

        

            

                

            

        




	



A FAMILY SAGA OF LOVE, LOSS AND SURVIVAL FROM THEIR NATIVE ROOTS THROUGH, WESTERN EXPANSION, CIVIL WAR BATTLES, THE DEPRESSION AND WORLD WAR II. THROUGH IT ALL, THEY REMAIN LINKED BY SPECIAL GIFTS INHERITED FROM DISTANT ANCESTORS.


	 


	Bluebird gasped in horror. 


	“What is it?”


	She managed only a headshake at first. “This is exactly what I saw … in my dream.”


	He gazed back, the scene below as astonishing a sight as he had ever witnessed. Much of what they had seen the day before had been obscured by forests and hills, but here, an entire army, a battle line more than a mile wide, clearly visible as it approached the diminishing return fire, with the pageantry of colorful flags and marching snare drums.


	 


	It began as an Indian trail from the Ozark Plateau to the buffalo plains. The Army converted it into a road from St. Louis to Fort Smith. When the telegraph came, it became Wire Road; Old Wire Road after the lines were cut during the Civil War. It was an important avenue west, carrying men with gold in their eyes toward California. Trail of Tears victims were buried along its way. The Butterfield Overland Stage linked California to the East. Troops met on the Wire Road during two major Civil War battles.


	Brigman’s sweeping saga chronicles a family through generations of love, loss and survival. Through it all, they remain linked by special gifts inherited from distant ancestors.






	Steve Brigman is a master storyteller! The Old Wire Road effortlessly drops you into the middle of numerous notable eras, with believable characters and flawless historical detail. The story unfolds as an intimate look into a remarkable family, taking place over many generations. The backdrop is a meticulous examination of American history – from the westward drive of the American Indians through the theater of World War II. The ending not only ties all of the eras and characters together, but also gives the reader a glimpse of hope for the future. Steve Brigman has quickly become one of my favorite authors!—Lori Crane, bestselling author of Okatibbee Creek and The Legend of Stuckey’s Bridge


	Steve Brigman perfectly blends characters, place and time as only a superb storyteller can. Spanning 175 years, the author uses the historic Old Wire Road (descriptive of the telegraph lines) stretching from St Louis to Fort Smith Arkansas as a metaphor to craft a generational saga filled with Native Americans, trappers, and settlers that traveled, married and settled along the road. The people you will meet may be ordinary and unpretentious on the surface but their life experiences are reflective of a country and individuals in transition caused by cultural, political and social differences. The Old Wire Road is a thoroughly captivating novel that you wish did not have to end.—Preston Holtry, author of the Morgan Westphal mysteries and the Arrius trilogy
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	A few blocks from my home in Clever, Missouri, Inman Street runs east and west. At the western edge of town, it becomes Old Wire Road.
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	Trail to the Bison Valley


	1784




 


	 


	They burst from the village ahead of the others; the wind in their face stoking flames deep inside. A moment so anxiously awaited had arrived, setting out for the bison valley, old enough finally to participate in the hunt, ride among stampeding beasts, cast arrows, claim manhood.


	Recalling his father’s stern directives, Monsa pulled up, raising an arm to shield his eyes from the dust. Kiweski wheeled his mount and pumped a fist high in the air.


	“You didn’t beat me,” Monsa said. “I’m saving my pony.”


	Kiweski flashed a challenging smirk. “That’s what the loser would say.”


	Monsa waved him away dismissively.


	A growing commotion drew their attention back to the rest of the clan, setting out from the village. The whisper of shuffling feet and crunch of hooves in the gravel grew slowly, cheerful female voices fueling a celebratory energy. 


	Kiweski snorted and shook his head. “It will take a hundred days to get there at this pace.”


	He waited next to Monsa, joining him in the search for Asinka. Racing their ponies was friendly fun, but vying for the attention of the clan’s most beautiful woman a far more serious matter, the only thing they did not talk about freely with each other. A silent but powerful competition festered between them. Both had long worshipped her, even as a clumsy little girl, before she grew into a beautiful woman. The boys practiced all the ingenuity they could muster to find ways to run into her. She remained mostly aloof and disinterested, mixing in just enough flirtation to keep them coming around. Though a few seasons older and an inch taller than either of her admirers, Asinka much preferred their attention to the older men who were already trying to lure her into their lodges. She always found the boys nice looking and waited for their bodies to follow hers into adulthood. Smiling briefly as she rode past, she redirected her attention up the trail, continuing a conversation with her sisters as if she had not noticed the boys. 


	A loud whistle shot a chill through Monsa. His father waved him back.


	“Did you not hear my words?” Even among the towering Osage, Kawazi was a giant, his booming voice as intimidating as his stature. Monsa had yet to outgrow trembling during his father’s scoldings. “You’ll walk if you can’t behave like a man.”


	Monsa fell in next to his mother, Habazi. “You’ll not impress her by acting like a child,” she said without looking over.


	“I’m not trying to impress anyone.”


	She just smiled.


	They had traveled but a few miles when Monsa began twitching with impatience, the idea of plodding along for days like a turtle an unbearable thought, his mind crowded with what lay so very far ahead. The first night’s camp offered little to lift his spirits, assigned with Kiweski to tend to the animals as his father and others rode out to scout ahead. Watering and grazing horses turned out to be exciting next to the tedium of guarding them all night. They were assigned to three separated groups, along with a younger boy. Monsa held his father’s loaded musket for the first time, not to shoot thieves, he was instructed, but to alert the camp.


	Leaning back against a towering oak, Monsa studied a half moon that refused to move. It felt like hours before the whippoorwills surrendered the night to belching frogs and chirping insects. A thick dew smothered the night with a lazy dampness, lulling him from his task. 


	A sudden quiet snatched him from a shallow slumber. The insects had gone silent. He froze, but for an uncontrollable tremor in his hands, holding his breath. He cocked the hammer on the rifle as carefully as he could, grimacing at the barely audible click.


	“Monsa?” a whispered voice called out.


	“Yes,” he managed through a deep sigh of relief.


	Asinka’s unmistakable figure stepped out into a patch of moonlight, where she stood motionless, as if undecided. They gazed at each other for a long few seconds before Monsa found his voice.


	“Asinka?”


	“It’s me.” She approached slowly. “I thought you might want something to eat. You boys are always so hungry.”


	“Thank you. I suppose I am always a little hungry.” He tore into the pemmican like he had not eaten in days. “You have some more there,” he managed to say with a full mouth.


	“Yes, mother said I should bring you boys out something to eat.”


	Monsa almost choked on his disappointment. “Can you sit and talk first? It’s very lonely.” 


	“For a short time.”


	Monsa led her to a fallen tree trunk, perfect height for sitting, in front of a gurgling stream, broken water shimmering with moonlight. He sat as close to her as he dared, fumbling for something to say. 


	“I saw you gathering firewood. You don’t like it.”


	She shrugged. “Who would like it? The old women are just used to it.”


	They sat in silence, staring at the water, until Monsa ventured a glance, finding a shy smile shining through the darkness. With more courage than he had ever been able to gather, he took her hand in his. She turned toward him, and with their hands joined, they leaned in and pecked each other on the lips, and then touched tongues tentatively, sharing a clumsy but perfect first kiss, a show of affection that would appall some of the old ones.


	They held hands as they turned back.


	“Your mother sent you out here?” 


	Asinka shrugged and smiled.


	“Thank you for coming. Won’t you be missed?”


	“I sleep outside most of the time. Mother snores like a bison.”


	“Have you ever heard a bison snore?”


	Her laughter was one of the most joyous sounds he had ever heard.


	As if some spirit guided their movements, they turned to each other again and kissed, longer and more passionately. When Asinka pulled back abruptly, she looked slightly out of breath. Monsa panicked; had he done something wrong? They stared into each other’s eyes, adolescent yearnings scrambling for what comes next.


	Asinka jumped to her feet. “I must go.”


	“To see Kiweski?”


	“It’s too late. Mother will expect me.” She hurried away.


	Monsa sat back down, recalling her sleek figure gliding toward him in the moonlight, the touch of her trembling hand, and the unmistakable desire in her kiss. It was not lost on him that Asinka’s mother did not even know she had come to see him, likely already snoring like a bison. She had chosen not to go see Kiweski.


	Monsa’s whole world melted the next morning as his friend gushed about a visit from Asinka the night before, how they kissed and wrapped their arms around each other, and he described with ecstasy the feel of her breasts against his chest. Experience warned Monsa to question the veracity of his friend’s stories, but there existed an authority in the telling that scared him. 


	 


	Monsa’s father waited with three others at the confluence with the big trail as the main body began to catch up. He looked angry, waving his arm, pointing, his voice a distant thunder from Monsa’s place in line. 


	“What is it, Mother?”


	“Your father is always like this on the hunt. It is nothing I am sure.”


	“Will there be a fight?”


	“Maybe.”


	“Who would it be? Kiowas? Comanche?”


	“Anyone your father can find to fight with.” She sighed and shook her head, not pleased with the thrill in her son’s expression. “Don’t be so quick to lose your scalp … there is no need to fight. The others fear us and will clear away while we hunt.”


	Monsa had traveled the big trail many times since his first trip as an infant on his mother’s back. As a child, it held a new discovery at the crest of each hill, but as he grew in years, the journey seemed to grow in distance. He had long pondered why his people didn’t set up a permanent village in the valley, why they traveled so far to hunt, but he decided most shared his affections for their home. He needed the rocky hills, the clear streams and the cool forest. He also understood, despite Osage power, it would be complicated living near a resource coveted by so many.


	That night, in country with a greater threat of horse thieves, older men replaced the boys on guard duty. Despite the indignity that they could not yet be trusted when the threat was real, they were happy to have a bit of free time, both identifying an opportunity to woo Asinka. As badly as Monsa wanted to be with her, his greater concern was keeping Kiweski away, so he proposed a nighttime swim and his friend eagerly agreed. It had long been one of their favorite pastimes. 


	The first warm days of spring had yet to warm the icy, spring-fed creek. They squealed like toddlers when they hit the water. All thoughts of their impending entry into manhood, or the contest between them for Asinka, vanished as they splashed at each other, dove under to see how far they could swim, and threw rocks from the stream to hear them crash in the dark forest. 


	When they finally emerged, laughing and teasing, they halted abruptly. Their garments were missing. If taken by thieves, enemies were near, or perhaps his father was angry. Making them walk back into camp naked sounded like just the kind of punishment he might mete out.


	“You think they are stolen?” Kiweski whispered.


	Monsa threw up his hand to quiet his friend, pivoting his head cautiously, straining to hear. They both flinched at a poor owl imitation and dove behind some boulders. As the boys huddled in fear, imagining their scalpless, naked bodies left for their families, a childish giggle trilled out in the darkness. They glared at each other with tortured expressions.


	“Do you think she saw us?” Kiweski asked.


	“How could she not?”


	They sat back against the rock in naked resignation, waiting in agony to face her, but when the insects began to hum again, the boys snuck forward and found their garments hanging in the branches of a small tree, moccasins underneath.


	 


	As the caravan moved out of the hills and onto the plains, the monotony of long days on the trail became a little more bearable, especially when scouts came in reporting large herds in the valley and boasting of their ride along the ridges to warn that the Osage would soon arrive. The treeless landscape stretched as far out across the prairie as the eye would allow, the grass rippling in the wind like waves on an endless lake. The creatures of the plains were on full display: a wolf family patrolling a ridgeline, a stubborn badger crouched in defense of his home, the comical, long-eared rabbits bouncing through the grass. Monsa loved the busy prairie dog villages, though most men in the clan killed them when they could, their burrows a potential death trap for ponies. Some just didn’t like the rattlesnakes that hung around them. When his mother pointed out the first bison, a mere shadow on a distant hillside, Monsa’a patience got the best of him.


	“Why don’t we hunt those? Why must we travel so far?”


	“The bison valley will have much larger herds. It is a place given to us for hunting. Our people have always hunted there. It is our place.”


	“Why do the bison only come there in spring?”


	“They are traveling north from the hot country on their way to summer grasses. They would eat all of the grass were they to stay. Herds from the north will spend the winter there. The bison are like our people, they travel great distances for nourishment.”


	A new energy wafted through that night’s camp. Monsa felt it build since his father and the others returned with reports of enormous herds. He had even seen his usually cheerless father laughing with other men and heard his mother humming. After the tipis were up, the women began collecting firewood, continuing well beyond the amounts needed for cooking. A tall pile of larger pieces was forming with word circulating that there would be a dance.


	The rhythmic thumping began as a crackling fire spit embers into the black sky, the day’s last gasps bleeding crimson beneath distant hills. Monsa was allowed to join in the dance, at the back of the hunting party. Taller than most, Asinka was easy for him to spot among the women bouncing slightly to the beat in a wide circle around the men. She smiled as he passed, prompting him into more vigorous head dips. Soon two bison glided out into the firelight. Dancers pushed the men in bison robes and horned headdresses toward an ambush with ear-stinging yips. Hunters feigned shots with whichever weapon they would carry into the hunt, belching war cries into the night as the bison fell. A dozen of the older women danced out, celebrating their men’s success with feminine yelps, their dance pantomiming the tending of hides and meat. 


	When the drums went silent, the women brought food to their men, now seated in a wide circle around the fire. Monsa’s mother always fed him after taking care of his father. As he waited, he looked for Asinka, spotting her just as she bent over to hand Kiweski a portion. He followed her with angry eyes as she went back to the fire, startled when she turned toward him, his mother approaching on parallel pace to arrive at the same time. He watched them converge, scared his mother would be first, but Habazi recognized her son’s dilemma, smiling as she pulled back.


	“Will you kill a bison for me, Monsa?” Asinka bent over ceremonially, handing him the elk meat sweetened by apple of the earth.


	“I will kill two.” 


	She smiled and went to join the women, gathering behind the men beginning the first serious discussion of the hunt. The clan would arrive at the hunting camp the next day. The chiefs of the Earth and Sky peoples presided over the council, deferring to hunt leaders to lay out a plan with military precision. Monsa listened with pride as his father did most of the talking. 


	Monsa searched for Asinka afterward in the milling crowd but did not find her, nor did he see Kiweski. He feared they were together, which made him sick in his stomach. He considered searching when the camp quieted down, but terrified of what he might discover, he settled beneath his blanket, tortured thoughts making sleep impossible.


	 


	With the sun still high, the clan arrived at the pleasant glade Monsa knew so well. Scattered pecan trees cast islands of shade on the lush grass, bunched tighter along a cool stream lined with the shaggy-barked birches. It thrilled Monsa to be invited out with his father’s party to ride the north rim, look for herds and develop a strategy, instead of doing mundane camp chores. 


	Kawazi had been too ill tempered and undisciplined as a youth to be a chief, or one of the Little Old Men, but he was the undisputed general of the hunt. It bestowed upon Monsa an important status, distinguishing him among the other young men, who watched jealously as he rode out with his father to scout the bison. 


	When Monsa gazed out over a vast herd, chill bumps tickled his neck and shoulders, the pungent odor of the life-giving resource sweet in his nostrils. His father smiled, enjoying his son’s quivering excitement, understanding the anxiety that came with it. He waited for Monsa to fully take it in before moving on, using the time to recall his own first hunt.


	The herd bedded down a few miles up the valley from camp. Only a few small cooking fires dotted the darkness as the women talked in whispers. Monsa turned in early as his father advised, but tossed hopelessly. The dull glow of dying embers marked the only signs of life as he surrendered his attempt at sleep. The village slept quietly but for a few snores. He strolled with his eyes on the heavens, to a high spot looking out over the prairie. He lay back to gaze into the countless specks carpeting the moonless sky, packed so tightly in one band that they looked like a cloud slicing the night in half. Coyotes cried in the distance, answered by a lonely howl from another direction. He closed his eyes trying to visualize the next day’s hunt. With images of Asinka praising his manly prowess after a triumphant hunt, he laid back and drifted off into a shallow slumber.


	 


	 


	The men jabbered nervously like Monsa had never heard them. The horses felt it too, dancing and fidgeting beneath anxious riders. The wind was perfect, the old ones declared. The herd grazed a couple miles to the southwest. The first breezes traveling directly up the valley hid camp smells from the main body. The pushers had set out long before dawn, traveling far beyond the mass of bison, where their scent would warn of a distant danger. The men would follow slowly, staying back, so not to stampede the beasts, closing gradually as the bison gathered in tighter groups.


	Monsa waited nervously next to his father in the early shade of a cottonwood. They had come across to the south side. Kawazi had his choice of positions, selecting a quartering angle to the herd well after it had been stampeded. Many of the men carried muskets, but Monsa felt comfortable with his bow. He had been practicing for years, his arrows straight and meticulously bound, a small wood duck feather attached to his bow to determine the wind. His mother tied it on herself, strong medicine.


	It was more a feeling than a sound, a distant rumble like an approaching storm. “Wait!” Kawazi yelled so that all those down the line could hear. The giant dust cloud looked out of place on the lush prairie, a black mass growing ahead of it. Stay to the outside, Monsa reminded himself of his father’s instructions. Pick one out, wait for a good shot, watch behind and don’t let them cut you into the stampede.


	He finally made out smoky figures galloping alongside the herd, the pop of rifles barely audible over the thunder. Almost startled off of his horse by his father’s whooping, he punched his pony in the flanks and took off, joining in the joyous yelling. It all seemed bigger than he had ever imagined, deafening, a hundred men chasing a thousand bison, the quake of the stampede and the crash of the great beasts felt even by a rider. Alone in a violent storm, his survival in his hands, he followed his father. 


	Kawazi moved in close, fired his musket, and pulled back to reload, something Monsa doubted he could ever do on horseback. The bull ran ten ponies’ length before crumbling into a summersault. When Kawazi charged a second time, Monsa got up his nerve and moved in for a shot. A cow drifted out within a few feet. He let go an arrow. It vanished into the thick fur, but the cow continued to run. Tempted to shoot again, he heeded his father’s advice and moved on to another animal. He unleashed three more arrows before his pony began to tire. He knew one had flown beneath the belly of a massive bull, but the others appeared to hit the mark. Most of the men had quit the chase, so he reined in his pony, hoping that one of his bison had fallen. 


	He gazed behind him at a battleground strewn with dark carcasses. Women, horses and dogs hurried into the field like a colony of ants. As boys, Monsa and Kiweski dreaded the work after the hunt. In their clan, unlike many of the others, everyone worked to get the meat to the drying fires as quickly as possible. It was an enormous chore, but as Monsa looked out over the carnage, he wanted more than anything to butcher a bison. Not knowing exactly how to go about identifying any of his kills, he drifted back between those busily skinning. About to jump down and start on an unclaimed bison, he heard his mother call his name, and found her head peeking over a carcass. She held up an arrow as he approached.


	“I thought you might like your arrow back.” 


	It took the proud smile on her face for him to grasp what it meant, and he shrieked louder than he ever had, like a man. 


	 


	Monsa lay exhausted, but reliving the hunt over and over in his mind kept him awake. He had slain two bison, though he suspected a third might have gone down, harvested by another family. His mother remained outside gossiping and laughing with the other women while her husband belched a satisfied snore. Monsa finally decided he had no chance of sleeping, so he went for a stroll through the camp. Most of the women were out tending fires and scraping hides. It brought a smile to his face to hear them joyously sharing their life-sustaining tasks. Monsa checked most of the fires, but did not find Asinka. Exhaustion finally made its demands. He dozed off to the howls of wolves celebrating the slaughter, and dreamed of a great hunt with a thousand warriors and bison as far as the eye could see.


	 


	When Monsa sat up and stretched, his mother’s eyes popped open. He did not like what he saw in them.


	“Have you heard about your friend Kiweski?” she asked.


	“How many does he claim he killed?”


	“He is badly hurt. His horse stepped into a burrow … his legs are dead.”


	“Dead?”


	“He can’t walk.”


	It took a few seconds to register, a fate worse than death at such a young age. There was another, an old man in the village with paralyzed legs, cared for like a baby by his woman, pitied by all and shunned by some. Monsa found it hard to look at him, sitting there day after day in front of the lodge, his brother carrying him inside at night like a child. It was unimaginable, injecting a new and powerful fear into his life.


	He stepped out into the smoky shroud hanging over the camp, a thin sliver of a blood-red dawn peering over the horizon. His mother passed him on the way to her fires. He followed to warm his hands.


	“I cannot imagine,” he said to her. She glanced over and nodded. “I will go see him this morning … I don’t know what to say.”


	“He will need you … no one knows what to say. Words cannot heal him.”


	He clung silently to the fire long after his hands were warm. “Go,” his mother finally urged.


	Kiweski sat upright on a blanket, leaned against a tree trunk nearest the tipi entrance. He stared forward, blank, as Asinka sat by his side singing softly to him. She stopped and smiled up sadly as Monsa approached, but Kiweski’s gaze remained frozen to some distant place that no one else could see.


	“I was so sad when I heard,” Monsa managed to say with a quivering jaw. Kiweski offered no response, like he had not heard the words.


	Asinka stood. “I think you men must be hungry.”


	Monsa eased down next to his friend and reached out for his shoulder. Kiweski clinched his eyes tight, before turning to Monsa with a burning hatred in his glare.


	“Have you come to claim her?”


	“No! I would never think of such a thing.”


	He turned back to his distant stare.


	“Right off the fire,” Asinka said as she sat with them and handed each a stick with a strip of roasted tongue. Kiweski remained petrified, not even acknowledging her, so Asinka set it down next to him. Monsa ate tentatively. He and Asinka were careful not to exchange glances as they nibbled.


	“Just go!” Kiweski shouted before they could finish.


	Both of them stood, glanced pitifully at each other and turned in opposite directions.


	 


	Monsa was familiar with the mood, the clan’s energy drained, on edge, as the long journey north began. Habazi, and some of the older women worked to keep spirits up, teasing and bragging about the successful hunt and the bountiful season ahead, but only a long sleep in their lodges back in the hills would reinvigorate many of them. The dance to celebrate the hunt was more subdued than in years past, the hunt taking a tragic toll. Besides Kiweski’s paralysis, another had been killed, trampled beneath the herd, and a toddler had been lost to a rattlesnake. His mother’s plaintive sobs kept Monsa awake much of that night. 


	Every day on the trail felt longer, more desperate, the sun burning hotter each afternoon. The triumphant return Monsa deserved was not to be, doused by the clan’s melancholy over the casualties and the exhaustion of long days of travel. His spirits suffered further as he pondered the consequences of his friend’s injury. Asinka looked like a wife sitting next to Kiweski, singing to him, the pity in her eyes deeply genuine, but he escaped the horrible feeling with self-assurances that no woman would tie herself to such an existence. Her elders wouldn’t allow it. Monsa knew she had never been inclined to follow the old ways as strictly as the other women, but still, he could not imagine Asinka giving herself to Kiweski. A pang of guilt struck him as he considered how his friend’s tragedy would likely benefit him, but it was beyond his abilities to push aside thoughts of being with Asinka.


	 


	***


	A night’s sleep in their home village brought the clan back to life, the female chatter around the morning fires more cheerful. Monsa felt energized, healed slightly. He decided on a walk to the stream to wash his face, a stroll that would carry him past Asinka’s lodge. 


	She kneeled alongside her mother, feeding small sticks into the cooking fire, giggling at her sister’s gossip. She noticed him, her smile raising goose bumps on his arms. He hesitated, staring for an instant like a startled deer, before managing to move on, but long enough for all the women to notice and tease Asinka.


	He examined his reflection in the stream, trying to gage how he looked to Asinka. 


	“Monsa?”


	He splashed his face, and looked back over his shoulder.


	“Hello, Asinka.” 


	“I have not talked to you since we have been home. I wanted to see how you are doing.” She appeared as nervous as he felt.


	“I’m well, but very sad.”


	“Yes, me too. Kiweski won’t allow me to help him. He is so bitter he wants to die.”


	“I think I would rather not live.”


	“Don’t say that!”


	“Would you?”


	She turned to look at the water. “I always envied you boys, going swimming at night. You sounded like you were having so much fun.”


	He nodded sadly.


	A movement caught their attention, a mink shaking like a wet dog on a log across the stream. When it bounced down the bank, Asinka turned and smiled. “I want to go on one of your night swims.”


	Monsa feared she heard him gulp.


	“But only swimming … say something so I will not feel rejected.”


	“Yes.”


	She snickered. “You are a man now, Monsa,” she said in a mildly seductive tone. “It’s time you took a woman …” Suddenly breathless, he strained to swallow. “Swimming!” She giggled. “Only swimming … I’m afraid I’ll be so bashful.”


	He couldn’t help himself, reaching behind her waist to pull her to him. She moved to return his kiss at first, but blocked herself with her hands to his chest, glancing back to see if anyone had seen. “Tonight?”


	“Yes, tonight. Meet at the cave.”


	“At dark.” She pecked him on the lips and hurried back to her chores. 


	Monsa arrived early to watch the bats swarm from their daytime torpor as he so enjoyed as a child. Relieved that no one else had come to see them, he listened to the whippoorwills impatiently as darkness fell. Asinka finally emerged from the darkness. There was a beauty in the way she moved about the forest so gracefully, like a fox.


	“I’m sorry,” she said. “My meddling sisters would not leave me alone. I pretended to sleep until I could slip out.”


	“We’ll ride over to the big river.” Monsa took her hand and led her over to his pony.


	She wrapped her arms around him. The feel of her body against his back propelled him to push the pony harder. He headed north, away from the village, and looped back to the east to catch a trail that crossed the river.  They rode in silence until arriving at the ford. Monsa turned his pony upstream, followed the bank around two bends and stopped on a long gravel bar out of earshot of anyone traveling the trail. A bright moon pierced the canopy, the water shining in patches against a dull darkness. She stood statue still as he secured the horse, uneasy with how well she could see. 


	“I don’t know if I can,” she said.


	“I’m bashful too. Maybe we swim at the two ends of the gravel.”


	Without a word, she spun playfully and strolled to the end of the gravel bar. She waved him farther upstream, but his muscles were locked, refusing any more distance between them. She faced him and slipped her dress over her head, but he could see her only in silhouette against the moonlight. She waved nervously. He hurriedly shed his breechcloth and returned the wave before running into the water.


	Asinka splashed in and shrieked. “It’s cold!”


	“You get used to it.” 


	The night went still as each moved around in the water, kneeling in the shallow pea gravel, water just below their shoulders, a force they were not at first aware of drawing them gradually closer. Finally, with but a few ponies’ length between them, Asinka stood in the waste deep water, waiting for Monsa to come to her.


	“Oooeee!” a voice boomed from the trees. An evil snicker bled from the darkness.


	Gasping for breath, Asinka and Monsa slogged in a panic for the opposite bank.


	“Hold it right there!”


	Monsa could not understand his strange language but understood the gun pointing at him. He stepped over to shield Asinka.


	“Come on!” He waved them in with the musket. The one doing the talking was huge around the girth, covered in greasy buckskins, a woolly unkempt beard beneath a sloppily sewn otter hat.


	The shot would be short, surely killing them both. Running meant quick death, which Monsa understood might be the kinder fate than what lay ahead for them. He eased toward the men. A small, wiry, equally filthy character babbled a low laugh, the slobber on the edge of his mouth visible in the moonlight. 


	“Come on!” the big man yelled, and waved impatiently.


	He charged Monsa, hitting him in the chest with the muzzle and pushing him away from Asinka before turning the captive over to his partner, who kept a gun on Monsa. With his musket trained on Asinka, the big man stalked closer as she put her fists up in a bent-knee defensive stance, bracing for the assault.


	Just a few feet from her, he threw down his musket, catching her after a few strides, bringing her down in the water from behind. She wrestled and flailed wildly as he dragged her onto shore. Hanging on to her wrist with one hand, oblivious to her punches, he loosened and dropped his britches. She broke away for a stride, but he lunged, coming down on top of her, smashing her face in the gravel.


	When Monsa could not take it anymore, he braced his leg for a charge, but the small man jammed the musket in his chest. Monsa knew he was dead if he did not stop, and he could not help Asinka if he was dead. He could tell by her screams that it had started.


	“This is how ya do it boy!” the fat man yelled between grunts.


	The small man could not help but look back over his shoulder, a lapse that cost him his life. Monsa slapped the muzzle to the side, kicked him in the knee, and wrestled the gun away, firing the instant he had the gun to the man’s torso. He spun around to catch the big man pushing himself off Asinka. The other musket lay in the gravel equal distance between them. Monsa dashed for the gun. The man went too, but Asinka grabbed his arm, slowing him just enough to allow Monsa the weapon. He fired immediately, shattering the skull and spattering blood on both of them. 


	Asinka jumped to her feet and hugged Monsa. “You’re so brave.”


	“I was not in time.”


	“Yes you were!” 


	Monsa knew what he had to do. He pulled the huge knife from the trapper’s belt and carved scalps from both men. He wanted to hold them up and shout, but it was not a night to celebrate. They quickly dressed and headed back, ducking into the trees at the glimpse of movement ahead on the trail. As a party of braves rode by, he recognized his father’s massive figure.


	“Father!” he rode out of the trees.


	“We heard shots,” Kawazi said.


	“Two men, white men … attacked us.”


	“Where?” Kawazi’s stallion stirred as if it felt the anger through his rider’s thighs.


	“At the river. I killed them. They tried to take Asinka and were going to kill us.” He held up the two bloody scalps in the moonlight. 


	His father shrieked joyously, just as he had during the bison hunt. Only then did the importance of collecting his first scalps sink in, but he could not celebrate with poor Asinka’s arms still around him.


	“Take your beauty to her mother,” Kawazi said. “I’m anxious to hear of my son’s bravery.”


	 


	Always among the first awake, Monsa loved the early morning before the village stirred, but tortured thoughts on this morning robbed him of the peace he so loved. He seethed. A quick death had been too merciful for those who harmed Asinka. He could not shake the images, and the terror in her screams. He stood to escape, climbing the hill behind the lodge, hoping to avoid contact with anyone. 


	From one of his favorite vantage points, he could see much of the village, winding through a thin valley, the stream making wide bends from the base of one steep hill to another. Lodges and food plots peppered the valley floor. A long-worn path divided the Earth families to the south, from the Sky families. A few were beginning to stir, the murmur of a waking village floating on the morning updraft, a baby whining, horses nickering, the snap of a stick for the morning fire. He could barely make out the poignant singing from one of the old women who still practiced a sunrise ceremony. The smoke from the cook fires melded with the cool fog to conceal portions of the valley beneath a gray blanket. Scooting next to a giant oak to shield his eyes from the first blinding beam of morning sun, he continued to watch daylight breathe life into the village, and wrestled with his thoughts. He took Asinka to a place of danger, and she was harmed. Would she blame him for letting it happen? How angry would her father be? 


	His parents sat around the fire eating as he strolled up, neither appearing too interested in his return. He sat and his mother passed him a strip of meat.


	“Those are yours.” His father pointed to a small pile of metal. “They were his traps. They are yours now.”


	“And the horses,” his mother added, nodding toward them, tied up with the others. The saddle lying in the grass caught his interest.


	“Do you think others will come to avenge them?” Monsa asked.


	His mother flashed a wry smile.


	“Only if they want to kill them.” His father chuckled. “Men like that are hiding from other evil deeds.”


	Monsa threw a sliver of gristle in the fire and went over to look at the traps. He held one up by the chain, not immediately understanding how it worked, but he liked the idea of selling pelts to the white traders. Perhaps he could get a musket. He sat again briefly with his parents, but hopped right back up, finally braced to face his day. He would start with an attempt to visit Kiweski, a walk that would take him past Asinka’s lodge. 


	Her family’s home appeared deserted, except for a thin ribbon of smoke lifting off dying coals. He could see no one through the door.


	Monsa’s chest heaved with anxiety as he approached his friend. It offered a small bit of relief that Kiweski made eye contact, and tried a half smile. Monsa sat next to him.


	“I heard you had an active night,” Kiweski said without looking over. “I’m glad you are both all right.”


	They sat quietly, continuing to gaze into nothing.


	“Don’t be afraid to talk to me. I am better now … my grandmother is very wise. She told me it has happened. I can’t change that. Now I can either choose to be happy or be sad.” His sour tone suggested that he was just beginning that journey. “If I can’t have her, I want you, my truest friend …” He turned away to hide the tears.


	“I will always be your friend and come to see you.”


	“I need you. I must now live my life through you. I will need stories of things I cannot enjoy … start with last night.”


	Monsa found his comfort, recalling the assault in animated detail, though careful to avoid descriptions of Asinka without her clothes. Anger burned crimson on Kiweski’s face as the story unfolded. They sat silent after the telling, trying to expel the evil images.


	“I failed her,” Monsa said.


	“You saved her. They would have killed you both.”


	Monsa nodded.


	“She’s always loved you, not me,” Kiweski said, not looking over at his friend. “I saw it from the beginning. She would be your woman even if I hadn’t been crippled.”


	“I must go. I’ll be back soon.”


	Kiweski nodded.


	The fire was cold, no sign of life around Asinka’s family lodge. Habazi sat on a log bench, stitching a buckskin garment. She glanced up with knowing eyes as he sat next to her. Among the mysteries in his life, his mother seemed to know things before anyone else. As a child, he thought she possessed magic, but understood later that she was merely the hub of village gossip. 


	“How is she?”


	“Bleeding a small amount. She will be fine, but she must rest.”


	He did not answer.


	“Do not look so sad. She just needs rest … she is calling you fearless, and boasting about you killing the men.”


	“They surprised us.”


	His mother’s smile grew into a laugh. “Yes, I imagine they did.” 


	Monsa grinned at something that a few days earlier would have appalled him. 


	“She is a wonderful girl, and you are a wonderful son. You will have beautiful babies, but you must be careful. That loud-mouthed Montega is making challenges, saying you led her into danger, claiming you were not man enough to defend her … he wants her.”


	“But I took scalps.”


	“His passions hear only what he pleases.”


	Monsa would have to fight. His mother’s tone assured it. Montega was one of the most physically intimidating in the clan, almost as tall as Kawazi, with a powerful chest and shoulders. A scar across his cheek marred an unpleasant face, a reminder of victory over a pair of Pawnee braves. He was a few seasons older than Monsa, and bullied him when they were children, but Monsa had collected a pair of scalps, he reminded himself, against white men with guns. Still, the prospect of hand-to-hand combat with Montega was terrifying. But there was no other way. Losing Asinka to him or anyone else would be worse than death.


	 


	Monsa had not yet seen Asinka when Montega called him out so that everybody nearby could hear. He turned to see his huge rival bearing down in long, quick strides.


	“Little Monsa! You must pay for hurting my woman.”


	“She’s not your woman.”


	There wasn’t much to say; they both knew what was next. Monsa braced himself, fear burning in the gullet. Montega charged, low, planting his shoulder in Monsa’s stomach. Monsa gave ground, a trick he’d used on Kiweski, going to his back and using his opponent’s momentum to roll him over the top. He enjoyed a brief advantage and swung desperately, but Montega threw him aside with little effort. They both scrambled to their feet. Already surrounded with spectators, a few of the older women urged Monsa on as he circled his adversary, bracing for the next charge. Montega’s younger brother stuck his leg out and tripped Monsa. Montega pounced, hammering at Monsa’s head, each blow stealing a bit more of his senses. He knew it would be over soon.


	In a rage, Montega found a fist-size rock, and held it high to smash his rival’s skull. But an instant before the murder, his arm fell into the powerful grip of Kawazi. Montega tried to get to his feet, but Kawazi kicked his legs from beneath him. He struck like a snake, raising his foot high, and smashing Montega’s shoulder into a grotesque angle that caused some of the women to gasp and turn away. Monsa struggled to his feet. Montega lay curled in front of him, convulsing in pain. Monsa heard bones snap, and knew his father had altered the man’s life forever. He would need fear only Montega’s knife, or bullet. He gazed at his father, who stared back with the same blank face. Kawazi had fought his son’s fight. There was great shame in that, but Monsa would be dead otherwise. Both shared regret that it ended like that, but found hope that Monsa was alive and would now have Asinka as his own, if she did not reject him as a coward.


	Kawazi marched away without a word. Monsa scanned his surroundings; trying to blink his eyes back into focus. He could at least tell that Asinka had not witnessed the fight, but she would hear soon enough. He strolled back to the lodge, each step more painful and heavy with worry. After his mother tended to his injuries, he went in to lie down, the world tilting slightly when he closed his eyes.


	Monsa woke to a throbbing pain in his head. He rolled over, but the movement made him sick, and he rushed outside, barely making it past his mother before vomiting. After recovering, he sat with her.


	“My head hurts.”


	She put down her stitching, went in, and returned with a piece of bark. He chewed, recognizing the numbness, a treatment for a sore tooth, but it took some of the pain from his head. “That’s better,” he finally said.


	“It will take a few days.”


	He nodded. “Where is father?”


	“He went hunting.”


	Monsa knew that to be a broad description of his father’s frequent disappearances. Kawazi went away when bothered by something, seldom returning with game. Disputes between his parents often ended that way. As powerful as he was, Kawazi melted in the face of his woman’s angry inattention, disappearing and then returning days later, the time apart healing enough for both to forget. 


	“Is he angry?”


	She smiled. “No.”


	“Have you heard more?”


	“About what?”


	He snorted his aggravation.


	“She’s doing well. I saw her walking with her sister.”
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