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To Bob, who has always understood my
song.



 

"Upon suffering beyond suffering:
the Red Nation shall rise again and it shall be a
blessing for a sick world. A world filled with broken
promises, selfishness and separations. A world longing
for light again. I see a time of Seven Generations when
all the colors of mankind will gather under the Sacred
Tree of Life and the whole Earth will become one circle
again. In that day, there will be those among the
Lakota who will carry knowledge and understanding
of unity among all living things and the young white
ones will come to those of my people and ask for this
wisdom. I salute the light within your eyes where the
whole Universe dwells. For when you are at that center
within you and I am that place within me, we shall be
one."—Chief Crazy Horse, Oglala
Sioux






Chapter 1

    Cal Tremont found me.

    I'd escaped to the desert again. The one place that soothed
ragged edges and raw nerves. A sanctuary that let me breathe and
gave me the peace that so often eluded me. The only place I still felt
belonged to me.

    Cal knew it was where I'd run for solitude. After my military
career had abruptly ended when a mortar round nearly severed my
leg, I'd settled for becoming a private investigator. It was a bitter
compromise, but I was alive. It could have easily ended differently.
But there were times when I needed to leave humanity for a few
days or go insane. So I hiked into the desert to disappear.

    Cal found me. He always found me.

    As the only law in the small Nevada town I grew up in, he'd
felt an obligation to look for me when I took off as a child. An
obligation to my mother I thought I'd long outgrown.

    I heard him coming long before I saw him, but he'd made it
this far, so I figured I owed it to him to stay put and find out why he'd
tracked me through thirty miles of heat-seared canyons and dried
river beds.

    Leaving the shade of my tent, I waited for him on a boulder
overlooking a spectacular view of the valley below.

    "I'm getting too God damn old to be following your ass out
here, Montana," Cal bellowed. He was panting and sweating heavily
as he came to stand next to me.

    "I'm a little old for you to be dragging home to my mother,
don't you think, Cal?" It was late afternoon, and the heat made sweat
bead and trickle down my back after only minutes exposed to it.

    Cal sighed and wiped his face with both hands. Taking a
canteen from over his shoulder, he took a long swallow, and then
poured some over his face.

    "Lilly didn't send me this time, Montana. Your brother
did."

    That got my attention. Dakota had often taken it upon
himself to come and bring me home when we were kids, but he had
never enlisted Cal's help before. Dakota should have been deep in the
middle of his last semester of med school. I'd spoken to him on the
phone a few weeks earlier but couldn't figure out what this was all
about. Then it hit me.

    Cal must have seen the realization on my face. He simply
nodded and leaned against the boulder. "He's been trying to contact
you for days."

    "I didn't want to be found," I said, trying to delay what I
knew came next.

    "Yeah, I figured as much. Montana, your mother's dying. She
could already be gone. It took me longer to find you this time."

    I closed my eyes, trying to shut the words out, but it didn't
work. Opening them, I searched the desert for some small measure
of comfort, and found none. "Where is she?"

    "Carson City. Dakota's with her. He told me there wasn't a
lot of time. That was two days ago. I have a car waiting, once we get
back to town."

    I nodded and, leaving my tent and all my belongings,
followed Cal out of the desert. I hoped I was in time.

    My mother and I always had a tenuous relationship, in part
because of her refusal to tell me anything about my father. I was
three the first time I asked her about him, eight when I took off to try
and find him by myself. She told me that I was a spirit child, a story
even then I didn't buy. My mother was Lakota, and stories were her
history. They were also how she explained things she'd rather not
discuss, although I learned that lesson much later in life. She had
never married, and whenever I asked about my father, stories were
all I received.

    Lilly Thomas wore the hardships life threw at her like
armor, dented and chipped, but still functional as long as she never
confronted the ugly things head on. Deceiving herself and the ones
she loved was a way of life for her. It was also a matter of
self-preservation, the only way she knew how to survive. That little piece
of knowledge took me most of my life to understand, and it came too
late in the knowing. I tried my best where my mother was
concerned, but somewhere along the way, I got caught up in looking
for answers. I never once considered my mother might have been
protecting me, instead of herself, as I'd always assumed.

    I had picked and worried the wound that was my family's
secret until it opened and bled. I believed if I could find my answers,
the past could be undone. I was wrong. I discovered what my mother
knew all along. You can't change who you are. You can only make
peace with it.

    By the time I arrived, she was nearly gone. Dakota met me
outside her hospital room. His face told me what words could not. I
had made it in time, but just barely. He stepped aside to let me
through.

    I thought I knew what to expect, I knew she was sick but I
couldn't have been prepared for this. The frail, skeletal woman lying
in the bed before me could not possibly be my mother, my beautiful
mother. Not my mother.

    I held her hand and she smiled knowing, somehow, that it
was me.

    "Montana." Her voice was so tired, and I could feel her
powerful spirit slipping away.

    "I'm here, Mama."

    She opened her eyes and tried to focus on me, and suddenly
I saw my mother there, for just a moment.

    "You've forgotten how to listen," she whispered. A tear
welled and tracked slowly down her still beautiful face. "Listen to the
coyotes. They need someone to hear their song." She closed her eyes,
and her hand gripped mine just a little tighter.

    "I promise," I said, and I meant it.

    Her hand went slack, and I watched as she took her last
breath. She died without ever telling me my father's name. She took
that secret with her. The only clue I ever had was somewhere in the
Nevada desert, hidden in the song of the coyote.





Chapter 2

    Lilly Thomas left no will. No written instructions of what to
do with her worldly belongings or human remains. She never trusted
lawyers, there was no will. But I knew what my mother wanted. I
was the one she entrusted with her secrets. Well, all save one. That
was a secret she would take with her to the afterlife. I'd spent the
first half of my life doing things to please my mother and the last half
of hers being angry. I blamed her for keeping a secret that was not
hers to tell.

    Between my disability benefits from the military and what I
made as a P.I., I was able to send home a stipend every month to
keep my mother clothed, housed and fed. I left it up to her to use the
money any way she chose. She chose not to use it—any of it. When
Dakota and I cleaned her house out, we found hundreds of thousands
of dollars neatly stacked and packed in boxes. She never used any of
the money I sent her. She cashed the checks to make it look as if she
did and then kept it. Knowing I would find it someday, she left me a
note.

    Take this and put it to good use, I have no need for
it.

    I saw it for what it was. My mother's small rebellion against
my refusal to see her. She would not let me take care of her in life,
but she couldn't stop me taking care of her in death.

    I knew what she wanted, she had told me often. It took a
three-hour drive into the depths of North Dakota to find her family. A
family Dakota and I had never met. I had no idea what might wait for
us or how we might be received, but I owed it to my mother to find
out.

    The small tract of land was owned by the Lakota tribe. It
was not a reservation or government town, but their own
community. It was difficult to find, and Dakota's and my obvious
Native heritage did little to warm our welcome.

    Inside a small mercantile in the center of town, I asked the
man behind the counter for directions. He was an ancient, withered
Indian. Time seemed to have been long done with him, only he
hadn't received the message yet. Long white hair, pulled back in a
ponytail, framed a leathery face with a hooked nose that appeared
far too large for the rest of his features. The only sign of life I could
detect in the craggy folds were his eyes. Sharp, bright, alert eyes
stared at us, tracking every move we made.

    I leaned against the counter and stared until he looked up
from the paper he was reading. I noticed it wasn't written in
English.

    "You're not from around here," he said in way of
greeting.

    "Wow, you got all that from one look?" Dakota said. "You
know, I intend to recommend this place to all my friends looking for
that perfect getaway. It's quaint, but the warmth is what sells
it."

    The old man and I both looked at him. He just raised his
shoulders and gave us an innocent smile. Neither one of us bought
it.

    The old Indian turned his attention back to me. "Who you
looking for?"

    "What makes you think I'm looking for anyone?"

    "Only reason anyone ever comes here. The police come
looking for the young ones who left and now come back to hide. The
young ones come looking for the past. I don't make you as a cop, and
I sure as hell don't make you as stupid enough to get caught by the
police if you're running."

    "I'm looking for someone named Joseph Thomas."

    He shook his head and returned to his paper. "Don't know
anyone here by that name."

    "Longfoot," Dakota said. "His Lakota name is Longfoot."

    I had forgotten that. Mom had taken an English name when
she left her home. She just opened the phone book and let her finger
do the choosing for her. It always gave me bad dreams to realize my
last name was given to me on a whim of fate. I had a lifetime of
dealing with my mother's choice of a first name.

    "You mean old Joseph?"

    "Well, I doubt very much the man we're looking for is
young Joseph," Dakota said.

    I rubbed my head and gave my brother a look. Now was not
the time for his warped sense of humor to kick in.

    The old man wrinkled his face up more than I thought
possible and leaned over the counter. "Why?"

    Placing the ceramic jar I held in my hands on top of the
counter, I regarded him. He had been through much in his life, it
showed in his eyes. I knew he'd see through the story I'd concocted
on the drive here, so I decided to try a novel angle—I told him the
truth.

    "Because I've brought his daughter home to him."

    That got his attention. Looking across the container in front
of him, his eyes met mine for the first time.

    "And exactly who might you be?" He reached under the
counter and brought out a rifle that, if possible, was more ancient
than him.

    Dakota took a step away from the weapon. I never took my
eyes from the old warrior.

    "I... We," I corrected, "are his grandsons. Lilly Thomas
was our mother."

* * * *

    Joseph Longfoot lived outside of the actual town. The
mercantile owner, who told us his name was Sam Blackcrow, offered
to drive us. Considering the rusted Ford Thunderbird parked in front
of the store looked like it consisted of more Bondo than actual metal,
I suggested I drive and he could navigate. Sam agreed.

    "Joseph don't like people much," he told us on the way. "So
don't go expecting no sloppy family reunion."

    "After the warm welcome we received from you, we'll try to
adjust to the shock," Dakota said.

    Sam looked at me, and I just raised my shoulders in a
    what-can-you-do gesture.

    My four-wheel drive Jeep Wrangler bounced and vibrated
on the rock-strewn road. Road was actually a very loose
definition for what we were on. A slightly worn path through the
desert might have been more appropriate. The Thunderbird
probably would have dropped its transmission about five miles back.
At least the Jeep had air conditioning.

    Through the thick dust, I could see a structure in the
distance.

    "Joseph likes his privacy," Sam explained. "He never comes
into town. I bring him what he needs."

    Joseph's house turned out to be a one room clapboard shack,
worn and weathered by the elements. Strips of paint clung
stubbornly to the exterior, but it was impossible to say what color it
might have been. A rusty water pump stood just outside the front
door. One lonely pine tree offered the only shade.

    "Stop here," Sam told me when we were a good hundred
yards away from the house. "Joseph won't recognize the car, so he's
likely to come out rifle first." When I stopped the Jeep, Sam opened
the door. "Wait here." He walked as if he was in no hurry, his gait
slow and slightly bow-legged. When he finally shuffled up the rickety
steps and opened the screen door, I breathed a sigh of relief that he
had made it.

    Dakota leaned forward from where he sat in the back and
rested his arms across the front seat back. "I don't remember Mom
describing Granddad quite like this. You know, the angry
recluse."

    "It was Mom, Dak. She saw what she wanted, the truth didn't
matter. You know that."

    Before Dakota had a chance to reply, Sam emerged and
motioned us to join him.

    Dakota cradled Mom's urn in his arms and walked a little
behind me.

    Before we reached the steps, a man came out and stood
there. He was younger than Sam, but not by much. Long, straight,
black hair streaked with white cascaded down past his shoulders.
His face was dusky but not tanned. It was his natural coloring. But it
was his eyes that caught my interest. They were a bright, vibrant
green. They demanded your attention and refused to release you
once they had you. They were the exact same color as my brother's
eyes.

    "Joseph Longfoot?" I said.

    His eyes went from Dakota to me and back again, finally
coming to rest on the urn Dakota was holding.

    "You're Lilly's boys. She sent me pictures from time to time.
I see some of her in you, but mostly you both look like him." He spit
the last word out and his face twisted up in something resembling
disgust, with a hint of rage thrown in for color.

    "I wouldn't know," I said. "We never had the pleasure of
knowing the man."

    Joseph made a sound of disgust. "Pah! Nothing pleasurable
about it." He motioned to the vessel Dakota held. "Is that my Lilly?"
His face was still hard as stone, but I thought I detected a hint of
sadness creeping into his voice.

    I gave him a single nod. "She wanted to come home when it
was time. She told me where to find you, that you would know what
to do."

    "Which one are you?"

    "Montana." I motioned. "This is Dakota."

    Joseph looked us over. His face softened as his eyes met
mine. "She brought you to me when you were no more than a few
weeks old. She thought I should meet my grandson." He looked past
me to the desert. "You peed on me."

    I tried not to smile. "Sorry."

    Joseph shrugged. "Never held it against you. You might as
well come in." He turned and, without waiting for a response, headed
back inside, followed closely by Sam.

    The inside of the little house was surprisingly clean. What
little furniture he had was old and worn, but tidy. No dust, no clutter,
nothing unnecessary or out of place. The only decorations I could see
were photographs on the wall. The subject in each of them was the
same. A small, dark-eye child smiling for the camera, a pretty little
girl in pigtails holding a kitten, then an adolescent still smiling for the
camera. The last photograph showed a beautiful woman holding a
dark-haired sleeping infant in her arms.

    Joseph noticed where my attention had been drawn. "She
always loved to have her picture taken. Pretty little thing, just like
her mama."

    My mother's past had always been a mystery to me. She
rarely spoke of it. She told me her mother had died giving birth to
her. I never saw pictures of her family, or of her as a child. We had a
conversation once about what happens when you die. My mother
told me she wanted to be cremated and her ashes scattered over the
sacred Black Hills of the Dakotas. It was the one of the few times she
ever mentioned her family to me.

    "My father, if he's still alive, lives in a small Lakota village
called Dark Horse. Take me there, he'll know what to do. His name is
Joseph."

    It never occurred to me to look for my grandfather until
after my mother died. It didn't seem important.

    I never thought to ask him about my father.





Chapter 3

    My grandfather settled himself at the kitchen table, an
ancient metal thing that creaked and groaned as he leaned forward
and rested his weight on it.

    "How did she die?" His face and his voice were devoid of
emotion.

    I deferred the question to Dakota. He had been with our
mother for the last month of her life. He deserved to tell her father
how her spirit had left this world. I realized I couldn't have answered
if I wanted to. How she died didn't seem important until now. All I
could handle was the fact she was gone. I never asked how. I turned
to Dakota and waited along with my grandfather for the
answer.

    "Cancer," Dakota said. "Leukemia." He closed his eyes
briefly. When he opened them again, he looked at me. "She made me
swear not to tell you."

    "Why?" I didn't understand why my mother wouldn't want
me to know she was dying.

    "Because she was afraid if you asked her about Dad, she
wouldn't be able to refuse you." Dakota shook his head, and I saw his
eyes fill with tears.

    I realized to a small degree how selfish I had been. Dakota
had lost his mother too. Somewhere down the line I forgot that. I
swallowed down the sudden raw grief that stuck in my throat and
searched for the words to tell my brother I was sorry. I couldn't find
them.

    Joseph saved me from my own overwhelming emotions.
"How long?" he said. "How long has she been gone?"

    I forced myself to look away from Dakota. This conversation
between us wasn't finished yet, but it would have to wait.

    "Three days," I said.

    Joseph nodded and stood. "Then we best get going. There is
a lot to do, and the day is almost finished. Do you have her clothes,
the ones she was wearing when she passed?"

    I understood the question. The Lakota believe a part of the
spirit was attached to what the person was wearing when they
passed on. The garments needed to be handled with respect and
burned within three days after death.

    "I have them in the car."

    "Well then, I suggest we get moving. We can drive most of
the way. That thing have gas?"

    "It was full when we left town," I said.

    "I have a couple gallons in the shed. Best top her off."

    "Just how long of a drive are we talking about?" Dakota
said.

    Joseph gave him a long, unsettling look. "Why, you got other
plans?"

    "Well, no," Dakota admitted. "But we've been driving all day,
I haven't had anything to eat since five this morning and I need to
pee."

    Joseph turned his attention back to me. "Is he always like
this?"

    I raised my brows in acceptance. "Afraid so."

    Joseph shook his head. "There's an outhouse in the back. I
can find something for you to eat on the way."

    Dakota looked less than appeased as he mumbled to himself
on the way to the back of the house.

    Thirty minutes later, with Joseph next to me in the front seat
and Dakota and Sam in the back, we headed toward my mother's
final resting place, the sacred Black Hills of North Dakota, where she
had told my brother he had been conceived. A place she had told me
she wanted her spirit to roam for eternity.

    The journey to the Axis Munda, a mountaintop in the Black
Hills that the Lakota call the sacred center of the world, took us
through the Badlands. A world within a world. A place as completely
alien and seemingly devoid of life as another planet. But appearances
are often deceiving. That was a lesson my mother had taught me
early.

    The Badlands boast a fragile beauty in the tall spiraling
towers of rock called hoodoos. Among them is a maze of
tunnels, ravines and twisting paths that are all too easy to lose your
way in. Park rangers came across bodies every now and then,
tourists or even natives too brave or stupid to admit they were lost.
Eventually they succumbed to dehydration, exposure. Nature took
no pity on those who chose to ignore her subtle warnings.

    As daylight dwindled, we were treated to a kaleidoscope of
colors as the Badlands were transformed from neutral, sand and
taupe colored rock to a living canvas, with colors twisting and
bending over the jagged landscape. In a moment of perfect clarity
that happens only once a day, the sun cut through the haze and
illuminated the rock, turning it into a living thing. We were fortunate
to witness The Great Spirit laying His hand in blessing on the
landscape before us.

    Silence seemed appropriate as Joseph confidently guided us
through the twisting maze. By the time we reached a service road
leading up to the mountains, dusk had covered the land in a velvet
blanket of blues and red. When I ran out of road I stopped the Jeep,
unsure of how to proceed.

    "We walk from here," Joseph said.

    "What is this place?" It seemed vaguely familiar, though I
couldn't understand why it would. I was certain I had never been
here before.

    Joseph narrowed his eyes at me. "Did your mother teach you
nothing?" he said, his voice filled with disgust that the answer eluded
me. He took the duffel bag I pulled from the back of the Jeep.

    When I simply stared, he sighed in acceptance that our
mother had been negligent in our upbringing.

    "This is the Paha Sapa, a sacred place to the Lakota." He
shook his head and started walking up the almost invisible trail
leading to the top of the peak.

    "The young ones, they have no interest in the old ways,
Joseph. You know that," Sam said.

    "Lilly should have taught them they are Lakota," he
said. "They are my grandsons."

    He turned to face Dakota and me, his expression sad and
angry at the same time. "Do you know who you are?" When neither
Dakota or I answered, he said, "You carry the blood of a proud
people within you, and you have no idea the history, the power of
your legacy."

    "She told us." My voice was quiet compared to Joseph's. "She
told us the stories."

    He shook his head, unsatisfied. "No, not stories. History," he
corrected. "This is holy ground. Your people shed blood here so you
might have a chance to carry the bloodline you do. The white man
thought they had the right to take this place from us. They even
broke their own law to do so. They have no pride."

    Joseph watched as the moon rose fat and orange over the
plains, framing the Badlands in an almost prehistoric skyline.

    "You know nothing of what was done here, of those who
came before you. I will tell you what my daughter has not. I will tell
you, and then you will know what it means to be Lakota. You cannot
take another step on this sacred place until you have that
understanding within you." With that, he stopped where he was and
sat cross-legged on the ground. Sam sat next to him.

    Dakota and I exchanged glances and, seeing nothing else to
do, we sat, completing the circle.

    "My grandfather was of the tribe Hunkpapa. He has told me
these things, so I know them to be true. I tell them to you now, so you
too know them to be true. The Hunkpapa was led by Tatanka
Iyotanka, you might know him better as Sitting Bull. He saw his first
battle at only fourteen, against the Crow, but this is not what he is
known for. Tatanka Iyotanka led a war party of Arapaho, Cheyenne
and Lakota against the soldiers at Fort Laramie.

    "There was also Crazy Horse who all his life only wanted
peace, but when the president of these United States told the Lakota
that the Paha Sapa, the Black Hills, would be forever and ever the
land of our people, it was not said with truth and Crazy Horse was
not to find his peace. He was killed by one of his own at the age of
thirty-seven. Stabbed in the back."

    Joseph shook his head. "A very bad day to die," he said
paraphrasing Crazy Horse's infamous words, It is a good day to
fight, a good day to die.

    I remembered my history, but to hear it told on the land
where it had happened was almost mystical.

    My grandfather continued his lesson. "Chief Joseph, the man
for whom I am honored to be named after, he was of the Nez Perce
and called Hin-mah-too-yah-lah-kekt in his own tongue. He tried to
keep his people free, not on the reservations. It was not to be. Red
Cloud of the Oglala tribe and friend to the Lakota, his daughter is
your great-grandmother. She married a white man, but a good man,
one with a Lakota heart. This man was my father." He pointed to
Dakota. "We share his eyes."

    Joseph looked out over the hills that had witnessed history
and shook his head. "Too much has happened here that can never be
forgotten. You remember the names I tell you now, and you tell your
children. We are becoming a forgotten people, the Lakota, the
Cheyenne, the Sioux nation. We fought well, but it was not to be. All
we have left to us is the past."

    Joseph leaned forward, and I could see the green of his eyes
sparkle in the darkness.

    "These are the names of The People. These are the names of
the warriors whose blood run through your veins. Cochise, Washakie
of the Shoshone, Geronimo, fierce warrior of the Apache, friend to
the Lakota. These and many more history does not remember."

    He stood and faced out over the hills. Picking a handful of
dirt from the ground at his feet, he let it loose to the wind. "I honor
you, my brothers, and the blood you have spilt here and throughout
the Sioux nation. These are my grandsons, Montana and Dakota, sons
of Wabokieshiek, my daughter. We have come to set her spirit free to
roam with yours."

    I had never heard my mother's Lakota name before, but
knew enough Sioux to understand the word meant Little
Light. I smiled at the revelation. It suited our mother
perfectly.

    "Come," my grandfather said, ending the history lesson.
"We're almost there."

    We walked for another ten minutes, with the moon lighting
our way and keeping us company. When we reached the peak,
Joseph took the duffel bag from his shoulder and placed it on the
ground.

    "Think you could handle making a fire?" he said to me.

    "Yeah, I think I can do that." I went into the surrounding
trees for deadfall. When I returned, I added firewood to the kindling
Dakota already had smoldering. Within minutes, we had a healthy
fire burning.

    "I need her clothes," Joseph said.

    Dakota pulled out the carefully preserved package. My
mother's clothes, the hospital gown she had worn when she died,
were wrapped in paper.

    My grandfather took them reverently, and quietly began to
chant. It sounded like a hum on the wind, and then it built with
rhythm and intensity. He began a slow halting dance around the fire.
Holding out the ugly garment that had last touched my mother, he
raised it to the stars. His voice was almost hypnotic.

    Sam offered me a small flask. Caught up in watching my
grandfather perform the ritual, I declined.

    He pushed the flask into my hands. "It wasn't a
request."

    I looked away from Joseph and narrowed my gaze on
Sam.

    "It's part of the ceremony. Calms the spirits and allows a
passageway to be bridged between this world and the next. Your
mother can't rest unless you appease the spirits."

    I didn't think it was the spirits that needed appeasing, but I
accepted the flask from Sam and took a sip. It was a bitter liquid,
thick and warm. It took everything I had not to spit it out, but I held
it in my mouth, reflexes refusing to let me swallow.

    Sam smiled at my reaction to the taste and slapped me on
the back. "Didn't say it was going to taste good."

    I swallowed instinctively to keep from choking. The viscous
brew burned its way down my throat, and my eyes watered. I
realized a little too late that what I had just ingested was not a
healthy swig of Jim Beam.

    "What was that?" I said, after I stopped coughing.

    "Quiet. You're disturbing the spirits."

    Dakota and I exchanged glances. He silently asked if I was all
right. I didn't know what to tell him. My head felt fuzzy, but I nodded
that I was, not entirely certain it was the truth. Whatever Sam had
given me worked fast.

    After a few minutes my vision blurred, and I stood,
staggering toward the fire. I felt a tug on the back of my shirt that
kept me from plunging headfirst into the flames. I heard Dakota's
voice from farther away than it should have been.

    "What the hell did you give him?"

    "He is the oldest," I heard Sam say. "It is his right to see his
mother to the other side."

    If Dakota made a comment, I didn't hear it. All I heard was
Joseph chanting, and all I saw was the fire burning. The logical part
of me still functioning realized that Sam had given me a
hallucinogenic, but the larger part completely under the influence of
the drug had no choice but to go where it took me. While it was
drowning me in a sea of color and light, nothing else mattered. I
stared into the flames and watched them dance. I saw warriors
dressed in flame dance in the fire. Their tomahawks were red with
blood. But then they became my grandfather, an old Indian in Levis
and flannel, but with the heart of a people that were to roam these
hills forever and ever.

    Joseph danced around the fire as the flames consumed my
mother's clothes. The fire flared as the thin material shriveled and
burned. I was dizzy and hot, as if I was the one on fire. The flames
held my complete attention. The chanting grew louder, and the fire
took me.

    Joseph opened the urn containing my mother's remains and
tipped it on its side, letting the wind scatter Lilly Thomas,
Wabokieshiek, the Little Light, throughout her beloved Black
Hills.

    I closed my eyes and felt my mother's touch, cool and
comforting against my sweaty face. Tears streamed down my cheeks
with the realization that she was gone, and I had wasted years I
could never get back over stupid pride.

    "I'm sorry, Mama," I cried into the fire's heat, unashamed of
the emotions I usually kept so closely in check.

    Opening my eyes, I watched the flames swirl and dance.
They were alive, and in their center I saw my mother. Sheathed in
flame, she didn't burn. Her beautiful hair floated around her. She
looked young and healthy, the perfect vision of Lakota beauty.

    She didn't speak to me in words, but I understood her just
the same. She forgave me and she asked for forgiveness in return, for
not being able to give me what I needed in life.

    Let it go.

    I heard the words in my head and immediately rejected
them. Even in death I couldn't grant her that one thing. I saw tears in
my fire-mother's eyes, and then the flames took her from me. As in a
dream, colors and shapes blended and merged. Joseph's chanting,
the heat of the fire, the heat that seemed to come from the very
center of my being. I heard many voices. I felt the scorching fire. I
saw old warriors dressed in war paint.

    I saw blood—my own and Dakota's—in the flames.

    The last thing I remember is reaching out to hold on to my
mother's image, to keep her from leaving, and finding Dakota
instead. I fell into my brother's arms and collapsed, the heat finally
taking me.

    I feared it might take Dakota as well. I tried to tell him, but
couldn't remember how to speak. I forgot how to stand. The world
narrowed to a small pinprick of firelight, and I stopped fighting. My
mind blanked out, and the world crashed down on me.

    Darkness wrapped around me until there was nothing left. I
gratefully slid into the void and disappeared.





Chapter 4

    I opened my eyes and wished I hadn't. Pain, fierce and
unrelenting, slammed into my head. Simply taking a breath made my
skull feel as if it were going to split into pieces. An involuntary groan
escaped my parched lips, and I realized I was thirsty but too
miserable to do anything about it. I tried to escape back into sleep,
but that too was denied me.

    "Here." Despite his gentle touch and quiet voice, I grimaced
as Dakota put a hand under my head and held something to my
lips.

    Vaguely remembering the consequences of the last thing I
drank without first knowing what it was, I pushed the hand
away.

    "Drink it," he said. "It's water, you're dehydrated."

    I took the bottle and drained it in several long gulps. It
helped, but only a little. The headache backed down enough for me
to focus.

    "Where am I?" I sat up. My headache escalated and my
stomach turned rebellious, but I tried to ignore them. I pushed
sweat-stiffened hair from my face and managed to bring Dakota into
focus.

    "Joseph's place," he said. "How are you feeling?"

    "How do I look?"

    "Like three-day-old shit."

    "That good? What the hell did that son-of-a-bitch give
me?"

    "Peyote. It's a hallucinogen. They make it from ground up
cactus. It's part of the Lakota burial ritual. Apparently he gave you a
concentrated dosage. For a while I thought it had killed you."

    "Right now I wish it had." My stomach rolled, and I knew I
didn't have much time. "Bathroom?" I put one hand over my mouth
and the other over my cramping midsection.

    Dakota shook his head. "Outhouse," he reminded me and
pointed outside.

    Lurching to my feet, I stumbled to the door, my balance
precarious, and shoved between Sam and Joseph, who were sitting
and smoking on the porch. I tripped and fell down the two porch
steps. Ignoring the battering my body was suffering, I managed to get
to my knees before spewing. A vile green something gushed
out of me, wave after wave until I was certain there couldn't possibly
be anything left inside.
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