Leaf said, “Three times the flinger threw me over your ancestry tree, which matches the height of the bluffs. And three times I flew safely the distance of the width of the sparking bluffs.”

“The breeze will provide lift and make him fly even farther,” Sky added as he joined Star and Falling Leaf. Like all Wannamuc, long bone earrings dangled from each ear. Excitement shone in his eyes as bright as the winter sun overhead. Like all the people of Mesa Gate, he wore a beaded headband on his broad head. Though the other clans wore headbands of various colors, the Wannamuc clan only used black and white beads. The designs on their bands were the same strange symbols they used for numbers.

The three of them were in a good mood. But then the flat blue-gray talking stone hidden as a pendant beneath the warm layers of clothes on her chest, suddenly spoke. Star froze and hoped the men hadn’t heard it. 

During her flight on the Wind River, the secluded people of Gordian Knot at Great Water Gate had warned her to keep it a secret. They called it a communicator. Model Z4KW. At the time, she had no idea what any of the words meant. She still didn’t, but she had taken their warning to heart. She also remembered they had called her and her people primitive. But the communicator was not. They called it tech.

Like before, the words the stone spoke were strange, not those of her tribe or of the wind rider language. Anxious to muffle the sound, she swiftly raised a hand to her chest and covered the stone. Neither of the men seemed to have heard it, too busy talking about the upcoming flight to notice. A moment later, the stalwart Long Night shouted and pointed to something high in the sky behind them. The three turned to look. Silverbird! 

The talking stone grew silent.

“See!” Sky pointed excitedly. “Even our god comes to watch us succeed.”

“Silverbird is a god of anger.” Star frowned. “I don’t think she approves of what you are trying to do.”

“Not trying. This will work. Falling Leaf is going home. No one can fault us for that.”

Star tightened the blanket wrapped around her and shuddered in dread. Their god’s large silver wings did not flap like birds do. Yet somehow Silverbird stayed in the same spot in the sky, like a hummingbird. Its tail feathers also didn’t move. It made their god look like a wood carving painted silver. Its long silver beak seemed to be pointed at the flinger.

The Wannamuc had wanted to use the large catapult on top of Eagle Falls Mesa that flung wind riders up into the Wind River where they flew away in the strong wind. But the greedy Tlingca clan had asked for half the food the Wannamuc had stored for winter in payment. Even Falling Leaf admitted he would rather wait many moons until the River blew again rather than risk the starvation of the Wannamuc.

Undeterred by the Tlingca’s refusal to share the catapult, the hard-working Wannamuc had built a smaller version. The flinger was just large enough to hurl Leaf across the bluffs. All the Wannamuc were certain it would work.

Star gazed up at Silverbird and shuddered in alarm. Their god had silently moved closer. Lower. It still hovered in the air like a hummingbird. Watching.

“I don’t think she likes what you’re doing,” Star said. “We’re not allowed to cross the bluffs except when the Wind River blows.”

“You worry too much, Star,” Sky said. “Besides, we’re not crossing the bluffs. We’re sending Leaf home.”

“Maybe Silverbird doesn’t know that.” Fear churned in her belly. Bumps like the skin of a plucked goose covered her arms, and she trembled, dreading what might happen. “Remember what Silverbird did to the men of the Steam Hole tribe when they tunneled under the bluffs to get to Rainbow Falls Gate? She threw balls of fire at them. Killed them.” She pulled down the blanket and pointed to the tattoo on her arm that depicted the massacre. “Killed them all.” 

“That’s because Steam Hole invaded another’s land. Silverbird is a god. Gods know everything. She knows we’re not invading the next tribe’s land. The Wannamuc are peaceful people. She’s just curious. She wants to see her children succeed. You’ll see.”

Sky waddled over to the flinger where eleven fellow Wannamuc sang happily while checking the joints one last time. He walked like a duck. They all did, for they wore what their clan called duck shoes. Wider and longer than a foot, they had strung together strands of reeds and woven a net that looked like a spider’s web between curved twigs.

She glanced down at the duck shoes on her own feet. Silly looking, but when she tied her knee-high winter moccasins to them, it made walking on deep snow easy. With them, it had taken four days to walk the snowy distance to the sparking bluffs. Moccasins alone would have taken at least six days of trudging through the drifts.

Fortunately, the Wannamuc had a horse to pull the travois loaded with the flinger and their supplies. Without Lightning, it would have taken longer than four days to get here even with wearing duck shoes.

Thunderhawk gifted ten horses to each tribe. Only ten. And only mares so they could not produce more horses. Lightning was actually her friend Black Mavrik’s horse. Moons ago, he had traded his mare to the Wannamuc until spring in exchange for wings so he could follow her into the Wind River. Star patted her heart at the memory. She would always be grateful to Mavrik for keeping her safe while she looked for her brothers.

She had found one brother and had promised herself that the next time the Wind River blew, she would find the other. Of the many gates she had visited, she had a good idea where he might be.

The singing continued as the Wannamuc readied the flinger. They had cleared out the surrounding snow to give the device a good steady footing for its use. Upon reaching the others, Crimson Sky took off his duck shoes to make it easier to walk on bare ground.

Under orders of the tribe’s medicine woman, Star had accompanied Leaf and the Wannamuc. “Someone young and full of spirit,” her mentor had told her, “needs to go with these silly people in case the flinger injures someone.” Which is why Star, the most experienced of all the woman’s apprentices, was here to witness this remarkable event. People would talk about it for many winters to come.

Sky called from the flinger. “Ready, Leaf?”

Leaf removed the leather shirt he had borrowed and handed it to her. He needed to make himself as light as possible, increasing his chances of gliding over the deadly sparking bluffs and making it safely to the other side. Likewise, he had given the Wannamuc all his trading goods in thanks for their help, which also made him lighter. Grinning eagerly, he grabbed his blue and yellow wings.

“Wait! I have something for your babe.” Star handed Leaf a small yellow and blue beaded headband, his tribal colors. “I made this in case you decided to proceed with this foolish plan.”

Leaf laughed good-naturedly. “Foolish? This from the woman who everyone called foolish for trying to be the first woman to fly the Wind River. And without wings.”

Her lips quirked into a smile. Yes, she had been called foolish, and much worse. Jealous men can be so cruel. Star looked high over her shoulder at Silverbird and frowned. Please do not punish us for being fools.

“Leaf!” Sky called. The people around the flinger gestured eagerly for Leaf to join them.

“I’m coming!” Leaf yelled back. He turned to Star. “The next time the River blows, I hope you land at my gate and visit. Meet my family, my wife and babe. I will even show you the scales of the rarevern that attacked my tribe when my father’s father was but a boy.”

It was a tale Leaf had often told while stuck at Mesa Gate while waiting for the River to blow him home.

Around the cooking fire at night, after everyone’s bellies were full, Leaf would tell her and others the story. His ancestors said the ugly beast looked like a giant red snake the size of five bears, with wings and arms, two heads, huge sharp teeth, and a long sinuous body.

It had appeared out of the blue, barely able to fly, and began killing many in his tribe, its claws slashing, its teeth chomping off limbs and heads. For days, blood soaked the land of the Dancing Waters tribe. One in every four died before the rest could finally kill it. No one had seen one since.

Over the years, other tribes thought the tale a story to scare children into being good. But from the haunted look in Leaf’s eyes as he told the horrific tale, his tribe still mourned the dead.

One in four had died! 

She shuddered. Star couldn’t imagine what life would be like here in Mesa Gate if so many of her own people had been slaughtered. 

It would be remarkable to see remnants of the terrible rarevern, proof that they do exist. 

“I would be honored,” she told him.

“Good.” Leaf gripped his wings and waddled toward the flinger.

Star remained where she was, staying out of everyone’s way as Leaf took off his duck shoes and put his arms into the broad wings. Her gaze switched from the people around the flinger, talking excitedly, to Silverbird hovering silently even lower in the sky. She trembled in dread, her stomach roiling while Leaf stood on the ladle-shaped platform that would fling him up and over the sparking bluffs.

Something bad is going to happen. Why am I the only who feels it?

Their eagerness to succeed is blocking the sense of danger looming overhead.

She swallowed hard as the men and women of the Wannamuc raised a thumb to each other, their clan’s gesture that all was well.

But it wasn’t.

She should tell them. Warn them. 

Sky said she worried too much. With a heavy heart, she knew they wouldn’t listen to her.

Yet she had to say something. She opened her mouth to tell them to stop, but it was already too late. Sky shouted, “Release the flinger!”

With a yank, one of the Wannamuc released the rope holding the paddle to the ground. The paddle flung Falling Leaf up and over the bluffs, a man-sized bird flying home. As he flew out of sight, the Wannamuc whooped in joy.

Without warning, Silverbird attacked. She hurled a fireball in the direction where Leaf had disappeared from view. Star heard a distant scream. The bluffs crackled and sparked just like when the feet of the small bird had touched the bluffs. 

“No!” she cried out in terror. Silverbird had killed Leaf! A broken end of his blue and yellow wings hurtled from on top of the bluffs towards them and crashed into the snow.

The top of the bluffs continued to crackle and spark, probably where Leaf’s dead body touched the surface. 

She gasped. As far as the eye could see, the entire line of bluffs in both directions crackled crazily and sparked with a brilliant white light, so bright it was painful to look at it. Never had she seen the bluffs do that. And then, as if someone had blown out a flame, the bluffs returned to their frightening blackness. The sparking stopped.

A strange silence filled the air. It took a while for her to realize why this scared her even more. The bluffs no longer hummed. Could they be dead?

“Back up the files!” Crimson Sky yelled. “Run! Run for your lives!”
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Morning Star angled her head up to where Sky pointed. The breath caught in her throat. No! Silverbird was shooting fireballs at the flinger! 

She ran. Everyone ran. But it was too late. Fireballs struck, bursting the flinger apart and shaking the ground. As she ran, she heard three strikes in succession.

The blast waves smacked her in the back, knocking her off her feet. Her head slammed face down in the snow. She lay sprawled, stunned.

She could almost hear their medicine woman yelling at her. “Get up, you lazy girl! Your people need you. Get up!”

Her back felt like a buffalo had run into her. Groaning from the pain, she raised her head and wiped the snow from her face. Burning pieces of the flinger rained down from the sky onto the snow, snow now dusted with what looked like red pollen. 

Her one arm hurt. She turned her head to see what was causing the sharp pain and yelped. A knife-sized fragment of the flinger lodged in her arm. Blood dripped from it, turning the snow underneath bright red. 

Beyond her arm, a bloody leg stuck up out of the snow. She screamed in horror.

With a haughty roar and a glowing blue tail, Silverbird rose swiftly in the sky and disappeared. 

“I hate you,” she told their god, angry tears in her eyes.

Aching all over, she struggled to her knees. She glanced at the severed leg, then turned away and vomited. She didn’t even want to think which of the Wannamuc it belonged to.

“Morning Star,” someone moaned.

As an apprentice to their tribe’s medicine woman, it was her gruesome task to see to the injured and take care of the dead. Help was a long four days away, and only if their rescuers had duck shoes. Longer if they just wore moccasins. 

At least she had a horse to carry the worst of the injured. But then she heard a long, high-pitched whinny. Lightning! Star scanned the area and cringed as the horse screamed again. Lightning lay on the ground, hurt, blood streaming down her flank. 

Oh, Mavrik! Your horse!

Star rose unsteadily to her feet. Somehow, she was supposed to keep everyone who was still alive, alive. Including Mavrik’s beautiful white horse.

Teeth clenched against the pain, Star pulled the splinter out of her arm, then pressed her hand there until the bleeding slowed. She wrapped a strap of leather around the wound as a bandage. If need be, she’d stitch the wound later after seeing to the others.

Bodies lay scattered on the snowy ground. How many were dead, she couldn’t tell. No one was moving. She shuddered in wretched misery and closed her eyes. I can do this. I can help.

Taking a deep breath, she reopened her eyes. Crimson Sky limped over to her. On the top of his head, a large lump formed with a slight cut where a broken piece of flinger had struck. Only after she made him sit in the snow and wrapped her blanket around him did she notice two large splinters in his leg. Though others groaned and cried out for help, she took care of Sky first, hoping he could then assist her with the others.

After getting her medicine bag from their camp, she removed her duck shoes and set about treating his injuries. She gave him a branch of pain-dulling spilanthes to clamp down on, then untied the water pouch from her belt and rinsed the cut on his head, picking out tiny splinters left behind by the chunk of wood that had hit him. To prevent infection, she sprinkled clean dirt onto the cut that wasn’t deep enough to need stitches. He never complained when she placed a ball of snow on the lump and told him to hold it there to reduce the swelling. He silently looked around in shock at all the injured.

After a long while, he shook his head and said, “You were right, Star. We never should have tried to send Falling Leaf home.”

“You meant well. It’s not your fault that the gods don’t understand us.”

“Shouldn’t they?” He winced as she pulled out the two nasty splinters from his legs. “After all, they are gods.”

“Maybe we need some new gods.”

“And how would we do that?”

She shrugged and used water to wash away the oozing blood on his legs, stitched the wounds closed, then sprinkled clean dirt to prevent infection. All in all, it would heal the wounds and allow him to walk with little blood seeping. With her knife, she cut strips from the blanket and tied them around the injuries on his legs. By morning, strong scabs would have formed.

“Your arm is bleeding.”

“I know. I’ll stitch it later,” she said and swiftly changed the conversation. “What’s with all this red pollen?” Star asked, brushing it off her arms and clothes, and noticed it was all over Sky, too.

“I don’t know,” Sky said. “It’s everywhere.”

“It’s Pretty Bird.” With painful groans, Sky’s older brother, Skipping Rock, crawled through the snow to them. “She’s gone. Completely. A fire ball turned her into a red mist that froze in the cold and became this.” With a trembling hand, he wiped it off his arm.

Star stared at what she had thought was red pollen on her skin and clothes. “This is Pretty Bird? Her blood?” She shrieked, “No! No! No!” and frantically brushed it off her skin and clothes. With a ghastly frown, Crimson Sky pointed to Star’s head. My hair! It was also on Sky’s long black hair and clothes. She thought she was going to be sick again. Appalled, she ran her fingers through her hair and shook the thick strands, desperately trying to rid herself of Pretty Bird. To her dismay, it created a red cloud that settled on her newly cleaned skin and clothes. She grimaced and brushed it off.

“I need your help,” Skipping Rock said through gritted teeth. “A chunk of the flinger hit me in the leg. I think it broke my shin.”

The tears in his eyes showed how much pain he was in. Star bowed her head in shame. Pretty Bird was dead, but everyone still alive needed her. “Sky, will you help me set his leg?”

“Of course.” Sky got to his feet, then abruptly sat down.

“Are you alright?” Star asked.

“A little dizzy. My head hurts. I’ll be fine.” 

The blow to his head had been worse than she realized. “I can find someone else to—”

“Others may be more injured than me. I can do it.” He waved away her objections and managed to stand. He swayed, a little wobbly on his feet, then firmed his stance. “See, I’m fine,” he assured her. He managed several steps and didn’t fall. “I’ll find pieces of the flinger to use as a splint, and a large piece to use as a crutch. We’ll have him on his feet in no time.”

Worried, she kept an eye on Sky while he limped away and then sighed in relief while he completed his task. So far, so good.

Sky returned with the wood. Long Night helped them adjust the blanket she had given Sky and spread it out on top of the snow. With grunts all around, they placed Sky’s brother on it. He was big for a Wannamuc, who tended to be lean and relatively short. The excruciating pain of having his leg put back together made him pass out. They splinted the shin and let him rest. 

Their grim search to determine who was injured and who was dead was their next task. Twelve Wannamuc had been in their group. Counting Pretty Bird, three were dead, everyone else injured in some way. 

The worst were Sky’s brother with his broken leg and another man having a difficult time breathing. Barely able to talk, in a hoarse voice the man claimed he was near Pretty Bird when the fireball struck her. Star suspected the heat from the blast had burned his lungs. He might never talk normally again, never be able to run pursuing deer during a hunt or climb to the top of Eagle Falls Mesa. But at least he was alive. And their tribe always took care of the infirmed and the elderly.

Lightning screamed in agony, startling everyone. It stung Star’s heart to hear her in so much pain. She asked Sky to see to the others while she plowed through the snow toward the horse. A long cut on her flank was bleeding. If she lost any more blood, by the time the stars woke up to blanket the night sky, the mare would be dead.

The few who had been knocked out from the blasts regained consciousness. She asked Long Night for his help. She needed fire to cauterize the horse’s wound and stop the bleeding. Limping like most everyone else, he found a piece of the flinger still burning and brought it to her. 

Lightning’s nostrils flared, her eyes glassy, and her breath came in quick huffs. So much pain. So much suffering. Star swallowed back tears, determined to do her best to keep Mavrik’s horse alive.

The cut had slashed the flank downwards toward the belly. Star needed to stand between the legs to treat her. With soothing words and gentle strokes, Long Night caressed Lightning’s neck as Star pressed the firebrand to the bleeding flank.

The horse screeched, snorted, and kicked, almost hitting Star with her sharp hooves. Surprisingly, Lightning didn’t try to move away. Probably too weak from the loss of blood. She whipped her head around and tried to bite Star.

“Try to keep her head down,” Star told Long Night. 

Though battered and bleeding from flying pieces of flinger, two more Wannamuc came over to help. Everyone had Pretty Bird on their clothes, hair, and skin. Star took a steadying breath, forcing down the vomit rising in her throat. There would be time enough later to be sick.

Not wanting to risk a hoof striking her and breaking bones, she asked them to restrain the prone horse’s legs. They tied the front legs together, then the back legs, then laid on them to keep them still so she could steady her aim. 

Acrid scent of burning flesh filled the air as Star cauterized the rest of the wound. Lightning hardly moved. She groaned and lay still. Her huffs began to calm, slowing. Her tired eyes shut. Star removed the ties from her legs.

“I’ll stay with her,” Long Night said. “Perhaps after she rests, she’ll be better. Stronger.”

“Thank you.” Star lovingly stroked Lightning’s back, gratified to feel the horse’s chest move as the animal breathed slowly. She asked Night, “Have you noticed how quiet the sparking bluffs have become?”

He shook his head. “All I’ve noticed are whimpers and groans. Some of them my own,” he added with a slight smile. But then he looked over her shoulder and his face froze. “Star!” Long Night pointed to the group of injured that had been brought together to make it easier for them to be tended. Crimson Sky stood near them, shaking uncontrollably. He collapsed onto the ground. 

Star raced through the snow. “Back up the files! No!”

Quiet Dove, herself bleeding from cuts on the her forehead and hands, sat by Sky’s side, trying to help him. She frowned as Star approached and sadly shook her head.

With a mournful cry, Star dropped to her knees next to him. He lay staring up at the sky, not blinking. Tears filled her eyes as she checked for a heartbeat. There was none.

“What happened?” Quiet Dove asked, pleading for answers. “He was fine. Joking. Trying to lighten everyone’s spirits. Then suddenly he held his head with both hands and said it was hurting. He vomited, and I saw blood coming out of one ear.”

“His head injury must have been deeper than I thought.” Her throat tight with grief, she gently ran her fingers down his cheek. Teardrops fell onto his face as she closed his eyes and mourned his passing. He was a good man. A friend. Already his lips were turning blue. “There was nothing anyone could have done,” she declared, though she wished otherwise.

Star insisted on first treating the cut on Quiet Dove’s face, after which they wrapped Sky’s body in the blanket she’d given him to stay warm and tied it with rope to keep it secure. A moment later, they both heard a neigh. Lightning was on her feet, slightly unsteady but alive. Long Night stood next to her, smiling and rubbing her neck. 

After all that had happened, Star sighed in relief. At least she had saved the horse’s life. Mavrik would be pleased.

With Quiet Dove and Long Night’s help, they wrapped a woman and her severed leg within the folds of another blanket. Bleak frowns accompanied them as they placed her body and Sky’s on the travois that had hauled the biggest parts of the flinger to the sparking bluffs. They bundled the other two who were dead and settled their bodies on the travois. Eight of the Wannamuc were still alive. Star would do her best to keep them so. With steady hands and gritted teeth, she treated the injuries, stitching large wounds, then whimpered as she stitched the wound on her own arm, fingers trembling, tears streaming down in agony from the pain as the needle repeatedly pierced her skin. It seemed to take forever but at long last it was done.

As the sun disappeared beyond the tall bluffs, Quiet Dove peered up at the sky and pointed. “Do you see that?”

A dark smudge skirted a group of white clouds. It steadily grew closer. A menacing rumble filled the air. Star shivered in dread.

It was their other god.

She shrieked. “Thunderhawk!”
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Chapter 3
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From on high, Thunderhawk floated down. Unlike Silverbird, one never actually saw this god, for he usually arrived in a cloud of dust or a thunderous burst of rain that hid him from view. This time it was a huge smoky dark cloud churning with a foul stench. The god’s deafening thunder hurt their ears, and the ferocity of his presence on top of the bluffs forced them to move further away. 

Though Thunderhawk rarely attacked, no one wanted to risk angering yet another god. Because Lightning was too weak to pull the travois laden with the dead, everyone who could walk dragged it a safe distance away. They respectfully removed the bundles of the dead from the travois, then pulled the sled back to transport those who couldn’t walk: the one with the broken leg and the one with burnt lungs. Soon, they relocated to the new camp where they cleared the surrounding snow and set up a cooking fire.

Long Night handed out pieces of buffalo jerky for all to eat. To ease their aches and pains, Star brewed a large bowl of tea from her supply of white willow bark. After serving everyone, she glanced uneasily at Thunderhawk. Their god’s smoky presence covered a massive length of the bluffs. She detected several fires moving inside the dusky cloud, almost as if people were walking about carrying torches here and there. So strange. She had never heard any stories that described such a scene, not even from wind riders of other gates. 

From a long way off, they could hear what seemed to be banging on rocks, or rocks banging on rocks. There was much murmuring around the cooking fire as to what Thunderhawk might be doing. The sounds, the lights, continued far into the night. Eventually, everyone huddled in their blankets and tried to ignore the eerie sounds. One by one, Star checked the group. Sky’s sudden death constantly tortured her into being more cautious. They slept fitfully yet all were still alive. Nodding in satisfaction, she lay down and let exhaustion cover her with sleep.

<><><><><>

By morning, Thunderhawk was gone. The black sparking bluffs were clear of his smoky presence, and the bluffs once again hummed softly. 

After much discussion, all agreed to stay one more day at the bluffs to give everyone time to regain their strength and give their injuries a chance to heal. Long Night took Lightning to a nearby creek to forage. With their bows, Star and Quiet Dove shot several of the Mesa red birds in the area and roasted them for a meal, which everyone greedily ate. Talk was subdued because of their grief. Singing helped. Someone created a song that told of what had happened. By the day’s end, everyone sang it with heavy hearts and tears in their eyes. They sang it repeatedly far into the night. No one would ever forget the names of the dead that graced the song. 

Though almost seventeen summers, Star wished she were only ten summers. Her grief ran deep and she craved her mother’s hug, desperately needing the comfort of family. What she wouldn’t give to be once again snug within the safety of the family tipi, hearing her young sister and brother laughing and teasing each other. Her father and grandfather would sing about the good old days, when forests spread throughout the land and the clans fought off the hostile White Eagles. Her mother would serve one of her delicious stews, hot and spicy. It always made her belly warm and full. She shivered. Now she was cold and hungry, sleeping outdoors surrounded by snow.

During the night, Star jerked awake to someone screaming. In the light of the dying campfire, she looked over and discovered Quiet Dove sitting up and shrieking. Star rushed over and held her in steadfast arms, assuring Dove it was a dream. “Only a dream.” It took a long while for Dove to quiet and stop shaking. Like soothing a child after a terrifying nightmare, Star eased her back down and lay next to her, well aware that not all scars were physical. The woman settled into a restless sleep, and Star spent the rest of the night holding her in her arms.

The next day, the warmth of the rising sun licked the frost away. Those who could walk pulled the travois of the dead. There wasn’t much room among the bodies on the sled for the man with the broken leg, yet he managed to find a small area to sit.

Since Lightning wasn’t strong enough to pull the travois, they had her carry the man with the scorched lungs. Even walking around the cooking fire made breathing difficult. He sat sideways on her back with both legs on the uninjured side to avoid touching the mare’s long wound.

Unfortunately, the distance they traveled in one day was but half of what they had walked in a day on the way to the bluffs. Even with duck shoes, it would take many days to return home. They stopped often to rest and eat buffalo jerky. Pulling the travois laden with four bodies plus the man with the broken leg was extremely difficult. Everyone’s arms, shoulders, and legs ached with the effort, including Star’s injured arm, but no one complained. Long before night arrived, they cleared away snow and set up camp and a cooking fire. A few rabbits shot along the way and a stray crow made a good stew. Star examined everyone. Some wounds had reopened, but most were doing remarkably well. A thin stream of smoke in the distance caught her eye, but she was too tired and hurting too much to think anything of it. All were asleep, including her, before the sun slept.

On the second day of their grueling journey home, someone with a horse came upon them. Shouts of joy greeted Nine Toes of the Yucca clan. Since all the clans of the Mesa Gate tribe named their babes according to what the mother sees at their child’s birth, it meant the rider had been born with only nine toes.

“I was out hunting when I saw Silverbird shooting fireballs in the distance,” Nine Toes told the group. “Everyone knows those of the Yucca clan are born curious, so I decided to discover what our god was attacking and began making my way here. Took over two days. Never expected to find all of you. What did you do to make Silverbird so angry?”

Everyone began talking at once until Long Night shushed the group. He picked one to tell Nine Toes about the tragic event. 

When the tale had been told, Nine Toes frowned and scanned the skies. “I don’t see either of our gods. I think we are safe for now.”

Without hesitation, he attached the travois to his horse. He also agreed to try duck shoes, which he admitted made walking in the snow a lot easier.

Some wanted to rest. With an encouraging smile, Nine Toes said, “If we leave now, we will reach my clan’s village by morning.”

Star could barely put one duck shoe in front of another, but since they no longer had to pull the travois, she agreed with most to keep moving. The man with burnt lungs was looking pale. He was coughing up blood. A fever had taken hold and he refused to eat or drink.

Star asked Nine Toes if the man with the broken leg could ride his horse while the other man took his place on the travois.

Nine Toes told her, “My horse is big and strong. She once carried a deer on her back while pulling the carcass of a brown bear behind her.” Star raised a brow, and he added, “Believe me, my horse can easily handle both the rider and the sled. I am the clan’s best hunter. I never come back empty-handed.” He winked. “This time it will be all of you.” 

Star nodded in appreciation. Shifting the blanket-wrapped bodies, they transferred the man with scorched lungs to the travois, hoping that without the bumpy ride on the horse, and lying down, his breathing would ease. 

She turned to Long Night. The two of them were the least injured in the group. Since she needed to stay and take care of the feverish man and the injured, Night volunteered to ride Lightning to the Mesa Gate’s main village and fetch the tribe’s medicine woman.

Nine Toes offered to share his food stock with them, so Star gave Night a hefty supply of jerky and an extra water pouch for his journey. With a worried smile, Star watched as he headed home, riding sideways to protect Lightning’s injured flank, an uncomfortable way to ride for such a long distance. He was almost out of sight when an enormous shadow suddenly covered her. Star flinched, afraid one of their gods had returned to attack. But it was only a huge vulture flying overhead. 

Nine Toes placed a calming hand on her shoulder and looked up at the bird slowly circling. “From all you told me, I suggest we follow the forest as much as possible to my village. If Silverbird or Thunderhawk comes looking for you, we can hide beneath the trees and avoid their wrath.” 

She nodded in agreement, yet she couldn’t help but shudder as the shadow crossed over her again. She hoped the scavenger wasn’t an omen that someone in their group would soon die and was instead honing in on those already dead. When two more vultures joined the circling, she shivered. The foul smell of death would accompany them all the way home.
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Chapter 4
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The Mesa Gate tribe believed in mourning the dead, yet also celebrating their lives. Within days of everyone’s return to the main village at the foot of Eagle Falls Mesa, a cold, nighttime feast honored the four killed by Silverbird. The families of the dead cut their hair short in sorrow. Afterward, everyone danced.

It was always good to dance. It imparted a sense of belonging. Of sending one’s spirit up to the sky with the beating of the drums, the lilting tunes of the pipes, and the rhythmic shaking of the gourds. 

The Wannamuc with the lung injury had survived, but he would never dance again. Instead, he shook a gourd in time with the music, his smiling wife sitting by his side, thankful he was still alive.

Morning Star danced her heart out around the large fire, stomping out her grief—until she turned and found her mother standing directly in front of her.

“What are you doing?” her mother angrily spat.

Her feet still moving in rhythm to the music, Star answered, “I’m dancing.” 

“That is not how the people of the Mesa Gate tribe dance,” her mother retorted. “Certainly not our clan.”

Star lowered her eyes, embarrassed her mother was acting like an angry bird scolding her young chick.

Star glanced around and noticed everyone was calmly shuffling their feet, whereas she was lifting her feet and adding a fancy twist to her gait.

She came to a stop. Everyone continued to dance around them while flicking sharp glances their way. Mostly at her. Her face burned in humiliation. She wished to crawl down a gopher hole and never come up.

“This is how they dance at Rainbow Falls Gate,” she explained, dismayed it came out in a whiny voice instead of one of confidence and maturity. “I didn’t think there’d be any harm in using their dance steps.”

“No harm? Look at your sister.” She pointed a furious finger at ­­­­­­­­­­­Gentle Rain. “She’s imitating you, dancing the shameful way you do.” She shifted the finger toward Star and heatedly told her, “I knew it was wrong to let you fly on the Wind River.”
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