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  To all the men and women who raise the children of their chosen spouses without question, and with the love these children deserve, especially my daughter, Sandra.




  Chapter 1




  Wildcat squirmed against the bindings that secured his wrists. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the lodge, he saw that his brother, Wading Bird, his sister’s husband, Proud Elk, and his friend, Spotted Pony, were with him.




  “What do you think they will do to us?” Wildcat asked.




  “Do not fool yourself, brother,” Wading Bird replied. “Before the sun sets this day we will all walk with the ancestors. We were fools to listen to Buffalo Calf. His loyalty to Hawk will serve no purpose but to cost us our lives.”




  Wildcat could hear the anger that tinged his brother’s words and tended to agree with him. Before they left the village, Buffalo Calf had filled their heads with thoughts of victory. They would travel the distance between Hawk’s village and this one, take the Spirit Woman while she slept and return as heroes.




  As young men, their heads were filled with such lofty goals, and they had not asked Serpent’s Wing to bless their mission. If they had, none of this would have happened. The gods would have looked upon them kindly and protected them from the evil that could, at any moment, befall them.




  A commotion from outside the lodge caused Wildcat to turn his attention to the door flap. As soon as he did, the early morning light that streamed into the lodge broke the darkness. With it, he easily recognized Snapping Turtle and Buffalo Calf as they too were pushed in to their prison.




  “I do not think our lives are in immediate danger,” Buffalo Calf said.




  Wildcat knew he was trying to put them at ease. They had known of the danger when they left on this trek. Nothing Buffalo Calf could say at this point could calm the fears that plagued each of them.




  “Have any of you been harmed?” Buffalo Calf asked.




  “Someone punched me in the jaw,” Proud Elk, declared. “Had I been in his place, I might have done the same thing, if for no other reason than fear of the threat that intruders in our village could mean.”




  The others agreed, but their words did nothing to ease Wildcat’s fear over his destiny. If he were to die, he would never have the chance to court one of the maidens in the village. He certainly would not know the joy of fathering children, or earning his first eagle feather.




  From deep within his belly, Wildcat could hear a grumbling not unlike that of a bear awakened from his long winter sleep. The sound of it reminded him that he had eaten nothing other than jerky to ease his hunger, since leaving the village before the sun crested the eastern horizon the day before.




  They had traveled through the forest until Buffalo Calf assured them they were close to the village of the Spirit Woman. Only then had they made a cold camp and rested before going on under the cover of night’s darkness. For Wildcat, the lack of food was almost more than he could stand. He always ate with great enthusiasm and his heavy frame attested to his appetite for good food.




  They continued their discussion, each blaming the other for being foolish enough to accept Buffalo Calf’s suggestion without question, until someone else entered the lodge. Wildcat looked up at the man who stood before them. In the dim light, the man’s fierce expression was enough to cause Wildcat to tremble. His stomach threatened to rebel, but he forced down the bile, as well as the fear that accompanied it. In the eyes of his friends he had always been the one to make them laugh. In this instance, there was nothing to laugh about. Here he had to be brave. This was the man who had questioned them earlier and brought fear to each of them with his tone and manner.




  “I am Atiko, second son of the great shaman Clankor. Since I have questioned each of you separately and heard the same story from all of you, I must believe you.”




  Wildcat knew his sigh of relief was an audible expression of what each of his companions were thinking.




  Atiko’s demeanor changed as he hunkered down in front of Buffalo Calf. To Wildcat’s dismay the two of them spoke in such hushed tones no one else could hear what they were saying. It came as a surprise when Atiko untied their hands before he left the dwelling.




  “Where is he going?” Proud Elk inquired.




  Wildcat watched as Buffalo Calf rubbed his wrists before answering. “The men are leaving to bring the women and children back to the village. When that is done, they will bring us food. He also said that if we tell the Spirit Woman of the reason for this raid, she might return with us to help Hawk. I do not know if I believe all of what this man says, but he is respected among these people and has no need to lie to us. For now, we have no choice but to trust him until he proves himself unworthy of such trust.”




  Around him his friends agreed. In their position they could only wait and see what these people would do. While the others talked among themselves, Wildcat concentrated on the hunger that gnawed at his belly. As far as he was concerned these people could bring him food now. In his entire life, he could never remember being this hungry.




  “Can you not quiet that belly of yours?” Wading Bird asked. “It is making so much noise that none of us can concentrate. If you are not careful, these people will think it is us making those sounds and assume that we are ready to attack them.”




  Wildcat could feel the heat of embarrassment creep into his face. In all his life food had been important and his very size attested to the fact that eating was one of his top priorities. Now, not only his own brother, but also the rest of his companions were making fun of him because of it.




  From outside the dwelling the sound of the returning warriors and hunters silenced the teasing of Wildcat’s companions. When at last someone finally came into the dwelling, it was not with platters of food, but with the news of the Spirit Woman’s disappearance from their midst. The mood of the village seemed to have changed from fear over the raid to concern over her whereabouts.




  Finally several young women brought them food and they were allowed to go, one by one, to relieve themselves.




  Once the comfort of relief returned to his body, Wildcat helped himself to the bounty spread before him.




  “You had better eat something before Wildcat finishes his portion as well as yours,” Wading Bird said.




  Wildcat looked up to see to whom his brother was talking. He did not have to contemplate the situation long to realize it was Snapping Turtle who sat looking out the door flap as though entranced. A glance in the same direction told Wildcat his friend was more taken with the woman who brought their meal than he was with the food.




  Wildcat had noticed the strikingly beautiful woman, but had paid her little heed. She was an enemy, or at least, that was how she saw them. Even if he did find her attractive, she would never return any such feelings. Snapping Turtle was a fool to stare at her like a buck deer in rut.




  “She will one day be my wife,” Snapping Turtle declared.




  “You are a fool,” Proud Elk replied. “Do you not see her with the man by the tree? It is evident she is a promised woman. I watched her when she brought us our food. She gave you no more than a passing glance. She, like everyone else in this village, will be relieved when we are finally gone.”




  Wildcat tended to agree with his sister’s husband. They had put themselves in a bad situation. The sooner they returned to their own people, to begin the trek to the winter campground, the better it would be for all of them.




  Once they had all eaten their fill, they were taken outside. There they enjoyed the warmth of one of the last days before the snow would begin to fall. Above them the wild geese were coming together in order to start their flight south. Wildcat had even noticed that the songbirds had long since left. In his heart, he knew they should be in their own village, preparing for the trek to the winter campgrounds.




  From his vantage point, Wildcat could watch the activities of their captors. Women went about their daily chores, giving the six strangers a wide berth. When they did glance in the direction of the men who had disrupted their routine, they were quick to point at them and whisper to their friends.




  The children were another matter. To satisfy their childish curiosity, they would venture close enough to touch the intruders before running back to their friends. The coup of touching an enemy would be something they could surely brag on throughout the cold phases of the moon.




  Wildcat had no problem putting himself in the same position as these young boys who formed a semi circle in front of them. When he was their age, the temptation to touch the intruders would be too great to resist. If the situation were different, he would join them in their game.




  As he watched the children, he thought of the boys in his own village. As a bachelor, he often sought them out in the evening and played games or helped them practice with their small bows and arrows. More than anything else, he enjoyed the hours spent with the young braves, helping them to hone their skills.




  The thought brought a lump of despair to his throat. If he were to lose his life in this enemy camp, he would never know the joy of being a father to many children. If that were the case, his spirit would spend the afterlife in regret. He did not want such a thing to occur. More than anything else in the world, he wanted to hold his children in his arms and teach his sons the skill of hunting that had been taught to him as a young brave. To die without such things happening would not only bring disgrace upon his soul, but also upon his parents.




  The shadows of late afternoon brought a change in activities. As it was in his village, the women were busy at the cooking fires. The children had tired of their game and gone off in search of other adventures to occupy their minds.




  At last the shadows turned to darkness. Reluctantly, Wildcat and his companions went back inside the lodge where they were being held as captives. As such, they all spent a restless night. It was close to dawn when a commotion from outside woke them.




  Although Wildcat could not fully understand the words the men spoke, he knew their situation had suddenly changed. It was evident the men had been searching for the Spirit Woman. If they had found her she was not with them. She could easily be dead. If she was, their lives could be once again in jeopardy.




  “The Spirit Woman has been captured by our hunters,” Snapping Turtle said, his voice so low that only those sitting close to him could hear what he was saying.




  “How do you know that?” Buffalo Calf asked.




  “I have been listening to them carefully. Their language is not so different from ours. I find I can easily understand them.”




  “If what you say is true,” Proud Elk declared, “it is possible they will ask for an exchange of her for our freedom.”




  “You are being foolish,” Buffalo Calf admonished. “The only one of us who might be worthy of such a trade is Snapping Turtle. The rest of us could go to our deaths without anyone from this village caring. I tend to agree with Wading Bird, we are condemned men. It is best if we tell this Atiko of Snapping Turtle’s identity. In that way they will know that we have a man among us that is of a high status. It is entirely possible that they would agree to an exchange.”




  “I do not want my status among our people known by these men. We all know what happened to my uncle when his status became known. I have no desire to relinquish my life so easily.”




  Wildcat agreed with his friend. The story of Sly Coyote’s death at the hands of their enemies was one the storytellers repeated at almost every celebration. The man was far more famous in death than he had ever been in life. The very thought of Snapping Turtle gaining the same fame was unthinkable. Wildcat would rather give up his own life than to see the same thing happen to his best friend.




  By mid-day Snapping Turtle’s prediction had been confirmed. The Spirit Woman was, indeed, Hawk’s captive. Wildcat could feel the anger that seemed to be building against them. Men looked at them as though they had suddenly become a hated enemy, women refused to look in their direction, and the children cowered in fear and ran in the opposite direction as though they had become monsters.




  “In the morning we will leave for your village,” Atiko announced while they ate their evening meal. “Once we are there we will make council with your chief. Since he undoubtedly has the Spirit Woman as his captive, we will talk of exchanging the six of you for her safe return.”




  “Six for one hardly seems right,” Wading Bird said once Buffalo Calf agreed to Atiko’s terms and the man left them alone. “This is but a woman we are speaking of. Even a Spirit Woman cannot be worth six proven hunters and warriors.”




  “I never said it was right,” Buffalo Calk retorted. “It does not have to be right. It only had to gain us our freedom and get us back to our families.”




  Wildcat nodded his agreement. He knew the past few days had been hard on Buffalo Calf, Proud Elk and Wading Bird. They all had wives and children. For Snapping Turtle, Spotted Pony and himself, it was different. They had no families who were dependent upon them. Spotted Pony’s parents, like his own, would grieve his loss if he were not to return. Only Snapping Turtle’s loss would be an excuse for Hawk to retaliate against these people. Buffalo Calf’s plan would be the best for all of them.




  * * * *




  By mid morning they set off to meet with Hawk and the people they had left behind. Wildcat could feel a difference in the attitude of his friends. Days earlier, they had been filled with excitement over the raid. Now, they were returning as captives. To add to the humiliation, the warriors with whom they traveled outnumbered them two to one.




  His companions set a brisk pace, forcing Wildcat into a fast trot in order to keep up. It wasn’t like he couldn’t withstand such a pace, but he did prefer traveling more leisurely, as they did on the trek to the winter campgrounds. Being heavier than most of his companions put him at a disadvantage under conditions like these.




  When the shadows of evening overtook them, they finally stopped for the night. There was much grumbling among the warriors who accompanied them as guards. Buffalo Calf patiently explained about the distance they had traveled to reach the village, and how they had begun before the sun crested the eastern horizon and continued until well past darkness. Although their captors were unhappy about it, they agreed it was best if they were to make camp and begin their journey when the sun was again showing its face in the heavens.




  Wildcat wished he had a warm blanket to ward off the chill of the night air. He did not like this changing weather. It was no wonder he preferred to spend the winters far to the south where the temperatures were more to his liking. In an attempt to forget his discomfort, he fell into a troubled sleep. It was one that was filled with dreams that predicted disaster.




  After an uncomfortable night, they again headed east. A feeling of dread nibbled at the edges of Wildcat’s mind. Something was wrong in the village. Had his dreams not predicted something dire happening? Would he find the Spirit Woman had turned her powers against Hawk? Were all of the stories about her helping people only misguided gossip?




  Ahead of them, Wildcat saw the grove of trees that bordered the village on the west. He glanced at his companions and knew they, too, were apprehensive.




  With each step through the woods the fear grew in Wildcat’s mind. By now he should be able to smell the smoke of the cooking fires, but he could detect no roasting meat or simmering stew.




  “Are you certain this is where your village stood?” Atiko demanded of Buffalo Calf.




  “We are too late. The people have left for the winter campgrounds without us,” Buffalo Calf replied.




  By the tone of Buffalo Calf’s voice, Wildcat knew their situation was hopeless. Even so, he studied the expressions on the faces of his friends. He knew Wading Bird and Proud Elk were concerned about their families making the trek without their protection. Of course Hawk would see to their welfare, but it wasn’t the same as doing so themselves. Anything could happen to them. They could be attacked by wild animals or be caught in a storm. Without the protection of the men they called husband and father would they be able to take care of themselves, or would they be lost to the people forever?




  The very thought of any such thing happening made Wildcat’s stomach roil with uncertainty. He could almost hear his sister, as well as the wife of his brother, wailing in sorrow over their loss. He could even feel his mother’s grief over the loss of two sons and one that she considered a son. How would they ever survive without the men in their lives?




  “I have suggested that the five of you stay in place of Atiko, in order to show these people that we know Hawk will return Atiko to them unharmed,” Buffalo Calf announced.




  “You did what?” Proud Elk demanded.




  “You heard me, I suggested five for one.”




  “Who will provide for our families?” Wading Bird protested. “Who will protect them? You will be with your wife and children, but you expect us to spend the winter with our enemies?”




  Wildcat ached for his brother, as well as his sister’s husband. To them their families were far more important than life itself. To be so far away from them for an entire winter would be a hardship. It would be different for Snapping Turtle, Spotted Pony and himself. They had no family dependent upon them. Although not desirable, staying could be viewed as an adventure.




  From the corner of his eye, Wildcat saw Atiko returning to their midst. The look on his face was a mixture of frustration and relief.




  “My men say they will keep one for one.”




  “Which one?” Proud Elk asked. “We have families to consider.”




  “We will draw lots,” Buffalo Calf suggested.




  Wildcat could hear the frustration in the older man’s voice at the way Proud Elk was challenging his position of leadership among them. Buffalo Calf, not Proud Elk, was the leader of not only the hunters but also the warriors. He was the one in charge. Proud Elk had neither the status nor the position within the village to make such a challenge.




  “Is there one among you who is not married?” Atiko asked.




  “There are three,” Buffalo Calf replied.




  “Then let the draw be among them only. I want no hardships imposed upon men with families.”




  Wildcat’s heart beat wildly at Atiko’s suggestion. When he was one of five his chances of drawing the short stick had been slim. As one of three they had suddenly increased.




  Each of the three friends reached out their hands and drew, at the same time, from the sticks Buffalo Calf offered. Spotted Pony’s audible sigh of relief told Wildcat that his chances of staying had just increased.




  “I am the one to stay,” Snapping Turtle declared before Wildcat even dared to look at his stick.




  “Hawk will not be at all understanding,” Buffalo Calf lamented.




  Wildcat wondered if Buffalo Calf would make them do the draw again to spare Snapping Turtle the hardship of becoming a hostage.




  “The draw was fair,” Snapping Turtle said. “Had I not pulled the short stick, I still would have insisted on being the one to stay.”




  “But why?” Atiko asked.




  “Because I see it as my duty.”




  Wildcat admired his friend. “Will you tell them of your status among our people?” he whispered.




  “It is not my intention, but I will not lie. Perhaps I can win the heart of the young woman who has captured mine so completely if I am truthful.”




  “Do nothing foolish, my friend. It will be a long winter without you.”




  Each man in turn told Snapping Turtle the same thing before they turned south to follow the trail of bent and trampled grass left by the people under Hawk’s leadership.




  “Hawk is not going to be happy about this,” Buffalo Calf confided to Proud Elk.




  If Wildcat had not been close enough to overhear their conversation, he would not have known of Buffalo Calf’s continued concerns. Through the day Wildcat thought about the comment that had not been meant for his ears. By using his position, Hawk could easily make their lives miserable for the entire winter. If Snapping Turtle did not return to their village in the spring they could all lose their lives.




  Hawk was a good man, but he had a blind spot when it came to Snapping Turtle. He set great store in the wisdom of his younger brother. It would have been much better if either himself or Spotted Pony had drawn the short stick.




  * * * *




  Excitement started to build as soon as the smoke from the encampment by the mounds was visible. Wildcat could smell the river that ran wild and free just beyond the gathering of the bands.




  When they reached the outer fringes the enthusiastic cheers of friends from other bands greeted them. They were viewed as heroes returning from the dead. It was evident they had been mourned and consider to be walking with the ancestors when they did not return from the raid.




  As they moved closer to the familiar lodges of their village, more and more people gathered around them. In the distance, Wildcat saw Hawk hurrying toward them. The expression on his chief’s face was one of joy at the prospect of once again seeing his beloved brother.




  The closer Hawk came to them, the more people stepped aside to give him access to the newcomers. When at last Hawk stood toe to toe with Buffalo Calf, Wildcat watched the joy drain from his face as anger clouded his eyes.




  “Where is he?” Hawk demanded. “Where is Snapping Turtle?”




  Both Buffalo Calf and Atiko tried to explain what had happened, but the words only succeeded in causing Atiko to become Hawk’s captive.




  Wildcat wanted to melt into the crowd, to find the security of his parents’ hearth. Instead, people pressed closer and closer in order to hear every word Hawk spoke, making Wildcat’s escape impossible.




  “You are his best friend,” Hawk accused, turning his anger toward Wildcat. “How could you allow this to happen?”




  Wildcat tried to speak, but the words threatened to strangle him.




  “Answer me!” Hawk stood so close, Wildcat could feel the heat of his breath.




  “The draw was fair,” Wildcat finally managed to say. “Any of us could have drawn the short stick.”




  “Then how do you explain the fact that my brother was the one to draw it?”




  “It was the will of the gods.”




  Everyone turned at the sound of Serpent’s Wing’s voice. As they watched, the old shaman pushed his way through the crowd to stand at Hawk’s side.




  “You should know the boy well enough to know he would have insisted on staying behind, even if he had not lost the draw. He would have felt it his duty. You and your father have raised him well. He will bring you no shame.”




  “I care not about shame,” Hawk shouted. “My brother’s life is at stake. If any harm befalls him, the captive and the Spirit Woman will forfeit their lives.”




  The harshness of Hawk’s words shocked Wildcat and yet they were not unexpected. Six men had left on this fool’s mission and only five had returned. No matter who had stayed behind, the loss would be felt. Because Snapping Turtle was Hawk’s brother, the loss was far worse.




  At least Serpent’s Wing had been able to quench the fire of Hawk’s anger. Even so, it was evident that Buffalo Calf had fallen from Hawk’s favor over the events surrounding the ill-fated raid.




  It was going to be a long winter. None of them would be in Hawk’s good graces until Snapping Turtle returned to the village when they reached the summer campgrounds.




  As soon as it was possible to slip away unnoticed, Wildcat made his way to his parents’ dwelling. By the time he arrived, his brother and Proud Elk were already being welcomed back into the family circle. The wives and children were clamoring for their attention, begging them to tell the story of what had happened while they had been gone.




  Wildcat allowed the others to tell the story. For once he was content to be forgotten by his family. It was good not to be the center of attention as he had been with Hawk. All he wanted was to partake of his mother’s cooking and to rest. The days he had been gone had been hard on him. He simply wanted to be left alone to contemplate what had just occurred in his life.




  Chapter 2




  Mourning Dove cringed at the far edge of the teepee. Beside her, the children cowered in fear.




  From outside the sound of the battle brought to mind the beating she would receive when Fighting Beaver returned to their lodge. She wished they had never come to this village of terror.




  When Fighting Beaver had been banished from their village among the twelve bands, they had wandered for many phases of the moons. At last, they had met up with several other families who had banded together for the same reasons.




  For six winters they had lived together peacefully, before Blanto, Pikar and Tak, the shaman, had joined them. It was under their leadership that Fighting Beaver and the others learned the practice of beating their wives and children.




  Many were the nights that Mourning Dove had cried herself to sleep all the while wishing Fighting Beaver were dead. She could not help but wonder if this battle would make her wishes come true. If it did, how could she and her children survive? It was well known that a woman needed the protection of her husband in order to live. If Fighting Beaver were indeed killed, would she be forced into a union as a second wife? If that happened, it would be so only for the sake of her children. She wanted nothing to do with another man in her life.




  If only Pikar had not been obsessed with the strange woman that Fighting Beaver and the others brought to the village just before nightfall, none of this would have happened. It was evident their attackers had come in search of her.




  The screams of men in pain, and perhaps dying, assaulted her ears, making her wish she could find a way to block them out completely. Out of fear and frustration, the only thing she could do was to hold her children close to her and pray that they would not be harmed.




  As quickly as the fighting began, silence again reigned. Worse than the sounds of battle was the apprehension of the unknown.




  “Do you think Father was victorious?” Winter Moon, her six-year-old son, asked.




  “I do not know.”




  “If he is victorious, perhaps he will not beat us.”




  In the dim light of the lodge, she could see the bruises on Winter Moon’s face, as well as one that had swollen Little Butterfly’s eye shut. Mourning Dove’s own bruises were just as obvious.




  Someone uttered a victory cry, shattering the stillness. The voice was unfamiliar, causing Mourning Dove to be more fearful than ever. Would their victors demand the lives of her children? Would they expect her to accommodate them sexually before they took her life? Her heart pounded with fear and she trembled.




  I must stay strong for my children. I cannot allow my fear to transfer to them.




  The light of early morning filled her teepee as a man entered. Even with the sun to his back she could see that his body was stained with blood.




  “We will not harm you,” the man said, using the language of the new leaders.




  She was thankful she had been able to learn the new language that even Fighting Beaver and the others had struggled to master. At least she could understand what this man was saying to her.




  Behind her, Mourning Dove felt Little Butterfly’s face buried against the skirt of her dress. The child began to wail in fear. In front of her, Winter Moon stood in a defensive stance.




  The man knelt beside Winter Moon. “You are indeed a courageous young brave. It is admirable for you to want to protect your mother and sister. Your bravery will be sung of around our fire this night.”




  “My husband?” Mourning Dove finally managed to ask.




  “The men of your village fought with honor, and died in the attempt.”




  “My father is dead?” Winter Moon questioned.




  “It does not please me to be the one to tell you such a thing, but yes, he is dead, as are all of the others.”




  As was fitting for a young brave, Winter Moon stood motionless, with no sign of emotion showing in either his demeanor or his face. “I surrender for myself, my mother and my sister.” He held out his hands as though expecting the bondage that would lead to certain slavery.




  The man reached out his hand to touch Winter Moon’s shoulder. Even his light touch made the boy cringe in pain. Mourning Dove knew it was because of the bruises that covered most of her son’s upper body, not fear of the man who stood in front of him.




  “I come not to enslave, only to rescue the woman that your men took from our village. Their deaths are unfortunate, but in such a battle a fight to the death is the only honorable outcome.”




  “What will you do with us?” Mourning Dove finally managed to ask. Even if she did not want to hear the answer to her question, it was one that must be voiced.




  “Because you are women and children, it is our duty to protect you. We will not enslave you.”




  Tentatively, Mourning Dove took a step toward the door. Winter Moon followed her lead, while Little Butterfly clung to her legs, as though still in fear of the man who had entered their lodge.




  As soon as Mourning Dove stepped outside, the smell of death mingled with the scene before her and caused her stomach to threaten to rebel. Fighting Beaver lay with lifeless eyes staring into the heavens, a gaping wound in his chest. Along with him lay the rest of the men from the village, including the new leaders Blanto and Pikar. The only man missing was the shaman. If he still lived, none of them would be safe. Although all of the men her husband had allied himself with frightened her, the shaman left her terrified.




  “What will happen to us?” one of the young women asked.




  “These men are from my village,” Darma assured her. She was the wife of the new man, Blanto. “They will do you no harm.”




  “Your husband and his brother were of your people, and yet they led our men to their deaths. How can we be sure these men do not have a worse fate in mind for us?”




  Another women spoke up.




  “I know these men. They are not like Blanto and Pikar. They mean us no harm. They are concerned for the welfare of my friend, Makisa, the woman who was brought as a captive earlier. I know you are all frightened, but I need your assistance. My brother, Fradar, and Makisa’s husband, Snapping Turtle, are badly injured and need our help.”




  The name Snapping Turtle resonated in Mourning Dove’s mind. Although he was younger than her, she remembered him well from the yearly gathering of the twelve bands at the winter campgrounds. Even when he had been but a young child his wisdom and bravery were evident. She knew he would not remember her, but she remembered him—as well as his friends—fondly.




  “I will offer my help,” Mourning Dove said as she stepped forward. She knew her offer would be met with objections from the other women. She was not well respected in their ranks.




  “You?” several of the women questioned in unison.




  Mourning Dove knew why they were so surprised by her offer. Since coming to this village, Fighting Beaver had forbidden her to socialize with the other women. He told her they were far superior to everyone else in the village, as he was the cousin of their chief, Kicking Bear, and she was the granddaughter of the shaman, Black Cloud. It mattered not that Kicking Bear had been the one to banish him from their village. They were still related.




  She remembered how happy she felt when Fighting Beaver first paid court to her. It was not until after they were married that he showed his true colors. Although he never hit her before Blanto and Pikar came to this village and encouraged such behavior, he found other ways to inflict pain upon her.




  The other women continued to whisper about her offer of help, but she ignored them. Instead, she followed Darma into the teepee where the wounded men lay. She shuddered when she realized the lodge belonged to the shaman, Tak, but her decision had been made and there was no turning back.




  Snapping Turtle’s face was ashen. It was evident that the blood flowing from his body was draining his very life away. Beside him, a very young woman, the captive the men had brought to the village, washed the blood from his skin and assessed the wound.




  “What can I do to help you?” Mourning Dove asked tentatively.




  “Bring me your sewing utensils.”




  Although the woman’s request was strange, Mourning Dove hurried to honor her wishes. She had been the one to offer her help and she would not back away, no matter what the woman asked her to do.




  “I knew she would not stay long,” Mourning Dove heard one of the women say.




  “What is wrong? Are you too good to help, even though you offered your assistance only moments ago?”




  Mourning Dove did not answer. Instead she hurried to her own lodge to retrieve her sewing kit.




  “Are you planning to sit sewing a shroud for your husband while Darma cares for her injured brother?”




  “Perhaps you should be mourning your dead rather than concerning yourselves with Darma and the woman our men captured yesterday.” Mourning Dove knew her words sounded biting, but she did not care. She too had questioned why the woman wanted a sewing kit but she had enough integrity not to verbalize her thoughts.




  “Place the needles in the fire,” the woman called Makisa instructed without looking up.




  “What is she going to do?” Mourning Dove asked of Darma.




  “She is going to sew shut the wounds of these men.”




  Darma’s explanation seemed too fantastic to be true. “I have never heard of such a thing.”




  “I had not heard of this either, but when Atiko, the second son of our shaman, found the Spirit Woman by Spirit Lake, she told us of many things that were unbelievable. It is part of the reason Blanto was banished from our people.”




  “But I have never seen anyone heat needles.”




  “Do not question her motives. Makisa studied with the Spirit Woman and learned many of her secrets.




  Carefully, Mourning Dove pulled the needles from the fire and handed them to Makisa. She then watched in awe as the young woman threaded the needle and began to sew shut the rents in the bodies of the two men.




  Where the woman got her strength, Mourning Dove did not know, but she did not waver until the last stitch had been made. Only then did her body give into the exhaustion she must be feeling. Mourning Dove was quick to steady her when she started to slump to the floor.




  Once Mourning Dove helped Makisa to lie down, she realized the girl was carrying a child. The strain of the past days could not be good for her. Mourning Dove could not help but think of the child that had only just made its presence known within her body, when Fighting Beaver beat her so severely that the child was dislodged and was no more.




  For the second time this day she contemplated the loss of Fighting Beaver. Without his protection what would become of her and the children? Would these men enslave them? Would she be forced into the role of a second wife to a man she did not know or love? The questions without answers had run through her mind over and over again since the fighting began. She wondered if they would ever be answered to her satisfaction or if she would have to endure a life of further pain and suffering.




  Tears of anger ran down her cheeks. No one would fault her for mourning Fighting Beaver. He was her husband and the father of her children. From outside the lodge, the silence and nervous giggles of the initial shock had been replaced by the wailing of new widows and fatherless children.




  Someone touched Mourning Dove’s arm and she looked up to see Darma standing next to her. “Our men have been prepared for burial. Your children are waiting for you to accompany them to the burial grounds.”




  Mourning Dove got to her feet and wiped the last of the tears from her eyes. Even though she had ceased to love or respect her husband, he had been part of her life since her fifteenth winter. His death would leave a void. Her children would grow up without his protection and guidance.




  Winter Moon and Little Butterfly ran to her side as soon as she stepped into the bright midday sunlight. How could time have passed so quickly without her realizing it?




  Once all of the women and children were assembled, they followed the warriors who had defeated their men to where the burials were to take place.




  The sight of the bodies of their husbands and friends waiting for burial in the mass grave was sobering. Soft sobs of mourning changed to loud cries of anguish. Children cried for their fathers, wives for the husbands lost to them forever.




  “These men have given their lives in defense of their wives, children and village,” the apparent leader of the group declared. “Their fight was valiant. May the ancestors welcome them with open arms.”




  Mourning Dove watched as each man was given his weapon. Before the burial shroud was closed, the children were allowed to observe their fathers for the last time.




  “What will happen to us?” Twin Fawn asked.




  Everyone turned to look at the youngest woman in their midst. She had dared to ask the question that each woman longed to have answered but hesitated to ask.




  The leader of the warriors stepped forward to address them. “I am Kikon, mentor of Snapping Turtle and sworn protector of Makisa. I give you my word that you and your children will be provided for among our people. When the winter has passed, you will be free to return to your own people or to remain with us. If any of you desire to take a husband from our men, you will be welcomed as a member of our village. If you decide to stay without the benefit of marriage, you will be able to remain, as long as you prove your worth to our people.”




  Mourning Dove looked around at the other women. Were they thinking the same thing as she? Since Fighting Beaver had been banished and she went with him, her people considered her dead. Returning to them was not an option. Although she needed a man in her life, she did not want one. She had raised her children without Fighting Beaver’s help and encouragement in the past and she could continue to do so in the future. The biggest problem she could foresee was how she could be productive and provide for her children.




  Her skills were those all the women possessed. She could cook and sew, as well as tan hides for use in making clothing. The only thing she knew that was not shared by the others was her ability to mix plants and herbs to make healing teas and medicines. Her mother had been the daughter of her village’s shaman and as such had passed the knowledge of healing potions on to Mourning Dove.
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