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  Chapter 1




  “I can’t believe you’re going to drive for four hours to go to some animal park and watch a bunch of Indian wanna-be’s dance around in a circle,” Elaine commented.




  Kit closed her suitcase. “They aren’t ‘wanna-be’s’ as you put it and besides, it’s a tradition. My dad and I have been going to the powwow ever since Mom died.”




  “But your dad has been dead for five months.”




  “I know, but this is something I have to do.” Silently she added, as much as I’m doing this to stay close to Dad, I’m also looking forward to seeing Carter again.




  Kit allowed her mind to wander back four years ago, when her father took her to her first powwow. She had been a senior in high school and mourning the death of her mother only a few months earlier. The park had been one of Kit’s favorite places to visit as a child, and her father thought it would be a perfect way to celebrate her eighteenth birthday.




  They had been surprised when they found the accommodations within the park filled. Being late April, neither of them expected not to be able to stay in one of the unique settings. Upon their arrival, they were pleasantly surprised to find an authentic Indian powwow in full swing.




  They were just in time for the blessing of the buffalo grounds, a ceremony that left them both speechless. After it was finished, they walked the grounds until it was time for the dancing to begin.




  It was at that first powwow, that Kit met Carter. He had danced with such savage abandon that she couldn’t help but watch for him to round the sacred circle. When there was a break in the dancing, Kit mustered all her courage and made her way to where Carter stood and asked to take his picture.




  Since then their meetings had become a yearly event. With each passing year their friendship had grown. Now they exchanged e-mails on an almost daily basis. After getting to know Carter so well electronically, Kit had decided to give herself to him, at some point during the weekend.




  Elaine’s voice broke through the pleasurable memories, bringing Kit back to her dorm room and the half packed suitcase.




  “It’s not too late for you to come with me,” she told Elaine. She hoped the final invitation would take Elaine’s mind off whatever comments she had made previously.




  Elaine threw up her hands in mock horror. “You want me to commune with nature! Not on your life.”




  “The hotel has a spa and they have a craft show at the powwow. You might enjoy it. What else do you have to do this weekend?”




  Elaine seemed to take a moment to consider the offer. While she did, Kit wondered why she had made the suggestion. Deep down she knew. This would be a hard trip for her to make alone. She had a lot of emotions to deal with, but they were necessary if she wanted to honor her father. Of course, there was her plan to be with Carter. She could certainly use all the moral support she could get if she planned to seduce him.




  “Spa? Shopping?” Elaine questioned.




  “That’s what I said.”




  “It could be interesting.”




  “In order to shop, you have to go to the park with me.”




  Elaine shrugged her shoulders. “I guess a day with nature won’t kill me. What do you think I should wear?”




  It was all Kit could do to keep from laughing out loud when Elaine held up a pair of heels and a white skirt. “I think you need a little reeducation,” Kit said, as she reached into Elaine’s closet and pulled out a pair of Capri pants with a matching over shirt and tank top. “This will be perfect for the powwow. If we can believe the weather forecast on the Internet, this outfit should be not only fashionable, but also comfortable. Be sure to put in a pair of tennis shoes. We’ll be doing a lot of walking.”




  Elaine rolled her eyes heavenward. “What have I gotten myself into?”




  “You’ll see, we’ll have a great time.”




  * * * *




  The drive from Madison, Wisconsin to Peoria, Illinois, took four hours, rather than the usual three Kit spent on the road with her dad. It didn’t matter. Each mile that passed put her that much closer to Carter and the excitement the weekend promised.




  At last they arrived at their hotel. After a visit to the spa, Kit started to go up to their room. To her surprise, she found Elaine in the lobby and dressed to the nines, as if ready to go out for the evening.




  “I hope you don’t mind me abandoning you on our first night here, but I met this absolutely marvelous guy. He’s here to watch his sister play soccer at one of the tournaments they’re having in town, and he asked me out to dinner.”




  Elaine’s statement caught Kit a bit off guard, but she recovered quickly. “Go ahead and I hope you have a great time. I certainly will.”




  “What do you mean? Don’t tell me you plan to spend the evening curled up with a good book?”




  “Hardly! I’ve been trying to think of a way to tell you I want to go out to the park for the opening ceremony. Daddy and I never were able to get here soon enough to go to it before. Since we’re here and it’s not even dark yet, I think it will be fun.”




  “What about dinner?”




  “I thought I’d do the drive-through window at McDonalds on the way. As I recall, it starts at six and I don’t want to miss even a minute of it. I can eat and drive at the same time.”




  Before Elaine could answer, a young man approached them. “Did you square it with your roommate?” he asked, as he snaked his arm around Elaine’s waist and kissed her lips.




  “It wasn’t a problem,” Kit answered. “I have other plans for the evening as well.”




  “Kit Lancer, this is Hank—ah…”




  “Hank Platner,” the young man said, filling in the last name Elaine couldn’t remember.




  “It’s nice to meet you, Hank,” Kit replied, extending her hand. “I hope you have a good time, Elaine. I’ve got to change and get going. I’ll see you later.”




  Kit smiled as she turned toward the elevator. Hank was the kind of guy Elaine attracted. He was good for one date, maybe two and then she would never see him again. Kit could tell he was the one date kind by the way he was eyeing the cleavage Elaine’s blouse allowed him to see.




  Once in the room, she quickly showered and changed into blue jeans and a sweatshirt. Even if tomorrow was supposed to be warm, she knew it would be way too cool for capris and a short sleeve shirt tonight.




  The golden arches beckoned her as she drove toward the park. After picking up a combo meal, she pulled out onto the highway again and headed in the direction of the park.




  By the time she reached the cut-out of the bear pointing toward the park, she had finished the last of her meal. All she had left was her coke. Instead of taking it with her, she decided to leave it in the cup holder until she could dump it at the hotel. There would be coffee, or maybe even hot chocolate, at the concession stand. For the chill of evening that would be much better.




  She was pleased to see that the festivities had not yet started. Grabbing a blanket from the trunk of the car, she made her way to the bleachers and her usual observation point.




  With the opening announcements made, she watched the dancers file into the circle and begin the processional. Her heart almost stopped when the last dancer entered. Carter was nowhere to be found. After all her careful planning, had he decided not to come this year?




  “Looking for someone special?”




  She turned at the sound of Carter’s voice from behind her. It surprised her to see he wasn’t wearing his regalia. “No one special,” she teased, “just you.”




  “Good. Then you found me.”




  “Aren’t you dancing tonight?”




  “No. We just got here. I was really surprised to see you were here. You’ve never come to the opening ceremony before.”




  “It was a whim. Besides, my roommate came with me and she met a tall, dark and handsome Mr. Wonderful to take her out to dinner. It gave me the perfect excuse to come out here.”




  “Have you eaten?”




  “I grabbed a burger and fries on the way out. I didn’t want to miss a thing.”




  “Now that’s a shame. When I saw you here, I thought you might be interested in meeting my folks. They haven’t been able to make it to a powwow for the past four years, since they’ve been abroad.”




  “Abroad?”




  “My dad is a professor of Native American History. He’s been teaching in Scotland. It was a four-year exchange program. They just got back at Christmas. He agreed to come out here so he can get some special recognition tomorrow.”




  “And he wants to meet me?”




  “Of course he does. Both Mom and Dad do. I’ve written them enough letters about you in the past four years. I think they were beginning to think I made you up so they wouldn’t worry about me being over here going to school and not socializing.”




  “I doubt they would have to worry about that. If I don’t miss my guess, the girls literally drip off you.”




  Carter laughed. “Then you’ll come back to the cabin with me? They’ll really be pleased that I found you. I only came down to make arrangements for tomorrow. You’re an added bonus.”




  Kit nodded, and stood to refold her blanket before stepping down from the bleachers. To her delight, once she finished with the blanket, Carter put his hands on her waist and easily lifted her down.




  Once in the parking lot, he held open the door of his truck for her. “Hope you don’t mind riding with all this junk,” he said, as he threw several books into the rear seat of his quad cab. “I rarely have passengers and so my books take up most of the passenger’s seat.”




  Kit thought of the amount of books, papers, and junk she had pulled from her car’s backseat before she left on this trip. “It doesn’t look much different from the back seat of my car.”




  Carter held out his hand and helped her to climb up into the cab. When he was certain she was safely buckled in, he closed the door and went around to the driver’s side. The engine sprang to life the minute he turned the key and the dual exhaust made the truck rumble with the sound she knew her dad would have loved. Just hearing it made her think of him. He always wanted to have a truck that sounded like a truck, but knew he didn’t need anything that big.




  As they pulled out onto the winding road leading into the heart of the park, Kit could feel her nerves kick into gear. It was one thing to fantasize about giving herself to Carter, and yet another to be meeting his family.




  The road took them down the steep incline and then to the turn-off for the accommodations. Skirting the now vacant buffalo grounds, he headed toward the large cabin that sat at the top of the hill. Before they reached the railroad tracks, Kit noticed a flash of color to her right.




  “Look,” she whispered. “There’s a deer.”




  Carter stopped the truck. “Where there’s one, there’s usually more.”




  Kit smiled as four yearlings crossed in front of them and ran toward the woods on the other side of the road bordering the buffalo grounds. Once the wild deer were out of harm’s way, Carter pressed the accelerator and headed toward their destination.




  “Do you always stay in the cabin?”




  “Good grief, no. I usually throw the camper shell on the back of my truck and rough it. The cabin is a special treat. It was rented for my folks, since Dad’s the special guest tomorrow. It also gave us the perfect place for the entire family. We decided this would be a good time for a reunion. Jim is in from New York, Bob came down from Minot, and my twin sister Colleen flew in from Anchorage.”




  “Your family is certainly spread out. What do they all do?”




  “Jim’s an investment banker, Bob teaches on a reservation and Colleen’s husband works for the State of Alaska’s Department of Natural Resources. She’s getting her degree up there. She was lucky she could transfer her credits.”




  “So that leaves you. What does Carter want to be when he grows up?” As much e-mail as they had sent back and forth over the past year, she realized she really knew very little about him.




  Her question made him laugh. She wished it wasn’t so dark and she could see the look on his face.




  “I’ll be getting my doctorate this year in Anthropology. I’ve been offered a position with a dig in Arizona. What about you?”




  “I’ll be getting my Bachelors degree in June. No one has offered me a teaching position yet. I’ll probably spend the summer working at Dad’s hardware store, even though I would prefer working on a dig. I have a minor in Anthropology. This will be the first summer I haven’t applied to a dig.”




  “Maybe you’ll be able to get away for a couple of weeks and come to Arizona to work with me. I’ll be the new kid on the block down there and it would be good to have a friend.”




  Carter stopped his truck in front of the cottage. Kit had only seen it from a distance and was surprised at the size of the place. It could easily accommodate the number of people he told her made up his family.




  Kit knew Carter had Indian blood, but his complexion was not dark enough for him to be a full-blooded anything. To her surprise, his father could have posed for the Indian on the Buffalo Head nickel. His skin was dark and his features were definitely Native American. On the other hand, Carter’s mother was blonde and blue-eyed.




  “It’s so good to finally meet you,” Carter’s mother greeted her. “We were beginning to think you were a figment of Carter’s imagination. We were afraid he never did anything but study and go to the powwows. This is certainly something Evan and I missed while we were in Scotland. For me it was a real treat, since I was able to get to Norway and meet several members of my family. For Evan, it created a mess with homesickness and all. We even tried to put on a powwow at the university, but it just wasn’t the same. Those kids know all about bagpipes, but when it came to drums and authentic songs, they were lost. Of course, the next year we had all of our kids come over as well as some of our friends from South Dakota and we put on quite a show.”




  “Grandpa was a Sioux chief. My Uncle Nate followed in his footsteps, but Dad wanted to teach,” Carter informed her, filling in the gaps.




  “I guess I didn’t think about modern day Native Americans being tribal chiefs,” Kit admitted. “I thought that was only in the movies.”




  “Your education is sadly lacking, my dear,” Evan said. It was evident that he, like his wife, had spent time abroad. His voice carried a distinctive Scottish brogue. “The tribe is alive and well. Of course we don’t go on the warpath much these days, but I do remember some really wild protests in the sixties. At that time I was a student and I really raised some hell about the Viet Nam thing, to say nothing of Indian rights. Since then, I do my rabble rousing in the classroom.”




  For the first time Kit took a moment to look around the cabin. It was a jumble of various regalia. She could only stare in wide-eyed wonder at the beautiful designs made with beads and quills on the women’s dresses.




  “It’s good to meet you,” Jim said, extending his hand after the introductions were made. “We were beginning to think our little brother didn’t like girls.”




  Kit couldn’t help but smile at the sibling banter. Being an only child, she had never participated in such teasing.




  “Don’t listen to the boys,” Colleen advised. “They’ve been at each other for years. It makes me glad I live in Alaska and only have to endure this on a limited basis.”




  “I find it rather refreshing,” Kit replied. “Being an only child, I had no one to fight with as a kid.”




  “Have you had your dinner yet?” Carter’s mother asked.




  “I grabbed a burger on the way out here.”




  “That’s not nearly enough. Carter was hoping you had changed your mind and come out tonight, so I planned a late dinner. How do you like your steak?”




  Kit could hardly believe these strangers would wait dinner just for her. What if she had opted to go out with Elaine rather than come to the park? “I like it medium rare, but I wish you wouldn’t fuss.”




  “It’s no bother at all. I just tell my dear husband how many steaks to cook and he does it. Like most men, he thinks he’s the world’s best cook when I put him in charge of the grill. Go on into the living room and throw something on the floor so you can sit down. I’ll get you a glass of wine.”




  Rather than disturbing anything, Kit sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the fireplace. The fire gave off a pleasing odor, as well as taking the chill from the evening.




  Once the steaks were done, Carter joined her on the floor. While they ate, Kit enjoyed Carter’s parents’ stories about living and teaching in Scotland.




  “I even learned to play a mean bagpipe while I was there,” Evan declared. “I brought them with me. Would you like a demonstration?”




  “Please Evan, spare us,” Carter’s mom, who Kit now knew as Nancy, said. “I’ve heard you play and it’s not pretty. The only good thing about it is when you wear that cute kilt.”




  “Do they really wear those things without underwear?” Colleen asked.




  “What do you think makes them so cute?” Nancy replied.




  Kit cursed her red hair and light complexion that allowed her to blush so easily. Her parents had never talked so openly about such things. It came as a surprise to hear Carter’s family discussing them in the presence of a total stranger.




  “I’m afraid we’re embarrassing Kit,” Carter said.




  Rather than adding credence to Carter’s comment, Kit concentrated on her steak.




  “Kit’s mom died a few years ago and she lost her dad this past winter,” Carter continued, when she remained silent. “Her dad was a great guy. My impression was that he was a bit straight-laced though.”




  Kit almost choked on her steak. She had never considered her father to be straight-laced. He enjoyed sharing dirty jokes with his friends. He just wasn’t open when it came to talking about sex with Kit.




  The conversation took a turn toward Kit’s family and what she planned to do in the future. By the time she again glanced at her watch, it was almost nine. Somehow time had gotten away from her. If she wanted to be back at the park for the blessing of the buffalo grounds in the morning, she had to get back to the hotel.




  “Why don’t you spend the night with us?” Nancy suggested when Kit said she had to leave.




  “It would be tempting if I wasn’t here with my friend. If I don’t get back soon, she’ll think I got lost. Thank you so very much for offering. I’ll see you tomorrow.”




  Once they were in Carter’s truck, he reached across the seat and grasped her hand. “I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable with my crazy family.”




  “Of course I wasn’t. I had a great time. They’re wonderful people. I sort of wish I could have heard your dad play his bagpipes.”




  “No you don’t. He’s really terrible. Mom keeps threatening to turn them into a unique planter for her flowers this summer.”




  When they arrived at the parking lot, Kit waited until Carter came around to her side of the truck to open the door. Around them, people were getting into their cars and leaving for the night. With so many people in the area, she was certain he wouldn’t kiss her good night.




  She was so lost in thought the brightness of the dome light startled her. As she turned to get down from the cab of the truck, Carter put his hands around her waist and lifted her from the truck to the ground.




  To her delight, he held her longer than necessary then kissed her tenderly. “I wish you could have spent the night,” he whispered.




  “I do too, but my friend is waiting for me. If her date went well, maybe something can be arranged for tomorrow night.”




  “I hope so.” Again he captured her lips. As he did, his tongue begged for entrance into her mouth. Waves of delight washed over her body as their tongues did a sensual dance.




  Reluctantly, Kit got into her car and waited while Carter securely closed her door. With all her heart, she wanted to stay, but Elaine would be waiting. After starting the engine, she waved and pulled out of the parking lot.




  To Kit’s disappointment, Elaine wasn’t in the room when she got back to the hotel. She wanted to tell her friend everything, but opted for a hot bath while she waited. She had found the drive back to town to be quite cold, even with the heater turned full blast. After the warmth of the cabin, as well as the heat she had found in Carter’s arms, she was chilled.




  The door to the room opened, just as Kit eased her body into the hot water filled with a mountain of bubbles.




  “Are you here, Kit?” Elaine called.




  “I just got in the tub. Come in and tell me all about your date.”




  When Elaine entered the bathroom, Kit tried not to laugh. Her normally perfect hair and make-up were mussed and smeared. “It looks like you had a good time.”




  “I certainly did. We went back to his place and—”




  “Don’t go any further,” Kit interrupted. “I think I can guess the rest.”




  “So, tell all, did you and Carter…well…you know?”




  “No. He took me to meet his family. His mother wanted me to spend the night, but I told her you would worry.”




  “I worry more because you turned her down. For someone intent on seducing the guy, you missed the perfect opportunity.”




  “It was perfect all right. Let’s see, we would have been sharing the cabin with his parents, two brothers and his twin sister. I probably had to sleep with his sister. That’s not exactly conducive to seduction.”




  “At least you have tomorrow.”




  “I tentatively promised to stay with them tomorrow night, depending on how your date went.”




  “Good for you! You go girl! I guess I don’t have to worry about you after all.”




  Chapter 2




  Amid Elaine’s protests about getting up at the crack of dawn, they arrived at the park just prior to the blessing of the buffalo grounds. After finding a parking place, Kit hurried them to the observation deck. The deck surrounding the glassed in area on top of the snack bar was already crowded, but they managed to find a good place to stand.




  To Kit’s disappointment, it wasn’t Carter and his family who walked out onto the sacred ground, but the usual cast of players.




  “Are you looking for someone?” Familiar words sounded behind her.




  Kit turned to see Carter standing there. “I was hoping your parents would conduct the ceremony.”




  “Not hardly! They’re the guests of honor. Besides, the people who do this are trained in the ritual. This must be your friend.”




  “Oh, where are my manners? Elaine, this is Carter.”




  “So, you’re the mysterious Carter who sends all those e-mails,” Elaine said, batting her eyelashes at him.




  “In the flesh. So, how did your date go?”




  “If you’re asking if Kit will be free to spend the night at the park, the answer is yes.”




  The man who was conducting the ceremony below them, started to explain what he was doing. Even from so far away, his voice was audible. To Kit’s horror, Elaine raised her camera to get a picture of the ceremony.




  “Put that thing away,” Kit hissed. “Do you want to get us thrown out of here? This is a religious ceremony. You can’t take pictures!”




  “Kit’s right,” Carter said, moving to stand next to Kit. Once he did, he took her hand in his. “This is a very special ceremony to my people. It would be like someone taking a picture during a High Mass in church.”




  “I’m sorry,” Elaine said. “He’s just so impressive, I wanted a picture.”




  “You’ll have plenty of chances for pictures this afternoon, but only if you ask first.”




  The ceremony continued and Kit watched in her usual fascination. A glance at Elaine told Kit her friend was equally impressed with the ancient ritual being reenacted before her eyes.




  It wasn’t the ceremony that excited Kit as much as it was Carter’s hand touching hers. When he entwined his fingers with hers, she thought she would go weak in the knees.




  “I have to admit,” Elaine began, “that blessing of the buffalo grounds was impressive.”




  “I think it is,” Carter agreed. “I’m usually down by the field, but of course, I saw the first one at five this morning. That’s for the participants. This one is for the tourists.”




  “We’re going to walk the park,” Kit said. “Can you join us?”




  “I’d like to, but Mom and Dad are being interviewed for the local paper and I promised to be there. I’ll see you at the powwow grounds later.” With a kiss to her cheek, he turned and walked down the steps to the lower level.




  “What do you mean we ‘walk the park’?” Elaine questioned.




  “Just that. There is so much to see and this is a perfect time to see it. In the summer it’s just way too hot to make the entire loop. We start over here with the orphan animals and the wolf pack, then we make our way around the loop.”




  Elaine shrugged her shoulders and rolled her eyes. “Sure, why not? Just don’t tell any of my friends at school about this.”




  As usual the walk around the park exhilarated Kit. All around her birds sang and the beauty of nature abounded. Cranes waded in the same pond where a goose and gander took newly hatched goslings for their first swim.




  “Aren’t they adorable?” Elaine asked, her voice hardly more than a whisper, as though to speak louder would break the spell.




  Kit could only nod. A sense of awe left her speechless.




  They spent several minutes watching the little family before moving on to the trail that led to the farmstead. In the distance, the shriek of excited children brought Kit back to the modern world with its noisy distractions.




  As though she was one of the children, Elaine dropped a quarter into the food dispenser and filled her hands with grain for the goats.




  “I never thought you’d get into feeding goats,” Kit teased.




  “I’m as surprised as you are, but it is fun.”




  Kit watched Elaine hold out her hand for one of the goats to nibble at the food. Kit couldn’t help the smile that crossed her lips. How many times had she held out her hand to the goats? She so loved the gentle creatures that vied for the attention of the visitors. On an impulse, she deposited her own quarter to buy a handful of grain.




  Reluctantly, they moved on to the log cabin and then the schoolhouse. The ringing of the school bell brought with it a vision of children in bygone dress hurrying up the hill to attend the one room school.




  “Earth to Kit! Earth to Kit,” Elaine said, waving her hand in front of Kit’s eyes. “Where were you just now?”




  “Oh, I was visualizing what it was like to live like this.”




  “After seeing that one room house, I think I prefer the twenty-first century.”




  Kit laughed. “I guess I agree with you, but it is a romantic thought. Can’t you imagine some guy actually courting you in the moonlight?”




  Elaine nodded, a dreamy smile on her face. “It’s a nice thought, but remember, that romantic courtship is only a prelude to beating his dirty socks on a rock and churning your own butter.”




  Kit put her arm around Elaine’s shoulders and walked up to the pavilion on the top of the next hill.




  After using the rest room, Kit perched herself on the retaining wall and looked out on the undisturbed forest. In her mind’s eye, she could see the smoke from the campfires of an ancient Indian tribe.




  “What is it about this place?” Elaine asked from behind Kit. “I seem to lose you to the park every time I turn my back. I have to admit, it has the same effect on me. I can see why you love coming here. It’s the most relaxing place I’ve ever been.”




  Kit nodded, pleased to see Elaine finally enjoying herself and becoming one with nature.




  Reluctantly, Kit got to her feet and left the pavilion. Along the next trail they walked down to the lake and watched another family of geese out for a swim. After leaving the lake they came to a sign Kit could not recall seeing before. Log steps set into the hillside led the way to a look out point.




  “I’m bushed,” Elaine observed. “You can climb up there if you want. I’m going to enjoy the sun and sit down on this bench.”




  Kit chuckled, then started up the crude steps. As she followed the trail, she found herself at the top of a gradual hill. Looking ahead, she saw a beautiful lake below her. The sight made her gasp with delight.




  From nowhere, a flash of lightning streaked across the clear blue April sky, followed by a clap of thunder. Startled Kit lost her footing and tumbled from the crest of the hill to the beach below her.




  * * * *




  Atiko walked through the forest. The weather was perfect for a hunt. Today, the animals were safe from his bow. With the abundance of spring, the fish had returned to the stream and young braves brought small game to the cooking pots.




  Above him, birds sang their mating calls. He listened intently, so he could mimic their voices during one of the many celebrations the summer would bring. For his entire life he had been able to sing the songs of his brothers, the birds.




  He knew his special talent pleased his father, Clankor, the Shaman. As the second son, he would not be the one to follow in his father’s shadow. That privilege was for his brother, Tak. Atiko knew if he were not the Birdsinger of his village, he would be little more than an accomplished hunter.




  In the distance, a thunderous sound brought a smile to Atiko’s lips. He knew instantly what it signified. Just this morning, his people had gathered as his father and brother blessed the grazing grounds of the buffalo. Prayers had been chanted and smoke from the sacred pipe had been offered to the four winds. As they had for generations, the buffalo had returned to bring new life to not only the prairie, but also to the people.




  A hawk soared on an air current, as though he too was rejoicing in the return of the great beasts. It was a good sign. The Great Spirit was, indeed, smiling on the people.




  The trees of the forest thinned, forming a clearing at the edge of the bluff overlooking Spirit Lake. Atkio marveled at the beauty of the cloudless blue sky.




  From nowhere, a bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, followed by a clap of thunder louder than any Atiko had ever heard. The sheer magnitude of it forced him to his knees in awe.




  When his senses returned, the sky was again blue. No sign of the thunder and lightning—that had no reason to come—remained. As if it had not occurred, the birds still sang and the hawk continued its lazy circles in search of food.




  Atiko got to his feet. As he did, he saw a stranger lying in the sand on the beach surrounding the lake.




  He hurried down the steep bank to see to the person who had appeared, as though from nowhere. Could he have been brought by the thunder and lightning?




  By the time he reached the beach, the person had gotten to his feet and was brushing sand from his garments. He was shocked to see the stranger was a woman. The only way he knew her gender was by the swell of her breasts against the lightweight material of her garment.




  Her hair was chopped shorter than anyone he had ever seen before. Its color was as red as the sunset, which promised a good day to come. Soft curls framed her face. Even more amazing than her hair, was the color of her skin. In all his life, he had never seen anyone with skin the color of freshly fallen snow. Her eyes, too, were wonderment. Being as green as the grass that nourished the buffalo, he could not help but wonder if what she saw was tinged in green as well. The garments she wore were just as exotic. Short blue pants that ended just below her knee, a matching shirt and an under garment of a darker shade of blue. On her feet she wore white moccasins. Protruding from the tops of them were strange white things with flowers that sparkled in the sun. He wondered how she could have woven such a design into them. Although her moccasins looked sturdy, the rest of her clothing appeared to be too flimsy to be practical.




  * * * *




  Kit picked herself up from the sandy beach. To her surprise, no part of her body ached from the fall from the bluff. She glanced up to where she had stood just moments earlier. After such a fall, it was a wonder she hadn’t broken any bones.




  To her surprise, a man made his way down the hill. For a moment, her mind told her to be afraid of this stranger. Within seconds, she recognized Carter.




  “How did you find me, Carter?” she asked.




  As soon as the words passed her lips, she noticed that Carter’s skin seemed to be darker than she remembered. Had his father insisted he darken his skin, as well as his hair, for today’s powwow?




  “Meaka te soy?” Carter asked.




  It took a minute, but finally Kit recognized the ancient language she had studied in Anthropology class.




  “Who are you?” he again repeated in the ancient tongue.




  “Okay, Carter, I’ll play your game, even though you know that I’m Kit Lancer.”




  “Why do you call me Car-ter when everyone in the village calls me Atiko?”




  “Birdsinger? When did you take that name?”




  Carter looked at her as though he didn’t understand a word she had said.




  “Atiko is my man name. As everyone knows, a man gets his name once he passes the manhood test and has his first vision.”




  The fear of moments earlier returned. Although this man looked like Carter, that was where the resemblance ended. For some odd reason, she seemed to be talking to an ancient warrior. The way he said the long forgotten words, she knew he had never spoken any other language.




  She thought of the book about time travel she had read before leaving for Peoria. At the time, she had dismissed it as a work of fiction, a figment of someone’s overactive imagination. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Where had this man come from? And how had he ended up in the twenty-first century?




  Atiko studied the woman who stood before him. She spoke his language, but in a broken way. It was apparent her native tongue was not that of his people.




  Even though the way she spoke his words was strange, the sound of her voice was as sweet as the song of the wrens that visited his village.




  The woman appeared to be lost. Feeling responsible for her, Atiko held out his hand. “Come, I will take you to my village. I fear you are lost. My father will know how to help you return to your people.”




  “I’m not the one who is lost. I will go with you though.”




  This woman talks in riddles. Perhaps she is injured in her mind. Whatever her problem, I am certain my father can help her.




  The woman, who called herself by the strange name of Kit, took his hand. Hers was soft to the touch. Unlike the women of his village, Kit was unused to hard work. Perhaps she was a princess among her people. If so, she certainly must be frightened to find herself in a strange place.




  Kit searched the area for familiar landmarks, as she followed Atiko. Fear became terror when all around her was a primitive landscape. There were no trails, no service roads and no signs denoting which animals could be seen, or how to get back to the reception area.




  “What happened to the park?” Kit questioned aloud. Since Atiko’s language had no word for ‘park’ she spoke the word in English.




  To her surprise, Atiko stopped and turned to face her. “What is a park?”




  “It is…ah…never mind,” she replied, at a loss to describe something so modern to this man from the past.




  Atiko shrugged his shoulders and continued on. They climbed to the top of the next rise, then made their way down the gentle hill. Where the road should have been, Kit saw only a thick forest.




  The scream of a mountain lion pierced the air. Kit had heard it before, but then the big cat was contained behind a high fence. He had been beautiful to look at, but completely harmless. This cat sounded wild and dangerous.




  “How close was that cat?”




  Again Atiko stopped. “He is deep in the forest.”




  “So are we,” she replied.




  He took a step toward her, then put his arm around her shoulders. “I will allow no harm to come to you. I am a great hunter among my people. My ability comes because I am able to communicate with those who share this land with us.”




  Kit could feel his strength transfer to her body. The muscles in his arms were ones of a man who was no stranger to physical work. He certainly did not sit behind a desk in a classroom all day.




  As much as Kit wanted to cry, to bury her face in his broad chest and tell him how terribly frightened she was, she did not give in to her urges. Instead, she jutted out her chin, determined to be strong. Inwardly, she quivered like a bowl of Jell-O.




  As though he understood her intentions, Atiko guided her along a path she could not see. After several minutes, they came to a clearing, which opened onto a prairie of springtime grass.




  In the distance she could see a sea of black. Kit gasped as she realized ahead of her was an enormous herd of buffalo. Instead of the herd of less than twenty animals she remembered seeing earlier, there were thousands of the shaggy beasts.




  As soon as she saw them, Kit realized the time traveler was not Atiko. It was she. The world she knew was somewhere in the future. Here, all of her education would do her no good.




  Tears of loss rolled down her cheeks. She was lost in the past, trapped with the people she’d studied for the past two years. Did she know enough about their culture to survive?




  Dear God, what kind of cruel trick are you playing on me? What am I doing? Why am I here? And more important, how do I get home?




  Chapter 3




  Atiko could feel Kit soften. Her body shook with sobs, for which he could not understand the cause.




  “Does the sight of the buffalo upset you?”




  Kit sniffed loudly. “In a way.”




  “They should not upset you. They are our lifeblood.”




  “I-I know they are. What you don’t understand is that in my time…”




  “In your time?” Atiko questioned. “Of what do you speak?”




  “I don’t expect you to understand what is beyond even me. I’m not from this time and place. I don’t know what happened or how it happened, but I come from the future.”




  “The future?”




  Kit nodded. “I come from a time and place where the buffalo no longer roam free. In my time, they’re kept in captivity so people like me can come to see them and wonder what it was like to see them like this.” She extended her arm and moved it in a wide circle.




  Atiko followed the arc of her hand. For a moment he wondered how anyone could live without seeing the great herds return in the spring. “I will take you to my village. Say nothing of this to anyone but my father and my brother. They are great shamans among my people. Perhaps they can help you. As for the others in my village, they will not understand.”




  Shock covered her face. “You don’t believe me?”




  “I have spent my life surrounded by my father’s magic and visions. As the second son, I was not given the same gift, but I do not question it.”




  * * * *




  The walk to Atiko’s village took over an hour. When at last they arrived, Kit realized they were on the banks of the Peoria River. If her memory served her correctly, the village was located close to where the Par-A-Dice Casino would sit in the future.




  The beauty of the lodges, with smoke coming from the smoke holes, stood in direct contrast to the congestion Kit so vividly remembered from the drive of less than twenty-four hours earlier. The miles of concrete linking Peoria to Bloomington seemed unimaginable.




  Where has the familiar gone? Why am I trapped in this ‘B’ movie?




  Atiko stopped a short way from the village and motioned for Kit to be silent. When he was certain the people were occupied with other things, he grasped her hand and urged her to follow him to a lodge set apart from the others.




  Once inside, she marveled at all the mystical trappings. Could the man who lived here help her to get home? When she turned away from the every day tools of the Shaman’s trade, which in her world would be priceless artifacts, she saw Atiko had left her alone.




  If this is a bad movie, maybe someone can bring me a pair of ruby slippers.




  Kit seated herself on one of the carefully braided grass mats. Once she relaxed, exhaustion overshadowed curiosity, causing her to fall asleep immediately.




  * * * *




  Atiko stole one last glance at the beautiful woman before leaving to find his father and brother. He smiled to see her lovingly touching his father’s possessions.




  Across the circle of dwellings, Atiko saw his mother talking with a group of her friends, including his sister and his brother’s wife.




  “Have you been hunting, my son?” his mother asked.




  “No. I have been talking with my brothers, the birds. I have no time to talk now. I must find Father and Tak.”




  “They are at the council lodge,” his sister replied, looking up from her beadwork. “What is so urgent? Does it have to do with the spirit I saw you take into Father’s lodge?”




  “She is no spirit,” he countered, surprised to realize, despite his precautions, he had been seen.




  “What else would you call someone with hair the color of the cardinals and skin as white as the winter snow?”




  “I would call her by her name.”




  “Can you not see your brother has important business to discuss with your father? This is not the time for your idle gossip.”




  Atiko thanked his mother with a nod of his head. With a glance at his sister, he silently pitied his friend Pikar for choosing Makisa to be his wife.




  Without giving more thought to Makisa and Pikar, Atiko turned and walked toward the council lodge. He contemplated Makisa’s comment about Kit. Is she a spirit who has taken human form? If so, why did she appear to me and not to someone of greater importance?




  All of the men in the council lodge turned when Atiko entered. With a wave of his hand, Clankor dismissed the elders.




  “Come to my side, Atiko,” Clankor said, indicating where Atiko was to sit.




  “Father has been telling the elders of the vision he has had,” Tak said.




  “Vision?” Atiko questioned.




  “Yes, my son. In my vision, I saw the buffalo return. With them, came a traveler from the future. This comes as the fulfillment of the ancient prediction. What is she like?”




  Atiko gasped. His father knew about Kit, even before Atiko said anything about her.




  “Why is it I knew nothing of this prediction?” Tak asked.




  “You have no knowledge of this, because the time has not been right. My father whispered it to me, as he lay dying. It has been so between shamans and their sons since the beginning of time.”




  “How can you be certain this woman is the fulfillment of which you speak?” Atiko inquired.




  “The prediction goes like this—a traveler from the future will come to speak with the people of her past. She will reveal the wonders of the future and we will answer her questions about our people.”




  “How can she be of our people, Father? Her hair is the color of the sunset and her eyes of new grass. If that were not enough, her skin reminds me of freshly fallen snow.”




  “Do not take things at face value, my son. She may not be one of us by blood, but she is in her heart. We must learn from her for as long as the Gods allow her to stay.”
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