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      The seeds for this story were planted in my childhood. I grew up in Alaska, surrounded by the ancestral lands of the Ahtna Athabascan people. While attending school with Ahtna classmates and working for the village governments after college, my respect for the Ahtna people and their culture grew. 

      When a village family fell into crisis, my parents chose to foster and then adopt their four children. These four children became my siblings: by choice, by law, and by love. I love them as fiercely as if they were siblings by blood. 

      My adopted brothers and sisters have a dark past, and I found myself compelled to demonstrate the love I have for them, our childhood homeland, and their people. However, Ahtna Athabascan mythology and history is not mine to tell, because I do not share their heritage. 

      Instead, I wrote a story about a people that are like the Ahtna people. It is deliberately inaccurate. The Ahtna are very private about their myths and culture. I considered making the people in my story white to match my own skin color, but white-washing the characters lacked authenticity. To be genuine, the characters in this story had to have brown skin. 

      This book is a story about people that could have been. It is entirely fiction. I researched the history of the setting to create believable details, but all of the characters and their villages were made up within my own head. 

      In today’s society, authors are discouraged from writing about races with which they do not share a bloodline. Social media mobs have attacked authors who have broken this perceived rule, causing severe damage to what might have been promising careers. With the possibility of this kind of censure hanging over me, one might ask why I wrote this book. 

      My skin is white. The Native American blood in my veins is so diluted that it hardly counts. 

      But imagination gives humanity the power of empathy, to learn by observation and education instead of by our own experience. My skin does not have to be brown for me to empathize with marginalized people. It is my hope that people of all skin colors can find beauty within these pages. I hope that my readers can feel the love I feel for my two brothers and my two sisters who do not look like me. 
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      Long ago, before anything existed, Raven and Eagle flew over the great waters. For eons of time they soared, side by side. But one day Eagle said, “Raven, I’m tired of flying. Make me a world where I might rest.”

      Raven replied, “I will make a world for you, friend, but it will be ugly if you do not help me.” He knew Eagle enjoyed beautiful things.

      So, together Raven and Eagle made a world. Raven cawed and made mountains. Eagle screeched and made valleys. Raven plucked a feather from his wing and threw it away to become the sun. Eagle plucked two feathers from her breast and released them to become the moon and stars. The strenuous work brought a sweat on Raven. He shook his feathers, and the falling droplets of perspiration became the ocean. Eagle wept for the beauty of what they created, and her happy tears became the rivers and the rain. Seeing their work progressing so well and so quickly made Raven laugh. The sound of his laughter became the animals, and Eagle laughed too and made the people.

      When they finished, Raven and Eagle were pleased with the world they had made. Eagle landed on the top of a tall spruce tree and took her rest while Raven flew about her, laughing and teasing, as is his way.
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      I remembered falling through stars. They rushed past me so numerous, so fast, like a cloud of burning dust. Infinite particles of light streaming by at cosmic velocity. A smear of granular incandescence.

      Next, came clouds and fire. A ferocious wind.

      Then, impact.

      The catastrophic collision ought to have made a crater as large as Lake Hokbeneh, which took three days to cross by sled.

      Something pierced my chest, driven through breast and bone by the force of the fall perhaps. My eyes snapped open and took in a view of the cold crust of snow against which my face pressed, white under the moonlight, with black sky and the dusty stars above.

      Those stars blurred. My heart had puttered to a stop.

      Beat, I told it. Beat! BEAT! As if I had a choice.

      But it scrambled into motion as if I really did. My body convulsed like a salmon out of water. The shush of blood pulsed in my ears, almost rhythmically, sometimes stuttering and skipping. Shallow breaths lurched through impotent lungs.

      Then, oddly, I thought I heard the repeated cawing of a raven, sounding like laughter as the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      This was all in the wrong order, of course. First, should have been the piercing wound. Next, my heartbeat losing its momentum, and a fall through clouds and fire and stars. And then…I didn’t know. Whatever came after death. I felt like I should know what that was.
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        * * *

      

      I regained consciousness briefly as men loaded me into a sled, mittened hands lifting me from the snow. The dogs’ breath steamed as they panted in the frigid air. Uneasiness filled me because my breath didn’t. Worried brown eyes peered at me from beneath fur-trimmed hoods. During that brief awareness, the only identifiable feeling was pain through my core. Everything returned to black.
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        * * *

      

      The foreign sensation of weight woke me again, the world’s gravity pulling me against hide blankets. My thoughts whirled and wavered. I struggled to figure out where I was and what had happened.

      “Good morning,” someone said, the rough voice accosting my ears. “I’m glad you have chosen to remain with us.”

      The voice, the fur rubbing my brown skin, the smell of my own body, the straight black hair in my peripheral vision, the heaviness of flesh on my bones, every impression was as alien to me as if I had just been born. For a moment, I could not think of who, or even what, I was.

      Panic sent me rolling into a crouch. I held my head between shaking hands, eyes squeezed shut, disoriented by every touch, taste, smell, sound, and even the darkness behind my eyelids.

      “Ts’ellbah, what is it?” That voice again. But it helped me access my memories. I was Ts’ellbah, of the Salmon Chief Clan. Human. I was human.

      So, where was I?

      Gingerly lowering my hands, I opened my eyes to see my surroundings and companion. His name came slowly to me, just like anticipating the spring thaw in midwinter: Koss Bahdeegah, the village sleep doctor.

      “You look much better,” he announced, studying my face as I studied his. “But you seem confused.”

      We were in his home, a pit house dug into the ground with walls of spruce boughs chinked by mud and moss. A collection of caribou, moose, and bear hides covered the dirt floor. Fire burned in a ring of stones in the middle of the space with a buffer of dirt around it so the rugs wouldn’t touch the hot rocks or popping cinders. Smoke curled up and out through a hole in the dome over our heads. Skins hung over the doorway and the bear-gut window.

      Koss Bahdeegah was an old man, his skin a wrinkled brown like the bark of a spruce tree, though he had the physical strength and assurance that testified of many years yet to live. His long, gray hair fell straight on either side of his face, a few braided strands adorned with bones and feathers. A dentalium shell pierced his nose. He wore leather leggings and even a parka inside his house but had thrown back his hood to bare his head. Rabbit skin boots protected his feet.

      I clung to the details of him and his house, hoping they would anchor me to this existence that suddenly seemed so alien.

      He’d set aside his mittens so he could stir the contents of a birch-bark basket sitting near the fire in which he occasionally dropped hot rocks. The heat from the stones brought the contents to a boil and when they had cooked to his satisfaction, he scooped some out with a smaller bowl and handed it to me.

      After a hesitant sip, my tongue identified the taste as blood and fat soup. The bowl warmed my stiff fingers, which were red and blistered by ice burn.

      The sleep doctor looked at me as he picked up a rather large stick of diamond willow and began to whittle, his face sober. The scrape of his knife grated against my ears.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      My mind stretched to remember. There were the stars and all the jumbled memories of falling and death. They set my heart racing in a strange, syncopated pattern. I couldn’t think beyond those stellar fires for a moment. But then I remembered a rope in one hand and a copper knife in the other. The sled dragging me down into silent death. The splash of bitter, black water. I kept sorting backwards until I recalled skidding over the river ice in a sharp turn, the snap of wood, and then tipping over the edge of the ice, unable to right the weighty sled.

      The task of remembering felt laborious, like being disoriented in a dark tent, struggling to find the doorway, and then sunlight streaming in when the door finally opened.

      Relieved to find the memory fresh and vivid, I opened my mouth to test my voice. It came out hoarse. “I think a runner broke as I came through the turn.”

      “We’ve all warned you to slow down, Ts’ellbah. When you carry a heavy load, you must go with care. Fortunately, you had the presence of mind to grab the gangline and cut the sled free. The dogs pulled you out.”

      My mind floundered for an appropriate response and finally settled on, “Were any of them hurt?”

      “No.”

      Saliva rolled in my mouth as I forgot what to do with it. Just before it spilled, instinct kicked in and I swallowed. Koss Bahdeegah waited for me to continue the conversation.

      “Kasska likes to go fast.” The words came first. An instant later, I remembered that Kasska was my lead sled dog.

      “Not only Kasska,” he replied, a wry twist to his lips. “But are you his sister or his master? You must control him. You are lucky we found you when we did. Next time, you may lose more than a toe and a load of firewood.”

      A toe? I wiggled my toes, discovered one boot missing, and felt the bandages pressing tight around my right foot and the stabbing pain of my fifth toe’s recent amputation. I gasped.

      “Drink your soup,” Koss Bahdeegah instructed. “There is medicine for the pain in it.” His copper knife flashed in the firelight as he worked, and shavings of wood lay scattered over his knees.

      Pain. Now that he mentioned it, I could identify the sensation. My entire body hurt. Sore muscles protested every movement. My elbows, knees, and chin displayed fresh scrapes and bruises, particularly on my left side where I must have slammed into the ice when the sled flipped. My fingers ached. A focal point of agony radiated from my chest, as bad as, or even worse than, my foot. Nausea surged through my gut as I recognized it. After gulping down several swallows of hot soup, I asked, “Why do I hurt right here?” and delicately tapped my chest just above my left breast.

      “You have a large bruise and some ice burn there. Perhaps you hit the handle of the sled when you crashed. Is it bothering you?”

      “Yes. Just the beat of my heart and breathing hurts.”

      “The bones aren’t broken. Try to be patient. The medicine will take some time to work.”

      “How did they know I needed help?” I asked as I explored the memory of my accident further. I had been alone on that sled. They had no reason to come looking for me.

      “They didn’t,” Koss Bahdeegah replied. “There was a strange noise, loud enough for everyone in the village to hear. Chief Denah sent some men to investigate, but they couldn’t find anything unordinary. They decided it must have been the river ice cracking. They were on their way home when they found you. I cannot emphasize how close we were to losing you, Ts’ellbah. Just a few heartbeats more and it would have been too late. Please be more careful when you run your dogs.”

      Every moment, I had to endeavor to be calm and steady, but foreign impressions overwhelmed my senses. My skin stretched too smooth and thin over thick bone. Firelight flickered on the pit house wall, weak and tepid. The smell of soup and smoke burned my nostrils. These things ought to have been too mundane to notice, but I noticed them. Wiping a drop of soup from my lip, swallowing, holding the bowl level, each task took excessive effort to recall and then perform. Again I fought off a rush of nausea.

      The deep cold seeped through the spruce bough walls. Fire alone could not protect us from it, and I tugged the blanket tighter around my shoulders with a flash of gratitude. Koss Bahdeegah did not have a family with which to share his house, so it was quite small and easier to keep warm. With the moss and mud blocking the gaps and snow blanketing the entire structure, the house became comfortable, if we wore our layered clothing.

      The sleep doctor handed me a piece of cooked tuber to wipe out the bowl. My fingers fumbled and dropped it. He caught it with surprising dexterity for someone his age and handed it to me again. The second time, I managed to complete the appropriate motions, scraped the bowl dry, placed the tuber in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed.

      “I am grateful for all you have done for me,” I said, bowing my head in respect after finishing.

      With a twinkle of fondness in his eyes, he said, “If you feel well enough, you may go to the sweat house and thaw your bones. I think that would be appropriate even without a cleansing ritual.”

      The amount of pain afflicting me made me uncomfortable with the idea of being away from the supervision of the sleep doctor, but I didn’t want to be a burden to him.

      “That sounds nice,” I agreed, after breathing through the throbbing for a time. Perhaps a sweat bath would loosen my muscles and ease some of the soreness.

      Koss Bahdeegah brushed wood shavings from his legs into his hand and threw them into the fire. He stood, swept aside a hanging skin, and pushed open the door. Intense sunlight burst through the doorway as he ducked out, making me flinch and clench my eyes shut. The sleep doctor replaced the door, restoring dimness to the interior, and footsteps moved away briefly. His voice boomed through the wall as he shouted, “Kenk’elkahdee, go warm the sweat house!”

      A boy’s voice responded, “Yes, Doctor. I will!”

      Footsteps approached, the door opened, and Koss Bahdeegah reentered. He resumed his work on the diamond willow, standing over the fire so that the shavings fell into it.

      “You’ll have to stay in the village until your foot has healed. No hunting or other expeditions. I know that will be frustrating for you, but it’s important that you take the time to heal.”

      “How long will it take?” I asked.

      “You can start walking on your foot as soon as you are able. I’ll take out the stitches in three weeks. After that, you can go wherever you want, but take it easy at first. No racing the dogs for at least six weeks, although you may go for a ride in the cargo basket or drive slowly on the runners if you wish.”

      “Kasska won’t like that, but I’ll do my best.”

      “Good.” He proffered the gnarled stick, carved to accent the reddish-brown diamonds in white wood. “Here is a crutch for you.”

      The blanket fell from my shoulders as he took my wrist and helped me up. I hopped awkwardly on my good foot until he tucked the crutch under my right arm.

      My fingers caressed the twists in the wood, admiring its sculpted beauty. “This is lovely.”

      “Thank you,” said Koss Bahdeegah.

      With something steady to lean on, I tentatively put weight on my right leg. The pain was intense and immediate.

      Ruefully, I shook my head.

      “Give it time,” he said. “And make sure to bathe your foot regularly and put a new willow bark poultice on every day. I’ll give the proper supplies to your aunt.”

      I followed him outside into brilliant sunshine reflecting off white snow. Again, the sensation of being in a foreign place confronted me. For a long moment, nothing was familiar. Paths packed the snow into trenches where people frequently trod, but I didn’t know whether to take the one that led to the left, the right, or straight ahead. So I didn’t move at all, just looked and relearned the place that I should have known well.

      A glossy, black raven startled from the roof of the house and flew to the safer branches of a tree. Little gray jays with sooty heads hopped around in nearby brush and branches, bickering over the minuscule specks of sustenance they found. Tall, elegant spruce trees towered overhead, bearing their blanket of snow with nobility. The shorter aspens and birches stood naked of leaves but carried neat lines of thick snow on every branch and twig, which gleamed in the sunshine. Mounds of snow with smoke trickling from their tops marked the other pit houses in the village and a large lodge with a sod roof and log walls stood in the center. Caches built on stilts near the pit houses provided a safe place for the stores of each family’s home. Doghouses, miniatures of the family-sized pit houses, dotted the background. The little village nestled among the trees like a child against its mother. Its shining quaintness thrust a surge of affection through me.

      The effect of sunlight on white snow dazzled my eyes after the dim interior of the sleep doctor’s house. At least, that’s what I told myself when tears spilled into them, threatening to overflow.

      “Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na.” I breathed the name of the little village like a prayer. It was so beautiful.

      The sleep doctor lingered beside me, observing my reaction with keen interest.

      “It’s so bright,” I explained, rubbing my eyes before any tears could fall, disguising my hesitation as an effort to let them adjust. I started a mix of hopping and hobbling down the path to the left.

      “Ts’ellbah,” Koss Bahdeegah said, pointing to the right. “The sweat house is that way.”

      “Of course.” I laughed a little nervously and turned in the other direction.

      My eyes searched among the distant domes in the snow, seeking to identify the correct one, but couldn’t. Glancing back to the sleep doctor for another cue, I discovered a solemn wrinkle pressed between his brows. He smoothed his expression into patience and held me by the shoulder as he pointed to a house off to the side. Silent, I started for it.

      Koss Bahdeegah kept a steadying hand under my left elbow. My breath misted in the crisp air, reassuring me since it hadn’t while I laid on the ice by the river. I panted as I worked my way down the path, partly from the agony of exertion, partly just to see the evidence of my life drifting from my lips. The barking of sled dogs and the laughter of children let out to play filled the air.

      “Ts’ellbah!” someone called.

      I turned and discovered a stranger hustling down the path toward me. No, not a stranger, but my pregnant aunt, Katsaht’lee. The porcupine quill fringe of her moose hide dress whipped around her leggings from underneath her parka. Her long, black hair hung in a braid over one shoulder. She was shorter than me, perhaps indicating a grandparent from the northern clans somewhere in her ancestry. Exertion flushed her cheeks and she puffed more than normal because of her swelling belly. She was pretty in a homey, unexotic way.

      “Ts’ellbah, I was just coming to check on you.” She turned to the sleep doctor. “Is she well enough to come home?”

      “I believe so,” he answered. “She has warmed up. The rest of her healing can be done at home, but right now she is on her way to the sweat house.” He lowered his voice despite knowing I would still hear him. “I didn’t find a head injury, but she may have one I couldn’t detect. She seems a bit confused, so keep an eye on her for other symptoms.”

      “I will,” my aunt assured him. Then, to me, “Let me help you.” Katsaht’lee took the sleep doctor’s place at my side and pulled my left arm around her shoulder without waiting for a response.

      Koss Bahdeegah left us on our own.

      My aunt looked at my face which must have made her doubtful of my condition. Her brows drew down in concern. “Are you sure you should be up and about already?”

      “No. My entire body is aching. Koss Bahdeegah thinks a sweat bath will help.”

      “Then, let’s go,” she said.

      The wooden crutch accentuated my limping steps in a counter rhythm, squeaking against the packed snow path. The silence between Katsaht’lee and me felt awkward. Though it only lasted a few heartbeats, my mind scrambled to think of words to fill the void.

      “I’m so sorry about losing the sled and the wood.”

      “We’ll not speak of it. Your uncle has already cut slats to build a new one. We’ll be mobile again before you are.”

      The journey to the sweat house took too long. By the end of it, my lungs burned from gasping wintry air, and my body felt like an ill-fitting glove in which my fingers kept slipping about when I wanted to pick up something tiny. Katsaht’lee helped me through the door, and I sank weakly to the dirt floor.

      A young teen boy, presumably Kenk’elkahdee, sat near a fire surrounded by a tall ring of rocks. He added a piece of wood, encouraging it to burn by poking it with a long stick, fiddling with its position among the flames. Satisfied, he stood and came to hug me.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right, Ts’ellbah. Ken’yu was really worried.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, thoughts muddling over both names he spoke. I reminded myself that I was Ts’ellbah, but who was Ken’yu? Oh, yes. My nephew. Katsaht’lee’s six-year-old son.

      The boy left the sweat house, allowing my aunt to take over care of the fire.

      Katsaht’lee collected wood from a pile outside the door, knocking the snow off each piece before bringing it in, then built up the fire some more and filled a basket with snow. Next, she helped me remove the layers of clothing that protected my body from the cold: my caribou hide parka with the fur turned in, mittens, boots, leggings, tunic. My underclothes, made from the skin of snowshoe hares, were left on. Soon I sat mostly naked. Katsaht’lee undressed as well.

      “What’s that?” Katsaht’lee asked, seeing the star-like wound and bruise over my left breast.

      “Koss Bahdeegah said it is ice burn.” With caution, I touched the wound and felt a jolt of pain, not just on my skin, but through bone, into my heart. My vision grayed and the pain made me feel momentarily nauseated. Palpitations fluttered my pulse.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said, unaware that I struggled to remain conscious. “It wasn’t there before you crashed?”

      I shook my head, mute.

      “Strange.” Picking up the wooden dipper, she threw snow on the rocks, testing their heat. The snow melted quickly but did not hiss and spit as it should to build steam up in the house. She added another log to the fire.

      While waiting, I peeled away the willow bark bandage covering my right foot and stared at my remaining toes and the space where my last toe should have been. The sleep doctor had sewn the skin together with a neat row of sinew stitches. Red, sore skin puckered between the knotted threads. Like my fingers, redness and blisters marred the other toes. The blue-gray fifth toe on my left foot looked like it had barely escaped amputation.

      “Are you upset?” Katsaht’lee asked, also examining the damage to my feet. “You had such pretty feet. This might make dancing difficult.”

      I shrugged. A small, muffled twinge of sadness struggled to make itself heard, but overall, I felt indifferent. Being attached to a single, tiny toe seemed silly.

      She raised her eyebrows at my response, but she didn’t question it, just patted my head.

      Sweat soon ran in rivulets from my skin and dampened my black hair. Once the snow in the basket was mostly gone, Katsaht’lee helped me dry and dress, tsking over the bruises and scrapes covering my body from the accident.

      “These aren’t the clothes I went to gather wood in,” I observed.

      “No,” she agreed. “We had to cut those off you to get you warmed up quickly. They were soaked and frozen stiff. I brought these ones from home and dressed you once you were warm.” She gave a tight laugh. “You didn’t even wake up.”

      Katsaht’lee dressed herself, then wrapped fresh willow bandages over my foot and tied them on with sinew. She doused the fire with slush from the bottom of the basket, handed me the crutch, and helped me through the door and down the path.

      As we neared the house, Kasska, my lead sled dog, approached at a calm trot, tail wagging. He was the biggest of my dogs, weighing almost as much as me and standing tall enough that his head reached my hip. Dark gray fur covered his back and head, but he had a white-masked face with a white belly and legs. His tail curled up like a plume over his back.

      Before he reached us, he slowed to a walk, hackles rising, tail falling, and then halted an arm’s length away and woofed softly at me, a strange warning I was not sure how to interpret.

      “Kasska!” my aunt reprimanded.

      “Come, Kasska” I said, giving him permission to approach and holding out my hand for him to smell like I would for any strange dog.

      He took two steps more and sniffed at my fingers, then thrust his head under my hand, sniffing at my belly and lifting his head to study my face with solemn, brown eyes. He seemed concerned as he dropped his head and continued to sniff me, his nose moving down my legs, spending the greatest amount of time examining my injured foot. I stroked his gray back, unable to feel his softness through my mitten. He seemed unaware of my touch. Finishing his examination, he harrumphed in his throat and trotted away with his tail down, almost tucked between his legs, clearly upset about something, though I had no clue as to what it was.

      “I’ve never seen him behave like that,” Katsaht’lee mused. “You must smell funny from the medicine Koss Bahdeegah gave you.”

      “It’s all right. He’ll come around,” I said, though his reaction concerned me.

      Katsaht’lee guided me into the house and helped me lie down on my bed, a pile of spruce boughs covered with skins, and tucked a caribou skin blanket around me.

      My six remaining sled dogs soon tumbled through the door and quickly claimed a place to lie at my side.

      Katsaht’lee gave a bemused snort when she discovered them piled all over me. She let them be, but she said, “I hope the elders catch that lone wolf soon. I’m tired of having all these dogs in the house.”

      “Has another dog been killed?” I asked.

      “Yes. A dog got eaten last night while we were distracted by your accident.”

      “A tied dog is easy prey for a hungry wolf,” I said.

      “Not all dogs are as well-trained as yours,” Katsaht’lee countered. “If they weren’t tied, then they would run away, chase porcupines, and get their noses full of quills.”

      Normally, all the dogs slept outdoors in their dog houses or in dens they dug for themselves in the snow. Kasska was an exception to the rule. A prized dog and my best friend, he always slept with me. But this winter had been a hard one on the village dogs.

      “Has anyone seen the wolf yet?” I asked.

      “No.”

      Exhaustion prevented me from pursuing the topic further, and though my customary doggy pillow had refused to come into the house, even that discomfort submitted to sleep in the end.
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      A dog barked, repeatedly. The noise pierced my heavy sleep and dragged me to wakefulness, but my body’s exhaustion fought to keep me under. 

      Kasska, I realized. It was Kasska barking. He sounded urgent. 

      Still feeling ill and bruised, I refused to open my eyes and hoped someone else would take care of it. 

      Then a person shouted, “Ts’ellbah!” 

      My eyes popped open. White specks flew at my face, and for a heartbeat, I thought they were stars. I tucked my chin against the onslaught, blinking away sleep and wetness. 

      But what I saw couldn’t possibly be real. 

      I was no longer in my bed. 

      I stood outside, not on the ground, but on the roof of a cache, arms wide in the embrace of a forceful snowstorm. Heavy cloud cover dimmed the daylight. Below me, Kasska barked and barked, and an unfamiliar girl stared up at me in horror. The shock buckled my knees and I fell sideways off the roof, landing on a cushion of freshly fallen snow. 

      The girl shrieked and rushed to my side.

      “Ts’ellbah! Are you all right?”

      My mouth worked for words, but I couldn’t answer her question. I could only say, “Raven’s trick. Raven’s trick creations. Raven’s trick. Raven’s trick creations,” through chattering teeth.

      Kasska barged in, sniffing and snuffling my body. Seeming disappointed, he trotted away, tail between his legs, and disappeared into the village.

      The girl helped me to my feet, and as she brushed the snow off me, her fingers swept across my skin. She stopped and pressed her hand against my forehead. “Let’s get you home.” Pulling my arm over her shoulders, she dragged me along beside her. 

      Each step tripped my bumbling feet. My body weighed heavier and heavier on me and therefore on her, until she could no longer support me. 

      Seeing our proximity to a house, she shouted, “Buhloo, Buhloo! Help me!” 

      The door of the house opened, and a boy poked his head out. “Nanelyahki? What is it?” 

      “Help me get Ts’ellbah home, quick! She has a fever!” 

      He grabbed boots by the door, tugged them on his feet, and rushed to lift my other arm over his shoulders.

      “Raven’s trick creations,” I told him.

      His eyes widened, and he looked to my companion for an explanation.

      “I found her standing on top of our cache!” the girl, Nanelyahki, explained. 

      “What was she doing up there?” Buhloo asked. 

      “I don’t know! She was staring up at the sky. I thought she was about to jump off! I only found her because we heard a dog barking, and my parents sent me out to check on our team. Ts’ellbah fell off the roof!” 

      They hauled me home. At first, I attempted to walk, but they soon bore all my weight, and my head dangled, chin to chest. Drag marks marred the fresh snow behind us. 

      “Stakotneegee!” Buhloo called once we were close to my own house. 

      Just as Buhloo had, a man put only his head out into the storm but ran out when he saw the three of us, me slouching between the boy and girl. 

      “What happened?” he demanded as he scooped me up and carried me inside. Slowly, I remembered he was my uncle. Attentive, he listened as Nanelyahki explained how she’d found me. 

      Stakotneegee laid me on my bed and Katsaht’lee felt my forehead. “We thought she’d gone out to relieve herself. I had no idea she had a fever! Buhloo, will you fetch the sleep doctor, please?” 

      “Yes,” said Buhloo and hurried from the house. But I fell asleep before he returned with the doctor. 

      What followed was a series of words passing through darkness.

      “Grab her, Buhloo! Don’t let her open the door.” 

      “Oof! She’s strong when she’s delirious! How is she even walking?”

      “Ts’ellbah, what are you doing? Get back in bed! You’re too sick to be up.” 

      “What are you afraid of Ts’ellbah? You’re safe here. Go back to sleep.” 
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        * * *

      

      When next I woke, the girl who’d found me on the roof sat at my side, though Katsaht’lee was also in the house. I groaned and sat up. 

      “Good news!” the girl said, her smile accentuating high cheekbones and full lips. “Koss Bahdeegah didn’t find any infection in your toe or anywhere else. The bad news is that Raven will probably eat your eyes out for the way you talked about him.”

      “What?” I mumbled, holding my head in my hands. 

      She didn’t elaborate. Instead, she asked, “Do you want to explain what ‘Raven’s trick creations’ are?” 

      “I…I don’t know.” 

      She laughed. “Well, you seemed very concerned about them, whatever they are.” 

      “How are you feeling, Ts’ellbah?” Katsaht’lee asked, leaning over to feel my forehead. 

      “Better?” I wasn’t quite sure. My body still hurt and everything still felt…off.

      “Good. Now maybe Nanelyahki and Buhloo can go home. Your friends have taken turns sitting with you for the last four days, even through the night. They’ve eaten most of our winter stores,” she teased. 

      “We didn’t want you to sneak onto the roof of a cache again,” Nanelyahki laughed. 

      Though they bantered, deep relief tinged the tone of their words. 

      Nanelyahki sobered. I studied her, trying to rememorize the face of my friend.

      She said, “Your fever was very high. If you’d got out of bed again, we didn’t think you would make it. I can’t believe you had the strength to go into that storm and climb on top of the cache! What were you doing up there?” 

      I rubbed my temples but could only remember waking up on the roof, not how I got there or what my purpose was. “I’m not sure.” It all seemed like a dream.

      “Well, I’m very happy your fever finally broke. Koss Bahdeegah said he’d never seen a patient behave as oddly as you did. It was nearly impossible to keep you in bed, almost like you were possessed. He had to give you a ton of chamomile to calm you down.” 
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        * * *

      

      Ken’yu poked his head into the house. “Kasska still won’t come out of his doghouse,” he reported. His voice startled me from two days of almost continuous sleep.

      “Did he eat?” Stokatneegee asked.

      “Yes, when I told him to.”

      “Good. Just let him be for now.”

      Ken’yu’s head vanished, and the door closed.

      “What’s wrong with Kasska?” I asked, struggling to sit up.

      “Nothing,” Stokatneegee reassured me, his arms moving rhythmically while he shaped a runner with a copper adze. “I’ve checked him over. He’s healthy. He’s not injured. He’s just been a little glum since your accident. Maybe he’s worried about you. Maybe he feels guilty, but he’ll get over it.”

      The next time bodily functions forced me outside, I called to Kasska and proffered a tidbit of dried salmon tail, which he loved. Beyond pricking his ears at the sound of my voice, he ignored me. The rest of the dogs played fetch with a couple of girls who were throwing sticks for them, but Kasska declined to join the fun, unusual behavior for him.

      My dejected feet labored to take a single step and a sensation of slipping accompanied each one. Already drained by the effort it took to relieve myself, I didn’t feel capable of crossing the distance to his doghouse or I would have marched over to confront him. Instead, I returned to my bed feeling as if his glumness was leaking into me.

      Low cloud cover and threatening snowfall brought darkness early that afternoon, shortening an already short winter day. Wind rushed through the trees, making them bend and moan, tossing their loads of snow into the air. The evening that followed felt oppressive, almost sinister, and I fidgeted on my bed, trying to hide my strange, inexplicable discomfort.

      A scratching came at the door and when Stokatneegee opened it, Kasska came in out of the dark, walked to my bed, and laid down by my head as he used to. Perhaps he sensed my unrest. Perhaps something else drove him to seek security for the night. Whatever the reason, he had forgiven me. Filled with gratitude, I threw an arm over him and pulled him under my head for a pillow as was our custom. He did not protest and only gave a quiet sigh. I had no idea what I’d done to offend him for he had not taken a dunking like I had in the icy, black water. Either the issue had gone away, or he had resigned himself to it.
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        * * *

      

      Ken’yu plopped down in my lap. “Why did you crash, Ts’ellbah?” he asked. “You’ve never crashed before.”

      Again, the memories came, sharp for their freshness, but difficult to bring to the surface of my mind. “I think…I think one of the runners may have broken as we took the turn on the river. I can’t remember for sure.”

      “We’ll never know,” Katsaht’lee said. “The sled is lost forever. Even if it survived the battering of going down the river, the ice will splinter it when it goes out in the spring.”

      Once Ken’yu’s question released the memory, it continued flowing through my head. I could remember the shock of water as cold as ice closing over my head, the instantaneous loss of limb control, my thoughts working, but not my body. Then, the struggle to surface and the realization that the dogs were being dragged in too, claws scrabbling, the ice too slick for them to grip and the current pulling on the heavy sled. The waterproofing oil rubbed into my outer clothes must have protected me long enough to cut the sled free. Then, lying on the icy crust of snow, unable to move, shivering and then not shivering, feeling warm, too warm and wanting to take off my parka, and then…falling through stars. Why was that bit so much more vivid than any other memory, old or new?

      I could not have actually fallen through the stars. Perhaps it had been snowing, but no. I remembered being able to see the stars in the sky when I regained consciousness the moment after they found me. Could that stabbing pain I recalled be the ice burn spreading on my breast? Could that jarring impact have been when I hit the hard-packed snow of the trail? But everything was in the wrong order and the wrong consequence of a fall into an icy river. I could not explain my memories.

      “Ts’ellbah? What is it?” Katsaht’lee asked, studying my face.

      “Nothing.” I thrust the bone needle in my hand through the leather and strung on a bead, then dropped the needle, picked it up, and strung on the bead again. The beads were bright and colorful—red, green, blue, pink—shades we saw in nature but could not reproduce with dyes. We traded furs for the beads with villagers down the valley who said they traded for them with coastal villages who said they got them from men with skin as white as snow who came in boats on the vast ocean. No one in our valley had ever seen such a man. I had previously doubted their existence, but now, sewing on a pink bead, I knew they were real, just as I knew the stars were not spirits looking down on us from the lodge of ancestors, but great burning balls of light an unfathomable distance away, because I had been out there with them when I fell.

      Ken’yu started doing laps around the fire on all fours, doing his best impression of an angry wolf, snarling and growling and snapping at me every time he passed. Katsaht’lee tolerated it until he almost knocked over a birch-bark basket containing our dinner and then she shouted, “Ken’yu, go outside!”

      “But Mama,” he sassed. “I’m the lone wolf! If you send me outside, I’ll kill another dog!”

      “Now!” my aunt demanded.

      Her son scampered out the door and promptly howled, the sound fading as he ran off in search of friends. Katsaht’lee smiled as she said, “That child will make me crazy someday.”

      “Psst,” someone said.

      The sound turned me toward the door, wondering if Ken’yu had returned to cause more mischief, but the face I saw wasn’t his. It was my friend, Nanelyahkee.

      She grinned at me and gestured for me to come. When I didn’t respond, she motioned again and whispered, “Let’s go! Sneak out of there and we’ll go for a sled ride!”

      Shaking my head, I said, “The sleep doctor said not to.”

      My friend seemed taken aback by my response.

      “I know you’re there, Nanelyahkee,” my aunt said, her tone dry.

      Nanelyahkee giggled and came into the house. The boy who had helped her get me home followed behind her.

      I grabbed my diamond willow crutch and struggled to my feet to greet them.

      “Ts’ellbah!” bubbled the girl and gave me a hug, her eyes sparkling. “It’s so good to see you up and well again. How are you feeling?”

      “Better every day, Nanelyahkee,” I said, then turned to the boy. For an awkward moment, I couldn’t remember his name. “…Buhloo, how are you?”

      “Fine,” Buhloo answered, taciturn as always. He was tall and wore his hair cut at his shoulders. His youthful physique was slowly giving way to the musculature of a grown man. He carried himself with quiet grace and shyness that indicated he was never quite comfortable with conversing.

      “Good.”

      Silence stretched, and I shuffled on my feet.

      “Do you need to sit down?” Nanelyahkee asked, quickly stepping to my side. In reaching out to help me, she jarred me a bit, sending a lightning bolt of pain through my chest.

      I gasped and sank to the floor.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry!” Nanelyahkee exclaimed. “Did I step on your toe? I mean…” She hesitated.

      “No.” I swallowed against the nausea. “I’m sorry. I’m all right.” My shaking hands belied my statement, so I tucked them under my knees. I looked up and smiled at them, remembered another friend. “Where’s Sahseen?”

      “Trapping,” Buhloo answered. “She left the day before your accident.”

      “Oh, now I remember.”

      “Buhloo lost a dog to the wolf,” Nanelyahkee said, her shoulders drooping.

      “It got Dots’enee, my lead dog,” Buhloo confirmed.

      “That’s terrible! My aunt told me another dog had been eaten, but she didn’t tell me it was yours!”

      “I didn’t want to upset you while you were unwell,” Katsaht’lee interjected from the background.

      “The wolf still hasn’t been caught?”

      “No,” said Buhloo. “The elders have been hunting, but they can’t find it. They can’t even find tracks.”

      We did not hunt wolves. They were a sacred animal, like the bald eagle and the raven. However, in cases like this, we had little choice. Our safety and livelihood had to be preserved. So, only the elders hunted the wolf. They were the ones with the power and wisdom of age that protected them from starvation, which was Raven’s punishment for violating the wolf’s sanctity.

      “It’s like a spirit wolf,” Nanelyahkee said and gave a little shudder.

      I felt a compulsion to repeat “Raven’s trick creations” to them, but I quashed it. “I’ll give you a puppy the next time I get a litter, Buhloo,” I promised.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly.
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        * * *

      

      Nanelyahkee and Buhloo visited almost every day. They helped me with projects, kept me entertained, and updated me on the goings-on of our relatives and neighbors. They walked by my side as I hobbled around the village with my crutch, steadying me when I needed it.

      I rejected their invitations to hunt or to pull pranks on the elders or to race the dogsleds, and I didn’t miss the sidelong glances they gave to each other every time I did.

      “You’re so different,” Nanelyahkee finally blurted one afternoon when Buhloo was not around. “You never would have said no to a good race before.”

      “I just don’t feel like racing,” I protested.

      She studied my face, more serious than I had ever seen her. “When that bear knocked you out of that tree and you broke your arm three years ago, it didn’t shake you up as much as this accident has. You could have died then too. Why are you so traumatized this time?

      “I don’t know!” I grasped for words to explain myself. “I feel…I feel as if I was once a moose that got hunted and killed. And I was cut up into hundreds of little pieces and dumped in a stew with a bunch of other bits that don’t belong to me. And I’m swimming around trying to find all the parts that made me who I was, but I can’t find them! Some have been consumed and some are cooked beyond recognition. And all the pieces that remain are just…floating.” The word that had wanted to come out was ‘falling’, but I changed it to fit my analogy and continued, “The broth is too thin to hold me all together. I was something alive and wonderful and now I’m muck in a bowl.”

      Nanelyahkee’s mouth fell open. “Moose stew?” She giggled. “That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      I blew air through my lips. “Never mind. Just forget I said anything.” I started to limp away, stabbing the snow with my crutch.

      “Wait. Ts’ellbah, wait!” She caught up and grabbed my arm, turning me to face her. “That must be so frightening for you. But I know who you were before you crashed. I know that you are strong enough to get through this. Whether you can return to who you were or if you have changed to someone new, I will be here for you. I will always be your best friend!”
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      Slowly, I began to feel as if my skin fit, and I could do the tasks that required dexterity and precision. If my aunt asked me to stir the soup, I could apply the proper amount of force to the spoon to keep the contents moving without sloshing them over the edge of the basket. When the hem of Ken’yu’s shirt needed mending, I held the bone needle without dropping it.

      Katsaht’lee kept me full of willow bark for the pain and the ice burns healed after a few days, the dead skin flaking away. Bruises faded and scrapes healed, but the dull ache of my missing toe never fully dissipated. The heart and chest pain sank into the background, gaining my attention only when I moved suddenly.

      When Koss Bahdeegah took the stitches out of my toe, the tugging of the sinew against my skin made me cringe.

      The doctor smiled. “I know. It feels weird.”

      As the last piece slipped free, I flexed my foot and leaned forward to see the seam and puncture marks scarring the gap where my toe should have been. “It’s ugly.”

      “It will fade,” Koss Bahdeegah assured me.

      “You should take the dogs out for a run,” Katsaht’lee suggested. “Try out the new sled.”

      “Can I come, please?” Ken’yu begged, hopping up and down in his excitement.

      Uncertain, I looked at my aunt for permission, wondering if she felt safe with me taking her son on a ride after I had crashed.

      She nodded. “If Ts’ellbah doesn’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind,” I answered.

      He whooped and ran outside. I followed him more slowly.

      “Nadaegee! Gistahnee! Taw’ee!” he called, but the dogs were slow to respond until I gave three sharp whistles. Then they came running in a gray and white pack, all seven of them, pink tongues flapping, yapping their excitement to be finally going for a run again, unfazed by the accident we’d had.

      Ken’yu helped me harness the dogs to the gangline and hitch up the sled. Task complete, he threw himself into the cargo basket, and I stepped onto the back of the runners.

      “Ya!” I called out and kicked off. The dogs began to run, Kasska leaning into the harness and pulling until the other dogs and the sled were moving easily over the snow. We followed the path to the edge of the bluff, drove east down the hill, and then turned south toward the river. Frequent use by the villagers made it the easiest path. If we chose another way, we would have to break our own trail and I wasn’t interested in doing that type of work on my first time out after my injury. My foot still ached where my missing toe ought to be and my chest twinged, protesting the exertion.

      “Ya!” I shouted to the dogs again, urging them onward and kicking off the ground when needed as the sled skimmed the snow. Their tails curled high over their backs, and they yipped and barked happily as we started out and then settled down as we achieved the stride of mushing. Their legs paced rhythmically, and they kicked chunks of snow and ice into the air around them. Kasska stayed silent as he ran, but I read his mood in how high he carried his tail and how freely it waved. The dogs were happy to be out of the village and on the trail. I drove along the river’s edge, on the ice, but steered clear of that black, open hole in the middle where I had crashed. The water flowed too quickly to freeze there. Trepidation filled me to be so close. I strained to find evidence of my accident, scrapes on the ice, splinters of wood, but new snowfall had obliterated anything left behind.

      “Faster, Ts’ellbah, faster!” Ken’yu shouted once we reached the river path and no more trees blocked our way.

      “Koss Bahdeegah said I must not go too fast. He said I should be more careful,” I explained loudly over the shushing of the sled.

      “That wouldn’t have stopped you before!” he protested.

      I ignored him.

      “Ya! Ya! Ya!” Ken’yu shouted, attempting to make the dogs race, but they wouldn’t listen to him.

      Before I turned for home, I stopped the sled and regarded the view. With the golden sun hidden behind gray clouds, the world was devoid of color, everything in shades of black and white. The frozen river stretched wide and barren down to a distant bend, completely frozen over by ice as thick as Ken’yu was tall for most of its length. Snow-covered trees rose high from the banks on either side, some leaning drunkenly out over the ice where their roots had been undercut by the summer current. Across the river, a raven sat on the very top branch of one tall spruce.

      A huge brown moose leaped down the bank and began to cross the ice at a full gallop. His thick neck testified that he had carried a large rack of antlers through the fall, but he’d shed them some weeks ago. Beard bouncing as he ran, he stretched out, his long strides eating distance.

      The dogs began to bark with uncommon ferociousness, not at the moose, but at something following unseen on its back-trail. Only good training kept them from lunging against their tuglines.

      Something chasing the moose would explain its headlong flight. Though it was unusual, a pack of wolves might try to take down such a large, healthy animal, if they were desperate. A lone wolf certainly wouldn’t have a chance and I doubted the moose would be concerned enough about a single wolf to run like that. Nothing appeared behind it.

      “Wow!” Ken’yu exclaimed. “I’ve never seen a moose run that fast before! And through the snow!”

      “Me neither, Ken’yu. Why do you suppose he’s in such a hurry?”

      “I don’t know! I’m not a moose!”

      The dogs slowly quieted, losing interest in whatever had drawn their ire. The moose disappeared into the forest on the far side of the river, and I returned my attention to the view, unable to spot anything on its back-trail.

      The smell of wood smoke tinged the clear, cold air, drifting through the valley from the village fires. My lungs ached every time I inhaled. As I stood motionless on the runners, I could feel the weight of the cold, settling through layers of clothing and into my skin, the lack of physical motion letting my body cool rapidly. The dogs’ tails waved, and they glanced around, watching birds flit between tree branches. Kasska’s attention remained on the moose’s back-trail, as if he could see or sense something I couldn’t, but still, nothing appeared. Finally, he looked back at me, perhaps wondering why I stopped so long. The dogs’ warm breath turned to mist as they panted, tongues lolling. My shifting weight on the runners of the sled crunched the snow beneath them. The view was both familiar and strange, as if I knew it well, yet had been away for a long time and only just returned.

      Ken’yu twisted to look back and up at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Just looking,” I said.

      “You act like you’ve never seen it before,” he grumbled, folded his arms over his chest, and gave another bored sigh. With his head turned away, all I could see was the back of his hood and an arc of fur around it.

      With a shrug, I called for the dogs and turned them toward home. On the way back, I relished the feeling of the air flowing over my cheeks and into my fur-lined hood. The run refreshed me more than I expected, and I felt more like myself than I had since the accident, though Ken’yu still seemed dissatisfied. He jumped off the sled as soon as it stopped and ran off to find his friends.

      “Ken’yu!” Stokatneegee called as his son bolted past him. “How was your ride?”

      “Ts’ellbah went sooo slow,” he complained over his shoulder.

      “Slow?” My uncle gave me a puzzled look.

      He stopped stacking firewood to help me release the dogs from their harnesses and to store the sled below the cache on stilts where it would be slightly better protected from falling snow. I helped him finish piling the wood near the door of our home.

      “Stokatneegee,” I said as we worked. “I saw a great moose downriver.”

      “Did you?” he asked. “It is late for a hunt today. Perhaps I will gather some men and go tomorrow. Chief has called for a gathering this evening and your aunt has begun to prepare food to share. We’re going to celebrate your recovery.”

      “I will help her,” I said.

      Katsaht’lee didn’t look up when I entered the house, too busy preparing fish egg soup. “You can make the berry pudding,” she said as she handed me a package of berries packed in grease.

      Obediently, I collected a birch-bark basket and began mixing ingredients: whipped caribou-leg marrow and the berries. To increase flavor, I added some flakes of cooked meat.

      Stokatneegee entered the house. Ken’yu followed him and plopped down on the floor. “Mama.”

      Katsaht’lee said, “What?”

      “Mama,” said Ken’yu.

      “What?” Katsaht’lee repeated.

      “Mama,” Ken’yu said a third time.

      Katsaht’lee sounded irritated when she said, “What, Ken’yu? I’ve said what three times!”

      “Two times.”

      “Three,” Katsaht’lee insisted.

      “Two.”

      “Ken’yu, I said what every time you said mama!”

      “Katsaht’lee,” I said.

      “What?” she replied.

      “Just kidding,” I responded with a wink at Ken’yu.

      Stokatneegee and Ken’yu snickered. My aunt groaned.

      “I’m hungry,” Ken’yu said.

      “Ken’yu! We’re going to eat very soon!”

      “But I’m starving! I feel weak!”

      Watching him attempt to stand on his head, Katsaht’lee scoffed. “I think you’re fine.”

      “I’m not! I might die!”

      “Fine! You can have one strip of smoked salmon, but that’s all!”

      “Thank you, Mama!” Ken’yu grabbed the salmon, hugged her, and ran out of the house.

      When we finished cooking, we changed into our dresses and shrugged on our parkas. Katsaht’lee struggled to get her boots back on after changing because it required bending over her swollen belly. Stokatneegee saw her panting from the effort and kindly took her boots, put them on her feet, and tied them on for her. She kissed her husband to thank him and then we headed out with our baskets of food in our arms.

      As soon as I emerged from the house, something small and brown struck me squarely in the chest, bounced off, and came close to landing in my basket of berry pudding. Startled, I realized it was a nugget of moose poop. Before I could locate the culprit, a second one struck me in the face, just under my left eye.

      “Argh!” I screeched. “Disgusting!”

      Nanelyahkee emerged from behind a nearby tree, giggling, and pelted me with a handful of the droppings.

      “Stop it!” I shouted.

      She stopped short, brows raised in surprise. “I’m sorry. I thought you would think it was funny.”

      “Well, I don’t. It’s revolting.”

      Nanelyahkee exchanged a perplexed glance with my aunt and uncle. Then, she tossed the remaining nuggets into the soft snow lining the path. Though she appeared contrite, her eyes still sparkled with amusement as she joined us. She glanced at the whipped caribou bone marrow, berries, and meat bits in my basket. “Pudding? Yum! I love your berry pudding!”

      “Thank you.”

      The lodge, the chief’s home, was a rectangular log building with a sod roof in the center of the village. It was the largest structure, the sole building made of logs, and was where everyone gathered when the entire village needed to meet. Other friends and families were also arriving. Some carried food, drums, or blankets. We joined the group and pushed our way into the building. Kasska remained at my side, though the rest of the sled dogs stayed outdoors. A large fire already burned in the center of the room and people lined the mud-chinked walls, leaving the middle of the space open. With all sixty-seven members of our clan inside, the room was crowded, but also quite warm. I enjoyed village gatherings because it was the only time during the winter that I was able to take my parka off and still be warm.

      My aunt and uncle spotted Ken’yu among a group of children his age. They relaxed a bit once they knew where he was and moved to join the crowd.

      Buhloo and Sahseen had already arrived for the gathering. Sahseen waved to us and bounced on her toes as I set my basket down with all the other platters and bowls of food for the feast. With my burden gone, Nanelyahkee and I sidled through the people to get to them.

      Excitement flushed Nanelyahkee’s face. Her braided black hair hung long down her back and she wore a moose skin dress with a pink, arctic rose design beaded on the bodice. The prettiest girl in our village, her slender, curvy build garnered a lot of attention from the boys.

      Buhloo adored her with his eyes as we approached. Sahseen and I had encouraged him on several occasions to speak his feelings to her, but he was too shy.

      “Ts’ellbah! It’s so good to see you!” Sahseen raved. She gave both Nanelyahkee and me a warm hug, then patted Kasska. She was a head shorter than me and plump, as if her skin swelled with the effort of containing all her happiness. “We got a message that you had been hurt, but Father wouldn’t let me come see you because we were trapping along the west fork of the river. We just got back this morning. Are you doing better?”

      “Much better. I lost my fifth toe, but it’s healing nicely. Otherwise, I am just fine.”

      “Oh my goodness! How awful! What happened?”

      I described the accident, leaving out the muddled memories of falling through stars and inserting my theory about the broken runner.

      “I’m so glad you are safe! I can’t believe you almost died! I would have been so devastated!” Sahseen squealed.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Really, I’m fine now.”

      “How was trapping?” Buhloo murmured, barely audible over the noise of the gathering. “Did you have much success?”

      “Yes, we did very well. Father let me keep skins of my own. I’ll be able to trade them for dentalium shells to make a necklace. I like your dress, by the way, Ts’ellbah. I know you’ve been working on it for quite a while. When did you finally finish it?”

      “While I was recovering. I had nothing else to do.”

      “It’s very pretty,” Nanelyahkee said. “Your beadwork is stunning. I didn’t know you could sew that well. You always seemed to be bad at it. But I’m sure people would trade for work like that.”

      “Thank you.”

      As the trickle of people entering slowed, Chief Denah raised his hands. Out of respect, everyone quieted. Our chief stood a head taller than the other people in his house and his chest and shoulders were broad and strong enough to support his height. His long, black hair was touched by gray at his temples. He had a prominent, sharp nose pierced with a copper hoop and he wore dentalium shells around his neck and sewn onto his tunic.

      “Welcome, everyone,” he began. “Tonight, we celebrate Ts’ellbah’s recovery, the return of our trappers, and the plenty we enjoy in this harsh season. We are halfway through winter, and we have adequate food and supplies to get us through to spring, with some to spare. So, first we’ll eat. Then we will sing, dance, and share stories and riddles.”

      A general murmur of consent filled the room as people began to pass around the food they had brought. The clamor of laughter and conversation sprang up all around. I loaded my dish with smoked salmon and dried blueberries and took a bowl of my aunt’s fish egg soup. Kasska laid down on my feet and gracefully accepted the tidbits I snuck down to him. My aunt took something of everything, needing more sustenance because she was pregnant.

      When Stokatneegee saw her overflowing bowl, he teased, “You need to design a bigger dish, like a canoe!”

      Katsaht’lee laughed, smacked him lightly, and proceeded to eat everything she had taken and then more.

      The salmon had the best flavor of all the food, tasting of smoke and summer and fish. My berry pudding disappeared quickly as did Katsaht’lee’s fish egg soup. When all the food had been consumed, the drums came out, moose skin stretched over a rim of wood and dried hard so it rang out when struck. Paintings of Eagle and Raven adorned some, but most of the drums were plain white. The men beat on them with sticks, and everyone sang songs. Buhloo left us to join the drummers.

      I sat watching while petting Kasska’s soft head until Nanelyahkee and Sahseen grabbed me by the hands and dragged me with them.

      “Come dance, Ts’ellbah!” Nanelyahkee insisted. “You’re usually the first one up!”

      The three of us joined the dancers.

      “Do you feel well enough?” Sahseen asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “For now, anyway.”

      Kasska laid down nearby and watched patiently.

      Remembering the correct motions for each line of song proved to be a struggle for me. These were songs that I’d danced to since childhood, so the difficulty disturbed me. I wanted to sit back down, but Nanelyahkee would have protested enough to draw attention. Not wanting anyone to notice my confusion, I muddled through, eyeing my friends to make sure I did the right moves.

      Our knees bounced in time with the drums, sometimes slow, sometimes fast, as the rhythm demanded. Our upper bodies swayed back and forth. We gestured with our hands, scooping and throwing or waving them as the words of the songs demanded. The porcupine quill fringe on my dress rattled and swayed with my motion. The beads shone in the firelight. We raised our voices, singing the lyrical songs of our people.

      No one seemed to notice that I was a beat slow.

      Though I had initially been reluctant to participate, my body gradually relaxed and my muscles remembered how they ought to move. I caught up to the beat and enjoyed myself, dancing every song despite the growing ache of my missing toe and the increased fluttering of my heart.

      The clan elders sat nearest to the dancers and drummers. Venerable men beat their drums and chanted with deep, cracking tones. Women swayed in place and sang the songs with voices that warbled with age.

      Elder Chesgaw grinned at us, her hair making a hoary cloud above her brows. “Fine-looking young man,” she said with a glance at Buhloo. “Strong arms. Nice shoulders. Move your hips, girls! Catch that man!” She cackled, old eyes twinkling.

      Nanelyahkee, Sahseen, and I rolled our eyes at each other. Elder Chesgaw liked men, young and old, single and married. She was a huge flirt, but she never caused offense. She was so old and shriveled that she couldn’t be taken seriously.

      After the dancing, we sat down around Elder Taw’eye’ee to hear stories, the youngest children at his feet and the adults standing against the walls. I found a place to sit behind the children, and Kasska laid down with his head resting on my thigh, tolerating the frequent pets and pinches he received from Ken’yu and the other children. Everyone loved Kasska.

      First, Elder Taw’eye’ee told Raven and Eagle Create the World. Then he told Raven Tricks Grizzly to Give Him a Salmon, and then Eagle Swallows the Lake. My enjoyment of these stories became an unusual swelling emotion in my chest, an incomprehensible combination of joy and despair. It stretched the confines of my ribs, almost as if it would burst out a physical thing, but the feeling quickly turned to pain in my heart, and I hunched over to hide my discomfort. It faded slowly.

      After stories about the creators, Elder Taw’eye’ee told the legends of our own history: How Chief Noonya Tamed the Caribou, When the Earth Shook the Village Down, and the deliciously creepy story of the Den People who liked to eat women and children.

      “The den people are like people,” Taw’eye’ee said, “but covered with fur and with sharp teeth like a dog’s. You never see them coming because they are white like the snow.” A shiver of fear ran down my spine.

      At the end of the story, Elder Naggets’ee shouted above the noise, “Wait!”

      Everyone quieted, tense with anticipation. We knew he was about to tell a riddle. Naggets’ee always thought of such clever things.

      “I see something that floats in the sky, like the seed of the cottonwood tree.”

      “Snow?”

      “No.”

      Silence fell as everybody contemplated the possible answers until someone shouted, “A bald eagle!”

      “Yes,” said Elder Naggets’ee and a murmur of appreciation for his clever answer swept the room. The person who had correctly guessed got to tell the next riddle.

      “I see something orange like the sun,” Katsaht’lee said when it was her turn.

      “A salmonberry!”

      “Yes!”

      “I see something white and frozen, like snow,” said Chief.

      “Breath in cold air,” someone guessed.

      “No.”

      “The moon!”

      “Yes!”

      “I see something that flows and bends like a river,” said Stokatneegee. After a few heartbeats of debate, I correctly guessed, “A glacier!”

      Kasska suddenly sat up and whined, staring at me intently. “Hush, Kasska. I see something…” My voice trailed off. I did see something. At first it was just a shimmer in the air, vague and transparent, so that I could see the people beyond it, but as I focused, the disruption became an image, sharpening and converging until it overcame my reality, and I was somewhere else entirely.

      An aged man crouched at the side of a pit house, peering carefully around it toward the trees. His name came to me, Oots’enlawbeelay, a revered elder from Kla’que’skaw Na Village. The night was dark, yet lit by an eerie red light. The old man panted mist and trembled as if terrified.

      I saw nothing to cause such fear in him. The woods looked normal and the village to the right bustled with children playing ball tag in the dark. But as I scanned the trees, an eerie feeling crept over me. Something was out of place.

      My eyes strained to identify the problem and for a long, tense moment, they failed. Then I saw it, an irregularity in the snow that caught my eye. As soon as my gaze snagged on it, my eyes began to pick out the details: thick white fur, dark eyes, clawed fingers and toes, and wolf-like fangs in a nearly human face. Den man. A thrill of dread scurried over my skin.

      It was stalking the elder. No, not the elder. The children playing tag.

      The beast surged onto its feet, running toward the children. Oots’enlawbeelay darted to place himself between the beast and the children, bracing himself for a violent impact though he had no weapon.

      “No!” I cried out and took a step toward Oots’enlawbeelay, but my intervention ruptured the vision. It began to dissipate. Yet the beast turned as if spooked and sprinted for the cover of the trees, perhaps catching sight of someone in the village approaching. It disappeared quickly into the forest. The elder heaved two ragged breaths and then collapsed, clutching at a heart too ancient to withstand such a fright. He released his spirit, an almost invisible silvery mist that rose toward the sky and disappeared.

      The vision faded. I blinked, restored to my proper sight. Everyone stared at me, waiting for me to complete the riddle. Embarrassment flushed my cheeks. I had paused overlong, and people were beginning to think I was too stupid to think of a clever question. Instead of a riddle, I said, “Elder Oots’enlawbeelay is dead.”

      My eyesight went dark as the words left my mouth.

      Katsaht’lee and Koss Bahdeegah knelt at my side when I awoke. Nanelyahkee was behind them with Buhloo, mouth open, a stunned look on her face. Sahseen had her arms around Ken’yu who had tear streaks down his cheeks. Stokatneegee knelt beside Kasska, holding him back so he couldn’t come to me and disrupt the doctor. Kasska whined repeatedly. Beyond them stood a circle of people, a mixture of shock, fear, and concern on their faces.

      My eyes found Katsaht’lee again. “What happened?”

      Katsaht’lee shook her head, mute.

      “You’ve had some sort of a fit,” Koss Bahdeegah said.

      “A fit?” A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Fits denoted a weakness of spirit, a flaw or impurity, perhaps even the possession by something foreign and evil.

      “You must be mistaken. I just fainted,” I insisted, my voice fragile.

      Katsaht’lee’s brows puckered with worry. She squeezed my hand. “Your body was shaking. You spewed foam from your mouth,” she whispered. Whispering was not necessary. Everyone had seen.

      I tried to lift my hand to my face, to wipe away the dampness I could feel around my lips but could not. Weakness overcame me. Katsaht’lee wiped my mouth for me. She might have stepped back and let someone else do it. An evil spirit had the potential to contaminate nearby people, but she stayed by me, unconcerned for herself, unconcerned for her unborn baby.

      Chief said, “Ts’ellbah needs privacy and quiet so she can recover herself.”

      Koss Bahdeegah and Stokatneegee wrapped me in a borrowed blanket and then my uncle lifted me and carried me out of the lodge, cradled in his strong arms like an infant, just the way he carried Ken’yu to bed when he fell asleep at a potlatch or gathering. Kasska trotted at my uncle’s heels, not wanting to let me out of his sight. Katsaht’lee followed along behind, her steps short and quick as she worried, one hand on her swelling belly to support it while she hurried.

      I had removed my parka to dance, so even with the blanket, the cold quickly numbed my limbs. Having trouble keeping my head up, it slipped and dangled over Stokatneegee’s elbow, which gave me a view of the sky.

      Sweeping bands of spirit lights blurred the stars from horizon to horizon, but they were not their typical green. They were red, like blood. The sight filled me with foreboding. I shuddered.

      “Ts’ellbah?” my uncle asked, deep concern evident in the timber of his voice.

      “Mm,” I mumbled, trying to reassure him that I wasn’t seizing again.

      “Get her in here,” Koss Bahdeegah instructed. “Quickly.”

      “Wait outside, Kasska,” my uncle commanded. Kasska whined once but sat outside the door. Stokatneegee ducked inside the sleep doctor’s pit house and laid me down on a sleeping pallet.

      Katsaht’lee followed him and touched his arm. “Will you go back to the gathering and stay with Ken’yu? He was frightened.”

      “I will,” my uncle said. He kissed his wife and then left the pit house to return to the chief’s lodge.

      Katsaht’lee remained, unwilling to leave me alone after such a shocking event. She knelt beside me and took my hand in hers. The sleep doctor built up the fire, covered me with hide blankets, and began melting snow in his clay pot. He turned to study me with dark, serious eyes, his face lined with care and age, though he couldn’t yet be called an elder.

      “Did you strike your head on the ice when you fell in the river?” he asked.

      My tongue felt swollen and responded slowly. “I don’t know.”

      “I didn’t find an injury on your head when I examined you, but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t one. Have you been having any headaches?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Anything else unusual?” He probed my head with his fingers, feeling my skull through my scalp.

      “No, just toe pain…wait.” I rubbed my chest where the star-shaped scar was. “My chest aches.”

      “Let me see.”

      I sat up, clumsily loosened the rawhide laces of my dress, and pulled it open just far enough so he could see the mark.

      “It’s bleeding,” he said. “The scar must have torn open when you fell.” He dabbed the blood away. “The cut is small. It should heal quickly.”

      “Are you certain it’s ice burn?” my aunt asked. “It looks so strange.”

      “I’m not certain,” the sleep doctor admitted. “But the scarring is similar. I can’t think of what else would have made the mark. This skin was not broken when I examined her after the accident, so I assumed it was damaged externally.”

      “That makes sense,” I murmured, still too feeble to speak loudly.

      Koss Bahdeegah turned away while I tied my dress closed again and added Labrador tea leaves to the water beginning to steam. Clay pots were a rarity. Koss Bahdeegah had traded for his which had been made in a coastal village. It cost him a good deal of medicines.

      “What should we do about the fit?” Katsaht’lee asked.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” the sleep doctor said. “Hopefully, it won’t happen again. But perhaps we ought to consider that it was a fit that caused you to crash into the river.”

      I considered the possibility and rejected it. “Kasska would not have led the dogs awry if that were the case. He would have taken care of me. I’m almost certain that the sled broke. That’s the only explanation, and I’m pretty sure I heard the wood snap.”

      “It was particularly cold that night,” my aunt mused. “The wood may have been more brittle, which would have contributed to a break.”

      “If you are confident, then we will continue to watch for indications of a head injury. It is the only explanation if you never had a fit before that accident.”

      Koss Bahdeegah didn’t need to say how serious my situation would become if I had another fit. My people might forgive me for a brief impurity, but if the fits continued to occur, they might choose to cast me out for being possessed by an evil spirit.

      When I was seven, a man in Kla’que’skaw Na Village had come down with fits. They gave him a year to see if he would recover. When he didn’t, they drove him from his home in the dead of winter and he was found frozen three months later when the snow began to melt and revealed his body in the woods. Fits were a death sentence, an indication that the person had sinned against nature. No one wanted such a person in their home or their village. Proximity would spread the curse.

      Katsaht’lee patted my hand to comfort me as if sensing my dark thoughts. If she had any doubts about me, she would not be at my side, especially while carrying a vulnerable, unborn child who could absorb the corruption even while in the womb.

      I drank the concoction Koss Bahdeegah cooked up for me and then he sent me home with my aunt at my side to make sure I got there safely. Kasska leaped up to join us when we exited the sleep doctor’s house. He pressed himself against my leg as I walked weakly back to our own home. All the sled dogs followed me into the house. They snuffed and nosed me like I smelled unfamiliar, but accepted me back without hesitation, even Kasska, though he gave a few sideways glances to me which made me wonder if he was truly comfortable. Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee were quiet and Ken’yu slept curled up with his parents that night.

      Chief Denah and my uncle checked on me in the morning.

      “Ts’ellbah, are you feeling better this morning?” Stokatneegee asked.

      “I’m sore,” I admitted.

      “Can we ask you a few questions?” he pressed.

      “Of course.”

      “Last night, before your fit, you said something,” said Chief. “Do you remember what it was?” He spoke to me as if I were a child.

      “Yes,” I answered. “I said that Elder Oots’enlawbeelay was dead.”

      “Why did you say that?”

      “I had a vision,” I explained. “A den man charged him. It frightened him, and his heart stopped.”

      My uncle glanced at Chief, his brows drawing together in concern.

      “Ts’ellbah,” Chief said.

      Confused, I bowed my head. Embarrassment stained my cheeks red. What I saw had seemed so real. “I know. Den people are a myth.”

      “Elder Taw’eye’ee had just told the story. Maybe Ts’ellbah was tired and started dreaming…” Stokatneegee trailed off, knowing his theory was preposterous. I had been in the middle of telling a riddle, nowhere near sleep.

      I tried to excuse myself. “Koss Bahdeegah thinks I may have hit my head on the ice.”

      Chief Denah nodded. “Yes, he told me. Perhaps that explains it. Just let me know if you ‘see’ anything else.”

      “I will,” I said, hoping that I never had to fulfill that promise.
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      My aunt still struggled with occasional pregnancy-related nausea. If the food she cooked had a strong odor, it would sometimes turn her stomach. While she made breakfast, she suddenly said, “Oh no! I’m going to vomit!” She dropped everything and ran outside.

      Ken’yu asked his mother, “Have you done it yet? It sounds like you’re doing it. It smells like you’re doing it.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet!” Katsaht’lee said, her voice muffled by the wall of the pit house.

      Ken’yu said, “Oh.” He waited a moment. “Now are you doing it? Have you done it yet?”

      “Leave me alone!” It must have been a struggle for her to speak while trying to keep her stomach contents contained.

      “Ok,” said Ken’yu and waited a handful of heartbeats. “Have you done it yet, Mama?”

      Katsaht’lee flung the hanging skin door aside and stepped in looking pale and a bit wild-eyed. “Child,” she said, sounding strangled. “Give me some peace if you value your life!”

      Ken’yu must have known he had crossed a line. “Yes, Mama,” he said quickly.

      My aunt closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose. She exhaled and looked at me with a strained smile. “Ts’ellbah, you’re spending too much time in the house.”

      “I’m making leggings for your baby,” I protested, reluctant to leave the privacy of our home and expose myself to the gossips of our village.

      “I know,” she countered, “and your stitching is lovely, but I’m concerned about your choice to sew instead of going outside. It’s not like you.”

      “You ought to go hunting, Ts’ellbah,” Stokatneegee suggested.

      The idea did not appeal to me, mostly because I felt nervous about having another fit in public, but he insisted.

      “You’ll feel more like yourself. You and Kasska haven’t spent any time in the woods for weeks. Once, you couldn’t go a day without getting out of this house, no matter how cold it was or how much your aunt and I worried. Now you’re in here all the time. You ought to go,” my uncle repeated. “It will be good for you and for Kasska. Take Nanelyahkee or Sahseen with you. Talk about boys the whole time.”

      “All right,” I agreed to appease them.

      Somehow, Kasska knew what agreement had been made and jumped to his feet, tail wagging, ears pricked, tongue lolling as he panted his excitement. I arose more slowly, and he followed me outside, only the curl of his tail preventing it from whacking things. He was very well behaved in the house, but as soon as we stepped out, he began sprinting through the snow drifts, running wild loops around the house and cache. Satisfied by the burst of energy, he threw himself down in a grand belly flop and thrust his nose deep into the snow. He snuffled around a bit, probably inhaling plenty of flakes, and then rolled onto his back and kicked at the air. When he stood, he was much calmer. Gobs of snow coated his fur. I laughed and brushed him off.

      My dog and I walked the hard-packed paths between the pit houses, looking for Nanelyahkee or Sahseen. The snow squeaked beneath my boots and my breath fogged in the cold air. Kasska moved more quietly.

      Sahseen’s mother told me she was isolated in the menstruation house, so I went in search of Nanelyahkee instead.

      When I finally found her, I asked, “Do you want to hunt with me? We can look for grouse and ptarmigan and make dance fans with the feathers.”

      Her eyes darted between mine and the ground. She spent more time looking at Kasska than at me. The way she avoided my gaze made me feel like I had dried mucus sticking out of my nose or food chunks stuck to my teeth.

      “You’ve been so ill since I got back from trapping,” she said, fidgeting with her braid. “Are you sure you feel up to it?”

      I didn’t want to talk about the episode at the gathering. I’d rather forget it ever happened. My cheeks warmed with a blush of embarrassment. “I’m fine. Do you want to go or not?”

      She glanced around, reluctant to look me straight in the eye. “I’d better not. I need to help my mother.”

      “Fine,” I said, not bothering to ask what her mother needed help with. She would have to make up an answer. “I’ll go alone.”

      “Good luck!” she said with half-hearted enthusiasm.

      “Thanks.” My polite tone lacked sincere gratitude. I went back home feeling both hurt and resentful, assuming that Nanelyahkee did not want to hunt with me because she believed my tainted spirit might contaminate her if she did. I stomped into the house and sat down to tie snowshoes to my boots.

      “What’s the matter?” Stokatneegee asked. He sat near the fire engraving a bit of copper, but he lowered the project to his lap to give me his full attention. His brown eyes were warm and kind.

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me,” he insisted.

      “Nanelyahkee will not hunt with me. She says she must help her mother, but I know it’s because of what happened at the gathering. She’s afraid of me.”

      “It was scary to see,” Stokatneegee said, an irritating justification of my friend’s rudeness. “It frightened me and I’m a grown man. If she had been the one to have the fit, you would have been scared too. In fact, I think you are scared because it happened.”

      He had gone straight to the heart of the problem. I was scared, scared of what people would think of me and scared of myself. What if I was possessed? “Will the clan cast me out?”

      Stokatneegee shrugged. “I cannot say what the clan will do, though I don’t believe Chief Denah is as superstitious as you think, but I will not cast you out.”

      “Thank you, Uncle Stokatneegee,” I said, humbled. His words brought a small measure of comfort, and his loyalty was more precious to me than copper.

      “Here,” he said and tossed the object he held to me. It was an amulet, a square bit of copper engraved with the head of an eagle, polished until it gleamed in the light of the fire. “How beautiful!” I said, dropping it over my head and admiring the way it rested against my chest.

      “I made it for you, for good health. Koss Bahdeegah sang the song over it this morning. It will help your body stay healthy, for it is certainly your body that is unwell, not your spirit. I am confident of that.”

      How I longed to believe him and take comfort from his words! But fear prevented me from relaxing my guard. In the depths of my heart, I suspected something was very wrong with my spirit. Nothing had felt right since my fall into the river. I had changed that night and was lost until I identified how.

      “You are good to me, Stokatneegee,” I said, not voicing my deep concerns.

      “I loved my sister, your mother. And I love you, daughter. Now go hunting and come home safe. Bring us a bird for our dinner tonight.”

      With Kasska pacing at my side, a bow in my hand, and a quiver of arrows on my back, I entered the woods and walked to the edge of the bluff on which our village sat. The river valley fell below me, the ground white with snow. Deciduous trees appeared gray without their leaves and white trimmed the dark evergreens. The river curved back and forth in its bed, completely frozen over in most parts but for that one short stretch that had proved so dangerous to me. A line of slate blue mountains edged the horizon, so far away that they were just a silhouette to the south. To the east, the mountains curved closer and became layers of ridges with one massive, jagged peak directly to the east. We called it Chedee Jeth. A fat blanket of snow covered it from bottom to top year-round and it was too tall for trees to grow on. The clouds ringed the point in a pink and golden halo. Small gray clouds dotted the salmon-colored sunrise, the sun just beginning to make an appearance though it was already mid-morning.

      I could never tire of that beautiful view. The clouds rolling in meant the cold would ease, creating a perfect day for hunting. Kasska glanced around, noting a few little birds in a nearby tree, but unaffected by the grandiose view. He looked at me, wondering why I had paused.

      “Come, Kasska,” I said, and we trudged along the edge of the bluff towards the mountains. As we descended the slope, we entered the trees again and could no longer see the eastern peaks. My snowshoes made a steady shush shush shush as I walked over the powder. Kasska had a more difficult time because he sank into the drifts, but he enjoyed plowing through them and he had plenty of energy to handle the task. When I released him from my side, he bounded away from me like a rabbit and threw himself down belly first, snapping up and swallowing great amounts of snow. I attempted to throw a snowball at him, but the dry snow didn’t stick together well. It fell into dust in the air as soon as I released it from my hand, sparkling in the daylight. He leaped into the air to snap at the floating snow dust anyway.

      “Silly dog,” I teased when he laid flat in the snow again, forelegs straight out in front and hindlegs straight out behind, his plumed tail waving.

      Kasska woofed at me and rolled onto his back, squirming side to side, then flipped back over and surged to his feet. I charged him, awkward in my snowshoes. He bolted in a circle around me, dodged my reaching hands, and darted in close to tag me with his nose. I slapped at his pointy ears and shoved him away. We wrestled and chased each other a bit longer before continuing on our way.

      After walking for half a handspan, Kasska suddenly stopped, ears pricked, staring to our left, his signal that game was nearby.

      Silently, I pulled an arrow from my quiver, nocked it, and faced the direction my dog was looking.

      “Go,” I commanded.

      Kasska leaped forward and ducked into the brush, his furry hindquarters poking out of the low, snowy branches. A bird flew away, wings beating staccato notes. I drew. And froze. Killing had never bothered me before, but as I sighted down my arrow, something felt off…wrong. What had changed? Kasska looked back at me and gave a small whine.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I guess I wasn’t ready.” Instead, I aimed at a far-off drift and released. Kasska leaped through the snow to the place where the arrow had disappeared into the powder, dug frantically, kicking snow into a cascade between his rear legs, retrieved the arrow, and brought it back. I gave him a bit of salmon as a treat. I rarely lost an arrow.

      My halfhearted shots missed the next three birds and one white snowshoe hare that Kasska found for me. A sweeping relief coursed through me every time. Kasska seemed puzzled with each failure but continued to find more game with doggy delight. We hunted for three handspans before I decided we better head for home and turned in that direction.

      Only a short distance down our back-trail, a black shadow flew across our path and landed on the branch of a barren aspen. The raven turned one beady eye after another on me and my dog. I ignored the bird, believing it would fly away when I passed near it, but it didn’t. It flew to another tree along our path and continued to watch us.

      “Caw,” it said. Perhaps it hoped I would drop a crumb or two for it to scavenge.

      Kasska gave it a long, considering look and woofed once.

      The bird hopped on its branch but didn’t fly away. “Caw,” it said again.

      The way it watched, too focused, too discerning, gave me an eerie feeling, so I gathered up a handful of snow and threw it at the bird. Most of the dusty snow fell away from the clump, and the bird flapped into the air to avoid the remaining bit of projectile. Then it landed and watched again.

      “Go away, bird,” I said.

      The bird cawed a third time, shook its wings, and flew straight at my face. I yelped and ducked to avoid its raking talons. The motion upset my balance on the snowshoes, and I tumbled over, landing on my backside in the deep powder.

      The bird croaked as it flew away, almost like it was laughing. With some effort, swimming through the snow, I righted myself and regained my feet. Kasska and I returned to the village.

      On one of the trench-like paths, I encountered Newnee, Chief Denah’s younger brother. He carried a bloody, torn collar in one mittened hand.

      “What happened?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.

      “One of my dogs is missing,” he replied, his face glum. “I think the wolf got it.”

      Eyeing the scrap of collar, I thought the dog’s end must have been exceptionally violent. A shiver crept up my spine. “I’m sorry, Newnee. Can I do anything for you?”

      “What is there to do?” he asked. “I don’t even have a body to bury.”

      A dog team was like family to us, so I knew the loss hurt him. As much as I loved dogs, it made tears prick my own eyes to think of something bad happening to one of them. Murmuring my condolences, I went on my way, unable to help him bear the burden of sorrow, with nothing to give other than sympathy.

      “No success?” Katsaht’lee asked, surprised when I arrived with empty hands. Instead of preparing fresh meat, she had to pull a frozen ptarmigan out of the cache and dinner was delayed because it had to thaw near the fire before it could be cooked.

      Ken’yu’s group of friends, bouncing around the house waiting to be fed, left to find dinner elsewhere. But Katsaht’lee seasoned the bird with the wild sage that grew on the face of the bluff in the summer, so when we finally did eat, it tasted delicious.

      “There must be a curse on you,” Ken’yu said without thought for how his words might sting. “The animals’ spirits sensed it, so they avoided you while you were hunting.” He tore a chunk of meat off his ptarmigan leg.

      “There is no such curse on Ts’ellbah,” Stokatneegee countered his son. “That area has been overhunted. That’s all.” He turned to speak to me. “If you try a different area tomorrow, you will have better luck.”

      I ruffled Ken’yu’s black hair to show him I didn’t hold a grudge. “I hope you’re wrong, little trickster.” I neglected to tell them how much game Kasska and I had seen and was grateful my dog could not talk to confess it.
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      The problem of fruitless hunts persisted for days. It wasn’t that I had forgotten the skills. My arrows still flew true, and my traps functioned correctly. But when I saw the pretty pattern on a bird’s wing, or wild freedom glinting in bright eyes, or the flash of fur amongst the snowy brush, I just couldn’t make myself rob that animal of its spirit.

      At twilight one afternoon as I sat outside the door to remove my snowshoes before going in, I overheard voices in the house.

      “—not been the same since she fell into the river.” My aunt was speaking.

      “Sometimes an accident like that can be traumatic,” my uncle said. “She almost died. She needs more time to deal with the shock.”

      “Stokatneegee, it’s been months and she’s still acting off. Something isn’t right. Ts’ellbah won’t run the dogs faster than a trot when she used to race around here like a caribou running from a pack of wolves. Ken’yu complains that she’s boring, that she doesn’t do anything fun anymore. You know how they used to disappear together for handspans. Now she just sits around the house or goes for walks in the woods. She hasn’t caught a single animal and before her accident, she almost always brought something home. Maybe Ken’yu is right. Maybe she is cursed.”

      “Don’t say that,” said Stokatneegee. “She was hurt badly. It’s going to take a while for her to get her courage back.”

      “It shouldn’t be taking so long,” Katsaht’lee insisted. “Not with Ts’ellbah. That’s not her way. I don’t like it. Something is wrong.”

      “Maybe she’s just learned some caution. That’s not a bad thing.”

      “Maybe,” Katsaht’lee agreed. “But I almost miss the way she was before, even though I worried sick about her being so wild and encouraging Ken’yu in his mischief.”

      “She’ll be fine,” my uncle insisted, then murmured something that I couldn’t hear and came out of the house. “Ts’ellbah, did you just get back?” he greeted me.

      “Yes,” I said, voice flat to disguise the distress I felt from the words I’d overheard.

      “How was your hunt?”

      “It was nice,” I said. “I didn’t get anything though.”

      He nodded. “That’s ok. I’m glad you’re home safe.” He headed off down the path.

      To me, our conversation felt forced. But Stokatneegee whistled as he walked away, oblivious to the fact that I had heard what they’d said indoors.

      My aunt and uncle should have reprimanded me for wasting so much time and for failing to contribute to our survival—we had to eat, after all—but they never did. Humbled by their complete devotion despite my failures, I resolved to make them proud of me.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I went out to hunt determined to bring something home and prove there was no curse on me, that I was the bright, energetic, reckless girl I’d once been. Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee were so good to me and deserved some peace of mind.

      Kasska and I walked the familiar path to the bluff and then followed the edge of it west instead of east. We passed a skeletal aspen tree that had died sometime in the past, its bark cracked and blackened in spots by disease. The trees thinned in the western direction, so walking was not as strenuous. Aspens grew taller and fatter, and a thicket of willow grew around a small clearing that I had liked to play in as a child. A fingerspan of walking brought Kasska and me to the end of the path where the bluff made a sharp corner. To our left, the bluff fell away, too steep to climb down, vegetated by sparse trees and sage. Straight ahead, the river had undercut the hill and great slides of sand had changed the bluff into a cliff. I stopped a distance away from the dangerous edge, for bits of it were always cracking off and falling.

      The river carved a white path through the valley, lined by tall, black spruce turned white in the winter. Intermingled with the spruce were aspen, birch, and willow trees. Very few of the brushy willows grew on top of the bluff, but down by the water they were as thick as the fur on a bear’s back and sometimes made accessing the water difficult. The snow and cold muted the smells of vegetation that permeated the air in summer.

      Across the river, the forest spread as far as my eyes could see, dense growth and abundant wildlife making it a wonderful place to hunt. I didn’t have a way to get down there at the moment, so I turned right instead, heading north along the cliff, staying well away from the unnerving edge. Kasska and I walked for another fingerspan, weaving among the trunks of the trees. The woods were so quiet, void of all sound but the swish of my feet in the snow. The cliff gradually turned into a steep hill and then into a gentle slope that I would be able to walk down to cross the river. Before I got that far, I came to the place where Katsaht’lee and I had spent some time during the fall gathering moss to line the baby’s birch-bark pack and underclothes. Though the baby’s arrival had been far in the future at the time, we knew that the moss Katsaht’lee needed to catch soils would still be buried under snow when the baby came.

      Looking down the hill to the spot where the moss grew thick and green in the summer, I noticed an unfamiliar mound of snow. Pawprints trampled the ground in front of the mound. An animal must have dug a den into the sandy side of the bluff before winter set in. Crouching down behind a tree, I motioned for Kasska to lie beside me and settled down to wait, curious to see what kind of creature had moved in. By the size of the prints, I guessed it was probably a fox.

      A view of the den’s occupant soon rewarded my patience. My guess proved correct. A fox with a red body, white face and chest, and black legs passed among the trees. My clan prized the luscious fur, thickened for winter. The fox came leaping through the snow, a mix between a dog’s jump and a rabbit’s hop. When it reached the packed snow around its den, it slowed, trotting into the clearing, ears pricked. The fox sensed me before reaching the safety of its home. It froze, unmoving, eyes darting to find the threat, though I hadn’t moved or made a sound. With a gesture, I sent Kasska forward to block the fox’s access to its den. The fox turned and ran, denied a safe refuge, perhaps rushing towards another entrance.

      Renewing my resolve to prove I had no curse, and relying on instinct, I pulled an arrow from my quiver, rose to my feet while nocking it, drew, and released. The movements came in smooth order, ingrained in my muscles by years of practice. The arrow flew true, copper head gleaming in the winter daylight, and struck the fox just behind the left foreleg, knocking the poor animal onto its side. It struggled to rise, managed a few steps, and then collapsed again.

      “Yes!” I shouted, celebrating my triumph after the long famine, and began a mixture of sliding and running down the steep hill, using trees to slow and steady my descent. Exhilarated by my success, I did not feel remorse.

      I collapsed to my knees next to the fox when I reached it. The animal was still breathing, panting shallowly, tongue lolling, eyes glazed. The sight of it suffering disturbed me. My excitement vanished and I felt a sudden pang of intense guilt. When I reached out to touch the fox’s fur, it snapped at me with sharp fangs, nearly taking off my fingers. It thrashed, attempting to run but unable to stand, flailing in the snow.

      Kasska growled and lunged, but I shouted, “No, Kasska!” and he subsided, pacing behind me, grumbling low in his throat.

      I knew what needed to be done but felt suddenly scared. The emotions perplexed me. This was not my first hunt. I had killed before and had not felt so many conflicting emotions even the first time. Why was it so difficult now?

      Staring at the fox, I waited for it to die, but it continued to struggle for life. Its suffering made me more and more distressed until tears pricked the corners of my eyes.

      Grab the scruff. Pull the head back. Slice deep through the vein. Give a quick death.

      The litany of instructions I gave myself failed to incite action. Instead, my hands clutched the hem of my parka, delaying their duty. My body shuddered with aversion, repulsed by what I must do.

      But the fox’s pathetic keening tore at me, making my reluctance give way, and forced me to draw my knife and remove my mittens. Still, it took a long moment for me to build up the resolution I needed. Finally, I grabbed the fox by the scruff of the neck, lifted it up out of the snow, and slit its throat. The blood ran over my hand holding the knife, hot and slick.

      Strangely, I felt the kill like a physical blow, a punch to the gut that took my wind away. For a moment, I relived the fox’s life: a kit in its warm, safe den, wrestling with its litter mates, learning to hunt by pouncing on insects, catching birds and squirrels, eating berries and beetles on warm summer days, and then, when grown, yipping and running and playing and mating. A happy, earthy life.

      The vision faded almost as soon as it began, leaving a hollow ache in my heart. This fox would never do those things again. I knew when the fox’s spirit left its body, could almost say I saw it like a warm breath in cold air, a mist that rose and faded into the winter sky. I had only seen something similar once before, in my vision of Oots’enlawbeelay’s death.

      Tears fell from my eyes, warm streaks down my cheeks that cooled rapidly in the glacial air.

      Though guilt almost overwhelmed me, I also sensed the fox’s resignation, an intricate understanding of the way of life. He killed squirrels, bugs, and voles to survive, and sometimes other creatures killed his kind. It was the way of things and he accepted that, and was even willing to participate. I experienced an overwhelming certainty that this fox had fulfilled the purpose of its creation. Perhaps death had been unexpected, but that didn’t mean it was not right. The feeling calmed me enough that my tears dried, and I picked up the fox’s limp body to carry it home.

      Stokatneegee met me back in the village. He saw my face and wordlessly ran a finger over the tear tracks on my cheeks.

      “It is the cycle of life,” he said kindly.

      I swallowed and said, “I know. I’m okay.” My voice was steady.

      He nodded and offered to take the fox from me.

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      Stokatneegee watched me skin the fox, before it had the chance to freeze, but did not offer to help this time. I worked carefully, respectfully, treating the fox’s body the same way I might if I were dressing a family member for a funeral.

      For the first time, I understood the reverence that Stokatneegee had taught me to emulate when taking an animal’s life in order to continue living my own. Now, I felt it with an intensity that made my heart throb. Though we possessed greater capacity for thought and knowledge, humans were not separate from nature. We were as connected to the world as the bugs, the fish, and the air we breathed. Even as I destroyed the fox, I made him part of me.

      Overhead, a raven watched the butchering, hoping for easy scraps in the harsh winter environment.
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      The cargo basket of my sled bore a load of wolverine, marten, and snowshoe hare as I drove into the village. Nanelyahkee walked on the path ahead. She glanced back.

      “Hello!” I greeted, shouting above the scraping noise of the runners over the snow.

      She did not reply, but turned aside and headed down another path, not quite running.

      Other people displayed odd behavior as well. Some leaned their heads together and murmured to each other while staring at me. Elder Taw’eye’ee, who could never resist a comment about my fine legs, was tottering away as fast as his old, bowed legs would carry him. Sahseen and Buhloo hung back as they whispered. I waved to them. They waved back, friendly enough, but apprehension crept up my spine.

      Almost all the dogs trotted away on their own business when I released them from their harnesses, but Kasska leaned against me, offering both protection and comfort as he sensed my concern.

      My aunt was in the house when I ducked in. I asked, “What’s going on?”

      Katsaht’lee looked at me, her face so grave that my heart lurched, fearing for my family.

      “We had a visitor from Kla’que’skaw Na. Chief Denah is with him now. He informed us that Elder Oots’enlawbeelay died…on the night of the red spirit lights.”

      I sank onto my bed in shock.

      “Naturally,” she insisted, “from his many years. But everyone in the village is insisting that it must have been at the same moment you had your fit. They are alarmed about it. Some people say you are possessed by evil, that you spirit walked and killed him. Others think the creators are speaking to you. It’s completely ridiculous. Anyway, everyone in Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na is invited to the potlatch as soon as the ground has thawed enough to bury him.”

      The funeral information barely registered. The words that had come from my mouth were true. That vision had been real. “How is that possible?”

      Katsaht’lee patted my shoulder. “I’m sure it was a coincidence, Ts’ellbah. Just give them time and they’ll warm up to you again, as they did before. Perhaps that vision came to you from Eagle or Raven. Perhaps Koss Bahdeegah ought to train you to be a sleep doctor.”

      She did not shun me for being cursed as she had every right to do to protect herself, her unborn baby, and her family.

      I surged to my feet and hugged her. “I love you, Auntie.”

      She chuckled and patted my back. “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      A chill set in, so deep it was dangerous to go outdoors for more than quick trips to pass urine or grab an armload of wood. It gave me an excuse to hide inside and avoid the judgmental gawking of my fellow villagers.

      Every speck of moisture carried in the air froze, creating tiny, glittering particles. During the night, as the temperature dropped, moonlight reflected off those tiny pieces of ice and made a brilliant pathway of light through the sky all the way to the moon. I almost believed I could walk up it. In daylight, frozen vapor flanked the sun, creating two strips of rainbow to the right and left, as if the blond sun were a sled being pulled by two colorful dogs. When I spit out a small caribou hair that had snuck into my mouth from my hood lining, the spittle froze before it hit the ground. Such deep cold could be deadly, and the villagers hunkered down in their houses, burning wood to warm the inside.

      The temperature mirrored the chill in my heart.

      What if I had killed Oots’enlawbeelay somehow?

      I went out to get a load of firewood, but the edge of the bluff offered a quiet moment in which to face my thoughts and fears. Shimmering haze washed the valley below. A black slit broke the whiteness of the river, the location of my nearly deadly accident.

      Had something evil been lurking in the water? Had it attached itself to me when I fell in?

      Snow grayed the spruce trees. Aspens and birches stood skeletal under their burden of white powder. Chedee Jeth loomed to my left, faded by the radiant air. The usual slate blue trim of mountains along the horizon was not even visible. Frost numbed my cheeks. Moisture in my eyes briefly stuck my upper and lower eyelashes against each other when I blinked. The insides of my nostrils froze together every time I inhaled, which made me wrinkle my nose to break them free. My natural body temperature fought nature’s brutality, but it would be a losing battle if I remained outdoors much longer.

      Did something evil possess me?

      As I stood there, I felt a stirring in the air, not exactly a breeze, just a shift in flow from one direction to another.

      Something internal mimicked that stirring, moving like trees in the wind.

      On the horizon, the barest thickening indicated cloud cover approaching, a change in the weather. The front of warm air rolling into our land would raise the temperature from spittle-freezing to snow-melting in a matter of handspans.

      I returned to the pit house with my armload of wood much later than I intended.

      “I was just about to come looking for you,” Stokatneegee said. “It’s too cold to stay out that long.”

      “I got distracted,” I said. “A chinook is coming.”

      “Really?” Katsaht’lee said. “What a relief! I feel like my bones are frozen.”

      True to my prediction, the air warmed drastically over the next few handspans. The children threw off their parkas and ran around in the snow in only their tunics. A few of the more adventurous ones (Ken’yu) went out barefoot until their mothers caught them and forced them back home to put on boots. Stokatneegee went on an impromptu hunt with some of the other men and came home with two ptarmigans for dinner.

      The cold spells became less frequent after the chinook and winter began to morph into spring. Pussy willows gave the first indication, budding gray, furry, rabbit-soft knobs on the red branches. An occasional red-breasted robin hopped around, leaving small tracks in the snow.

      I took the dogs out to run, but never went on any long journeys with the sled. An icy trail tended to slice the dogs’ paws. Kasska wanted to run faster than I would let him on our short trips and voiced his frustration with our slow speeds by tearing around the village as soon as I released him from his harness, skidding through turns on the ice, heedless of the danger to his paws, tongue flapping in the wind of his motion. If I called him, he always came to my side, but I loathed interrupting the one thing he could do to vent.

      After the successful hunt for the fox, I brought home grouse, ptarmigan, and snowshoe hares. Each kill left me feeling a solemn respect for the animal that gave its life so my family and I could live. I treated their bodies with reverence as I cleaned and processed each part to be used. Killing had once been a chore that I’d felt indifferent to. Then, it became repulsive, abhorrent, a cruel destruction of beautiful life. Now, it was a sacred ritual, the death a gift willingly given by the animal. My appreciation for Uncle Stokatneegee grew as I watched him teach Ken’yu to be reverent when processing the body of an animal for all its uses, just as he had taught me. I finally knew why such veneration was necessary.

      Could I feel so worshipful of nature if I were a malevolent being?
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        * * *

      

      When the ice moved out on the river, we stood on the bluff to watch it go. The warming spring air made the ice rotten and the power of the currents broke the solid sheet up into gigantic chunks. They plowed the channel, forcing their way downstream, breaking up the ice and shoving it up onto the banks with such violence that sometimes entire trees came down. Piles of broken ice lined the banks when it finished, muddied by the torn ground. Many of the trees along the river’s length were shredded, splintered into kindling by the rush of ice. Slushy brown water would carry deadwood and ice for days.

      Unsure of my welcome, I stood apart from the rest of the group watching the ice move. The cycle of daytime thaw and nighttime freeze had created a hard crust of snow strong enough to walk on, but a weak spot suddenly broke beneath me, plunging one leg into snow crystalized by its own weight. I fell to my backside, leaving a concave indentation in the crust. Somewhere in the trees, a raven chortled.

      My friends saw my predicament as I struggled to get up. Sahseen and Buhloo started my way, but Nanelyahkee looked aside, pretending not to notice. The shun made me go still with a surge of anger and hurt.

      Buhloo smiled as he took my hand and helped me up. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “Thank you.”

      We sat down together.

      “How did you know that Oots’enlawbeelay died?” Sahseen asked, breaking the brief silence. She sounded breathless, as if she had been holding the question in for weeks and it had accidentally burst out of her.

      I inhaled and exhaled twice before answering. “I saw it.”

      “What did you see?” she asked. Buhloo remained quiet but riveted.

      For the first time, I described the vision in detail. Sahseen stared at me with an open mouth when I finished.

      Buhloo shook his head. “A den person? Den people aren’t real.”

      “Hush,” Sahseen reprimanded. “Don’t let the elders hear you say that!”

      “But none of them have ever seen one either. Believing in den people is as bad as believing in the monster that lives in Lake Hokbeneh. They are just stories!”

      “I didn’t say I believed in them,” I protested. “That’s just what I saw. I don’t know if it was real or not!”

      Kasska came and stood next to me, his flank against mine. When I felt the vibration of his body, I thought it was from the force of the moving ice shaking the ground. It took me a moment to realize he was growling. I couldn’t hear him over the deafening roar.

      He stared east toward Chedee Jeth. Hackles standing on end, he pressed himself more firmly against my leg, in full protection mode. Tension hardened the muscles of his flank.

      I stood up, scanning the trees and snow drifts along his line of sight but saw nothing. Despite that, a creeping certainty that we were being watched came over me. A prickling of fear ran over my skin.

      “Something has spooked Kasska,” I said.

      Buhloo and Sahseen stood.

      “Listen,” said Sahseen. “The dogs in the village are barking.” The river was so loud, we hadn’t noticed before.

      “Do you think it’s the wolf?” I asked.

      “Someone had better go check,” Buhloo said. “I’ll ask Elder Taw’eye’ee and Elder Naggets’ee to go with me.” He walked away.

      Sahseen shuddered and gave a little squeak. “That wolf scares me. The elders haven’t been able to find a single track!”

      “Well, with so many dogs in the village, how would they tell the difference? It’s easy to tell the difference between human tracks and dog tracks, but a dog’s paws and a wolf’s paws are the same!”

      “There should be dog tracks entering and leaving the village alone, with no people tracks beside them, but there aren’t!” Sahseen countered. “That’s why I think it’s a spirit wolf!”

      She was right, of course. There was no explanation for the lack of tracks. “Maybe it’s a newly awakened bear,” I said to distract her.

      The villagers stood in a cluster uphill from the savage river. Most were oblivious to Kasska’s alarm, but Buhloo and the two elders were heading back toward Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na. Gratitude filled me for the safety of our number, convinced that something would have attacked had there only been one or two of us. Perhaps it was a newly awakened bear or that troublesome lone wolf.

      Kasska’s growling subsided and his hackles slowly laid back down, but another fingerspan passed before he took his eyes away from the east.
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      My aunt came to term and delivered her baby that same day. The pains began while we were watching the river move. Koss Bahdeegah made her return to the village, performed the cleansing ritual over her, and sang the song of healthy birth. Katsaht’lee grabbed the sundries she had previously gathered and set up temporary residency in the birthing house which was set apart from the village near the menstruation house.

      Katsaht’lee’s cousin, Nahnen’gotna, Grandmother Hosteztleh, and I attended her. I held her hand while Nahnen’gotna warmed water and prepared thread and a knife. Grandmother coached Katsaht’lee through her labor, instructing her how to breathe through the pains and relax after them and when to push once it was time.

      Distressed by her suffering, I repeated the song of healthy birth as Koss Bahdeegah had sung it, but Katsaht’lee bore her labor with grace, and everything went well until the feisty baby girl drew her first breath and yowled.

      The sound penetrated my ears with almost physical force, much like the death of the fox had, passing through my body and agitating my uneasy heart. I leaped to my feet, already shouting words about her, my mind flooding with information that I could not keep contained. She would grow. She would be healthy and marry a good man and have many fat, happy children. She would be chief in her time. The words spewed from me like a glacial lake bursting free of an ice jam and flooding everything down valley. I could not stop them.

      Grandmother snarled, “Get her out of here!” while she wrapped the baby quickly and handed her to Katsaht’lee, as if getting her into her mother’s arms might protect her from me.

      Nahnen’gotna grabbed me by the arm, prepared to remove me by force and I was so busy speaking that I didn’t resist, but Katsaht’lee said, “No! She must stay. She has the sight of a sleep doctor.”

      “She doesn’t have the sight. She has a curse,” Katsaht’lee’s cousin countered, all while I was testifying that the child would bring a prosperity never before seen to her people.

      “Do not make her go,” Katsaht’lee commanded with the authority of a chief. “She is talking about my daughter. I will hear what she says. Be silent!”

      Hosteztleh and Nahnen’gotna subsided, scowling, though I spoke so well of the infant.

      My consciousness failed as I closed my mouth over the last words.

      I awoke with an aching heart and a malaise, knowing I’d had another fit. My eyes wandered over the roof of the birth house, down a wall, and to a view of my family. Ken’yu cradled his newborn sister in his arms, a look of wonder on his young face. She was wrapped in soft rabbit skin, her dark hair peeping out above the edge of the blanket. He leaned over and kissed her tiny forehead. Stokatneegee had his arms around Ken’yu, making sure he was careful and gentle with the newborn while Katsaht’lee rested on her bed. They made a beautiful image of a perfect family.

      “Mama, if Sabeeleh were a worm and she was on the ground, I would save her,” Ken’yu said, gazing with awe at his new sister.

      “Oh, that’s so sweet, Ken’yu,” Katsaht’lee said, sounding rather perplexed.

      Rather than making me happy, the image made me sad. Something was wrong with me, and because of it, I was becoming a burden to this family, perhaps even a danger. The rest of the clan did not trust me anymore. Forcing me out of the village to prevent the taint spreading to other innocent people would not be uncalled for.

      Koss Bahdeegah must have been called to attend to me after my fit. He was nearby and noticed I was awake. He bent over me. “How do you feel, Ts’ellbah?” he asked.

      “Weak, sick. My chest aches. What’s wrong with me?”

      “I cannot say,” he answered. “My instinct is that the fits are not a result of injury. But they didn’t begin until your accident, so I may be wrong. I hope I am wrong. If you agree, I would like to have you perform a purification ritual in the sweat house. That should drive out whatever is harming your body.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “Rest for now. We can do it tomorrow morning when I cleanse Katsaht’lee from the birth.”

      He gathered his things, packed them in a moose skin bag, and left the birth house. Ken’yu handed his baby sister to his father before coming to sit with me.

      “How long did the fit last?” I asked Ken’yu.

      He shrugged, unconcerned. “I don’t know. I wasn’t in here.” Since he had not seen the actual fit this time, he was indifferent.

      I sat up and propped my head in my hands. “Something is wrong with me. I haven’t felt right since my accident, and now this. What if they ban me from the village?”

      “They won’t,” he said, voice bright with childish certainty. “I won’t let them. You’re my favorite cousin.”

      Dear boy. He was my favorite cousin too, so much like his father in his willingness to accept me into his family. A weak smile was all I could manage.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Koss Bahdeegah, Katsaht’lee, and I went to the sweat house to perform the purification ritual. Stokatneegee stayed at home with little Sabeeleh and Ken’yu. Katsaht’lee nursed the baby before we left so she wouldn’t need fed while we were absent. Since Sabeeleh was so new, she would most likely sleep the entire time we were gone.

      The three of us undressed down to our underclothes when the rocks had heated enough. I threw water on them, and Koss Bahdeegah began to sing the purification song for my aunt while beating her body with a switch of wormwood.

      Once Koss Bahdeegah completed her cleansing, Katsaht’lee took my job throwing the water. The sleep doctor sang a different purifying tune over me, giving mild blows with the switch, intending to cleanse, not harm, me. I sat cross-legged with my eyes closed, trying to relax and allow the steam and song to cleanse my body and mind. The song was long and intricate and by its conclusion, the switching had reddened my skin.

      After he finished the ritual, Koss Bahdeegah sat cross-legged opposite me, also with his eyes closed, and sang the song of divination. Katsaht’lee kept throwing water onto the rocks so the steam built up thick in the sweat house. The sleep doctor sang for a fingerspan, sometimes rocking in place as he communed with the spirit of the earth, seeking inspiration from Raven and Eagle. He shook his medicine stick in rhythm to his singing. Beads of copper and bone dangled on strings tied just below a carving of Raven in flight, clicking against each other. At the bottom was a similar carving of Eagle with strings of eagle and raven feathers collected from the forest floor. The sweat dripped from our skin, the heat relaxed our muscles, and the song soothed our spirits.

      Koss Bahdeegah opened his eyes and let the last note of his deep, warbling voice fade away. He studied me, a mystified look on his face.

      Sighing, I straightened my body and asked, “Did it work?” I didn’t feel any different, but he was the one with the connection to the creators.

      The sleep doctor pursed his lips before answering. “There is something not right with you, but I do not sense that it is something bad. I felt the spirits of Raven and Eagle near you, but I could not discern why, and they would not reveal the reason to me.”

      “Thank you for the ceremony,” I told him.

      “You’re welcome. Don’t worry about the fits too much. They may not be over yet, but I don’t believe they will do you any lasting harm.”

      Koss Bahdeegah dressed and left the sweat house. Katsaht’lee and I made sure the fire was out before we departed as well.

      Buhloo and Sahseen were approaching on the path, their feet sinking into the snow softened by spring sun and lengthening days.

      “Are you feeling any better?” Buhloo asked.

      “A little,” I answered. “Koss Bahdeegah said not to worry about the fits, but it’s hard not to.”

      We were silent a moment. Katsaht’lee put her arm around my shoulders and gave me a comforting squeeze before moving off to return to her newborn.

      “I worry about you,” said Sahseen. “We all do.”

      “Even Nanelyahkee?” I asked, unable to disguise a tinge of bitterness in my voice. Her absence was hard to ignore.

      “Don’t be too hard on her,” Buhloo insisted. “Her parents demanded that she stay away from you. She doesn’t want to.”

      My shoulders slumped. “I understand.” But despite that understanding, the hurt and anger still flared inside. “I feel tired,” I said. “I’m going to lay down for a while.”

      My friends stopped and watched me go, concern written on their faces.

      Inside the house, I sat on my bed.

      Stokatneegee sat next to me. “How did it go?” he asked.

      “Will they drive me away?” I asked, ignoring his inquiry because my question plagued my mind and I had to ask it again though I had asked before.

      “There has been no such talk,” he said. “Yesterday’s fit was only the second. I’d like to think you’re too well liked for it, but who knows. Our people’s superstitions can be very strong. Understand this though, if they try, I will not allow it. They would have to drive our whole family away.”

      My skepticism must have shown on my face because he chuckled and kissed my hair. “You are my sister’s child. When I lost her, I promised her I would take care of you. I will not break my promise.”

      “Thank you, Uncle Stokatneegee.”

      “It is nothing. Now, hold your new cousin. You said she would be chief someday, so you ought to get in some snuggles before the power goes to her head and she becomes too aloof for them.” He chuckled at his own joke.

      I smiled.

      Ken’yu held Sabeeleh and the baby was squalling, her tiny cries making evident that she did not feel as secure as she would have if cradled by an adult. With an encouraging nod from my aunt, I lifted the baby from Ken’yu’s arms.

      She was so tiny, barely filling my arm from my elbow to my fingertips, and she tucked herself into an even smaller bundle. I pulled the blanket down a bit so I could see her face, all scrunched up from crying. Her black hair felt softer than rabbit fur. When I touched her skin, she calmed, her face relaxing and her cries hiccupping into quiet. She blinked, opened eyes almost solid black, and squinted up at me with a look of marvel on her delicate little features.

      “She likes you,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “Sweet Sabeeleh,” I cooed. “Sweet little baby.”

      “She likes you a lot,” Stokatneegee agreed. “You weren’t this good with handling a baby when Ken’yu was born.”

      “She was able to practice with him,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “Yes, but that was six years ago. Even I’ve forgotten how to handle a newborn in all that time.”

      “Perhaps you haven’t realized it, but Ts’ellbah has also become a woman in that time. Women have an instinct of how to care for babies.”

      “I know she has,” said Stokatneegee. “I’ve been thinking about who she should marry, but I haven’t settled on anyone in particular and I don’t think she has, either.”

      My cheeks warmed and Stokatneegee laughed.

      “Am I wrong, Ts’ellbah? Do you like someone?”

      “No,” I said. “None of the boys from other clans have caught my eye.”

      “Perhaps you ought to pay closer attention at Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch,” Stokatneegee teased.

      Ken’yu eyed his baby sister with a skeptical look on his face. “I wonder why babies just pee and poop, pee and poop, pee and poop.”

      Katsaht’lee said, “Everybody does that.”

      “I know!” Ken’yu answered with an exasperated eye roll. “But Sabeeleh just poops all day!”

      We all laughed. The laughter made tension melt from my shoulders.

      Sabeeleh blinked and studied my face. I held her for quite a while, and she stared calmly at me until sleep overcame her. Then I laid her in her basket and helped Katsaht’lee wash the stains the baby had already made on some of her clothing.

      My aunt packed a birch-bark basket with moss for Sabeeleh’s soils and carried her around on her back by a strap that wrapped across her forehead so she could resume her work. Ken’yu and I stayed close to home to help her should she need it, but she didn’t really need much of anything unless she was nursing the baby. Even then, she sometimes held the nursing baby with one arm while completing her tasks with the other, a strong, independent mother.

      Sabeeleh’s favorite sleeping place became her father’s chest. Because she was so small, she had a hard time staying warm in her own basket. Stokatneegee slept flat on his back with Sabeeleh on his chest. He liked to hold her hand with all her tiny fingers tight around one of his. Sabeeleh did not sleep well at night unless held by her father.

      Our house had a steady stream of visitors over the next few days. Everyone wanted to meet the most recent addition to our village. Chief Denah proclaimed her a beautiful child and gave her a dentalium shell necklace that she could wear when she was older. Sahseen and Buhloo came. They sat beside me and Sahseen held the baby, sighing about how precious she was.

      Nanelyahkee did not come. Word had spread about my second fit. The women attending the birth made no effort to keep it private. Most of the grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends who visited treated me with kindness, or at least politeness, but a few acted uneasy in my presence. Nanelyahkee’s mother wouldn’t even enter the house when she realized I was there.

      Katsaht’lee graciously carried Sabeeleh outside for X’aal to admire while I remained behind in the house, glowering. My emotions flitted from outrage to embarrassment to sorrow to compassion to acceptance and then back to outrage again. Though the offense agitated me, what could I do about it? As an adult of our clan, X’aal deserved respect, and I had to accept her decisions however they wounded my feelings.

      But when X’aal was about to depart, my aunt very pointedly called me outside and handed Sabeeleh to me to carry back into our home.

      X’aal huffed her disapproval and stalked away.

      My aunt gave me a grim smile and followed me inside.
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      As winter continued fading into spring, the first tiny green leaves began to appear on the branches of the aspen and birch trees. Lingering patches of snow shrank in the warming air, revealing loamy soil coated with browned spruce needles. The smell of spruce rose in the spring air. Patches of crusty snow still lingered in the shadows of the forest.

      Melting snow nearly overflowed the river. Golden dandelions poked from the ground and birds filled the trees. Eagles reappeared, flying high over the bluff when the wind blew, gliding on the updrafts rising off the hill.

      We didn’t lose another dog to the lone wolf after Sabeeleh’s birth. It must have moved on, finding less risky prey farther from human habitation. Spring encouraged the rodents from their burrows and many species gave birth to vulnerable young, easy quarry for a determined predator.

      The designated time for Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch arrived.

      We gathered up all the things we had made through the long winter months and some of our remaining food stores to trade with the other clans that attended. The five-day ceremony involved feasting, games, songs, dancing, stories, and general celebration of Oots’enlawbeelay’s life. With the snow melted, we could no longer use the sleds, so we filled packs and stuffed everything into moose hide canoes and set out on the river.

      After paddling downstream for two handspans, we reached the confluence with the Luux, a monstrous, glacial runoff river with silty, mud-colored water. Here the journey became more treacherous. Driftwood washed into the river by boisterous spring streams could capsize a canoe. Thick silt would fill the pockets and contours of clothing and could drag the victims down into the depths to be drowned or dashed against boulders. Multiple braided channels and sandbars obstructed the way, but our experienced paddlers got everyone safely across.

      The Lynx Clan greeted us on the far side, helped us unload the canoes, and carried our supplies up the path to their village. Anytime a boy around my age passed by, Stokatneegee nudged me and winked. I rolled my eyes and kept at my work. We set up tents throughout the village where we would sleep during our stay and then dressed in our ceremonial clothing for the first evening of the potlatch. Bear Tooth Clan and Lupine Clan had also arrived to attend. Owl Clan was expected at any moment. There would be nearly four hundred people to honor Oots’enlawbeelay.

      Because Oots’enlawbeelay had died in the depths of winter, the ground had been too hard for digging a grave, so his clan had cremated his body. We witnessed the burial of his ashes and the erection of his spirit house in the little village graveyard with its rows of spirit houses. Ken’yu spent his time spinning pirouettes while the spirit house was being built. Katsaht’lee had to squat down next to him and hold him while she whispered how to show respect for our dead in his ear. Ken’yu tugged against her, trying to get away a few times, but she continued to hold him until he subsided.

      We sang the song of mourning for Oots’enlawbeelay and wished his spirit safe journey to the spirit lodge of our ancestors. Afterwards, we gathered in the chief’s lodge to eat. The clan had gotten four moose, so we had fresh meat to go along with our remaining winter stores, which we shared with our friends. We feasted on fresh moose, baked roots, berries mixed with grease, and smoked salmon.

      Lynx Clan’s chief, Inahben, held nothing back and showered us with all his wealth to impress us. Despite his appearance of kindness, the scowl of disdain and pride never left his face. After listening to the clan’s stories about Oots’enlawbeelay, Raven and Eagle, and the history of Lynx Clan, we pulled out the drums and tried to repay our host for his generosity with song and dance.

      My missing toe threw off my balance, but not enough to exclude me from dancing. Sahseen danced next to me and Buhloo stood behind us, beating his drum and singing in rich, masculine tones. Nanelyahkee would not dance beside me as she once had. I felt a twinge of sadness as I watched her flirt with the boys she admired in Lynx Clan. Once, I would have been flirting too, but so much had happened this past winter that I found I had no interest in it, despite my uncle’s teasing. Also, I was skeptical that the boys would respond well to any flirting from me if they knew of the two fits I’d had. I didn’t want to attempt it and be rejected.

      “Where is Stadzeh?” I asked Sahseen. She was a friend of ours that we only saw at potlatches.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Owl Clan usually isn’t late like this.”

      I glanced at Buhloo to see how Nanelyahkee’s attention to other boys affected him. He watched her as he drummed, and though his expression remained neutral, I sensed the longing he had for her to love him. He noticed me watching, and I gave him a sympathetic smile.

      As we danced, a young man slipped in and scooted along the wall. His entrance drew my attention because I hoped it meant that Owl Clan had arrived, but I didn’t recognize him. He attempted to remain unnoticed, but Chief Inahben abruptly stopped the drummers while casting a look of loathing at the man. The singing trailed off and the dancers stopped in confusion, lowering the feathered hoops and dancing sticks, looking around for the reason the drums had stopped.

      “What are you doing here, Tikonee?” the Lynx Clan chief snapped.

      For a moment, the young man did not respond, bracing himself against the wall of the lodge and staring at the dirt. Then, he thrust himself upright and faced Chief Inahben. “I’m here to give honor to Elder Oots’enlawbeelay.”

      “You are not welcome here, boy. How can you give him honor when you come so late to the potlatch? You were not invited. You were rude to come, and it’s even worse that you were late. You should leave.”

      “No. I will not be driven away. Oots’enlawbeelay was my friend.” He spoke boldly, but Tikonee’s cheeks were flushed red with embarrassment. I folded my arms across my stomach, uncomfortable with his public shaming.

      The chief took a menacing step forward, but Chief Denah said, “Elder Oots’enlawbeelay was everyone’s friend. He deserves peace at his potlatch.”

      Glaring, Chief Inahben held Tikonee’s eyes a moment longer before turning away. He grasped Chief Denah’s shoulder and said, “He does deserve peace.” With a gesture, he commanded the drummers to continue.

      “I hope Chief Inahben doesn’t treat Owl Clan so rudely about being late when they arrive,” I murmured to Sahseen.

      She nodded, eyes wide.

      The rhythm picked up again and the singers started the verse over. I shuffled my feet and waved my arms in the appropriate motions. The fringe on my dress swayed to the music, but I was distracted from the dance as I watched the offending young man surreptitiously.

      He helped himself to food and sat down in a corner to eat. On his way to his seat, he briefly grasped the hand of a woman I knew was Chief Inahben’s first wife, but her response was minimal at best. She kept darting glances at her husband. The mystery of the man’s identity fascinated me.

      Intrigued, I continued to watch him as I danced through two more songs. He sat alone and no one spoke to him, though one or two men passed near him and touched his shoulder as if to demonstrate comradery without being noticed. He caught me watching him a couple times, and I would let my eyes wander away from him as if I had been looking around and just happened to glance at him. Other people attending the potlatch were not so courteous and gaped at the unwelcome interloper.

      Chief Denah stopped me from participating in another dance with a hand on my elbow. He pulled me to the side.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He looked down at me with serious eyes. “Chief Inahben has asked that you no longer dance.”

      “Why?” I asked, but immediately knew the answer to my own question. He had heard about the fit I’d had in which I had seen Elder Oots’enlawbeelay’s death, and probably about the one after Sabeeleh’s birth as well. He believed I was cursed with an evil spirit, and therefore responsible for killing Oots’enlawbeelay.

      Chief Denah saw my understanding grow. “It is his house, his village, and his people,” he said, not unkindly. “It is an insult to you, but I would not have war between our clans over it.”

      “I understand,” I said. “I will sit down.”

      “Thank you,” Chief said and left me to resume his place with Inahben and the chiefs from the other clans.

      Pushing through the crowd with my head down so people wouldn’t see my hurt, I found a corner where I could sit by myself. Katsaht’lee found me a few heartbeats later.

      “I am just outraged, Ts’ellbah! Chief Inahben is being unreasonably rude. Chief Denah ought to do something about it.”

      “No. I’m alright. Chief Denah doesn’t want to start a war. It’s not worth it, Katsaht’lee, not for me. Don’t make a fuss. My foot was aching anyway.”

      She studied my face. “Very well. I’ll let it go, but I’m offended on your behalf.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m fine. Wait. Do you know who that man is that Chief Inahben is angry with?”

      “Yes, I do,” my aunt answered. “He is Inahben’s son.”

      “His son?” The news startled me into staring at him. “What could he have done to make his own father hate him so much?”

      “I don’t know,” Katsaht’lee admitted. “He vanished about four years ago and Chief Inahben told everyone that he had disappeared, so we assumed that he had been eaten by a bear or something and they just couldn’t find him.”

      “I didn’t even know Inahben had a son.”

      “I’m not surprised. He never really attended any gatherings and his father never talked about him.”

      Our conversation lagged, so Katsaht’lee patted my knee and said, “I’ll go back to your uncle.” She left me on my own.

      The beat of the drums brought my attention back to the festivities. Nanelyahkee had placed herself in the front and middle of the dancers, swaying dramatically to show off the rose pattern on her dress. She ignored me, never looking in my direction. Already wounded by Inahben, Nanelyahkee’s affront compounded the pain. I wasn’t sure if I would have behaved differently if our roles were reversed. If she’d had a weird fit and prophesied someone’s death, my old self might have ostracized her too. But heat still rose to my cheeks in anger.

      Buhloo sidled closer to Nanelyahkee as he drummed. Sahseen gave me a questioning raise of her brows, silently asking if I wanted her to sit with me. I shook my head, so she scooted closer to Nanelyahkee too. A pang of jealousy squeezed my heart as I watched Nanelyahkee welcome our friends into her company.

      Ken’yu and a gaggle of his friends came and sat with me for a little while. The boys tussled on the ground until I reprimanded them for being disrespectful. They sat up and attempted to behave, squirming with poorly contained childhood energy.

      While everyone else sang the song of the porcupine, Ken’yu sang the song of the wolf.

      “Those are the wrong words, Ken’yu,” I said, smiling at him.

      “I like the wolf song better,” he responded and then resumed singing, oblivious to the discord he created. Fortunately, everyone else was much louder.

      After watching Elder Gihgee Nidzeen rocking where she sat, attempting to participate in the dancing, Ken’yu shuddered a little and said, “Really old women give me the nerves!”

      “Ken’yu!” I reprimanded but had to also laugh. Elder Gihgee Nidzeen was a bit intimidating, with her thin, wispy hair, her crooked fingers and thickened knuckles, and her shriveled skin and toothless mouth. Even I felt a little discomfort when I looked at her.

      “Elder Gihgee Nidzeen was not always old,” I said to Ken’yu. “And she has great wisdom. You ought to listen closely when she speaks.”

      “Oh, I listen!” Ken’yu insisted. “I just try not to look at her.”

      I looked away to hide the laughter in my eyes.

      A handspan passed as the singing and dancing continued. I was beginning to get sleepy and was thinking I ought to sneak out and go to bed when someone brushed my arm, and I looked up to find Tikonee sitting down next to me.

      “Hello. My name is Tikonee,” he said.

      “Hello,” I answered, startled.

      “And your name is…”

      “Sorry. I’m Ts’ellbah.”

      “Ts’ellbah from Salmon Chief Clan.”

      “Yes.”

      “My father has gravely insulted you. Do you want me to challenge him?”

      “What? No! You would do that?”

      “Of course. That nasty old lynx needs someone to show him he can’t treat people the way he does.”

      “But not you,” I said. “You are his son.”

      “He doesn’t think so,” Tikonee said, a bitter edge in his tone.

      I didn’t know how to respond.

      He said, “Well, since he has insulted both of us, why don’t we step outside and get some air?”

      “That sounds nice,” I agreed.

      We stood and worked our way through the crowd and out the door. Kasska had been laying on the ground just outside, waiting for me to emerge. He stood and paced at my side when we exited.

      “You have a sore foot,” Tikonee said, noticing my limp. “Do you need to lean on my arm?”

      Honored by his offer, but not needing it, I shook my head. “No. I’m all right. I lost a toe to ice burn this winter, but it has healed and no longer hurts much.”

      “Just tell me if we’ve walked too far,” Tikonee insisted.

      “I will,” I agreed, touched by his concern.

      Stars glittered against the backdrop of the ebony sky. The air retained an almost winter-like coolness during the nights though the daytime was quite warm. We both looked up, feeling a bit shy and awkward. I comforted myself by tugging on Kasska’s soft ears and inhaled a deep breath of the cool, clean air. “It was getting stuffy in there.”

      “It was,” he agreed. “So, Ts’ellbah of the Salmon Chief Clan, your parents are Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee?”

      “No” I said. “My parents were Bezyah and Chezeel. They died when I was three. Since then I’ve lived with my uncle Stokatneegee and my aunt Katsaht’lee and my cousins Ken’yu and Sabeeleh.”

      “I’ve heard of your family,” he said. “They seem like good people.”

      “They are,” I assured him. “The best people. They are so kind.”

      “You are very fortunate.”

      I nodded without speaking.

      “What do you like to do for fun?” he asked.

      The question left me momentarily stumped. That feeling of disorientation I’d had when I first woke up after my accident returned, as if I didn’t know who I was. Then I recalled the exhilaration I used to feel when driving my sled dogs, though it hadn’t stimulated me in that way since my dunking in the frigid river. But it gave me something to say. “I like to take the sled out and run up and down the river.”

      “Does your uncle have a team?”

      “They are mine. My father bred sled dogs. When he died, my aunt and uncle traded most of them, but kept the best. Mine are the grandchildren of his dogs. My uncle gave them to me. I trained them myself. This one is my lead, Kasska.”

      Tikonee held out his hand, offering it for Kasska to investigate. My dog leaned forward, sniffed his fingers, and allowed Tikonee to pet his head.

      “Are the rest here?” Tikonee asked. “I’d like to meet them.” He said it as if they were as important to meet as people, and that made me like him quite a lot.

      “Yes, they’re here.” I whistled three sharp notes and the happy yips and barks of my dogs rewarded me. They came running from wherever they had been in the village, either lounging or playing. The mass of fur and legs and waving tails coming at full speed might have been intimidating for some, but Tikonee crouched down to meet them, even though he risked getting pummeled with stinky, slobbery tongues.

      Laughing when they knocked him down, Tikonee let my dogs scramble over and around him, competing for sniffing and licking space. He hooked his arm around their necks and vigorously rubbed them on their noses. Kasska remained aloof from the affectionate attack and sat down with his head at my hip. I kept one hand on the top of his skull.

      After giving them a moment to get acquainted with Tikonee, I called them to me and commanded, “Sit!” The dogs sat in a group before us, panting happily. I pointed to each dog as I introduced them. “This is Chellkay, Nadaegee, Taw’ee, Denk’ee, Ałts’aynee, and Gistahnee.”

      “You have a good-looking team,” Tikonee praised. He admired them all before turning his attention back to Kasska.

      “He’s a proud dog, isn’t he?” Tikonee commented.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “He’s a good dog.”

      Kasska heard the word ‘good’ and wagged his tail.

      Studying the man before me, I noticed scarring on his forearms and a white slash across his cheek. He laughed easily, but I could see an underlying soberness. His earthy skin set off warm, dark eyes, which invited me to ask questions. I wanted to get to know him. When he leaned forward, the jagged layers of his hair fell over his forehead, almost into his eyes. His jaw was square, and he had a straight, wide nose and full lips. He didn’t wear any jewelry.

      “What about you?” I asked. “I’d like to know more about you. Your father told everyone that you disappeared. My aunt and uncle thought you had been killed by a bear, but that’s clearly not true. Where did you go?”

      Tikonee snorted in disbelief. He shook his head and shrugged as if rejecting a burden being placed on his shoulders, then answered, “I went a lot of places. I went to the coast and visited villages where the clans take kayaks out on the ocean and kill gigantic whales with spears. I saw men with white skin come across the water in boats bigger than my father’s lodge. I visited villages where the people carve trees into animal totems. I saw many marvels of our world.”

      He spoke of strange things that I didn’t have the knowledge to comprehend. So I asked, “You only came back for Elder Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch?”

      “Yes. Someone from Nadosee Na brought a load of furs to the coast and passed the news on to me since he knew I was from this area. When the potlatch is over, I’ll go back to the coast, or maybe I’ll go north to see the villages on the edge of the world, on the brink of the ice.”

      “It sounds exciting. Someday I’d like to see more of the world than my village.”

      “Well, you’re a wealthy woman with your own dog team. Perhaps someday you can.”

      “I doubt it. I wouldn’t want to leave my family. They need me. There’s always so much work to do. It would be harder for them without my dog team.”

      “You are very devoted to your family.”

      “Of course. They took me in when my parents died. They love me like I am their own daughter. I owe them everything.”

      He nodded. “You are to be envied for that.”

      Again, I sensed pain in him and couldn’t respond.

      After a moment of awkward silence, he said, “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you and your dogs.”

      Disappointed that he was leaving so soon, I responded, “Thank you. It was nice to talk to you too. Goodnight.”

      He turned and walked into the darkness.

      Turning to my dogs, I said, “Follow.” They stood and walked in a fluffy gray and white group behind me as I passed through the village. Rather than return to the lodge only to be isolated again, I chose to go to bed and entered the tent we were staying in during the potlatch. I laid down on my sleeping place and the dogs settled around the outside of the tent. Kasska laid under my head, and I fell asleep feeling the rise and fall of his furry flank as he breathed.
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        * * *

      

      Later, the murmur of voices woke me up as my aunt and uncle entered the tent. Katsaht’lee carried a sleeping Ken’yu and settled him in his bed before lying down next to her husband.

      Stokatneegee held Sabeeleh, singing the song of the warrior to her as he patted her to sleep.

      “Can you sing something else?” Katsaht’lee asked. “That song doesn’t seem appropriate for such a tiny baby girl.”

      Stokatneegee paused to say, “She likes it. See? She’s going right to sleep. She’s my little warrior girl.” He kept right on singing.

      Katsaht’lee must not have minded as much as she said because she smiled.

      A fingerspan later, after I thought everyone had gone to sleep, Katsaht’lee’s whisper broken the silence.

      “Did you hear what Nallbay was saying?”

      “No,” Stokatneegee murmured. “What did he say?”

      “He said that even though Oots’enlawbeelay’s body had no injuries, his face looked terrified, like something had frightened him.”

      “Maybe he was just scared to die alone in the snow,” Stokatneegee suggested.

      “Probably,” she agreed. “But I can’t help thinking, what if what Ts’ellbah saw was real?”
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      Games and competitions filled the second day of the potlatch. The younger children participated in stick pull, ball tag, and foot races. The teens and adults competed in starting fires with a fire bow, spear throwing, target shooting with arrows, canoeing races, and rabbit skinning.

      Tikonee and I continued to be excluded from the festivities. We sat on the fringes and cheered on my aunt, uncle, and cousin Ken’yu. When his own father competed in the contests, Tikonee went mute, preferring to watch birds flying across the sky and red squirrels swearing and throwing sprucecones at us. Chief Inahben did not go so far as to prevent us from partaking of the feast, but he occasionally glared in our direction while we ate. Under other circumstances, I probably would not have spent as much time with Tikonee, and would rather have spent time with Buhloo, Sahseen, and Nanelyahkee, but since he and I were both outcasts, I had no choice. There wasn’t much else to do. Not many people wanted to talk to us or even sit nearby.

      But after finishing a canoe race, which Buhloo won, Buhloo and Sahseen started in my direction. They paused to speak to Nanelyahkee, too far away for me to hear what was said. She kept shaking her head at their pleading gestures in my direction until her father caught her arm.

      “No!” he snapped at them, loud enough that even I heard him.

      Sahseen opened her mouth and then closed it.

      When Nanelyahkee’s father stepped away to take his turn at axe throwing, I watched as Buhloo murmured to our friend and touched her shoulder to comfort her. She leaned her head against his chest. I didn’t need to see them to know that Buhloo’s eyes were shining.

      Sahseen continued to me and Buhloo followed a few heartbeats later, leaving Nanelyahkee behind. They sat down next to me.

      Shrugging off a growing anger towards Nanelyahkee, I said, “Tikonee, these are my friends Sahseen and Buhloo.”

      “I’m pleased to meet you,” Tikonee said.

      “Thank you for keeping Ts’ellbah company,” Sahseen replied.

      “I’m happy to.”

      “Please don’t be too angry at Nanelyahkee,” Buhloo said to me.

      “I will try for your sake, Buhloo.”

      “Did you find out why Stadzeh didn’t come?” Buhloo asked Sahseen.

      “Not really,” she answered, a worried line appearing between her brows. “The messenger that Lynx Clan sent said their village had been abandoned. Maybe they had a hard winter and moved somewhere else to find better hunting.”

      “Most of the villages had a hard winter this year. Tahloo Na lost two little girls in a snowstorm. An entire family from Sos Cheek Na went missing on a trapping excursion, the parents and three children, all vanished,” Tikonee said.

      “Koon Toss Na said three of their hunters got mauled by something. They think they must have woken a hibernating bear. There wasn’t much left of them,” Buhloo added.

      “I heard your village lost quite a few dogs,” said Tikonee. “Did you lose any, Ts’ellbah?”

      “Not directly, but most of the ones we lost were related to mine.”

      “That’s a tragedy,” he said.

      “The elders never were able to catch it!” Sahseen exclaimed. “It still gives me the shivers.” She shuddered for emphasis.

      The conversation lagged, so I insisted Buhloo and Sahseen return to the games. My disgrace shouldn’t ruin the potlatch for them.

      Katsaht’lee was inclined to withdraw from the festivities to stay with me, determined to show how offended she was by Inahben’s treatment of her niece. I pleaded with her not to do so. Her loyalty touched me, but I had no desire to hold a grudge against Inahben. I did not want her to stoop to his level of pettiness. She acquiesced, but only because Tikonee’s presence prevented me from being alone. Had he not been there, she would have been.

      Fortunately, Tikonee proved himself to be an attentive and pleasant companion, so much so that I couldn’t understand how his father could be so displeased with him. By the end of the fourth day, a day of storytelling and riddles, I was happy to call Tikonee my friend.
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        * * *

      

      A steady drumbeat summoned us to leave our empty bowls and gather for singing and dancing that night after the feast. My unsteady heart responded to the rhythm, syncopating with the drums. Knowing I was not welcome to participate, but unable to sit motionless, I left the lodge and walked down to the riverbank with Kasska loping ahead of me. In the darkness, the shushing of the river water soothed the urge to dance, a constant background lullaby that winter lacked. I stood on the riverbank, staring up at the spirit lights dancing in the sky. Occasional streaks of pink accentuated the green bands of light, a good omen for Oots’enlawbeelay’s family, signifying he was crossing the bridge to join our deceased kin in the spirit lodge of our ancestors. I savored the compelling view, realizing it was probably the last time I would see the beautiful spirit lights this season. As spring turned into summer, the night sky would not get dark enough to see them anymore.

      The current of the river sent water lapping against the bank, splashing and rippling. Kasska waded into the current a bit and squatted to pass urine. For some reason, he always had to pass urine in running water. When he finished, he kicked and bounced around, sending showers cascading around himself, a great doggy grin on his white-masked face. He tore up and down in the shallows of the river until he had burned some of the frenzy from his blood. Then he came and laid down near me, but I wouldn’t let him lie against me because he was so wet.

      A light breeze made the leaves of the aspen trees twist and turn on their stems, creating a gentle clitter-clatter. From a tree somewhere on the other side of the river, an owl called in the night. Cool evening air caressed my skin. I took off my long-sleeved tunic and set it aside, sat down, and leaned back on my elbows so I could gaze up at the sky.

      Footsteps approached and I indulged in a moment of hope that it was Tikonee before I looked over my shoulder. The joyful lurch of my heart confirmed it. Tikonee walked down the path to join me. My eyes had adjusted well to the darkness, and the dim glow from the spirit lights was bright enough that I could tell who it was.

      “You should have let me know you were going. I had to endure four more dirty looks from my father.” His tone was light, but the subject disturbed me.

      “Why does he dislike you so much?” I asked as Tikonee lowered himself to the ground to sit beside me.

      He thought for a bit. “I don’t really know. I guess I just could never be exactly what he wanted. As far as I know, he despised me the moment I was born. My mother used to have to take me outside when I cried as an infant, or else he might have shaken me to death. He’s always had a very bad temper.” Tikonee leaned back on his elbows and looked up at the sky as well, mimicking my posture. “Oots’enlawbeelay is entering the spirit lodge tonight,” he said.

      “Did you know him well?”

      “Yes. Better than anyone. He was kind to me, kinder than anyone else in the village.”

      Tikonee seemed to be really hurting so I said, “I’m so sorry.”

      “He’s the only reason I came back here. I didn’t want to miss his potlatch.” He looked up at the spirit lights again. They flowed and fluctuated in streaks, blotting out the stars beyond them from horizon to horizon, like a long, winding path.

      “In some of the villages I visited, the sleep doctors say you can call spirit lights down to you,” Tikonee said.

      I could tell he wanted to change the topic of our conversation, so I allowed myself to be distracted. “Really? What a beautiful myth.”

      “They say if the person that has passed on loved you, he or she will come down when you call to whisper one last goodbye.”

      “Have you tried it?” I asked.

      “Yes. But it doesn’t work.”

      “Try it again,” I encouraged. “Oots’enlawbeelay loved you.”

      He stood up on his feet and yelled into the sky. “Come!” Nothing happened, so he whooped.

      We waited a moment, watching the lights drift and swing, like a luminous glacier with pink moraines setting the heavens ablaze. The celestial wildfire didn’t give any indication of coming down. Tikonee whooped again, but there was still no response from the spirit lights.

      “Perhaps he loved you more than me,” Tikonee said with a wink.

      “I barely knew him!” I scoffed, disguising the gentle fluttering in my stomach.

      “Still, you should try.”

      With a warm, strong hand that I was reluctant to release, he helped me scramble to my feet. We stood shoulder to shoulder. A raven chuckled in the dark.

      I took a breath, feeling awkward and silly, and then whooped at the sky. Nothing. I whooped again. Still nothing. The third time I shouted, “COME!” and got no response from the spirit lights. Giving one last try, I whistled three times, just like I whistled for my dogs, and felt something shift inside me and a sharp pain through my heart that spread outward across the scar on my chest.

      With a shrill, crackling sound, radiant feathers of light plunged down at us. I gasped in shock as the light cascaded over my head like water, kissing the ground before reflecting upwards in a vortex of pink and green, but the light did not harm me. Swirling tongues of fire warmed my skin against the cool night air. I brushed my fingers against the dazzling wall separating me from Tikonee and watched five streaks of darkness part the light. A tingling wave swept up my arm and over my body, raising goose pimples on my skin. Looking up, I saw the spirit lights were running from the horizon across the entire sky until they fell over me in a brilliant column that rivaled the full moon in its brightness.

      Tikonee stared at me with his mouth agape, skin and hair tinged green, a look of stunned awe on his handsome features. He reached out and touched the light too, creating streaks of black identical to the ones I had made, sweeping his hand toward mine. Our fingers met and entwined, tangling and untangling, while a barrier of green light rushed between us. The way his fingers caressed mine sent a different warmth flowing through my skin and took my breath away. I raised my eyes to his, wondering if he could feel it too.

      “What’s it like?” he asked, voice cracking. It took a moment for me to realize he was asking about the spirit lights flowing around me, wondering if the maelstrom felt different from the inside.

      It felt like I was falling through stars, like I joined with a measureless expanse just as I had when I fell into the frozen river, but I could not explain that. I hesitated, uncertain if I should speak. “It’s warm,” I said, but could not better describe the sensation the light created when in contact with my skin because Tikonee’s touch, as mild and insignificant as it was, made it difficult for me to distinguish how the light felt from the way he made me feel. I tried to describe it anyway. “It’s like I’m an eagle soaring high in the air, and I’m so overcome by happiness that a long, sweet cry bursts out of me. It’s like the sun is setting on a cloudy day. There’s that moment when it drops below the clouds, but it’s still above the horizon and the glow on the mountains and the sunlight on the clouds turns the world pink and gold, and the beauty of it sends a chill over my whole body.”

      “Incredible,” he murmured.

      Every particle in the sky must have come racing to answer my call, but at last, the density of the beam began to thin. I swept my arms toward the sky, instinctively sending the vortex of light up and away, streaking to the north to disappear beyond the edge of the sky.

      “Look,” Tikonee gasped, pointing at me.

      Tiny, shimmering green bits of light dust adhered to my skin, glittering like the sun on water, winking out one by one. Tikonee reached out and ran his fingers from my shoulder to my wrist, again sending thrills over my skin even more than the lingering glimmer from the spirit lights.

      “That was—” Words failed to describe it. I wiped at my arm, trying to disguise how his touch had affected me, and the bits of light winked out, either absorbed into my skin or snuffed entirely. The goose pimples lingered. My hands shook.

      “I had no idea that would work! I just assumed it was a stupid story! Did it do anything to you? Do you feel different?” Tikonee sounded unsteady, as if he struggled to believe his own senses.

      I focused on myself. The only thing I noticed was that the scar over my heart had begun to ache again. “No,” I answered, pushing aside my copper eagle medallion and rubbing my chest. “I feel the same, I think, besides the thrill of energy that is filling me from head to toe.”

      He stared at me, awestruck, mouth working to find speech. “You are special,” Tikonee said with sudden certainty. “The spirit lights would not answer to just anyone. Even my father, the chief, could not call them down from the sky.”

      “No,” I objected. “I am just a girl. Perhaps there was some combination of factors that made it answer: the temperature, the time of night, the season, the location, the particular timbre of my voice. It could be anything. Obviously, someone has done it before or else there wouldn’t have been a legend about it to begin with.”

      “Hmph,” he said. I could tell he wanted to argue, but the moment felt reverent.

      I sat back down, unsteady on my feet, and after a brief hesitation, Tikonee joined me on the ground. All my sled dogs were now with us, I noticed, having answered the same whistle that called the lights down. They trotted around, exploring the riverside, both the brush and the water. Only Kasska seemed aware that something significant had happened. He pressed himself against me and laid his head in my lap, looking up at me with worried eyes.

      Tikonee and I looked at the sky. There were stars and a sliver of moon, but no spirit lights.

      “I hope they come back,” I said.

      “They will. You didn’t kill them,” he said with confidence. “Should we tell the chiefs or the sleep doctors or your uncle what happened?”

      “No,” I answered. “Not yet. They wouldn’t believe us, and it feels too…” I trailed off.

      “Sacred,” he concluded for me.

      “Yes. My village is already having trouble accepting me as I am. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I’m claiming to be a god.”

      And that’s when the third fit struck.

      Tikonee woke me, hands on my shoulders, repeating my name. “Ts’ellbah! Ts’ellbah!”

      I groaned and rolled on my side, brought from such an incredible high to my deepest low.

      “Are you all right?” Tikonee asked, brushing the hair out of my face with gentle fingers.

      Tears leaked from my eyes. My cheeks heated with shame that this boy, practically a stranger, should see me like this. The fits were so ugly and now he’d seen the worst of me. I tried to hide my face, but he grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him.

      “I need to know if you are all right, please.”

      “I think so,” I replied.

      With shaky arms I pushed myself up to sitting. Tikonee wrapped his arm around my shoulders to support me. I would have shrugged off any other boy’s arm if he’d tried that move after such short acquaintance, but Tikonee’s gesture was so natural that at first, I didn’t even notice.

      “Now you know why some of the people of my village don’t like me.” My chin hung to my chest in humiliation.

      “I already knew why. It doesn’t matter,” he insisted. “My people don’t like me either, not even my own father. You are different. That doesn’t mean you aren’t valuable. You are human and that gives you worth equal to anyone’s, no matter what.”

      His words loaned me the confidence to look up. We sat in silence as the stars made their grand sweep overhead. I watched them and wondered if I had ever been among them as I remembered. They seemed so familiar.

      My strength returned, the throbbing in my chest eased, and I had to acknowledge the cold beginning to afflict my limbs, though Tikonee’s arm around me delayed it.

      “I’m tired,” I said.

      “I’ll help you to your tent,” Tikonee offered, and he did, letting me lean on his arm to the very door, Kasska pacing at my side. Tikonee lifted the skin for me and dropped it behind me. I tiptoed to my sleeping place, pulled the blankets over me, and laid my head on Kasska’s side. The rest of the dogs settled down along the outside perimeter of the tent. Somehow, they always knew when I was going to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The final day of the potlatch, the day of gift giving, dawned with blue skies the color of glacier ice. The villagers and visitors gathered in the lodge where a massive pile of gifts took up a good portion of floor space. I feared that after the ugly fit he had witnessed, Tikonee would choose to stay away from me, but he arrived and sat down beside me to watch the gifts passed out. Even more significant, there wasn’t a fresh wave of disdainful or pitying looks from people, indicating that Tikonee had told no one about the fit, not even my aunt and uncle.

      One by one, Chief Inahben called each person up to receive a gift, something that had once belonged to Oots’enlawbeelay, from his hunting bow down to the last packet of berries he had stored for the winter. My uncle received an arrow. My aunt was given a moose hide. Ken’yu received a small copper knife and Sabeeleh got a soft rabbit skin blanket.

      The chief gave something to everyone, except to his own son Tikonee, and me. I tried not to be hurt by the shun, tried to act like I didn’t notice. But within, my spirit stood in a cloud of darkness while everyone around me basked in sunlight. Controlling the urge to wail and sob took all my willpower.

      I could tell my aunt and uncle were upset as well. Stokatneegee’s jaw clenched, and Katsaht’lee tapped her foot against the ground. Even Chief Denah looked very sober as he stood with Chief Inahben and the others.

      Tikonee leaned over to whisper in my ear, “My offer to challenge him stands.”

      I shook my head. “Thank you, but no. I don’t want to cause trouble between our clans.”

      He studied my face and then nodded once. “I will keep the peace for your sake.”

      Once the Lynx Clan had given all the gifts, told all the stories, and played out the games, everyone began packing up to go their separate ways. Tikonee disappeared in the press of people leaving the lodge as I paused to watch my uncle whispering angry words to Inahben, the chief of Kla’que’skaw Na. My heart swelled with gratitude because I knew it was on my behalf. Chief Denah kept a quelling hand on my uncle’s shoulder.

      Sahseen caught me by surprise with a quick hug from the side as she murmured, “That was so rude of Chief Inahben! I’m so sorry, Ts’ellbah. I wish there were something I could do!”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She moved off to help her family prepare to leave. I left the lodge as well, glad I did not have to return to that hostile place in the foreseeable future.

      In the tent, with Kasska laying nearby, I packed my bedding, not wishing to be where I could see people’s looks of pity or revulsion. Once my belongings were stowed, I continued packing Ken’yu’s, Sabeeleh’s, and my aunt’s and uncle’s. By the time they arrived, I had the blankets rolled and tied into bundles, the clothing in baskets, and the tent skins pulled off the frame.

      Stokatneegee came inside the frame, glanced around, and patted my shoulder. He carried the packs out and down to the river to load in the canoe.

      Katsaht’lee saw the work I’d done and said, “Thank you so much, Ts’ellbah.” She looked as if she might continue speaking for a moment but stopped herself and began wrapping Sabeeleh to ride in the birch-bark pack.

      I grabbed the last few bundles and stepped out of the tent. The dogs came running at my whistle and stood patiently while I tied some of the baskets to them. As I was fixing the last pack on, Tikonee appeared at my side.

      “Ts’ellbah,” he said. “Here is a gift for you.” He pressed a slender, white dentalium shell into my hand. Dentalium shells were valuable and difficult to get. My mouth fell open in surprise as Tikonee closed my fingers around it and continued. “It did not belong to Elder Oots’enlawbeelay, but Oots’enlawbeelay gave me the courage to leave my village, and I picked it up on my travels. So, in a way, you can say it came from him. I want you to have it and I want to apologize for the way you have been treated. My father is not a kind man. He is proud and cruel, and I hate him.”

      Rage and helplessness swirled in Tikonee’s sober eyes. It touched me that he was so angry on my behalf. I reached out and rested my fingers on his arm.

      “Thank you. I am not hurt anymore. By coming here, I was given a gift more valuable than anyone else received. I gained you as a friend.”

      Tikonee’s gaze softened. “You are a gift to me as well.”

      “Perhaps someday you can visit and tell me of all the wonders you have seen, but for now, I wish you safe travels.”

      “Thank you. I cannot say how much that means to me.” Tikonee’s smile lit up the morning more than the spring sun, and then he left.

      I felt a pang of regret that I would probably never see him again. Though I had invited him to visit, I doubted he ever would. A broken girl he barely knew was not enough to draw him.

      My aunt emerged from the tent frame with Sabeeleh on her back and a rather smug smile, since there were no longer skins blocking her from witnessing the entire exchange. My cheeks flushed and I ducked my head to finish tying a pack on my dog Nadaegee.

      The dogs, my aunt, and I went down to the river’s edge together. Uncle appeared, dragging Ken’yu away from wherever he had been hiding. I took the packs off the dogs and loaded them into the canoe, careful to balance them so the canoe would float level in the water. The villagers climbed into their moose skin canoes and shoved off. Stokatneegee paddled. My dogs swam around us.

      Glancing back, I noticed a lone man standing off on his own, away from the rest of the Lynx Clan. When I looked, he raised a hand to me. Wishing I could honor Tikonee for his friendship and kindness in a better way, I touched my heart and raised my hand in return, then began to sing the song of friendship to him across the water. Though he would soon be leaving the valley, and our friendship would exist only in my memories, I longed with all my heart to keep him.

      Ken’yu watched the exchange with a puzzled expression on his face. “Is that Nikaantey? Is he your friend?”

      “Tikonee, yes, that’s him. He is my friend.”

      “Are you going to marry him?” my cousin asked.

      Stokatneegee laughed while my face burned red.

      “I doubt it,” I answered. “Tikonee likes to travel and he’s not very happy here. I think he’ll leave and not come back for a long time.”

      “Huh,” said Ken’yu. “I wonder who I’m going to marry.”

      “I wonder who you’re going to marry too,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “How do people even get married? I mean, what do they do?”

      Katsaht’lee smiled as she answered. “When you find a girl that you love—”

      “I already love a girl!” Ken’yu blurted.

      “You do?” asked my aunt.

      “Who?” Stokatneegee interjected.

      Ken’yu said, “I can’t tell you,” and then whispered, “it’s a secret.”

      “Well, when you’re grown up, and you find a girl that you love a lot, and she’s your best friend, and you think she loves you too, then you ask her to marry you.”

      “That’s it?”

      “If she says yes, then you have to ask her parents and her chief for permission. They might not feel like it’s a good match.”

      “What? Why would I have to ask them? Who cares what they think?” Ken’yu’s incredulous eyebrows almost touched his hairline.

      “It demonstrates to the girl and her family that you have great respect for them. It shows how much you love her. But don’t worry. It’s rare for a chief to tell you that you can’t marry someone. They have to have a very good reason,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “If the chief told me no, I would just marry her anyway,” Ken’yu insisted.

      “You sound just like your father.” Katsaht’lee beamed at her husband who grinned back at her.
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      Upon our return from the potlatch, the fish-camp by the river became our summer home. It was just down the bluff and across the valley, not far from the winter village, only a fingerspan’s walk away. Most clans chose a nomadic lifestyle, following food sources across the land and making their homes wherever they happened to be hunting or gathering at the time. The Salmon Chief Clan chose to remain in the same location year after year. Our valley provided plenty of game and its beauty spoke to our spirits, binding us to it with a love that couldn’t be shaken.

      Katsaht’lee and I stretched moose hide over the dome of saplings that still stood from last summer. Only one of the saplings had broken during the winter and needed to be replaced. The others creaked and rattled as we worked, but they bore the weight of the tent. All around the camp, other tents appeared in various stages of completion.

      A gaggle of children played in the river shallows with Ken’yu. They threw rocks, squelched through the mud, and raced sticks in the current. Their laughter filled the air, echoing with the giddiness of spring freedom.

      Wading in water up to his knees, Stokatneegee built a weir across the mouth of a small stream that flowed into the river. He drove stakes into the streambed, forming a corral that would contain the fish. Salmon could swim into the wide entry point which funneled them through a narrow gate and into the trap. The fish would not be able to find the way back out.

      Kasska laid in the shade of the trees and watched us work, panting in the heat of early summer. Most of his siblings did the same, though a few ventured to explore and play. Summer was a time of relaxation for the sled dogs. Occasionally, they had to carry a pack, but most of the time, they could do what they wanted.

      After setting up camp, I walked downstream away from the others so I could be alone to eat my lunch, some strips of smoked salmon and the inner layer of a piece of poplar bark. I waded through the shallows and climbed to the top of a large boulder that sat just outside the strongest current of the river. Kasska followed me and needed help climbing up the slick rock. He laid down beside me and closed his eyes, content to keep me company. The other six sled dogs played on the riverbank, chasing squirrels and wrestling with each other.

      While I ate, Tikonee occupied my thoughts. Despite his assurance that he would leave, I wished I could see him again. His company had been enjoyable, and I appreciated that he had been so willing to come to my defense, even if it meant defying his own family. I felt a connection to him. Though we had known each other for such a short time, our friendship had blossomed with ease. Besides the moment of deep embarrassment after my fit, I’d felt comfortable and safe around him, not nervous or shy, certainly not scared the way I felt around his father.

      During the potlatch, Nanelyahkee had shunned me. Though not deliberately, Buhloo and Sahseen had drifted away. Only Tikonee’s friendship had been steadfast, despite the fit he’d witnessed, when a new friendship ought to be easier to end than an old one. He had remained unafraid. In my pocket, I caressed the dentalium shell he had given me.

      A raven drifted through the air, crossed the river, and dropped down onto the boulder, interrupting my thoughts. It eyed me with black, bright eyes, turning its head from side to side and hopping closer each time. I broke off a crumb of salmon and tossed it to the bird.

      The raven pecked up the crumb with his black beak and gave a caw. It seemed unconcerned by the presence of a dog that would have chased it had I let him.

      “Greedy bird,” I said and tossed it a bit of bark.

      “Selbah, Selbah,” the raven squawked and hopped closer.

      Startled, I stood up, staring at the bird. Had it just said my name? Its voice sounded remarkably human. Perhaps it wasn’t just any old bird. Perhaps it was someone’s pet. I'd heard that they could be taught to speak, though I had never seen it done.

      “Come here, birdy, birdy,” I called, holding out my hand as if it were a dog.

      But the bird leapt into the sky, its caw sounding like laughter. Kasska woofed at it. A feeling of uneasiness flooded me, so I climbed down from the boulder. My goofy dog threw himself off the top into the water with a large splash that made him inordinately happy, and we returned to fish-camp together.
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        * * *

      

      We worked in anticipation of the arrival of the salmon, our busyness making the days pass like water in a riverbed. Salmon was the staple of our diet, providing critical sustenance to us throughout the year. Without it, our survival through the brutal winters was doubtful, so we built drying racks and repaired the smokehouses. We wove nets of sinew and made traps with willow switches.

      “Salmon!” Elder Taw’eye’ee’s shout interrupted our work.

      Everyone hurried to the water’s edge. Through the rushing current, oblong shadows wiggled, heading upstream toward their spawning grounds. Anticipation spread amongst us like wildfire. The men jumped into the water with the nets and traps, prepared for the first catch of the season.

      Stokatneegee caught up a fish in his net and lifted it out of the water, a gigantic specimen, longer than Ken’yu was tall and twice as heavy. It fought for its freedom, thrashing in the confines of the net. The fish’s wild flapping threw Stokatneegee off his feet with a spectacular splash. My uncle floated down river a bit, unable to get his feet under him on the slick rocks. Then the salmon managed to swim within the net and dragged him back upriver. I doubled over with laughter and everyone watching guffawed.

      Chief Denah and Koss Bahdeegah grabbed my uncle under the arms, helping him to his feet. With a great heave, Stokatneegee threw the chief salmon onto the bank. Buhloo grabbed it by the gills and held it high so we could admire its size, his muscles straining against the salmon’s flopping. We gave a great shout of excitement and broke into a spontaneous song and dance, clapping our hands in place of the drums, singing our gratitude.

      As the traps and nets and weirs filled, the men emptied them onto the bank, striking each fish over the head with a stone or stout stick to stun them. Then they handed the fish to the women, and we went to work with our knives, cleaning, slicing, and preparing the fish. Oil coated the fish skins and sometimes as we cut, the fish would thrash and flop, slipping out of our hands, even without a head.

      First, we cut off the head and all the fins and slit open the belly to scoop out the innards. Holding the fish by the tail end, we ran our knives along the backbone on one side and then the other, slicing off the flesh. We stopped short of the tail so that it held the two halves together. The belly fat was cut off, the fillets thinned to aid in drying, and finally, we sliced the meat vertically into strips, but not through the skin. We stretched the fish to separate the slices and allow air to circulate between them. Baskets filled with the stripped fillets, and I carried them to the racks and draped the meat, still attached to the skin, over the rods above my head. Row by row, the racks filled with fish drying in the sun. The smoke houses leaked tendrils of gray through the cracks between logs. Fires built with alder wood coated the salmon in aromatic smoke. We saved the rest of the salmon for soup or other dishes and dried the eggs from the females. Most of our catch consisted of chief and red salmon. Chief salmon were at least the size of Ken’yu. The reds were about the size of Sabeeleh.

      Simultaneous with the arrival of salmon came the greatest affliction we endured: mosquitoes. A cloud of mosquitoes buzzed around us, the sting and itch of their bites a constant torment. The aggravating whine of their flight had the potential to drive a person to madness. Mosquitoes were a bane that knew no bounds. We rubbed yarrow on our skin to deter them and burned smoke producing wood and herbs in smoldering fires around our fish-camp, but the effect was minimal at best, so we went around covered in itchy, red welts. Mosquitoes preferred mammal blood for they never touched the fish lying still as they were cut and never dipped their stingers into the blood pooled everywhere.

      Salmon filled my days and kept me busy. Blood and fish slime coated my skin from fingertip to elbow. The smell of fish clung to my hair and clothing, even during the night after I had washed.

      Buhloo and Sahseen frequently worked by my side, but Nanelyahkee assured that she was always at a different station. It hurt every time she asked an adult to be assigned other tasks so she could avoid me.

      The river ran past our camp with deceptive smoothness, its motion against the gravel and boulders of its bed causing a constant, dull roar. As the season progressed, the water level decreased, easing the noise to a murmur, but the middle current could still knock a man off his feet if he wasn’t careful. The water glittered in bright sun and glistened in the light of dawn and dusk.

      Vegetation along the banks became lush and green with life, breathing the scents of blossoming roses, lupine, and forget-me-nots into the air. Insects hummed and birds sang high in the trees. Drifting so high over the bluff that they were merely specks in the sky, eagles cried to each other. Ducklings paddled along the river's edge with their mothers. Even as I worked, I drank in the beauty of the world around me, marveling at its perfection.

      “Ts’ellbah!”

      I looked up to see Tikonee rowing for our camp. My heart leaped with excitement. Sahseen, working at my side, nudged me with her elbow, grinning. I glanced at Katsaht’lee, and she nodded her permission for me to stop my work and go to Tikonee. She bore a satisfied smile.

      A group of people formed on the bank, eager to have a visitor. They called greetings across the water as he neared the camp.

      “Tikonee!” I said and walked out into the water to help him drag his canoe to shore. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “And I, you,” he said, squeezing my hand, sending an enchanting flutter through my stomach.

      As I released the canoe and straightened, something far downriver caught my attention. A dark figure had partially emerged from the trees. It stood on two legs like a man and had one arm raised as if to shade its eyes from the sun. No bear could move its forelegs that way, but it was too big to be human.

      “What’s that?” I gasped.

      Tikonee turned, but the creature had vanished back into the trees. No one else had spotted it.

      “What did you see?” he asked, concern creasing his forehead.

      “I don’t know. It looked like…” I trailed off.

      “What?”

      “Maybe it was a bear.”

      “That isn’t what you first thought,” Tikonee pressed. “Tell me, Ts’ellbah.”

      “It looked like a den man…but it was brown.”

      “Den people are white.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t have said anything. Forget about it.”

      Tikonee’s brows drew together as he studied my face. “All right.”

      “Welcome, Tikonee,” said Chief Denah, stepping forward to clasp his shoulder. “I never got a chance to thank you for taking such good care of Ts’ellbah during the potlatch. I am grateful that she found a true friend in you.”

      “I am honored to know her and your noble clan,” Tikonee replied. “I’ve come to offer my help bringing in the salmon, if you’ll let me.

      “Of course!” said Chief Denah. “Your help is appreciated here.”

      “Thank you,” said Tikonee.

      His offer to assist with the salmon surprised me. Traditionally, a young man worked for his own family until he was married and then he worked for his wife’s family for a year. There was no such bond between us, no reason for him to be here instead of harvesting the salmon in Kla’que’skaw Na.

      “Doesn’t your family still need your help?” I asked.

      “Of course, they do, but they don’t want it. My father refuses to acknowledge my existence. He pretends I’m dead and my mother doesn’t dare act any different with him hovering over her all the time.” He couldn’t suppress the anger in his voice.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I will ask my aunt and uncle if they will let you help.”

      Though Chief Denah had already accepted, my aunt and uncle needed to approve his offer as well. Tikonee stood a few steps away while I asked permission for him to assist us. My family welcomed his offer, so he joined my uncle at the weir.

      My shoulders dropped. I’d hoped he would work by me so we could resume the easy conversations we’d enjoyed in his village.

      Katsaht’lee watched my expression. With a sideways glance to make sure he was out of hearing, she leaned toward me and asked, “Do you like him?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, flushing. “Maybe. Yes. He was so kind to me at the potlatch.”

      “Ah,” she said.

      “I’m curious about what drove him away from his village though,” I said. “It seems serious, but I don’t want to ask.”

      “I have wondered that too,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “He tells me his father is cruel.” I paused to throw several fish heads into a bowl to be used later. We would bury them in the ground and let them ferment before digging them up to eat. My clan had discovered this food the same winter my parents had died. Close to starvation, we had dug up and eaten the fish heads buried as waste the previous summer. There wasn’t much I remembered about that winter, couldn’t even remember my parents’ faces, but I could never forget my first putrid taste of fermented heads.

      “He is cruel,” Katsaht’lee said. “His first wife, Itellkon, used to be a friend of mine. She’s not allowed to have friends anymore. He beats her ruthlessly. He’s broken bones before, and he took a second wife when he was not satisfied with her. I would not be surprised if he treated his son with the same cruelty. You ought to be careful with your interest in Tikonee. If he has inherited his father’s tendencies toward cruelty, you would not have a happy marriage, no matter how handsome he is. But he seems nice. I like him. Just be prepared, you might have to end the relationship, no matter how committed your heart is.”

      I nodded. I was aware of that possibility. But so far, I had not witnessed any cruel streaks in him.

      Tikonee ate the evening meal with us. In the summer, we cooked and ate outside the tent. We sat in a circle around the fire, passing food between us and enjoying the pleasant company. I tried not to stare at Tikonee, but he was so relaxed, and his attractiveness grew every moment I spent with him, so I couldn’t help but gaze more than I should.

      “Some of the men are planning a hunt tomorrow. Will you come with us?” Stokatneegee asked Tikonee.

      “I would like that,” Tikonee said.

      “Eat your dinner,” Katsaht’lee said to Ken’yu who was picking at the roots in his bowl.

      “I don’t like it,” Ken’yu moaned.

      “Eat. It will make your body big and strong.”

      Ken’yu brightened. “I can’t wait until I’m grown up so I can eat all the plants. Then I’ll be strong like Papa. He has muscles in his face!”

      We shared laughter over Ken’yu before my aunt sent him to bed in the tent.

      “I thought you were leaving the valley!” I said to Tikonee after Ken’yu had gone.

      “I was going to, but I changed my mind.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I decided to go check on your friend Stadzeh to make sure she was all right.”

      My jaw wanted to hit the ground, astonished by so much goodness in a single person. “That was very thoughtful of you. Did you find her?”

      “No,” he said. “The village is abandoned as my father’s messenger reported.”

      “Where could they have gone?” I asked. “They should have told someone where they were going.”

      “Exactly,” Tikonee agreed. “And I discovered they didn’t take any supplies with them. Their caches were half full.”

      “They must not have left to find game, then. What else could have drawn them away?” Stokatneegee asked.

      “I don’t know,” Tikonee answered. “The most disturbing thing was that I found putrid baskets of old food near fires that had burned themselves to ash. Tools were dropped in the middle of projects. It’s as if the whole clan just vanished. If they left any tracks, they melted in the spring thaw. I didn’t find any messages or trail markers left behind.”

      A creeping fear spread over my skin. This was information that belonged in an elder’s spirit walker stories, not in real life. Could all of it—the missing people, the maulings, the attacks on our dogs, the empty village—be connected?

      “What about Inahben’s messenger? Did he notice tracks when he visited?”

      “No. He didn’t make a lot of effort to figure out what had happened. He saw an empty village, assumed they had moved, and went home.” Tikonee’s tone of disbelief spoke his feelings about such an oversight.

      “You ought to tell Chief Denah what you found,” Stokatneegee said. “We can organize a search for the villagers.”

      “I’ll tell him tomorrow,” Tikonee concurred, concluding the discussion.
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        * * *

      

      The sun hadn’t yet crowned the eastern peak when I arose the next morning with intentions to see the hunters off. As I straightened the blankets on my spruce bough bed, an image of them returning with game floated in my mind. I commented, “They will have a successful hunt.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Katsaht’lee replied.

      Darkness consumed my vision. I regained consciousness with my aunt at my side. She had not bothered to call Koss Bahdeegah for help this time.

      “Another one?” I asked, sick and disappointed.

      “Yes,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “Did I say anything?”

      “Something about Raven’s trick creations, blood on the snow, something else about stars. Most of it was gibberish I couldn’t understand.”

      “How can anyone want me when I am disabled like this?” I asked, thinking of Tikonee.

      “You are not disabled,” my aunt said, anger drawing her brows down. “This is only the third time.”

      “Fourth,” I corrected. “I had one in Kla’que’skaw Na. I didn’t tell you.”

      She paused and then continued. “You cannot know if they are going to continue forever. We might find a way to stop them.”

      “But what if we don’t? How can I ever cross a river with confidence, or bathe a baby, or tend a fire? The most mundane tasks become a hazard with these fits. I couldn’t ask a man to take me on with a risk like that.”

      Katsaht’lee took my face in her hands to assure that I looked into her eyes. “Don’t talk like that. You cannot know what the future holds.”

      “Can’t I?” Almost, those words induced another seizure. But I clenched my teeth against the potential, and it went away.

      “Oots’enlawbeelay’s death was a coincidence. Nothing else you’ve said has come true.”

      “That stuff I said about Sabeeleh can’t be proven until she’s grown. It will be years.”

      “So? Why worry? You just live for today and let tomorrow take care of itself.”

      I sighed and nodded. “You are wise, Katsaht’lee.”

      “Thank you. You should have told me you had one at the potlatch.” She shook her head. “I’ll leave you to rest for a bit. When you feel well enough, you can join me outside.” She left the tent.

      I laid on my blanket and waited for the weakness to leave my limbs, rubbing the sore spot over my heart and then fingering the copper eagle Stokatneegee had made for me. The whine of mosquitoes filled my ears, nearly drowning out the rush of river water a short distance away. Robin song countered the noise of a squawking magpie. Sneaking through the doorway came the smell of spruce needles.

      A black shadow dropped past the door, making me startle and rise onto one elbow to see what it was.

      A raven.

      It hopped once so it stood just inside the tent.

      “Selbah! Selbah!” it said, sounding eerily like a man.

      “What do you want?” I asked it.

      “You don’t know you you don’t know you,” he croaked, shocking me with the clarity of his voice.

      “Are you someone’s escaped pet?” I stretched out my arm and offered my fingers to the bird. He pecked me, hard. “Ow!” A spot of blood appeared on my fingers. “What did you do that for?”

      “Pain!” said the bird. “Good joke, pain. Good joke!” With a final croak, he flapped out the door and into the sky, repeating his laughing caws.

      Alone again in the tent, a shiver of unease ran down my spine. The raven left me feeling unsettled and wary. Something was not right, not with me, not with anything.
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      Tikonee returned to his own village after the hunt, taking with him three men to help search for the residents of Bedzess Na. He intended to recruit more help for the search at home.

      “Thank you for allowing me to spend time with you and your family,” he said before he left. “I’ll return to let you know what I find out about your friend.”

      “I look forward to seeing you again.” I’m not sure if I entirely hid the disappointment I felt about his departure.

      Soon after he left, I had to leave fish-camp and spend a week in the menstruation hut. Sahseen was there as well, and though we were not allowed to speak to each other, her presence made the isolation easier to bear. Kasska stayed in fish-camp with the rest of the dogs to help with the work when necessary.

      Sahseen and I worked on sewing projects and monitored the birch-bark baskets that held animal skins soaking in brains to make them supple. They were tasks that made it easy to maintain the quiet while our bodies cycled. My voice remained mute, but my thoughts whirled between two topics: Tikonee and my seizures. Thinking of Tikonee made my heart beat faster and I enjoyed remembering his smile and the conversations we’d had. Envisioning the moment of the spirit lights often came close to taking my breath away. However, confusion still bested me over the emotions I’d felt, and the seizure afterwards darkened those happy memories.

      Sahseen must have felt my turmoil. She gave me reassuring smiles on occasion and often reached over to give my hand a comforting squeeze. I always thanked her with a quiet smile in return.

      On my fourth night there, the noise of pounding feet jolted me awake. Thudding steps approached at astonishing speed, passed just on the other side of the wall, and faded away. I held my breath with the strain of listening. Nothing else made any noise.

      “What was that?” Sahseen whispered, breaking the speech taboo.

      By the glow of the dying fire, I could see her eyes were wide in the gloom of the hut.

      I couldn’t answer her because my conclusion was too preposterous. The creature had been large enough to make the ground shake as it passed, larger than a human, but the cadence of its steps was wrong, lacking the additional rhythm of two more feet that would have identified it as one of the large, four-legged animals we knew. It sounded…like a man.

      “I don’t know,” I finally muttered back, settling back in my bed.

      “Probably a moose,” Sahseen murmured. She laid down again and pulled the blankets up to her chin, as if they might protect her from creatures in the night. I also clutched my blankets tighter than usual in the darkness.

      We spoke no more, but I knew that neither of us slept again for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      “Where is Chief Denah?” I asked Buhloo, the first person I encountered on my return to fish-camp once my cycle was complete.

      “He’s stretching hides over by his tent,” Buhloo answered.

      “Thank you,” I said and headed in that direction.

      He stood opposite from Gawgee, Nanelyahkee’s father, holding a large moose hide between them.

      “Excuse me, Gawgee,” I said, using extreme politeness because he didn’t like me. “May I please speak to the chief alone?”

      Chief Denah nodded to the man. Gawgee didn’t spare a glance for me. He tossed the edge of the hide toward me and stalked away.

      I caught the hide awkwardly, hunching my shoulders against the sting of repudiation.

      “What is it, Ts’ellbah?” Chief asked.

      We pulled the hide, rotated it, and pulled again before I answered. “You asked me to tell you if I saw anything else.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Have you?”

      “Not exactly. Not like the night of the gathering or Sabeeleh’s birth. But there are a couple things I want to tell you about.”

      We turned and stretched the hide again. “Go on,” he said.

      “When I was at the menstrual hut, something ran past in the night. Something big. On two feet.” I glanced at him and then lowered my eyes. “I think it was a den person.”

      “I see.”

      “And that day that Tikonee came, I saw something downriver of fish-camp. It was watching us from the edge of the forest. I know it wasn’t a bear because it had its arm up like this.” I let go of the skin with one hand to demonstrate. “It was too big to be human.”

      Chief Denah was silent a long time as we worked the skin. Satisfied with its pliability, he gathered and folded it, then draped it over an arm. “Ts’ellbah, I believe that our stories are true. I think the den people were real. Now, I don’t want to discredit what you saw and heard, but den people haven’t been seen in this valley for generations. If there are any still alive, they left our country long ago. What you heard was probably a moose. You were drowsy and dreaming can seem real in that state of mind.”

      “Sahseen heard it too!” I protested.

      “What does she think it was?” he asked.

      “A moose,” I admitted.

      “The thing you saw was probably a bear. Perhaps a branch stood out from the trees in such a way that it looked like an arm or threw a shadow over the bear. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation for all of it.”

      Frustrated with my inability to convince him, I ran my fingers through my hair.

      He placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I am grateful you came to me. You have a good heart, Ts’ellbah. I can see that all you want is to keep our people safe and that makes me proud. Please don’t ever hesitate to come speak to me about it again.”

      “I won’t. Thank you.” I left him with the skins and sought out Katsaht’lee so that she might assign me a task.

      My aunt sent me to the smokehouses to tend the smoldering fires. Alder wood generated plentiful smoke, but also burned fast, so I had to pack logs close to slow down their burn and prevent the fire from getting out of control.

      Hoping the leaking gray tendrils from the fires would drive away the mosquitoes, I sat on the riverbank near the smokehouses. Katsaht’lee had also started a pot of fish scraps cooking. Occasionally, I skimmed the fat from the surface of the soup or added a hot rock to keep it boiling and scooped out a rock to reheat. We saved the fat to pack dried berries and fish eggs in. Between checking the fires and the pot, I used scraps of skins, a needle, and sinew thread to make a little doll for Sabeeleh.

      Children played in the river shallows, their antics keeping me entertained while I worked.

      The smoke from multiple nearby fires combined, creating a haze. In the corner of my eye, movement registered, making me startle. A looming shadow approached. A man, I thought, as I jerked to face him, but it was a monster’s specter, its image cast on the clouds drifting in the air currents.

      It had arms and legs and the torso of a human, but its head was shaped like a raven’s.

      I gasped and scrambled to my feet, dropping my work. Backing away, I considered screaming for help as it became apparent that the monster was moving toward me. For each step I took backward, it took a step forward.

      A root caught my foot and I fell, eyes still on that menacing apparition. But as I pushed myself up onto my elbows, the smoke parted, revealing a raven. Just a raven. It stood on the ground, not nearly tall enough to cause the shadow I’d seen.

      The raven took two steps forward and stopped, head cocked to look at me with one black eye. It made a weird, inquisitive chortle.

      “You scared me, silly bird,” I said to it, trying to subdue the wariness I felt.

      The raven launched into the sky and dropped its dung so near me, I flinched.

      “Caw, caw, ha-ha-ha!” called the raven.

      A sigh of relief escaped me, and I pushed myself off the ground.

      Watching the raven fly away turned my attention downriver and my heart leaped to see Tikonee’s canoe coming upstream. He returned my happy wave, though his was more subdued.

      “Tikonee, it’s so good to see you again,” I greeted, hoping I didn’t sound too eager as I helped him to pull his canoe away from the water.

      “It’s good to see you too,” he answered, but his smile quickly returned to soberness.

      One of the children ran to inform Chief Denah of the visitor and soon a collection of curious villagers stood around us, greeting Tikonee by clasping his arm.

      “Any news of Stadzeh?” I asked.

      “Not really,” he answered.

      “Tikonee,” the chief greeted. “What have you learned of our friends of Bedzess Na?”

      “We found no sign of where Owl Clan might have gone, but they left in a hurry.”

      Chief Denah frowned. Murmurs of concern ran through the onlookers.

      “I left three men behind to continue checking around the village for trail markers or tracks. The rest are visiting the other villages in the valley to ask if they’ve heard anything. They’ll send word if they learn something.”

      “Well done, Tikonee,” Chief Denah said. “I’m grateful that you took the initiative on this. You’re a good man.”

      “Thank you, Chief. Is there anything I can help with here?”

      “Elder Chesgaw needs some help packing fish eggs,” Chief Denah answered.

      With an internal sigh of regret, I watched Tikonee walk over to join Elder Chesgaw at the fish egg station. Everyone else returned to their work.

      “Hello, handsome!” Chesgaw greeted him. “I see you couldn’t resist me, but I must warn you, I’m probably too much for you to handle!” Age cracked her voice on the last word.

      Tikonee guffawed. He threw a grin back at me, then placed his gentle hand under her knobby elbow as he supported her tottering steps back to her seat.

      “I will try to restrain myself,” he teased. “But you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      “Oh, I like you!” praised Elder Chesgaw and she pulled his face close to plant a withered kiss on his cheek.

      They both chuckled as they went to work on the eggs.

      Searching the ground near the smokehouses, I recovered my doll project and resumed my seat. Wisps of smoke curled from between the smokehouse logs, but the thick cloud that had projected the frightening raven apparition had dissipated. I passed the needle in and out of the leather.

      Heartbeats marked the passing time.

      Grease floated to the surface of the simmering soup. I set down the doll and picked up the copper dipper. Before I could grab the basket, Tikonee approached and held it for me while I scooped the grease off the soup.

      “We ran out of dry eggs,” he explained. “She sent me back to help you.”

      “She let you go?” I asked with false surprise. “I thought you two were getting married.”

      Tikonee’s laugh made my heart stop and start again with a quicker rhythm.

      “She asked me to,” he said. “But she said she snores, so I had to decline. A man needs his sleep.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “A man’s rest is very important.”

      He glanced sideways at me with dark eyes. “Do you snore?”

      Heat rushed to my face. “Not that I know of. Do you?”

      “I don’t think so. Would it stop you from choosing me if I did?”

      “No.”

      He smiled at me.

      “The only thing that would stop me from choosing a man is…”

      “What?” he asked.

      Instead of answering, I countered with a question. “Tikonee, what is it that drove you away from your family?”

      He frowned at the grease basket in his hands. “My father beats my mother,” he explained. “He has ever since they were married. Even when she carried me, he didn’t spare her. Because of his abuse, I came early, and my mother says I almost did not survive. My first memories of him are beatings for wetting myself or spilling a bit of food or talking when I should have been silent. My mother and I endured it and nursed each other through the healing from each attack.

      “Things escalated four years ago when I was finally strong enough to challenge him. One day I intervened when he was attacking her. He did not like that I stepped between them, and he gave me these scars that day.” Tikonee showed me his cheeks and the numerous white nicks on his hands and forearms. “He swore he would kill us both if I stayed any longer in his house. I begged my mother to come with me, but she refused. So, I left. On my own. I had no intention of ever coming back. But word came to me of Oots’enlawbeelay’s death, and I could not respect myself if I did not honor him. He did what he could in his way to protect me and my mother. He taught me the things my father should have taught me. He was a good man, a wise elder.”

      “I’m sorry your life has been so hard,” I said. “Your father should not treat you and your mother that way.”

      “He can’t hurt me anymore,” Tikonee assured me and himself.

      “That is what would stop me. If you, a man, I mean, were like your father, I would refuse him.”

      “I strive with every part of me to be as different from him as day is from night.” His voice shook with passion.

      Comforting words failed to appear among my scrambled thoughts. Silence grew between us like a weed.

      He ended the pause instead, relieving the pressure I felt. “But surely you have fonder memories of your parents than I have of mine. What were they like?”

      “I don’t remember them,” I said. “My clan had a hard winter when I was three and they starved themselves so that I would have enough to eat.” For the first time in my memory, I felt the pang of loss. Seeing how Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee loved their children gave me a glimpse of how much my parents must have loved me to make such a sacrifice. I felt the great contrast between my upbringing and Tikonee’s. Mine had been filled with love. I had always felt secure and safe in my family. What must it have been like to not have that?

      Tikonee’s smiles despite his past, and his pleasant companionship gave me an inkling of the strength of his character.

      I continued, “All I remember from that winter is a loud noise that woke everyone in the village. We looked toward the mountains and saw a red glow and lightning in the eastern sky. In the morning, one of the mountain peaks was missing and a black cloud covered the sky from the mountain all the way to the horizon. The cloud settled over us, thick with grit that fell like snow, and for three days we could not see the sun. The winter lasted so long that year that we ran out of supplies.”

      “I remember that night,” Tikonee said. “It made a hard winter for my clan as well. Many people died.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. I set down the spoon and took the basket from him. “I remember the mountain exploding, but I can’t remember my parents’ faces. They made sure I ate when they didn’t, and I can’t remember them.”

      Was that still true though? Even as I said so, I wondered. An image drifted through my mind, indistinct, as if I viewed it through a fog. Happy, laughing faces. A man and a woman. His smile bared a missing tooth. Copper rings adorned her ears.

      “Don’t be sad that you can’t remember them,” Tikonee said. “You know what they sacrificed for you to live. You have evidence of how much they loved you. Remember that and be at peace.”

      His comment sent the image sliding back into the confounded obscurity of my mind. Trying to remember only made it dissipate quicker, like a dream.

      “Thank you, Tikonee. I will.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, the villagers gathered around Chief Denah’s fire to socialize and exchange stories, but I felt tired and went to bed early. Kasska accompanied me and we were both soon sound asleep.

      Sometime later, I was startled awake when my dog suddenly raised his head, body tense, growl rumbling deep through his chest. Footsteps approached the tent and I relaxed, believing that a family member had decided to go to bed. But Kasska remained rigid next to me. Something sniffed at the skins, moving them with the power of its breath, sounding animalistic.

      Dogs began to bark in the distance.

      Abruptly, the walls of the tent shook violently, and I sat up, frightened. Kasska leaped to his feet, legs stiff, hackles raised. Bits of twigs dropped down on us from the sapling frame. The shaking stopped and I heard footsteps creep around the edge of the tent before the walls shook again. I grabbed the axe laying nearby and lurched to my feet.

      “Stop it, Ken’yu!” I shouted, knowing it wasn’t him.

      Kasska snarled, but he stood guard over me, keeping his body between me and the unknown threat. His eyes followed the movement of the attacker as if he could see right through the skin walls. His head stopped moving when the quiet, shuffling steps stopped. Strong hands gripped the sapling tent frame and rattled it as if trying to tear it from the earth.

      I shrieked and Kasska snapped his teeth, more threatening than I had ever seen him, and somehow that frightened me more than the walls shaking. The violence paused; the creature crept around the tent until it stood before the very door. The juxtaposition of its violence and sneaking made my knees struggle to keep me standing.

      The thing bumped the saplings framing the tent door, seeming to explore more carefully, noting the seams and the loose flaps. Shrinking away, I saw brown, fur-covered fingers slip through the door slit and wrap around the edge of the skin. They tightened. Then they ripped the skin away. I screamed. Kasska lunged with a wild, angry growl.

      “Go away!” I bellowed.

      Before my eyes could even register what stood outside, it was gone into the dark with Kasska following close behind. More dogs appeared from the direction of Chief Denah’s fire, galloping after Kasska.

      Footsteps approached at a run, coming from the direction of camp. I lifted the axe, prepared to attack whatever came through the door.

      Stokatneegee dodged my vicious swing. “Ts’ellbah!” he shouted and darted in to snatch the axe out of my rattling hands. Tikonee followed on his heels, and I fell into his arms, shaking against his chest.

      “What happened? We heard you scream,” my uncle said.

      “A den man!” I gasped. “A den man! It tried to get into the tent. Kasska chased it away!”

      More people were arriving, and the additional human presence made me feel safe enough to venture out of the tent, dragging Tikonee with me. “Kasska!”

      “What’s the matter, Ts’ellbah?” Chief Denah asked.

      “A den man attacked the tent!” Terrified that Kasska would get himself killed, I shrieked his name again. “Kasska!”

      The villagers muttered and Uncle Stokatneegee emerged from the tent. “There’s damage,” he murmured to Chief and lifted the torn skin to show him.

      “Perhaps it was a bear,” Chief Denah suggested.

      “It was not a bear! It was a den man! KASSKA, COME!” I bellowed as loud as I could, hysterical with fear for him.

      Finally, he came. He trotted out of the woods with his tongue lolling, spent from a chase, but not in the ferocious, violent way he had left.

      I dropped to my knees to hug him, sobbing and shaking with relief.

      My uncle patted my head. “Ts’ellbah, why are you so convinced it wasn’t a bear?”

      I tried to speak calmly, but my voice shook. “I saw its fingers when it grabbed the skin. They were long like a human’s and covered with brown fur.”

      “Den people have white fur,” Elder Taw’eye’ee rasped, leaning on the arm of her grandson.

      That stopped me, but the answer to the contradiction swelled from my heart into my mind as if it were visceral knowledge that had always been there. I stood, keeping a hand on Kasska’s comforting back. “They change, like the snowshoe hare. They are brown in the summer and their fur transforms to white with the coming of winter.”

      They stared as if I spoke a foreign language.

      Katsaht’lee stepped through the crowd. “Come to bed, Ts’ellbah. We can check for tracks in the morning.”

      I allowed myself to be drawn back into the tent, knowing I could never convince them. They thought me insane.

      Just as the tent flap fell between us, I sought Tikonee’s eyes, trying to gauge what he thought of me, but I was too slow.
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        * * *

      

      Chief Denah arrived early to search the ground for tracks before the daily activities in camp scuffed them. He brought along two of the best trackers in the village, but they couldn’t find anything unusual, not even wild animal tracks.

      “Thank you for trying,” I said before he left to begin his work for the day.

      Chief Denah put a hand on my shoulder. “Ts’ellbah, the tent is damaged. I do not doubt that something was out here last night. I am always willing to listen to you and to explore your ideas. We have not found any evidence of den people though, so I hope you are also willing to consider that it was not a den person.”

      I bowed my head and nodded. Chief Denah had earned my respect a long time ago. I had no desire to argue with him, even though I knew beyond doubt that the creature was a den person.
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      Katsaht’lee bent over to pick up Sabeeleh’s soiled tunic and Stokatneegee smacked her bottom as he passed behind her. She yelped and straightened to glare at him.

      “Mosquito,” he explained and sat down near the fire.

      She huffed, sat next to him, and picked up her sewing.

      They worked in silence for a time until my uncle looked toward me to say something. The moment his face turned away from her, Katsaht’lee whacked Stokatneegee on the back of the head.

      “Ow!” he protested, rubbing his skull.

      “Mosquito,” she replied archly.

      Ken’yu and I giggled. But then I noticed one of the insects trying to dig its stinger into my cousin’s arm, so I slapped him.

      His laughter cut off and he stared at me in shock.

      “There really was one!” I babbled as his brows lowered.

      He tackled me, knocked me onto my back, and sat on my chest. I shrieked and laughed as he dug his fingers into my armpits, trying to tickle me. Then I rolled him off and tickled him until his cheeks turned pink.

      When I released him, he struck me across the face. “Wait!” he shouted just as I was about to grab him and tickle him some more. He turned his fingers toward me to display the smashed bits of insect and a smear of my blood.

      “Oh, thanks.” I dabbed my cheek, feeling the swelling bump where the mosquito had stung me. The temptation to scratch almost overpowered me, but I drew my fingers away, knowing that if I indulged, the bite would itch much longer.

      My family and I let silence descend and listened for the distinctive, ear-grating whine of the mosquitoes. The only way we would have any peace to settle down for the night was if we could kill all the ones in our tent. If even one mosquito still lived, then no one would get much sleep. We’d all get bitten and would have to listen to the incessant whining until dawn. It was a team effort to kill them all. We probably looked like of family of crazy people as we batted at the air and slapped ourselves.

      “Yes!” I shouted after smacking my hands together and separating them to reveal the flat, sprawled mosquito carcass stuck to my palm. The exhilaration I felt from killing a mosquito rivaled that of taking down a great bull moose.

      After standing tense and motionless, listening for several heartbeats, Stokatneegee announced, “I think we got them all.”

      Katsaht’lee, Ken’yu, and I relaxed and began settling into our beds.

      When Katsaht’lee bent to check on sleeping Sabeeleh, she discovered that the baby wasn’t wearing any pants. “Where are her leggings?” she asked Stokatneegee who had been the last one to change her soiled underclothes with the moss padding.

      “I couldn’t find them,” Stokatneegee said with an indifferent shrug.

      Katsaht’lee glanced around and then bent and picked up the leggings which had been lying in plain sight on the floor. She glanced at me and rolled her eyes, making me smile.

      “What?” asked Stokatneegee. “I looked!”

      Laying down on my bed, I let my thoughts drift to my favorite topic: Tikonee.

      But once sleep had an inkling of power over me, the replay of conversations and the image of Tikonee’s handsome face began to be replaced by something else.

      I saw a girl with long, flowing black hair and brown skin, walking across a bridge of spirit lights. A man greeted her with a kiss on her cheek. He was tall and dark, with black skin and obsidian eyes and clothing the color of night. The two exchanged words that I could not hear and then they laughed together. They laughed and laughed. Then the girl turned and looked down at Earth as if straight into my eyes and her face was my face.

      Shock jolted me awake.

      The dream had been so vivid that my mind longed to assign some meaning to it, yet I could find none.
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        * * *

      

      Sunset-colored flesh parted to the edge of my knife, but repeated cutting had slowed the task.

      “Can you sharpen this for me?” I asked, handing it to Tikonee who sat nearby.

      “Of course.” He received the knife and set aside his own project, shaping raw copper into arrowheads. “You can use my knife while you wait,” he offered. He removed the knife from his belt and handed it to me, hilt first. Our eyes met. He smiled.

      “Thank you,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound breathless.

      “You’re welcome.” Rasping began as he scraped the edge of the blade against a gritty stone.

      I returned to my station and resumed cutting. Caribou antler formed the handle for his blade, worn smooth in spots where his fingers tended to hold it. My fingers didn’t fit into those spots well. His hands were much bigger than mine.

      Three fish fillets prepped for drying landed in the basket ready to be hung before he appeared at my side with the knife. His hand pressed my back as he leaned around me to place the knife in front of me.

      “Here you go.”

      His jaw brushed against my ear.

      How I longed for him to stay and enfold me in his warm arms! But, he drew back, the contact too brief.

      “Oh, your sleeve is torn,” I said, distracting myself.

      Tikonee crossed his arms over his chest, hiding the sleeve under his bicep. “I know. I’m going to fix it.”

      “I could fix it for you, if you want.” I glanced up at him through my lashes.

      His shoulders dropped and his folded arms loosened. “You’d do that for me?”

      I touched his arm. “You gave great effort to find Stadzeh before I even thought to be worried about her. Fixing your sleeve is the least I can do to show my gratitude.”

      “I had to teach myself to sew,” he admitted, “once I left home.”

      “I’m not that great at sewing either,” I confessed. “I’ve never liked it much. It’s so tedious.”

      “What are you talking about? That dress you wore to Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch was exquisite! You looked…” He trailed off and left me wishing he had finished.

      “Oh, well, I had a lot of time to practice while I was recovering from my accident. So, I’m better now, but I still don’t enjoy it.”

      “I don’t want you to do something that you don’t enjoy on my account.”

      “Please, let me,” I pleaded. “I would enjoy sewing if I were doing it for you. It would make me happy.” My cheeks warmed. Perhaps I was being too bold.

      “Then I can’t refuse.”

      The tone of his voice caressed my ears. I smiled at him stupidly for too long.

      He changed the subject. “Ts’ellbah, will you show me your home, your village, and your lands? I’d love to see where you grew up,”

      “Of course,” I agreed.

      I took him on the path across the valley, up the hill, to the edge of the bluff, winding through trees over the loamy earth coated with spruce needles. We paused at the edge of the bluff to admire my favorite view. Down below, two swampy ponds broke the evenness of the trees, evidence that the river had once run a different course through the valley. Around them, the spruce and aspens grew dense for a while before breaking again at the river which flowed blue amongst the green of the brush. Yellow, purple, and pink wildflowers added color to the greenery. The water sparkled in the sunlight and lush life filled the valley. The slate-colored trim of the mountains offset the stunning blue sky. While we looked, I pulled gently on Kasska’s soft ears and petted the top of his head.

      “Wow,” Tikonee breathed. “This is stunning. No wonder your people stay when so many other clans choose to wander.”

      We strolled through the winter village, and I showed him the spirit houses, side by side, where my parent’s ashes laid at rest. He stood silent and respectful as he contemplated them.

      I led him west along the edge to the cliff side and then we followed the cliff north to the steep slope of moss and the great tall, black spruce trees.

      “Look,” I pointed. “There is an old fox den.”

      The gray sand made a mound in the middle of the hill and the dirt that had been dug out of the den made a sandy floor where moss had once grown. There were no fresh prints in the dirt, no indication that a fox or another animal had moved into the den.

      “I killed the fox that lived there last winter,” I explained. Kasska loped down the hill to stick his nose in the old den, but he was too big to enter it.

      “Did you?” Tikonee asked.

      “When I killed that fox, I realized I had fulfilled my part and his part in the cycle of life. It’s a rhythm that goes round and round, repeating like the beat of a drum, and while we can’t help but be a participant in the process, just like a rabbit cannot choose to not be killed by the owl, we can participate with awareness and respect and compassion. We can treat the animals we kill with honor and not desecrate them.”

      Tikonee listened with interest, and as I finished, he smiled. “Your words are beautiful, and I agree.” He reached out and took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. As we continued walking, he did not let go, but held my hand in his, occasionally stroking my knuckles with his thumb. The pleasant sensation sent a little thrill through my skin, reminiscent of the feeling the spirit lights had invoked when they surrounded me in a vortex. I couldn’t begin to want to let go.

      As we meandered back toward home, Nanelyahkee appeared before us on the trail, heading away from fish camp. Her mouth made a startled O, and she turned, prepared to scurry away.

      I caught her by the elbow. “Nanelyahkee,” I pleaded. “You promised you would always be my best friend!”

      She didn’t look at me. I thought she wouldn’t respond, but then she whispered. “I know. And I meant it…but I need more time.”

      She shrugged off my hand and trotted away. Her departure jabbed the old sore she had created, but I also, finally, saw a glimmer of hope.

      Tikonee gave me a sympathetic shrug. “She’ll come around.”

      “I hope so,” I responded.
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        * * *

      

      While easing Tikonee’s canoe off the bank into the river, we came too close to a spruce with a red squirrel in it. Offended, the squirrel squeaked and swore at us, throwing bits of bark down on our heads.

      I laughed. “That’s the cutest angry animal I’ve ever seen.”

      Tikonee picked up a stick and began beating the trunk of the tree as if it were a drum. He sang, “Angry squirrel, don’t fear me. I won’t be climbing up your tree. I’ll mind my business, do some carving, and only eat you if I’m starving!”

      Giggling, I danced to his song, making up moves as he went along. His last line doubled me over in laughter.

      With a cheeky grin, Tikonee jumped into his canoe and paddled it out into the current. “Goodbye, Ts’ellbah,” he called. “I’ll be traveling for the rest of the summer. Maybe I’ll see you this fall.”

      I waved, smile shrinking.

      But it wasn’t long before he was back again.

      Every time Tikonee left our fish-camp, he stated that he would be leaving the valley to get away from his father and travel, yet a short time later, he would show up again with some excuse as to why he was still around.

      “I started off, but realized I had forgotten my axe, so I had to come back.”

      “My mother asked for help with gathering firewood.”

      “I need to make new boots before I leave.”

      With every departure, I felt the pang of loss and each time he returned filled me with happiness. The river began to draw my attention as I worked because I hoped to see his canoe coming against the current.

      “I wonder why he doesn’t leave,” I said to my aunt one time as we watched him paddle up the river toward us.

      “It’s obvious,” she replied. “He’s staying for you.”

      I flushed. The idea pleased me. Tikonee was handsome, kind, funny, and inexplicably seemed to admire me despite knowing about my flaw. A match between us would bind our two clans together, and though we were already friends with Lynx Clan, a marriage would encourage the sharing of resources and would strengthen all of us.

      After seeing him off in his canoe each time, I took to climbing up the hill and standing on the edge of the bluff to watch him pass around the farthest visible bend in the river, a mere dark speck on the water.

      So it happened that I was on the bluff, watching Tikonee’s distant canoe, when I noticed movement in the forest. A group of animals emerged from the trees at the river’s edge, a single bend closer than Tikonee was in his canoe. They moved like a heard of caribou but were dark brown or black-furred. Thinking they were bears, I watched them closely, having never seen bears move as a herd before. There were about twenty of them. They drank from the water and then one stood up onto two feet and pointed across the water in the direction of our fish-camp. The others also stood, and they waded into the water to cross the river.

      A shiver of dread ran over my skin. Den people.

      And I knew, I knew, why they were headed toward fish-camp. They planned to attack us. They moved the way the village men moved when hunting as a group, intent to kill evident in every motion.

      I ran.

      Fear put wind into my feet, and I flew like an eagle in the dive down the edge of the bluff and along the path to the river, unsure if I would beat them to camp.

      I started screaming before bursting from the trees and charging into the river, kicking high to clear the water. “Den people! Den people! We’re under attack!”

      Heads came up and people dropped their work, staring at me as I struggled to cross the water.

      Chief Denah ran to the water’s edge and caught me as I emerged.

      “Den people!” I gasped, almost falling against him. “They’re coming from the east. They will attack us!”

      He studied my eyes for only a moment, supporting me by my elbows, while I wheezed.

      My panic must have convinced him. He shouted, “Men, get your weapons and form a perimeter! Women, gather the elders and children into the middle of camp!”

      At his command, everyone moved.

      Grabbing a nearby toddler, I sprinted to the center of our camp, set him down and then ran to find another. Within minutes, everyone was in position. The men formed a circle around the entire camp, with a double line on the eastern side. They held bows, tomahawks, and axes, prepared to battle the oncoming threat. The women formed another circle in the camp’s center, with the elders and children inside it. We held knives and clubs and whatever weapons the men hadn’t claimed.

      Everyone waited, eyes on the eastern woods, tense with fear.

      Sabeeleh cried in the middle of the circle while Ken’yu rocked and hushed her. Other children sensed the danger and whimpered, clinging to their grandparents who murmured assurances.

      Standing in the women’s circle, clenching a copper knife in my hand, I sang a song of protection, pleading with the creators to keep our people safe.

      We waited.

      And waited.

      Nothing appeared from the woods.

      After a time, Chief Denah collected five men, gave them instructions I could not hear, and sent them into the forest.

      While they were gone, the children began to relax.

      “I’m bored,” complained Ken’yu. “Can I go now?”

      “No,” said Katsaht’lee. She had a fierce expression on her face as she scanned the trees for a threat, never letting her guard down, a fine warrior. Other women began to drop their defensive positions, though they maintained the circle, and began to chat with each other. I pretended not to hear their whispered comments that I was either a lunatic or a liar.

      After half a handspan, the five men returned and reported to Chief Denah. He nodded, clapped their shoulders, and released them.

      “You may return to your work,” the chief announced. “The threat has passed.”

      Relieved, everyone scattered to resume their work and play. Chief Denah motioned for my uncle to follow him and came to me. “Ts’ellbah, I’d like to speak with you.”

      Embarrassment heated my face as I sheathed my knife and followed him to his tent. He held open the flap and motioned Stokatneegee and me inside.

      He dropped the flap behind himself and stood staring at me, his face flat, arms folded.

      Discomfort made me drop my eyes and fidget.

      “I’m very disappointed in you, Ts’ellbah,” he finally said. “What were you thinking?”

      “I saw—”

      “DON’T lie to me again.”

      My throat closed over my words.

      “This prank was completely inappropriate. You ought to be ashamed for showing such disrespect to your people.”

      I glanced at my uncle for reassurance, but his stony face turned me away.

      “I’m not lying! I’m not playing a prank! I saw den people, a whole herd of them! I swear—”

      “Ts’ellbah, you have always been a beloved daughter of this village. Perhaps we have spoiled you too much. Ever since your accident, you’ve been hungry for extra attention, and I’ve had enough.”

      Tears built in the corners of my eyes. I blinked rapidly to chase them away, unwilling to cry in front of my chief.

      He sighed. “For three days, you will hide your face and you will not speak.” He bent and rummaged through his things until he found a moose-skin hood with a fringe that fell over the front opening. He placed it over my head and tied it on. The fringe covered my face to my chin.

      Speaking more gently, he said, “We will have no more of this behavior. Do you understand, Ts’ellbah?”

      I nodded, mute.

      “You may go.”

      My feet carried me from his tent to mine at a run, overcome with shame. I threw myself onto my bed and sobbed.

      “Embarrassed!” laughed the raven somewhere nearby. “Selbah embarrassed! Caw-ha-ha!”
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        * * *

      

      Tears wet my cheeks as I shoved clothing and food into a pack. Shame coursed through my veins with a dull ache. I couldn’t bear to face my family or anyone in the village again, especially not with that horrid hood over my face.

      Slinging on my pack, I peeked out the tent door to assure no one was around, then sprinted towards the cover of the woods at the edge of camp. Once within the trees, I slowed my pace to a distance-eating lope and crossed the valley as quickly and quietly as I could. At the southern edge of the valley, the way became steep, and I slowed even more. Brush and trees hindered my progress because I was avoiding the main path, unwilling to be caught and sent back home in disgrace.

      By the time I obtained the top of the hill, my lungs burned from the exertion. I paused to rest, turning to face the valley, and sitting on a fallen aspen. Rising smoke marked the location of fish camp, though the distinct shapes of the tents were difficult to make out.

      My heart surged with anguish and tears fell anew. I didn’t know where I was going, and a sharp loneliness kept me sitting on that log long after my breathing calmed and I should have been on my way again.

      I didn’t want to leave, but what other choice did I have?

      Hours passed, and the setting sun threw long shadows across the ground when the rustling of brush announced something approaching. Kasska came bounding to my side.

      He put his front paws on the log, tail wagging wildly, and licked my face with a tongue stinking of fish

      “Argh! Kasska! Off!” I protested, shoving him away and wiping my cheek dry with a sleeve.

      Though I was happy and comforted to see him, I said, “You need to go home.”

      He woofed and sat at my feet, disagreeing with every hair on his body.

      I threw my arms around him and buried my face against his shoulder.

      “Ah, there you are,” a voice said.

      Startled, I leapt to my feet and discovered Koss Bahdeegah trudging up the hill.

      “I knew Kasska would find you,” he said, his voice and eyes gentle. “Whatever are you doing way out here?”

      Crossing my arms, I lifted my chin and answered. “I’m running away.”

      He lowered himself to sit on the log, sighing as he settled. “Why?”

      Flabbergasted, I stared at him, eyes wide. “Because half the village believes I’m a liar and the other half thinks I’m tainted by evil!”

      “Are they right?” he asked.

      “No!” I shouted.

      He nodded a few times, contemplating his next words. “Ts’ellbah, lies are always exposed eventually, but the truth will last forever.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Instead of answering, he said, “Running away is a spineless choice. The Ts’ellbah I know would never back down from a challenge. Will you prove the truth, or will you flee from adversity?”

      “You think I should stay?”

      “I think you should think about your family and what this choice would do to them.”

      “But if I stay, I will be an embarrassment to them. After all they have done for me, they don’t deserve that.” I pulled on Kasska’s ears, seeking comfort in the old habit.

      “No, they don’t,” the sleep doctor agreed. “But let’s consider both possibilities. If what you have said is a lie, then you have great stigma to bear. You will carry the shame for many years, but you can rectify it if you admit the lie and only speak truth from now on.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up his hand to stop me.

      “If what you have told us is the truth,” he continued, “then the truth must be proclaimed with a loud voice, Ts’ellbah, even if it is rejected. What will happen to the village if you are gone and unable to give warning?”

      The possibilities disturbed me. The villagers would go about their business, unaware of a threat until it was too late. Those hideous monsters would destroy them. I wasn’t much of a protection, but I was all they had.

      My shoulders slumped in defeat.

      Koss Bahdeegah took my hand and patted it.

      I met his brown eyes with mine. “Do you believe me?”

      He didn’t break eye contact. “I don’t know.”

      After a moment of silence, he reached into his tunic and pulled out the moose skin hood. Without a word, I took it, pulled it over my head, and tied it on.
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        * * *

      

      I tried to bear my punishment with humility, but it felt more like humiliation. Nanelyahkee pivoted and trotted in the opposite direction if she ever encountered me on the path. Even Sahseen and Buhloo avoided me. The interior of my family’s tent became my refuge and I barely ventured out, unwilling to face the staring eyes and the whispering behind hands.

      The mundane tasks of summer life continued.

      After one of his many wood hauling trips up the hill, Stokatneegee ducked into the tent looking slightly ashamed. “I broke it,” he said. “I broke the axe. It’s in two pieces.”

      Katsaht’lee was quite surprised. “What? How?”

      Still chagrined, Stokatneegee said, “I’m musclely.”

      Katsaht’lee laughed and hugged her husband, giving his bulky arms an appreciative squeeze. “Yes, you are! Ts’ellbah can repair the axe.”

      Stokatneegee handed the two pieces to me, and I wordlessly received them. In silence, I remade the axe.

      The copper axe head had separated from the handle. First, I softened sinew strands in my mouth. Next, I bound the axe head to the haft with the wet sinew and set it in the sun to dry. About three fingerspans later, the sinew had hardened and tightened, binding the two pieces of the axe together. Finally, I coated the sinew with melted spruce sap and let it dry.

      All the while, I felt the weight of malice over the valley. Somewhere out there, the den people intended to harm us, and I was denied the power to speak of it.

      The weight of their awareness felt like an itch on my back that I couldn’t scratch. Quiet, I bore it, wishing to scream at my people to watch out, but they went about their business as if all were well in the world.

      As I held the repaired axe out to my uncle, he must have sensed my turmoil. He gave me a hug and patted my back.

      “I don’t doubt that something frightened you badly, Ts’ellbah,” he said. “I just don’t think it was what you think it was.”

      Unable to argue with him, I retreated inside the tent, head bowed beneath the hood, fringe swaying and brushing my skin.
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        * * *

      

      The next time Tikonee pulled his canoe onto the shore, the sting of embarrassment and shame still lingered, though I no longer wore the hood.

      I didn’t greet him but continued working with my head down.

      Puzzled, he glanced at me and then said to Katsaht’lee, “Can I take Ts’ellbah with me for a little while? I’ve found something I’d like to show her.”

      “Of course,” she answered.

      Resisting the flush that wanted to spread over my face and blinking against tears suddenly in my eyes, I helped Tikonee push the canoe back into the water and then stepped in as he steadied it. He lifted Kasska in and the canoe rocked from side to side as he climbed in after us and settled himself down to paddle. He handed me a second paddle and together we maneuvered our way down the river, avoiding the protruding boulders and the shallow spots.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked once we had put some distance between us and fish-camp.

      I looked out over the water and shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      He didn’t press, just continued guiding the boat through the water.

      Before we reached the confluence, Tikonee steered us to the shore. I stepped out and helped him pull the canoe out of the water. Kasska hopped out and began sniffing the brush along the river’s edge.

      Tikonee gestured for me to be quiet, which suited my mood just fine, and headed into the woods, moving among the plants, making no sound as he treaded lightly in his moccasins. I followed his example, stealing among the trees and brush behind him with Kasska beside me. We climbed halfway up a hill and then skirted along its side. Tikonee stopped and motioned for me to get down and to leave Kasska behind.

      “Down, Kasska,” I whispered. “Stay.” Kasska laid down and watched with ears pricked towards us as we left him. From there Tikonee led the way, inching forward on his belly until he could peer around an outcropping of rock. He took a careful look and then motioned me forward, again emphasizing that I ought to be quiet.

      When I came even with him, I looked around the rocks to see a grayish brown lynx lounging in the light of the summer sun. Four kittens scampered around her, tumbling with each other and pouncing on their mother’s back to playfully bite at her black tufted ears. The mother twisted her head around, throwing them off, and then pinned one of them down with a paw to give it a few licks before releasing the kitten to continue its play.

      They were cute, but seeing them stirred little reaction in me. I was too depressed.

      We watched them for a long time. Tikonee looked at me to share his mirth at their antics and his expression became inscrutable when he saw I wasn’t laughing too.

      “What is it?” he murmured, brows drawn down in concern.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      Looking back at the cats, I realized that despite our care, we had drawn the attention of one of the kittens. It was ambling over in its bandy-legged gate to investigate what it had heard. Both of us froze as it neared.

      Despite our care, the kitten caught sight of us lying in the bushes near the rocks, stopped, and gave an interested mew. The mother looked over to see what had attracted her baby and spotted us. Her head came up, ears pricked forward as she studied the potential threat. Golden eyes locked with mine for a long moment and I thought she would leap up and attack us to protect her kittens. Not wanting to appear aggressive, I broke eye contact.

      The lynx surged to her feet, sending kittens tumbling. Tikonee grabbed my arm, prepared to haul me out of danger, but the mother cat only stretched, bowing to the ground with her forelegs first and then straightening her hindlegs one by one as she began to walk towards us.

      “Ts’ellbah!” Tikonee warned.

      I rose from my belly to my knees, but nothing about her seemed threatening as she strolled in our direction, pausing to give her foreleg a brief licking. Her body language spoke of comfort, not fear. I sat back on my heels.

      Her eyes again fastened on mine, and she stared at me as she closed the remaining gap between us. As she took her last step, she closed her eyes, tucked her chin, and bumped me right in the forehead with her own head.

      Astonished, I couldn’t move.

      She drew back, looked at me, and then shoved her head against my jaw, rubbing silky, soft fur against my face and neck.

      Tikonee gasped.

      Overcome, I couldn’t hold the tears back. To be accepted by this beautiful creature when it felt like the whole world despised me meant more than I could comprehend. I cried as the lynx rubbed her head against me a second time. Somewhere in the forest, a raven croaked, the sound filtered by the trees.

      The lynx turned and wandered away, keeping one of her kittens from approaching by grabbing the nape of its neck with her teeth and carrying it away with her. She laid down in a patch of mottled sunshine, dropped her kitten, and relaxed. The family continued to lounge and play, unbothered by our presence.

      Wiping tears from my cheeks, I turned to find Tikonee’s mouth open in astonishment, his eyebrows high.

      We backed carefully away. Tikonee helped me to my feet and kept his arm around me as we walked back to the canoe, collecting Kasska along the way.

      Sitting on the riverbank with my arm over my dog, I told him what had happened in his absence.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here,” he said when I finished. “I would have been with you up there on the hill and could have confirmed that what you said was true.”

      In that moment, my feelings for him morphed from attraction to love. He did not question what I had seen or if I had seen anything. He believed me.

      We paddled up the river and returned to fish-camp in silence, unable to speak about what had happened with the lynx and I was processing the new feelings I had for Tikonee. He helped me out of the canoe, and we pulled it ashore together.

      “Thank you for showing me that, Tikonee. It was beautiful.” The words seemed inadequate for an experience that almost felt spiritual.
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      Tikonee’s canoe and Ken’yu went missing, so Tikonee and I went downriver in my canoe to look for my cousin. We called his name as we paddled, scanning the banks for the canoe.

      We began to hear a faint reply to our calls. Rounding the next bend of the river, we discovered Ken’yu sitting on a boulder in the middle of the fastest current. The bow of Tikonee’s canoe poked slightly out of the water, jammed between two boulders. The stern portion could be seen a bit farther downriver butted up against the branches of a windfall tree in the water.

      Tikonee’s brow drew down. He looked very much like his angry father, but without the sneer of cruelty. Taking a deep breath, Tikonee shouted, “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” Ken’yu yelled from his perch on the boulder. “But I can’t get down! The river is too high! I’m not a very good swimmer!”

      “I will get you down,” Tikonee assured Ken’yu.

      After pulling our canoe out of the water, Tikonee fetched a stout pole from the riverbank and led the way into the river, using the long branch to provide stability. I grabbed a wad of his tunic and followed him in. We helped each other maintain our balance if we slipped on the rocks or if the current shook our footing. Alone, the task would have been much riskier, and Ken’yu would have been knocked right off his feet if he had attempted to wade through the current. When we reached the boulders, Tikonee reached up and took Ken’yu down.

      “Hold tight to my shoulders,” he instructed.

      Ken’yu wrapped his arms and legs around Tikonee and clung to him like a leech. I took the pole and led the way carefully back to shore. Ken’yu was a solid boy, but Tikonee carried him with ease.

      Back on dry ground, Ken’yu let go of Tikonee and dropped to his feet. He looked at the ground and said, “I’m sorry I broke your canoe.”

      “Why did you take it?” Tikonee asked calmly. “What were you trying to do?”

      “I wanted to canoe to the sea and see the whales like you did,” he said. “But I forgot to get a paddle.”

      “Silly boy.” Tikonee ruffled his hair and gave me an exasperated look. “You can’t go by yourself. Maybe someday I can take you, but if not, you can go when you are grown.”

      “That will take forever,” Ken’yu moaned.

      “Not as long as you think,” Tikonee replied.

      His restraint with Ken’yu made my heart scurry.

      Standing on the riverbank, an ominous feeling crept over me, first tickling the hair at the nape of my neck and then spreading over all my skin. I hesitated to mention it, unwilling to have a repetition of my embarrassment with the clan, but the feeling persisted. I caught Tikonee’s arm.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Something is watching us, something dangerous.”

      He looked for a threat but couldn’t see anything, drew his tomahawk from his belt anyway, and said, “Let’s get back to camp.”

      We climbed into the canoe and paddled back upriver. Rounding a distant bend made the feeling fade, then vanish.

      Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee were furious when they learned of Ken’yu’s recklessness. As punishment, they confiscated his tomahawk and would not return it until their son had built Tikonee a new canoe.

      Building a canoe was beyond Ken’yu’s capabilities, so Stokatneegee, Tikonee, and Ken’yu worked on it together, but Stokatneegee made sure that Ken’yu did as much of the work as he could.

      Ken’yu stood on the bank to see Tikonee off when he took the new canoe out on its first trip down the river. Tikonee was on his way to see his own family in Kla’que’skaw Na.

      “Look how well it balances. Look how it floats, Ts’ellbah!” Ken’yu thrust his chest out in pride. “I made that!”

      “You did very well, Ken’yu,” I laughed, waving to Tikonee.
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        * * *

      

      Barely two days passed before Tikonee came back. I could tell when I saw him next that all was not well. His chin was down, his black hair falling over his forehead almost into his dark eyes. He walked slowly, head bowed. The light summer rain falling from a gray-coated sky mirrored his mood.

      He didn’t raise his eyes when I greeted him, and an angry welt, rapidly changing to a bruise, marred his left cheek. I could guess what had happened.

      Without hesitation, I wrapped my arms around him. He was so subdued, so quiet, that I was disturbed. This was not the Tikonee I knew. Sensing his turmoil, Kasska stepped away from me so that he could sit by Tikonee and lean his weight against him.

      I held him for a long time and after a while, his arms came up and wrapped around me too, and he turned his face to lean his cheek on the top of my head.

      Finally, he sighed. “You bring me great peace, Ts’ellbah.”

      Kasska gave an inquiring woof.

      Tikonee chuckled mildly and patted his head. “You too, Kasska.”

      “Your father?” I asked, dabbing at the bump on his face.

      He nodded.

      “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “He shouldn’t treat you that way. Why doesn’t anybody stop him?”

      Tikonee shrugged. “He’s the chief.”

      “It’s not right.”

      “No, but it’s not going to stop until I challenge him.”

      “Then do it!” I pleaded. “You would have challenged him at Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch. Why not now?”

      “I don’t want to,” he explained. “I would have done it for you, to defend your honor, or for my mother, if she would let me. But doing it for myself seems…selfish.”

      “It’s not! It would be in self-defense! Why continue suffering?”

      “Because he’s my father. That bond is supposed to mean something. I keep hoping he’ll change. I keep hoping…”

      “He’ll learn to love you,” I finished.

      We went for a walk together so he would have more time to gain control of his emotions before he had to face other people. We ended up on top of the bluff again, of course. It was my favorite place to go and my love for that spot of land had rubbed off on him.

      After the summer rainstorm, the sun emerged as it set on the horizon and lit the valley with a golden light. A rainbow spread a full arc over the river and from our vantage point on top of the bluff, we could see the spot where the rainbow touched the ground. It was miles away, even across the Luux River, but I was struck with a compulsion to run to that spot and almost asked Tikonee to run there with me.

      We ate the evening meal with the clan and then removed ourselves to the riverbank, needing separation from the chitchat around the campfires. Sahseen and Buhloo found us and quietly sat, sensing Tikonee’s somber mood. None of us spoke, but we might have made the river shallower for all the stones we threw in it.
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      Barking dogs awoke us sometime during the night. Beside me, Kasska growled. In bed next to my aunt, Stokatneegee rose onto one elbow, prepared to throw off his blankets to investigate, but the cacophony subsided after a few minutes.

      “Hush, Kasska,” I said when the other dogs had settled. It was not uncommon for wild animals to pass by in the night, their presence provoking the dogs tied outside.

      Stokatneegee laid back down and we both went back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Dessozee! Nanelyahkee!”

      The call awoke me in the morning light, sounding frantic and scared. My uncle was already rising. He stepped out of the tent and soon the murmur of voices floated through the dawn.

      “What is it?” Katsaht’lee asked when he returned.

      “Dessozee and Nanelyahkee are missing,” he answered. “Segellee went to bring her daughter home from the menstrual hut this morning and found them both gone. There is some damage to the hut.”

      “Animal or people?” Katsaht’lee asked.

      Stokatneegee answered, “It’s too soon to know.”

      I shoved off my blankets and slipped on my moccasins, already suspecting what predator had managed to snatch the girls in the darkness, but unable to voice my concerns without feeling shame. Dessozee was Sahseen’s twelve-year-old younger sister. I had to help her family at a time of crisis. And despite the emotional distance between us, I couldn’t bear the thought of Nanelyahki in danger.

      “Kasska, come.” My dog surged to his feet and came to my side.

      “Ken’yu, stay here with Sabeeleh. Do not leave this tent!” Katsaht’lee commanded. The three of us stepped outside. Katsaht’lee quickly found an elder to watch the children so she could help with the search.

      Already dressed, Tikonee stood waiting to be directed on where to go. Most of the adults gathered in the center of camp as Chief Denah gave out assignments. He sent Stokatneegee upriver while Katsaht’lee and I went down. Tikonee headed for the winter village to look for tracks with some other men.

      “Dessozee!” we called, louder as we became more and more concerned with every moment that we did not find them. “Nanelyahkee! Dessozee!”

      Though the morning was still new, we had the advantage of full daylight, but the bright sunlight revealed nothing of use, no tracks, no evidence of recent passage through the forest or along the riverbank. There was no sign of the missing girls.

      Katsaht’lee and I searched for an hour before returning to camp. No one else had found the girls either. We checked on my cousins in the care of Gihgee Nidzeen and then headed out to search more, Kasska pacing along beside us.

      Frustrated by failure, I said, “Kasska, find Dessozee! Find Nanelyahkee!” although I had never tried to do such a thing with him before. Despite that, his head lifted, he sniffed the air for a moment, and then headed toward Chedee Jeth.

      Katsaht’lee looked shocked. “Do you think he really smells them?”

      “I have no idea!”

      We ran, charging through the brush after his flashing white legs. He led us to an eastward pointing game trail. Branches and tangled undergrowth grabbed at us from either side, whipping our bodies.

      In the winter, when snow had buried the obstacles, and sleds could pass much easier, we used this trail to travel in a nearly straight line to Kla’que’skaw Na, but summer growth made it almost impassable.

      Bounding ahead of us, Kasska was soon out of sight in the dappled shadows cast by the trees all around us. Several long fingerspans passed as we ran. Kasska occasionally appeared ahead, making sure we still followed before he disappeared again.

      “Kasska knows!” a bird croaked. “Kasska knows!” My skin shivered with discomfort. The raven’s voice disturbed me in a profound way. Katsaht’lee didn’t seem to notice.

      Around midday, we heard a girl’s weak voice saying, “Kasska, good dog. Help me, Kasska. I need help.”

      Rounding a gentle turn in the game trail, we found Dessozee collapsed on the ground, covered with scratches and with a trickle of blood down her forehead.

      “Dessozee!” Katsaht’lee said. “What are you doing out here? What happened? Where is Nanelyahkee?”

      She started crying. “I tried to come home, but my head…I’m so dizzy.” Trauma rendered her almost incoherent.

      “Never mind,” said Katsaht’lee. “Let’s get you some help.”

      “She needs Koss Bahdeegah,” I said.

      “I’ll carry her,” Katsaht’lee volunteered. “You run home and get help.”

      I nodded, and after helping Katsaht’lee get Dessozee situated on her back, I ran back the way we’d come toward home.

      As I neared the village, I began shouting, “We found Dessozee! Help! Help! We found Dessozee!”

      Several men soon met me on the trail. I bent over and rested my hands against my knees while I gasped, “She’s injured, down the trail. Katsaht’lee is with her.”

      “Nanelyahkee?” one of them asked.

      I shook my head, a spasm of fear choking back a vocal response.

      They left at a run.

      When I’d caught my breath, I continued toward fish-camp at a jog and found Koss Bahdeegah to send him down the trail to where Dessozee was. The sleep doctor collected a litter and two men to carry it before he left.

      By the time they returned to the village with Dessozee, word had spread that she’d been found, and her parents arrived to meet her on the litter.

      “What happened, Dessozee?” they asked as they passed me on their way to the sleep doctor’s tent.

      Her eyes darted to me and then she answered, “A bear…couldn’t carry both…dropped me…took Nanelyahkee.”

      “A bear?” Segellee repeated, startled. They didn’t question her further but disappeared into Koss Bahdeegah’s tent.

      Dessozee was a calm, mild girl. I’d never heard her speak a lie. Her obedience and mellow personality were well known by everyone in the village. Claiming that a bear had carried her away was very out of character for her, because she was lying. I suspected she knew exactly what had carried her and Nanelyahkee off.

      Katsaht’lee put her arm around my shoulders. “Kasska stayed with us until the litter arrived, but then he turned east toward the mountain again. Some men followed him. He may smell Nanelyahkee out there.”

      “I hope they find her!” I said.

      “Ts’ellbah, I need to feed the children,” said Katsaht’lee. “Will you go find your uncle and tell him that everyone is being sent east to search for Nanelyahkee?”

      “Yes,” I agreed and headed upriver.

      By the time I found him, and two other searchers, an uproar of wailing filled the air back at camp. Dreading to know why, we hurried the last mile, able to hear the outcry even over the noise of the river.

      Seeing Tikonee, I ran to him. “What is it?” I begged, grabbing his arm.

      “They found Nanelyahkee,” he answered. “She’s dead.” He wrapped his arms around me as I leaned against him in shock and murmured over my head to my uncle. “She’s been eaten.”
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        * * *

      

      In the blue-dark of the summer night, the stars were barely visible, but I looked for them anyway. Only the brightest stars could be seen. For the first time in weeks, I recalled that sweeping fall through those countless burning spheres.

      Nanelyahkee’s funeral potlatch was over, her body interred beneath its spirit house. In the morning, her friends and relatives from around the valley would return to their villages and homes. This had not been the grand celebration of life that Elder Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch had been, with as much joy as there had been tears.

      Instead, it was a single day spent in mourning. We played no games, gave no gifts, told no stories, and only sang songs of loss and sadness.

      Nanelyahkee’s death emptied me. Perhaps I should have broken my prescribed three day fast from speech, torn off the horrendous hood, and insisted they check more carefully for signs of den people around our village. But the worst of it all was the lost opportunity for the reconciliation of our friendship.

      I bowed my head and wept.

      “Ts’ellbah!” Sahseen’s voice broke through my agony.

      I turned to meet her.

      “I just wanted to thank you, and Kasska, for finding my sister,” she said.

      “You’re welcome,” I sniffed.

      Buhloo stood behind her, so quiet, and I remembered how much he had loved Nanelyahkee, though she had never loved him in return, at least not the way he wanted. “Oh, Buhloo!” I wailed, threw my arms around him and cried some more.

      Sahseen nudged her way in and the three of us stood together, weeping for our lost friend.
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        * * *

      

      Memories of growing up in the village with Nanelyahkee accosted me as I tried to sleep: playing ball tag, fishing for minnows in the river shallows before we were old enough to help, learning to run a dog team, sewing together by firelight in the depths of winter. She had always been there, a constant in my world as solid as the sun.

      I had just assumed that one day we would fix our friendship. I’d never contemplated how that would occur, whether she would defy her parents or whether I would heal from the seizures, but I’d believed we would have a chance. Now that chance was gone.

      Tears dribbled from my eyes as I fell asleep.

      I saw her crossing the bridge of lights to join our ancestors in the spirit lodge, the bands of green and red visible to my sleeping mind though the summer night sky was too bright to see them with my waking eyes.

      Two people waited to greet her on the far side: Raven and a young woman.

      Nanelyahkee ran to meet them, throwing herself into the arms of the woman and embracing her for a long time. When she stepped back, they spoke words I couldn’t hear. Their conversation made Nanelyahkee laugh as hard as I had ever seen. Then, the three of them turned and looked down at me from the heavens, still laughing joyously.

      Once again, seeing that the young woman’s face was my face jolted me awake.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, work had to resume, so Tikonee, Ken’yu, and I gathered willow bark to complete my family’s stores and to share with Koss Bahdeegah. Once we had collected a sufficient bundle, we tied it to one of my sled dogs and said, “Go home.” The dog carried the bark back to fish-camp for us where someone removed the bundle. Then the dog returned to me.

      Tikonee and I did most of the work while Ken’yu wandered and explored nearby and occasionally brought us a strip of bark. As I was tying a bundle to my dog Denk’ee, I heard Ken’yu say, “Aw! Hi, babies! Hi, cute little things!”

      I thought he’d found squirrels or rabbits. Glancing in his direction, I was alarmed to discover that he had stumbled upon three young grizzly cubs. Ken’yu had been taught that if he ever encountered bear cubs, then he should back away slowly if he valued his life. But Ken’yu, being Ken’yu, did not value his life, had no concept of self-preservation whatsoever, so of course, instead of backing away, he attempted to play with the cubs.

      Knowing their mother had to be nearby, I shouted, “Ken’yu!” and started in his direction, scanning the forest to locate the mother.

      My nephew looked towards me and did not see the mother grizzly appear out of the bushes. “Look at the cubs, Ts’ellbah!” he called, waving to me.

      “Ken’yu, watch out!” In the distance, one of my dogs began barking as it caught the scent of bear on its return trip from fish-camp.

      Ken’yu turned and finally saw his predicament. The mother bear reared onto her hind legs to investigate the creature threatening her babies, front paws dangling, turning her head from side to side, swaying like a tree in the wind. She dropped back to all fours and started huffing and pawing at the ground. Ken’yu stood there. He didn’t back away, didn’t try to look bigger, just stared at the bear with his mouth agape. I walked toward Ken’yu trying to reach him before the bear charged.

      “Ts’ellbah, wait!” Tikonee hissed.

      I ignored him, fear for Ken’yu driving me forward.

      The bear slapped the ground and then charged.

      “Ken’yu!” I shrieked and bolted, sprinting to reach him before the bear, though there was no way I could. Kasska charged ahead and Tikonee raced behind me, soon drawing ahead with his longer legs. The bear noticed us heading in her direction and she abruptly turned back the way she had come, her charge interrupted only inches from Ken’yu. The wind of her aborted attack ruffled his hair, and her blond fur brushed his chest. She stopped near her cubs and looked back at us.

      Tikonee reached Ken’yu and grabbed him, but the bear’s eyes focused on me.

      She spared no glance for Denk’ee or Kasska who placed themselves between us and the bear, barking savagely. The bear studied me. I slowed to a walk to appear less threatening.

      We bunched together. Tikonee and I raised our arms high and wide and bellowed as loud as we could. Ken’yu joined us, yelling, “Bear! Bear! Rawr! Scary bear! Rawr!”

      For a tense moment, the bear continued to stare. Then she woofed dog-like at her cubs and ambled off into the brush with the cubs gamboling in her wake.

      Tikonee put his arm around my waist and pulled me tight against him. He grabbed a handful of Ken’yu’s collar and backed up, still facing the spot where the bear had vanished into the trees and bushes.

      “Whew!” Tikonee breathed when the bear did not reappear.

      I grabbed Ken’yu. “Are you all right?”

      He was grinning from ear to ear. “Ts’ellbah, did you see that? It was amazing!”

      “He’s fine,” Tikonee observed.

      We didn’t bother collecting another load of bark for the dogs but returned to fish-camp as quickly as we were able. Though Ken’yu was unfazed, Tikonee and I were shaken by the close encounter and felt it wise to leave the area while a bear occupied it.

      As soon as he could see his parents, Ken’yu shouted, “Mama, Papa! Guess what! I almost got eaten by a bear!”

      Since Ken’yu ran ahead to share the story, I had the time to enjoy the way Tikonee had protected us, the feeling of his hands on my waist. With all of us unharmed and the bear safely on its way, I kind of wished it had lingered longer.

      The news of a grizzly nearby awoke a furor among the villagers. They convinced themselves that this must be the bear that had killed and eaten Nanelyahkee. Chief Denah organized a hunt and sent the men out to kill it.

      “It had already been torn to pieces,” Tikonee explained when he returned from hunting with the men. “There wasn’t much left, and the cubs were missing.”

      “What could have done that to a mother grizzly?” I asked in dismay.

      Tikonee shrugged. “The men think it must have been another, bigger bear. Perhaps a male.”

      A frustrated sigh escaped me.

      Tikonee gave me a grim smile and said, “But I pulled your chief aside and told him that he ought to consider the possibility that you really saw what you said you saw.”

      “How did he answer you?” I asked.

      “Like this,” Tikonee replied, and he mimicked a stoic face with his arms folded.

      His impression of Chief Denah would have made me giggle once, but Nanelyahkee’s loss reduced my reaction to a somber smile.
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        * * *

      

      Waking before the rest of us the next morning, Sabeeleh began to coo and chortle, sometimes shrieking with the pleasure of being awake. Ken’yu was cuddled up at my side, but when he heard his sister, he couldn’t resist playing with her. Crawling out from under the blankets and crossing the tent to where his parents slept, he sat down right on top of his mother.

      “Oof,” Katsaht’lee grunted.

      Ken’yu leaned over the baby on her father’s chest and said, “Be quiet, Sabeeleh! You’re going to wake up Mama!”

      Katsaht’lee snorted her amusement and rolled over to get up, tumbling Ken’yu to the floor. She nursed Sabeeleh first and then stirred the fire up outdoors and prepared breakfast for the rest of the family. Brilliant morning light peeped through the tent flap after she left with Sabeeleh. My uncle soon followed her out.

      After making up my bed, I left the tent, sat by the fire, and resumed work on a sewing project, staying occupied until breakfast was ready.

      Ken’yu picked Sabeeleh up off the blanket where she was laying and carried her over to where I sat stitching porcupine quills onto a tiny moose hide dress.

      “See what Ts’ellbah is doing? She is making you a dress,” he said.

      Sabeeleh did not look at the dress I was working on, but instead locked her eyes on my face and gave me a beautiful, toothless grin.

      “Sweet little baby!” I cooed.

      Ken’yu carried Sabeeleh to where her father sat scraping fur off a skin.

      “Look at Papa. He is cleaning the hide so he can make me a drum.”

      The baby did not look at her father but looked instead at the air, fascinated by the pattern the smoke made as it drifted into the sky. Ken’yu did not seem to mind that she didn’t see what he was trying to show her.

      With Sabeeleh still in his arms, my nephew approached Katsaht’lee. “And look! Mama is burning a grouse leg for me!”

      “It’s not burnt!” Katsaht’lee said a bit shrilly and little Sabeeleh giggled. My aunt rotated the leg over the fire and then swatted Ken’yu’s behind. He scampered away, his baby sister bouncing in his arms as he ran.

      “Careful, Ken’yu,” my uncle warned, concerned for his little daughter’s safety.

      “I am being careful,” my cousin insisted. He wrapped his arm around Sabeeleh’s tummy and began spinning in circles until the poor baby urped her breakfast all over herself and the sleeve of Ken’yu’s tunic.

      Stokatneegee put down the hide he was cleaning and rescued the baby from her brother. “It’s nice to see you smiling again, Ts’ellbah,” he said when he turned and saw me.

      I hadn’t realized I was smiling. Sincerity intensified my tone as I answered, “I love this family.”

      Stokatneegee grinned. “I do too.”

      Katsaht’lee wiped her eyes and proclaimed, “This smoke is following me around!”

      An inexplicable lump of anxiety arose as the pressure of enemy awareness made itself known once again. My eyes darted from side to side, but I couldn’t see anything threatening.
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        * * *

      

      Chewing on a stalk of rhubarb, I followed Buhloo and Sahseen through the woods. Our task for the day was to check the southern trapline. Buhloo took the lead and I followed behind Sahseen. Buhloo had a large beaver. Two rabbits dangled from Sahseen’s hand, and I had a dark mink tied to my belt. Six of the traps had been empty. We had one more trap to check.

      Sahseen’s moccasins pressed old spruce needles and twigs into the loamy earth. The forest floor was a bed of decaying leaves fallen in the autumns of the past. Greenery of the brush whipped against our legs, and we ducked under leafy branches.

      The dogs, Kasska and Gistahnee, ranged into the forest around us, exploring, sniffing out rodents, and pouncing on insects.

      For much of the day, a feeling of dread tagged along with me, creeping behind me with every step I took. I became convinced that something followed us and kept looking to Kasska for cues that he felt it as well, but he remained calm and content. If something did follow, it was too far back for him to notice. So why did I feel it?

      We had walked in silence for some time when I blurted, “I think our village is being watched.”

      Buhloo stopped and turned to face me, adjusting the beaver from one shoulder to the other. “What do you mean?”

      “I think the den people are watching us.”

      Sahseen and Buhloo exchanged a glance.

      “What makes you think that?” Sahseen asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t really explain it, but I’m certain they are out here, in the woods.”

      “Right now?” Sahseen looked around. Even if she didn’t really believe that the den people were real, she’d heard enough scary stories about them that the idea made her uncomfortable.

      I paused before I answered, listening to the wildlife, feeling the mood of the forest. The oppressive feeling had lifted at some point without me noticing. “Not this moment,” I confessed. “But they are frequently around. I think it was a den person that carried off Dessozee and killed Nanelyahkee, and I think they might try to take more people. We should be prepared for an attack.”

      Buhloo spoke carefully, unwilling to hurt my feelings. “I’m not sure if I agree with you. Den people haven’t been seen in this valley for a lifetime. If they ever did exist, they are long gone. Preparing to fight them would be like preparing to fight the stars in the sky. We’d be ridiculed by everyone in the valley!” He hesitated when he saw my wounded expression. “But it never hurts to be prepared to defend our people. I will talk to my parents about your warning.”

      “And I will to mine,” Sahseen said.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, cheeks flushing with gratitude and a touch of embarrassment.

      But the next time we discussed it, Buhloo and Sahseen admitted that their discussions with their parents had been unsuccessful.

      “My father did not go so far as to ban me from speaking with you, but he did tell me to be careful,” Sahseen said, ducking her chin to avoid my eyes.

      “My parents think you are unwell in your mind, but they said even sick people need friends,” Buhloo said.

      I winced and Buhloo grinned. “I’m joking! You could probably run around the village naked and strutting like a ptarmigan and they would still love you.”

      “Very funny.” I nudged his arm. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “Of course not!” Sahseen protested.

      “No!” agreed Buhloo.

      “Maybe a little sick,” Sahseen admitted.

      “She’s not sick!” Buhloo countered.

      “Are you joking?” Sahseen asked incredulously. “She has seizures!”

      Buhloo deflated. “Okay. Maybe a little sick.”
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      The summer days began to grow shorter, and a chill grew in the air during the nights. Berry season had arrived. Around camp we picked rosehips, cranberries, and cloudberries, but when the blueberries came ripe, some of the villagers packed supplies and baskets and walked for two days to the blueberry patches where we could collect berries to store for the winter. Tikonee and I went too, and I brought all my dogs to help carry the loaded baskets home again.

      Blueberries grew over the hills surrounding a large, clear alpine lake where loons called across the water. Braver people than I ventured into the chilly water to swim and play.

      One morning, Tikonee and I had wandered quite far from the rest of the group during our berry picking. Our progress was slow but steady. We pushed through thickets of bushes, gathering berries along the way. Kasska startled a grouse out of the brush and Tikonee brought it down with an arrow and tied it to his belt. Our direction was generally east though the thickness of the brush made us take many detours. Imposing white peaks of distant mountains were always before us. The sun climbed high and warmed the cool morning air.

      Mosquito season had ebbed, but we had no relief because the almost invisible biting midges and flies with white-tipped legs replaced them, buzzing continually around us and biting any unprotected skin. The flies left large, itchy welts with a red, bloody spot in the center. We became sweaty and dirty, and the fresh bites itched, but the air was full of the scent of blueberries. At first, we followed a thin game trail, but that disappeared after a mile or so and we had to forge our own.

      The sun at its apex compelled us to choose a comfortable clearing among the bushes and sit down for lunch. We ate dried salmon, handfuls of fresh blueberries, tubers, and drank water from a nearby stream. The blueberries ruptured on our tongues with a sweet tang. They were small berries, about half the size of the nail on my fifth finger, but their flavor was phenomenal.

      “Nanelyahkee loved blueberries,” I said. “They were her favorite food. She’d eat half of what she picked. I used to tease her that she should stay in fish camp or else we wouldn’t get home with any berries.”

      Tikonee laughed, exposing teeth and tongue stained purple by the berries. “I wish I could have known her better,” he said.

      “You would have liked her.”

      “I’m sure I would have. You choose good people to be your friends.”

      “I just wish we hadn’t been so disconnected when she died.” Tears filled my eyes and started to fall. “I miss her. I miss talking to her and laughing with her.”

      Tikonee scooted closer so he could put his arm around me.

      “I’ll never get to tell her I’m sorry,” I cried.

      “She knows,” he assured me.

      Sniffing, I composed myself. “Thank you, Tikonee.”

      “You’re wel—”

      The long, lone cry of a wolf rose into the air. Close.

      We waited, listening.

      Wolf sounds—cries, yips, barks, howls—filled our silence. They were hunting and getting closer. Kasska jumped to his feet, fierce and growling, hackles raised, legs stiff, teeth bared.

      Tikonee and I glanced at each other and sprang into action. We started shoving our things back into our packs as quickly as we could while the wolves came closer and closer. We realized at the same moment that we could not move fast enough to escape them. We would have to stand our ground.

      “Give me your tomahawk,” I demanded. My copper knife would be too small against a wolf, and I refused to stand aside, helpless, if they attacked. He thrust it into my hands. Tikonee nocked an arrow but waited to draw until he could see his target.

      Kasska snapped his teeth. The last thing I wanted was for him to charge the oncoming wolves. I didn’t want to watch him fight. “Stay, Kasska,” I shouted.

      Wolves ran in packs of at least six and, from the sound of it, most were on our trail. We stood shoulder to shoulder facing west. I raised the tomahawk, prepared to start swinging. Tikonee brought his bow up to eye level, but still did not draw.

      My hands shook with adrenaline. Tikonee appeared unphased. Kasska snarled. We stood steady, ready to defend our lives.

      The noise they made reached frenzied volume and then they burst out of the brush at a full sprint but the wolf in the lead stopped so abruptly that I would have laughed if it had been one of my sled dogs. He sat back on his heels and scrambled to a halt, kicking up dirt and plant debris in his desperate effort, barks choking quiet on a whimper.

      The wolves coming behind him had to dodge to either side and though they were not quite as awkward, they also stopped after panning out to stand in a semi-circle around us. Suddenly silent. Fifteen of them.

      The frontrunner wolf paced back and forth for a moment, clearly embarrassed, then retreated to stand beside the obvious pack leader.

      Tikonee and I waited for the attack, weapons still raised, Kasska growling beside us. My dog pressed hard against my leg and though he was one against fifteen, I felt more comfortable with our chances because he was with us. But the wolves just stood there. They did not growl or stalk or do anything threatening.

      “What are they doing?” I asked Tikonee.

      “I don’t know,” he answered.

      Though the wolves stood still, I could see their nervousness in the shifting of their eyes. They glanced back and forth between us and the alpha wolf, awaiting a signal. The chief wolf stood on his long, thin legs, staring at us. Pale gold eyes and bristly cream fur contributed to his elegance, every inch of him shouting leader.

      Abruptly, he stepped forward. Tikonee drew his bow, but I grabbed his arm. “Wait!”

      There was nothing in the wolf’s body language that spoke of threat. Though my dogs were distant cousins of this noble creature, I knew there were similarities in their methods of communication. The wolf’s hackles were not raised. He held his head high. No fangs flashed a warning at us. This animal could tear the limbs from my body, but as I gazed on him, I found my breaths calming, my hands steadying, my heartbeat slowing. The connection felt more powerful than just a meeting of eyes, but more like a touching of spirits. Curiosity overpowered fear. I lowered the tomahawk.

      The wolf hesitated when the weapon moved, watching it with wary eyes, but I dropped the handle and it fell to the ground, so he continued forward.

      Astonished, we watched as he approached until he stood at my feet, close enough that I only had to lean forward to touch his great head. He sat on his haunches and then with great deliberation, laid down and rested his chin on his forelegs, his paws touching my feet. I could feel the pressure of them on my toes. Without going so far as to roll over on his back, he was submitting to me. He heaved a gusty sigh and waited.

      Kasska went quiet.

      Worried that looking at Tikonee would startle the wolf, I remained frozen thinking that the wild animal would get up and move. He didn’t. Instead, all the remaining wolves of the pack followed the chief wolf’s example. They sat back on their haunches and then lowered their bodies until they were all laying down, also submitting.

      Tikonee hissed through his teeth and lowered his bow.

      I waited several more heartbeats for some idea as to what I should do, but nothing came. A wolf laid on my feet, and we were almost surrounded by his pack. With no better idea, I bent over ever so slowly and laid my hand on the head of the chief wolf. His fur was warm and thick and a bit coarse, but softer the deeper into it that my hand settled. I could feel the pulse of his life through his skull and sensed his animal wisdom and glory.

      After a moment I lifted my hand and straightened.

      The wolf leaped to his feet with force that bruised and scratched my toes and barked once to gather his pack around him. Together they loped away into the brush until we could no longer see them. When they had gone, there was no indication they had ever been, besides the look of shock on Tikonee’s face and the trembling of my own limbs.

      “Who are you?” he asked, breathless. “You are no clan girl.”

      Though wonder filled his voice, his remark stabbed with my biggest fear—that I didn’t belong.

      “I am!” I insisted, frantic, trying to convince him I was normal when I wasn’t even sure myself. “I already told you! I was born to Bezyah and Chezeel in Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na. They starved to death during a hard winter when I was three. My aunt and uncle took me in and raised me as their own. Ask any member of my tribe. I’ve had a normal life!”

      “Not lately,” Tikonee said, words rich with awe. “You predicted Oots’enlawbeelay’s death. Yes, I heard the gossip. Then I saw you call down the spirit lights. The lynx greeted you like family. That charging grizzly turned when it saw you. And now this, wild wolves bowing to you like you are their master. So what changed? Who are you now?”

      The question gave me pause. I knew when things had changed. The night I fell into the river and almost died. But how and why were beyond me. While I contemplated my answer, several ravens launched themselves from the nearby brush, one of them calling, “Selbah! Selbah!” as it flew away.

      “The night of my accident,” I said finally. “Things happened that don’t make sense. I saw things and felt things that don’t fit together with a fall into the river.”

      “Like what?” he asked.

      Hesitant, I began, “I can remember falling through stars.” But once I started, I could not stop. “Not a short fall from a sled into the river, a long fall, an infinite fall. I know that stars are not the spirits of ancestors watching over us. They are fires, each one a great round circle of fire so massive that we can see it here, though they are an incomprehensible distance away. Our sun is one of those circles of fire. Around each circle there are many worlds, and on those worlds, there are incalculable kinds of life.”

      “Have you spoken of this to your chief or your sleep doctor?”

      “No, of course not. I’m already worried about being kicked out of the tribe because of the fits I have and the words I say during them. They are frustrated with my anxiety about den people. I don’t want to give them more reason to dislike or fear me.”

      His brow furrowed, Tikonee bent to finish packing up our things. Kasska paced a circle around us as if to protect us from further threat. We were no longer interested in picking berries, so we hefted our belongings and headed back the way we had come to join the rest of our group.

      Halfway there we ran into Katsaht’lee and Sahseen who had been sent to check on us. “Did you hear the wolves?” they asked. “We knew they were on the hunt and worried they were after you.”

      “We heard them,” said Tikonee. “But they were not after us.”

      Neither of us felt inclined to describe our experience. They would either disbelieve or fear me.

      When we rejoined the main group of berry pickers, Stokatneegee greeted us with, “Sabeeleh got poop on her leggings, so she doesn’t have any leggings on. It was a bad soil. It was probably in the top ten of bad soils.” His expression was mildly horrified.

      “You’re counting the worst ones?” Katsaht’lee laughed and went to care for her daughter.

      For the remainder of our stay at the berry fields, we did not venture far beyond the camp. Plenty of berries grew within view of the tents for us to gather. Tikonee remained at my side, but he spoke less, and I worried that the weird things he kept witnessing around me were discouraging him from his interest in me. The thought pained me more than I wanted to admit to myself. I loved Tikonee, and my future looked bleak indeed without him in it.

      His thoughts weighed on him. The contemplating expression never left his face, and his eyes were full of internal dialogue that he didn’t make me privy to. I suspected I was the subject of it, and it worried me that the conclusion of his thoughts might not be in my favor. Of course, he had to wonder if I would be a companion that could work beside him or a burden to take care of. That is, if he even considered choosing me as his wife in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      After we returned to fish-camp, Tikonee left to go back to his village across the Luux River. I watched him paddle his canoe downstream towards the confluence and wondered if he would ever return. Too many superstitious things were happening around me and even I wondered if there was an evil spirit inside my skin.

      Katsaht’lee could tell something had happened because I was so subdued. “Are you all right, Ts’ellbah?” she asked one evening over our dinner of porcupine caught by Stokatneegee that day.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “Will Tikonee be returning to see you again?” she ventured, unwilling to ask if we’d had a falling out.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “I’m not sure how he feels about the strange things that keep happening to me.”

      “Strange things?” said my uncle. “Like the fits and your predictions?”

      “Yes. Like those.” I still did not wish to disclose the other incidents to them.

      “I’d be disappointed if we didn’t see him again,” Stokatneegee admitted. “I like him, and I was hoping he would make an offer for you.”

      My cheeks warmed because the same thought had been on my mind, though I was too embarrassed to admit it.

      Stokatneegee laughed at my expression. “You’d like that too, wouldn’t you, Ts’ellbah?”

      “Don’t tease her!” Katsaht’lee protested. “She likes him, and it will be very painful if he chooses not to have her now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Stokatneegee offered. “But I’ve come to know Tikonee well this past summer. He does not seem the kind of man to be indecisive about these things. He’s clearly been pursuing you and I don’t think he’d give up now. He knew about the fits before he started.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, but still did not mention our encounter with the wolf pack, which might have thrown Tikonee’s good intentions askew. I could not blame him if he made that choice, though it would likely hurt more than any pain I’d yet endured.

      We spent the next few days spreading berries out to dry. Tikonee stayed away long enough that I began to believe he really would not return, so when I saw him coming on the river, joy surged within me.
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      Ken’yu pulled the rawhide tie off the end of my braid and then tugged the strands to separate them. He ran his fingers through my hair, a look of concentration on his young face. When he finished, he leaned back to examine his handiwork. He grinned. “You look sweet and cute!” he proclaimed with pride.

      “Thank you, Ken’yu!” I said and hugged him. He ran off to dig fly larvae out of the gravel in the riverbed.

      I started to tie my hair back in its traditional braid, but couldn’t forget Ken’yu’s compliment, so I changed my mind and left my hair down.

      That afternoon, Tikonee and I walked up the hill with full baskets of dried berries to store in the cache. Before heading back down, we stood on the edge of the bluff, watching bald eagles soaring on the air currents over our heads.

      “Incredible!” Tikonee exclaimed. “How many are there?”

      We made a game of counting them.

      “One, two…”

      “There’s one on the top of that spruce down by the river!”

      “Thirteen, fourteen…”

      “Fifteen, sixteen! Beautiful!”

      The wind caught my hair and flung it around me, tangling it over my eyes, blocking my view of the graceful eagles. I grabbed my hair in my hand, tugged it over my shoulder to the front, and held it. Tikonee gave me a questioning look.

      “Ken’yu told me I looked sweet and cute with my hair loose,” I explained. “But it’s such a bother.”

      Tikonee stepped closer to me, reached out, and pulled my hair free. His fingers lingered, stroking the silky strands, pushing them out of my face and behind my ear, his touch gentle. Then he let it go in the wind and watched it fluttering and tangling behind me. He said, “Ken’yu is right.”

      A flush rushed into my cheeks, and I didn’t attempt to catch my wayward hair again.

      His words gave me hope that I dared not acknowledge. He thought me attractive, but a good face might not be enough to convince him to look over my significant flaws: a body scarred, prone to seizures, and possibly possessed by evil. A match with him was too much to hope for.

      Side by side, we returned to camp and to work. Neither of us spoke, buried deep in our own thoughts.

      Worries kept me silent as I resumed filling a basket with the dried berries. Elder Taw’eye’ee sat on a rug nearby, tying the baskets shut with sinew as I filled them. Tikonee carried the filled baskets and stacked them neatly, ready to be transported up to the village on the bluff.

      As I passed Elder Taw’eye’ee he gave me a mischievous wink. Then he raised his voice so that Tikonee was sure to hear. “That’s a fine woman. Nice hips. She’ll be good at birthing babies.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. I rolled my eyes at Tikonee as he neared. He grinned at me, baring white teeth and a bit of spruce gum he was chewing to clean them. He said to Taw’eye’ee, “I agree. She is beautiful.”

      “Well, what are you going to do about it, boy?”

      Tikonee flushed. “I don’t know.”

      “You better figure it out,” Elder Taw’eye’ee said. “If you don’t make a move, then I’m going to. I don’t think she’d like that near as much.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Tikonee said.

      While Taw’eye’ee chortled his amusement at himself, I turned my back and worked to fill another basket, hiding my face, hoping my thoughts didn’t expose themselves in my expression.

      When Tikonee and I reached the village a second time with our full baskets, we were startled to discover a black bear trying to raid one of the caches. It had climbed up the stilts and was clinging to the poles with one paw and clawing at the door with the other. The bear managed to rip a basket out through the opening. It burst open and spilled the contents into the dirt. Without noticing us, the bear clambered back down and began feasting on our hard-earned stores.

      Tikonee set down the load he had been carrying and pulled his bow off his back. He strung it and drew an arrow while the bear focused on its thievery. The loosed arrow struck true. The bear gave a grunt of surprise and then stumbled, fell, and lay still.

      “Impressive aim, Tikonee!” I praised as we moved forward to see the bear. We were wary until we were sure the bear was dead. I ran my hands over its fur. “He is in really good condition. This fur will be wonderful for you.”

      I cleaned up the spilled food and Tikonee put it back into the cache along with the baskets we had been carrying up from fish-camp. Then we worked together to skin and process the bear.

      Tikonee watched me as we worked, waiting for me to glance at him. When he caught my attention, he would point to himself and then the bear, nodding proudly. Or he would flex his arms and puff out his chest with a grin. Each attempt he made to emphasize his prowess as a hunter made me laugh, and it pleased me that he wanted me to notice.

      A black shadow passed overhead and Tikonee jumped as if he’d been shot. He wiped his hair, his face wrinkled with disgust. A passing raven had defecated on Tikonee’s head, and the bird filled the forest with its laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Taking a rare break from the work, Tikonee, Sahseen, Buhloo, and I played in the cool river by jumping into the rushing current and floating downstream on our backs. We climbed out at the bend, ran back up to our starting point, and jumped in again. Water droplets flew off our skin as we ran, sparkling like snow crystals in sunlight. Tikonee grabbed the paddle from a canoe and slapped the water at just the right angle to throw a wave over me. Shrieking and laughing, Sahseen joined me in splashing back at him. Buhloo couldn’t allow Tikonee to be outnumbered and grabbed the second paddle from the canoe.

      Unable to counter the deluge they created, Sahseen and I gave up and bolted for the safety of the riverbank. The boys turned their paddle attacks on each other and Sahseen and I sat down on a sun-warmed boulder to watch.

      I giggled at their antics and admired the way Tikonee’s muscles bulged in his arms when he pounded the water with the paddle. But a glimpse of my four-toed foot dampened my enjoyment and I sighed.

      Sahseen glanced my way. “What is it?”

      Lifting my foot, I wiggled four toes at her. “This is so ugly.”

      “It doesn’t stop you from walking or working or anything, really.”

      “It’s still ugly.”

      She followed the direction of my gaze. “Tikonee doesn’t seem to care.”

      Blushing, I dropped my eyes as the boys ended their battle and meandered in our direction.

      They hadn’t yet made it out of the water when the sound of dogs barking rose from the direction of the village. What was unusual, though, was the sudden arrival of Kasska, at a full run, hackles raised.

      He came to a stop at my feet, pressed his side against my legs, and faced the direction of our winter village and the bluff. He growled deeply, keeping himself between me and the danger he sensed.

      We looked where he looked. For several heartbeats, we could not perceive the threat that he did. Tension brought me to my feet, and I started sidling towards home. Kasska followed my movements, staying close.

      “Maybe we should—” Tikonee began.

      A man burst into view at the top of the bluff, stopping Tikonee’s words. He was sprinting and his speed carried him straight off the edge, whether on purpose or accident was impossible to tell at our distance. He managed a few steps before the steepness of the hill tripped him up and he fell, tumbling head over heels down the sheer slope. His fall threw up clouds of dust and we lost sight of him amongst the brush at times, but then he’d reappear, still falling.

      I gasped.

      “Let’s go help,” Tikonee said. “He’ll be hurt.”

      “Or dead,” Sahseen added, echoing my thoughts.

      We ran upstream until we came to a shallow part of the river where we splashed across. On the north side of the river, we encountered others from the village who had also seen the accident and were rushing to help the stranger.

      By the time we reached the place where he lay, a circle of people already hid him from our view.

      “Is he all right?” Buhloo asked.

      “He’s unconscious,” someone answered.

      We jostled elbows with our fellow villagers, craning our necks to see the victim. I saw his face. My heart lurched. Tikonee grabbed my elbow at the same moment and announced, “That’s a white-skinned man.”

      Chief Denah directed a sharp glance at Tikonee and then reached over Koss Bahdeegah to rub the man’s skin. A layer of dirt came away, revealing skin that, though still dirty, was certainly much paler than ours.

      I took a step back, and back again.

      Every part of me bristled to see him, just as if I were Kasska with hackles raised at the sight of a wolf. Knowledge swelled from the depths of my soul, not in vision exactly, but a comprehension of what was to come as if I’d already lived it and stored it in memory.

      He shouldn’t be here in our valley, not now, not yet. The threat he represented to my people, the destruction of our way of life, knowledge of it left me cold. I stalked around the circle of people surrounding him, eyeing his furs, his pale skin. His people would ravage mine, steal our lands, burn our homes, and even murder us. They would rob us of our religion and culture until the very language we spoke would be but a fading memory. Even the lightest breath or brush against his skin could sicken us to death. Despite the terror that the den people invoked in me, I knew that here was the real threat.

      I ought to cut him down now to protect us. My hand tightened around the hilt of my copper knife.

      Yet, something gave me pause.

      The future stretched before me like a glacial valley carved from the mountains by ice. A dark and murky river of hatred between our peoples flowed through that valley. But here and there a spark shined in the darkness, standing like boulders in the current, changing the flow of the river. The potential for camaraderie and laughter shone out there like stars in the night sky.

      Releasing my knife, I sang yet another song of protection for my people.

      The stranger’s blue eyes blinked open as he regained consciousness, bringing gasps from all of us except Tikonee. We’d never seen such a color in a person’s eyes before, like glacier ice or the daytime sky. He attempted to sit up and gasped with pain, collapsing back to the ground. His eyes darted, as if looking for a threat and he kept repeating, “Chudovishche! Chudovishche!”

      The word came from a language I had never heard, yet I knew exactly what he was saying. Monster.

      Since he had spent time among the white-skinned people, Tikonee seemed to catch the gist of what he was saying as well. He glanced up toward the edge of the bluff, scanning the timberline for a threat. Nothing presented itself. Our eyes met.

      “He said something about a monster,” Tikonee murmured.

      I felt the oncoming fit like a dousing of snow falling on the back of my neck. “Tikonee,” I said, and reached for him. He caught me as I fainted.

      During the fit, I saw the monster that had been chasing the white-skinned man. It still stood among the trees above us, motionless and impossible to spot in the undergrowth. Only our numbers stopped it from finishing its hunt. Farther out, more of them crept all around the valley, hunting, watching, learning our numbers and our habits.

      Tikonee held me in his arms when I awoke. It took my eyes a moment to focus on his face.

      Seeing my dismay, he said, “It wasn’t as bad as the last one I saw, after—” He stopped himself.

      “Is she okay?” Koss Bahdeegah asked, still busy with his other patient. The man seemed calmer, but still edgy.

      “She is awake,” Tikonee answered.

      “Ts’ellbah?”

      “I’m alright,” I said.

      “Go back to fish-camp and lay down,” the sleep doctor commanded. “This is too much excitement for you.”

      Tikonee helped me to my feet and pulled my arm around his shoulders so that I could lean on him.

      “I’ll come with you,” Sahseen offered and Buhloo moved to follow.

      I shook my head. “No. I’m fine. Stay here and tell me everything that happens.”

      Glancing one last time at the white-skinned man, I turned away before his roving blue eyes could find me. He still looked dazed.

      Tikonee walked me most of the way back before we encountered Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee coming along to investigate the commotion.

      “Another fit?” my aunt asked when she saw me leaning on Tikonee.

      I nodded.

      “A white-skinned man fell down the bluff,” Tikonee explained. “Ts’ellbah collapsed when she saw him. It was too much of a shock for her.”

      I hated the suggestion that I was too weak to handle stresses. He didn’t intend to make it, but I felt it all the same. Tears stung the corners of my eyes, and my chin dropped a notch.

      “No!” I insisted. “I saw what’s chasing him. The den people are coming.”

      My aunt and uncle exchanged a perplexed glance.

      “Ts’ellbah,” said Stokatneegee, his disbelief and frustration leaking into the way he said my name.

      “I promise!” Tears leaked out of my eyes.

      Tikonee tightened his arm around me. “Let’s go. You need to rest.”

      His words defeated me. I let him guide me along without resisting.

      Katsaht’lee turned and followed us back to fish-camp while Stokatneegee continued toward the bluff. She made sure I was settled on my bed, and then left to share the news with the elders who had been left in camp to tend the children.

      Tikonee planted himself by my side to keep me company even though I insisted that he could leave. He held my hand, stroking the lines in my palm, drawing my attention away from the chest pain still lingering after the seizure.

      I closed my eyes and relished the sensation, pleased that he wouldn’t leave me, but disturbed because I was such a poor choice for him.

      The prospect of my life with no husband, living as an invalid with my tolerant aunt and uncle for the rest of my days, left me feeling bleak and full of despair. If it came to a point that it was clear that was my fate, perhaps I would choose to leave the village and make my own way in the world, not an intentional seeking of death, but death would be likely. A person with my physical ailments had no chance of surviving the harsh environment in which I lived.
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      Koss Bahdeegah brought the white-skinned man to fish-camp and made room for the stranger in his own tent. The man spent his first few days among us in a stupor. He wasn’t terribly hurt beyond a broken arm, a lump on his head, scrapes, and bruises. He seemed more traumatized by the chase that had led up to his fall down the bluff. He frequently murmured “chudovishche” and added “Pomogi mne.” Help me.

      “His name is Nikolai,” Koss Bahdeegah announced after coaxing it out of him with exaggerated hand motions. “I can’t get much more out of him. He’s terrified of something.”

      A monster, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t reveal that I understood him. The phenomenon was too strange. What would people think of me?

      Clustered around the sleep doctor, the people murmured to each other but could offer no suggestions as to what to do with the man. Even Chief Denah stayed silent.

      “I’ll try to talk to him,” Tikonee offered after a moment. “I learned a little of his language when I lived on the coast, but I’m not fluent.”

      “I want to go with you,” I said.

      Tikonee did not question me. Agreeing to allow us near the stranger, Koss Bahdeegah and Chief Denah followed us to the sleep doctor’s tent where he rested. Tikonee and I ducked in and sat before the man. The others waited outside.

      The white-skinned man had been lying down, but he sat up and looked us over. His gaze lingered on me, and I found the blueness of his eyes disconcerting.

      “Zdorovat’sya,” Tikonee said.

      Eyes widening, the stranger launched into a long and rapid speech in his own language.

      Unable to follow, Tikonee gestured to try and make the man slow down, but the stranger was too distraught. His relief at finding someone to speak to undid his self-control.

      When the man finally fell quiet, Tikonee turned to me. “I only caught a few words of all that. Running, boat, furs, something about winter.”

      I had caught every word.

      “What is it, Ts’ellbah?” Tikonee asked, putting an arm around me. “You look disturbed.”

      What could I say? Would he still accept me if I confessed what I knew?

      After a deep breath, I plunged ahead. “He was exploring the country north of here, looking for fur hunting and metals. He was on his way back to the coast when something chased him, a monster. Tikonee, I think it was a den person.”

      Tikonee’s eyebrows popped to his hairline and his mouth fell open. “You speak his language? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t!” I protested. “I just understood him. I don’t know how. But he says he needs to get back to the coast before his boat leaves for the winter. They won’t wait for him. He has a wife and three children that need him. He can’t stay here, but he’s terrified of leaving. He feels the monster is waiting for him out there. He thinks it will kill him.”

      Tikonee said nothing.

      “Tikonee, I’ve felt them out there all summer. The den people watch us, testing us. They killed our dogs during the winter and attacked my tent and killed Nanelyahkee and did so many other things!”

      I sounded crazy. I knew it. I’d never set eyes on a white-skinned person before, yet I claimed to understand the man. My paranoia about the den people wasn’t justified by evidence, but it plagued me until I blurted it out.

      “He needs to go home,” I said into Tikonee’s extended silence.

      Tikonee stood and exited the tent. With one last glance at the stranger, I followed.

      Chief Denah and Koss Bahdeegah waited for us.

      “What did he say?” Chief asked.

      “He needs to get to the coast as soon as possible or his boat will leave without him, but he’s afraid of a monster that chased him,” Tikonee answered.

      “A bear?” Koss Bahdeegah suggested. “Perhaps you are not translating the word correctly.”

      Tikonee shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      “Is it safe for him to travel with his injuries?” inquired Chief Denah.

      “I wouldn’t allow one of our own to do so, but I don’t think we should prevent him if he insists on leaving. He’ll be in pain the more he exerts himself, but he’s capable of walking.”

      “He needs to leave,” I said. “He doesn’t belong here. He’s dangerous for our people.”

      “What do you mean, Ts’ellbah?” Chief asked.

      I shook my head, unable to voice my concerns, still seeing the threat the man represented for us, unwilling to face the kind of censure I’d experienced before when speaking of danger of which I had no proof.

      “He shouldn’t travel alone,” Koss Bahdeegah said, unwilling to send him on his way when he was unwell.

      Silence stretched out between the four of us.

      “I’ll take him to the coast,” Tikonee said. “I can protect him from the monster or whatever is out there.”

      My heart didn’t like that idea.

      “That’s not necessary, Tikonee,” Chief Denah said. “We would not ask that of you.”

      “I’m the best choice,” Tikonee insisted. “I’ve made the trip several times before. I’m not a part of this village so you won’t miss me or need me.”

      “I’ll miss you,” I blurted.

      Tikonee smiled at me. “And I’ll miss you, but if you want him to leave, then I need to take him.”

      I wanted to argue with him but couldn’t.

      “Very well,” Chief Denah said. “Make your preparations. You are welcome to take whatever supplies you need for the journey.”

      “How long will you be gone?” I asked.

      “It will take about two weeks,” Tikonee answered, heading toward his tent to begin packing.

      “That’s so long!”

      “It is,” Tikonee agreed.

      “Will you stay away for the winter? You’ve been trying to leave all summer and now you have your chance.”

      Tikonee observed me. I tried to stand confident and pretty beneath his gaze, but my heart pattered with the fear of losing him.

      “No, I don’t think I will,” he said.

      My sigh of relief was too obvious and Tikonee laughed.

      I blushed and changed the subject. “Can I help you pack?”

      “Of course,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Morning dawned too soon, and I rose with the sun to see Tikonee off.

      Tikonee shouldered his pack and then opened his arms for me. I stepped into his embrace and rested my cheek against his shoulder. His arms were warm against the morning chill, and I longed for him to keep them around me forever. I felt as if I belonged there.

      I began to sing the song of travel, calling the blessings of Raven and Eagle down on him, requesting safety for him on his journey. “May Raven guide you. May Eagle shelter you in her wings. Be safe and wise in your travels that you may return home to me.”

      I looked up at him as I finished the song, just as he leaned down to press his lips against mine. His gentle kiss warmed me from head to all nine toes. I felt the thrill of falling through stars. When we parted, he held my gaze and spoke with deliberation, “I love you, Ts’ellbah.”

      My responding smile glowed. “And I love you, Tikonee.”

      The white-skinned man watched us with a grin.

      Tikonee released me, and I reluctantly stepped away.

      Turning to Nikolai, I said, “Your people do not belong here. You must return to your country and forget us, forget this place.”

      Nikolai returned my stare but nodded once. “I will obey.”

      Tikonee’s gaze was sober when I looked back at him. “You said you couldn’t speak his language.”

      “I can’t,” I protested. “I spoke ours!”

      “That is not what I heard.”

      The sweetness of our first kiss faded as he studied me, his eyes troubled.

      “I…I don’t know what is wrong with me. I’ve never seen a white-skinned man until Nikolai. I've never heard or spoken his language. Please don’t be angry with me. I have not lied to you! I don’t know what is happening to me! So many strange things have occurred since I fell into the river. I would say it must have been magic water, but I’m not the only one who has ever touched it. So why me? What happened that night that made me change? Now, the spirit lights answer when I call, and wolves bow to me. Why?” I paused and then wailed, “Why? Why? Why? What are those fits that make me see things and make my body shake? I don’t know who I am anymore, and I don’t know how to go back to who I was!”

      Tikonee shook his head and then shrugged as if adjusting an invisible burden on his shoulders. “I'll see you in two weeks, Ts’ellbah. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye,” I whispered.

      Tikonee and Nikolai walked away side by side and disappeared into the dense forest south of fish-camp.

      Tears wet my cheeks and I felt so conflicted. Tikonee loved me and he was leaving.
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      In the cool months of fall, most of the clan gathered supplies and traveled northwest of our village to a place where the forest became sparse. I volunteered to make the trip, just for something to do in an effort to keep my mind off the gap Tikonee had left behind. Our parting had been so confusing. He had kissed me and professed his love, but then it appeared as if I had been lying to him. Perhaps he would change his mind about me while on his journey. I longed for, and feared, his return.

      The black spruce trees grew in permafrost, with crooked trunks, spindly branches, and bent tops. Though they appeared weak and sick, the trees were ancient. Large space in between each tree provided easy passage for larger wildlife. Lichen grew on the trunks of the trees which, with other vegetation, provided plenty of sustenance for bigger, plant-eating animals.

      Caribou preferred this country for their annual migration to their winter territory. Because caribou traveled in herds, they made an easy target for our hunters. We could take a lot of animals at once, whereas moose and other creatures had to be hunted one at a time. We built corrals in which we would herd the straggling caribou and harvest them for our winter stores.

      “Here they come!” shouted Chief Denah’s scouts in the distance, though the rumbling of the earth beneath us announced the approaching caribou better than words. Presently, the leading animals appeared over a rise.

      Thousands upon thousands of caribou followed that first crooked line. They were a dirty gray-brown color with white necks and throats. Nearly all of them had antlers, though the females tended to have a smaller rack than the males. The relentless press of caribou flesh intimidated me. I felt dwarfed in comparison to that herd.

      Ken’yu and I sat up on the corral fence to watch while the women and younger children stayed back on the hill to be out of the way.

      The men drove the straggling caribou on the edge of the herd toward the corral as they always did, but then something strange happened. Caribou began to turn aside from the migration route and brought themselves into the corral. When the first one did it, we all laughed at our luck. It was a fine, big specimen that would give good and plentiful meat.

      Awe silenced us when the tenth caribou brought itself into the corral. One by one, the caribou walked into the corral, while the men of the clan stood by and watched, bewildered. Ken’yu and I could have reached out to touch the animals as they passed us, and they certainly saw us sitting on the fence. Some even stared at us as they came, but they didn’t appear concerned.

      “What are they doing?” Ken’yu asked.

      “I don’t know,” I answered.

      The corral filled up, but even when it was full, animals kept coming and flocked around the corral, waiting. Dark, soft eyes returned my perplexed gaze with calm animal poise. At least one hundred caribou stood amongst us when the men began to take them down. Believing that they would panic at the scent of blood, I grabbed Ken’yu, prepared to protect him from the stampede, but instead, they awaited their deaths with impressive dignity.

      The clan only took forty of them, what we needed to get through the winter and a few more to share if other nearby clans had a hard season. We left the rest of the caribou alone. Those remaining seemed to understand that we did not need them and walked away.

      “This is a gift from Raven and Eagle,” Chief Denah announced. He began to sing the song of gratitude and the entire clan joined him as we worked.

      We spent the next few days skinning, cutting, drying, smoking, and otherwise processing the meat. Any scraps leftover were mixed with sage and stuffed into the small intestine to make sausage. We cleaned skins to make into fur-lined winter clothing. Bones were kept for soup, weapons, and for marrow-berry pudding.

      A flock of ravens kept us constant company, grabbing tidbits and scraps from any unguarded bit of carcass. One of the larger birds stayed perched in the trees, always watching yet never eating.

      “Selbah! Selbah!” it squawked, but I ignored it. No one else noticed its talking.

      After returning to fish-camp to stock up on the chum salmon which we used for dog food, and to finish any remaining winter preparations, our work began to feel frenetic as winter loomed. The air in the morning had a nip to it that reddened our ears and noses. We checked and rechecked our stores, making sure we had every possible food, medicine, tool, or skin we would need to make it through the winter. If we found something lacking, we’d head back into the woods to find, collect, and preserve it.
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        * * *

      

      Buhloo, Sahseen, and I finished our work for the day and walked upriver away from the fish-camp. Strolling along the bank, we didn’t speak, but simply enjoyed the comfort of each other’s company. With the impending onset of winter, the nights were beginning to lengthen, and the fading twilight cast a muted orange glow over the woods and river. Once we were far enough away from camp, the odors of a lush landscape—crushed spruce needles, Labrador tea, and fireweed—replaced the smell of fish and smoke. I inhaled, filling my lungs to capacity with the freshness of a living world.

      Sahseen laughed. “Do you remember that time you braided Nanelyahkee’s hair crooked on purpose, so she held you down and tickled you until you snorted?”

      “Yes! That was so funny! I was laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe!”

      Buhloo gave us a sideways glance.

      “You had to be there,” Sahseen explained.

      He grunted. “She once hid in a cache and jumped out at me when I opened the door. It scared me so bad I fell off the ladder.”

      Sahseen and I laughed.

      The reminiscing made us become quiet.

      “How are you feeling lately, Ts’ellbah?” Sahseen ventured after a time.

      “Fine,” I answered.

      “No fits or visions?”

      “No, not since that white-skinned man showed up.”

      “And…what about the den people? Do you still think they are a threat?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, relieved to be able to express it.

      By the time we turned for home, darkness had overcome the valley. The three of us made our way back toward fish-camp through the woods, the remnant of daylight merely a blue radiance on the western horizon. The black eastern sky began to fill with stars.

      “What is it that makes you so certain?” Buhloo asked.

      “Buhloo! I have seen them! Not only in vision, I have seen them with my physical eyes!” I paused, trying to think how to convince my friends. “But it’s not only that. I feel them, like I feel the heat of the sun on my skin with my eyes closed. I know they are there.”

      “What do you think they want?” he persisted, looking for a hole my confidence.

      As we moved through the trees, mostly by touch and familiarity with the path, we passed an old pit house. No one had lived in it during my lifetime. Saplings had sprouted around the edges. The family that had once lived there died in a fire one winter and the site was considered too tragic and sacred to reuse.

      “I don’t know,” I replied after musing a minute. “The stories say they like to eat—”

      A ferocious and threatening growl emanated from the depths of the pit house just as we came abreast of it. I froze, choking silent on my words. Sahseen squeaked and clutched at Buhloo. He grabbed his tomahawk and held it before him, ready to defend us.

      Such was the gloom of the forest that any remaining light in the sky could not reach the bottom of the pit when filtered through the tall trees, but the growl hadn’t sounded like any animal I’d ever heard before. It sounded almost human. I drew the copper knife from my belt and began to sing the words of the song of protection under my breath.

      We backed away from the pit, Buhloo pushing us along behind him at the pace of a snail.

      No other sound came from the animal, not even a hint of movement, but I could feel its unseen eyes upon us, and dread began to creep down my spine as I broke out in a cold sweat.

      When we were far enough away, with a good barrier of trees between us and the pit, we picked up speed. We did not run, for that would tempt a wild animal to chase us, but we got far away as fast as we could.

      When he felt safe, Buhloo let out a breath in relief. “Bear?” he suggested as we began to see the glimmer of fires in our camp through the trees. “It’s probably going to den there for the winter.”

      Indignant, I stopped and turned to face them, folding my arms across my chest. “I’ve never heard a bear that sounded like that.”

      “Nor have I,” said Sahseen.

      “Nor I,” Buhloo admitted.

      “Den man,” I answered with a certainty. The dread I felt would not back down.

      My friends did not mock me or shrug off my terror or even question me this time. They turned and walked beside me the rest of the way home.

      Entering the boundaries of camp flooded me with relief, for though the flimsy skins of our tents would offer little protection, I felt safer surrounded by the people who loved me and knew they would come together to fight if, no, when the den people attacked our village.

      “Should we tell Chief Denah what we heard?” Sahseen asked.

      Both Buhloo and Sahseen looked at me.

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “We heard something growl in the woods, but we didn’t see anything. Nothing attacked us. I’m afraid after the summer I’ve had, he wouldn’t listen to me. I don’t want to wear that hood again…” I blew out air in a frustrated sigh. Fear of the repercussions provoked me to silence. I almost instructed my friends to keep it secret, but Koss Bahdeegah’s words drifted into my thoughts. “Truth must be proclaimed with a loud voice…”

      We couldn’t stay silent about this. If we could prevent another death like Nanelyahki’s, then any consequence was acceptable. Though it condemned me to the hood of shame for a month, I had to speak. “I’ll tell him.”

      “No,” Buhloo countered, surprising me. “I will tell him, but we should all go together.”

      “Yes,” agreed Sahseen. “That’s a good idea.”

      My heart swelled with gratitude for them and their unwavering friendship, and I sang of it in my mind.

      Chief Denah sat near his cooking fire with Gihgee Nidzeen, Taw’eye’ee, Chesgaw, Naggets’ee, and some of the other elders, feeding them a meal of porcupine.

      “May we speak to you?” Sahseen asked.

      “Of course,” said our chief. “Sit down.”

      With a glance at me, Buhloo took a deep breath and charged ahead. “We were just coming home when we encountered something in the woods. It was in the bottom of that old pit, so we couldn’t see it, but it growled at us, and I’ve never heard anything like it.”

      “What do you think it was?” Chief Denah asked. He couldn’t disguise the shock that shy Buhloo was speaking so forcefully.

      “Ts’ellbah thinks it was a den man.”

      “But what do you think?” Chief persisted.

      Buhloo hesitated, shifting in place, staring at the fire. “I don’t know. But I can’t say with certainty that Ts’ellbah is wrong.”

      “I agree, Chief,” added Sahseen. “It didn’t sound like a bear or a lynx or a wolf or a fox or anything else I’ve ever heard before. What if Ts’ellbah is right? What if the den people are going to attack us?”

      Elder Taw’eye’ee chuckled, “My mother used to tell me that if I wandered away from the village, then a den man would eat me.”

      “My parents said the same thing!” said Chesgaw.

      Gihgee Nidzeen, our oldest village member at one hundred and two years, rocked a bit in her seat. “My grandmother said she saw one once.” She wheezed with the effort of speaking. “But no one believed her… She was a little crazy.” She giggled as if she’d told a hilarious joke. The other elders snickered with her.

      Chief Denah smiled, but his face turned grave when he returned his attention to the three of us. “All our stories contain truth. We tell them to preserve our history and to teach our youth the ways of our people. I’m glad that you are learning caution from the stories about den people, and you are so concerned about our protection. I do not appreciate, Ts’ellbah, your attempts to instill fear into everyone else. You are being a very poor influence on your friends, and I am disgusted that you are dragging them into this twisted fantasy of yours.”

      “But—” I started.

      Chief Denah held up his hand. “Every man in this village is trained to use a tomahawk, bow and arrows, an axe, or a knife. If it ever comes to an attack, we can protect our people. You need to trust us. Your warnings do not fall on deaf ears. I have sent men out to scout for signs that den people are in our valley, and they have found nothing! I will send men out again in the morning, but Ts’ellbah, Buhloo, and Sahseen, this must be the end of it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” said Sahseen.

      “I do,” Buhloo said.

      They looked at me.

      “Ts’ellbah?” my chief questioned with a warning in his tone.

      “Yes,” I agreed with reluctance.

      Chief Denah’s scouts found nothing.
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      After Sabeeleh had nursed, Katsaht’lee handed her to me to hold while she looked for Ken’yu, who had filled one of her cooking baskets with moose droppings. I patted the baby’s back to get the bubbles out of her tummy and rocked her, swaying side to side where I sat. I sang the song of peaceful rest to her while she gazed up at my face, studying every expression. Her eyes were so dark and calm, and I found myself studying her as she studied me.

      The miracle of her presence astounded me. She was more profound than the spirit lights in the sky, a perfect little being created in her mother’s belly and expelled, already a complete person with her own personality and desires. She grew and learned every day, exploring her world with intense curiosity and wonder. With tiny fingers, she reached up to touch my face, lacking precise control of her arm, yet somehow managing to get her fingers to touch my lips. I kissed them and held her hand. Her fingers wrapped around one of mine and her eyelids closed as she drifted to sleep holding onto me.

      A sudden, intense longing filled my heart, the ache as real as physical pain. I wanted this. I wanted to create my own children, bear them from my body, and raise them in a family like my aunt’s and uncle’s. I wanted to be happy with a husband and a house of my own.

      What was it about this that seemed so enticing? I knew my aunt and uncle went to sleep every night exhausted by the work of the day. Yet each day the cooking and cleaning had to be done again, the wood gathered, the animals hunted and processed. Their lives could be tedious, repetitive, and dull. Sometimes they squabbled with each other and sometimes taking care of the children made them wonder why they had ever wanted children to begin with.

      But I also knew it could be beautiful. They laughed together when the rabbit spitted over the fire burned. They held hands. They sang and danced. They treasured their shared moments.

      I knew it would be difficult. I had seen the hardship Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee went through each day. They worked so hard to assure that Ken’yu, Sabeeleh, and I had plenty to eat, warm clothes to wear, and a safe place to sleep. Sometimes they failed. Sometimes we went hungry or cold or both. Sometimes Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee did not agree and were angry with each other or felt hurt by the other. But they always overcame each difficulty and were better for it.

      I wanted to learn and live that way, with a constant friend at my side to be with me through every trial and happiness. My heart throbbed and stuttered with the strength of my desire.

      Leaning over, I gently kissed Sabeeleh on the forehead and stroked her soft black hair. She sighed in her sleep and her lips suckled for a moment before subsiding.

      Someday, I promised myself, I would have this. A family. It was the only goal I was certain of since my accident.

      I didn’t notice the light had started changing until the murmur of voices outside reached my ears. Glancing out the open doorway, Yellow-gold sunlight had altered to a darker orange, very like the color of raw salmon flesh. Sometimes that happened when the smoke of wildfires filled the sky.

      Carrying Sabeeleh with me, I stood and exited the tent. The clan members that I could see were shading their eyes, nervously peeking towards the sun. Giving the sun a quick glance, I couldn’t see anything unusual about it, but looking at the ground as I blinked away the spots burned into my eyes, I noticed that the shadows of the leaves on the trees had turned to crescents of light edging black circles.

      Chief Denah lowered his arm and announced, “Raven is eating the sun. Gather everyone and take shelter in my lodge. Quickly!”

      “But—” I began with no one listening.

      They scurried to grab children and head up the hill to the chief’s lodge in the winter village, the only building large enough to hold all of us.

      Still carrying Sabeeleh, I followed the crowd up the trail to the bluff and pushed through the door of the lodge.

      Katsaht’lee waved me over. “Stokatneegee is looking for Ken’yu. I hope he finds that boy and gets here quickly.”

      She sounded scared, so I started, “But it’s—”

      “There they are!” she interrupted, relief apparent in her tone.

      Awakened by the ruckus, Sabeeleh started fussing. I bounced and rocked her back to sleep.

      Once everyone was accounted for, Chief Denah shut the door. “We will sing a song of protection,” he announced.

      “But it’s just the moon!” I blurted, shouting to make my voice heard over all the fearful murmurs.

      Chief Denah’s brows drew together in puzzlement. “What can you mean, Ts’ellbah?”

      “The moon is passing between us and the sun.”

      “Where did you hear this legend?” Chief Denah asked.

      For a moment, he had stumped me, so I mumbled, “From one of the elders, I think.”

      “You’re mistaken,” the chief said, patient with my stupidity. “This happens when Raven flies over us to observe his creations. If the sun gets in his path, then he eats it. But Eagle makes him spit it out again when she hears our song of protection. That’s why it comes back. You know this.”

      “You’re right,” I quickly agreed. “I’m just being silly. I’m sorry.”

      Chief Denah smiled at me and then sang the first words of our protection song. The rest of the clan joined in. Katsaht’lee gave me a worried glance as she began to sing. I sang as well, but my thoughts were not on the words of the song.

      I remembered how I knew it was the moon blocking the light of the sun.

      My fall through stars.

      I had seen the sphere of dust and rock that was our moon, trapped in its orbital path by the power of our planet. And in turn, our world traveled a path around the sun, caught by the sun’s strength.

      I knew it as surely as I knew my own name. It was no legend. It was the truth.

      But my people had none of this knowledge. How could this be?

      Shaken, I backed up against the log wall and sat, hoping to remain unnoticed. I clung to Sabeeleh as if she were a strand of sinew binding me to this family and this life, for I suddenly felt as if it were all slipping away. I could almost believe I was a dreamer and that soon I would wake and my identity as Ts’ellbah would wash away like a dust of gold mixed in the sand of a stream.

      How I missed Tikonee! The way he smiled at me as he squeezed my hand, not needing an explanation for each strange incident, but accepting me as I was. Just his comforting presence helped me not worry so much about what would happen to me in the future. Without him, I felt lost. Wondering if he was safe, if he was even coming home, I blinked away tears trying to escape my eyes and reached in my pocket to squeeze the dentalium shell he had given me the first time we’d been parted.

      Buhloo and Sahseen worked their way through the crowd and seated themselves around me, offering support and comfort without words when they saw my full eyes. They did not attempt to correct my wild claims about the moon. They sat with me, like two tall spruce supporting a wind-felled tree that still struggled to survive.

      We stayed in the lodge for two handspans, until the light coming through the bear-gut window brightened back to its usual color.

      “Our songs and prayers have been heard,” Chief Denah proclaimed, granting permission for us to emerge from the shelter of the lodge.

      I accepted this announcement in silence, unwilling to bring attention to myself again, joining my people with relieved laughter, but filled with soberness. I scarcely knew who I was anymore.
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        * * *

      

      The fireweed had bloomed out, their tops turning to a cottony fluff of seeds. Knowing that winter was on its way, I took the opportunity to walk to the back side of the bluff one last time before snow came. I stopped where the river below cut the bluff into a cliff. A tree leaned out over the edge, precariously close to falling to the river below.

      Tikonee had been gone longer than two weeks and I feared he had decided not to return. I longed for his company, for the comfort I felt when he was near. He made me feel like I knew who I was. For a time, with no work to distract me, I indulged the ache I felt with his absence.

      In a tree overhead, a raven said, “Prruk-prruk-prrukk, yuk-yuk! Lonely, lonely Selbah!”

      Studying the bird, my thoughts suddenly made a connection. I had understood Nikolai’s language. It sounded to me as if he were speaking mine, though Tikonee heard foreign sounds. Perhaps the same thing happened when the raven called. Everyone else heard squawks, but I heard words.

      “Don’t mock me, Raven,” I said.

      The bird fell silent.

      My attention returned to the river down below, the low gravel beach on one side, and the steep cliff on the other. My location at the top of the cliff gave me a view of the tree canopy. Some of the leaves had dried to brown and fallen to the ground. Most were still bright fall colors, dropping from the trees in a steady, natural rhythm. Patches of leafy branches broke the thick swaths of dark green spruce.

      Though I focused on the valley, my thoughts churned. Life had been so different for me since I’d crashed into the river. My confidence had shattered. Confusion and anxiety accosted more often than ever before, but I hated feeling weak or less than myself. I didn’t want to be limited by a physical ailment and all the things that might happen because of it.

      Tikonee had made me long for a life I wasn’t sure I could have anymore, but giving up on that hope wasn’t an option.

      So, I resolved right then to live my life to its full capacity. I would not hold back because of the things I feared. With or without Tikonee, I promised myself to be the best me that I could. I would face whatever life sent me with courage, whether it was seizures or health, loneliness or love.

      Just making the decision made the day brighter and made me feel happier and more confident. My steps lengthened as I returned along the southern edge of the bluff.

      A long object on the ground caught my attention, making me pause. The dark brown feather lay atop the fallen leaves, as long as my forearm, shed from an eagle’s wing. I picked it up in awe. The bird that had shed the flight feather must have been huge.

      Smooth strands slid through my fingers as I straightened a spot where they had separated. Touching the feather gave me a peculiar feeling, as if I were greater than myself, more than a young woman from a clan of people living in a land of ice and snow. I thought I could move mountains or make the yellow and scarlet leaves on the aspens green again if I wanted. A shiver ran over me, but I tucked the feather in my belt and headed home.

      Walking through the woods, the leaves browning on the ground crunched under my feet. Those still on the trees were dazzlingly bright red and gold, fluttering and clattering together, twisting on their stems in a light autumn breeze. The entire world had turned scarlet and gold, and the scent of the fading leaves and the ripened cranberries filled the air. Gusts of wind made the leaves fall like rain.

      Motion in the valley caught my attention. I turned to look and saw a man fording the river on the path between fish-camp and the winter village. My heart leapt, instantly recognizing him though I couldn’t see any more detail than that he was human.

      Tikonee had returned.

      I ran. Despite being unsure of my reception, I could not wait another moment to see him. I sprinted along the forest path, dodging tree branches and leaping fallen logs. The leaves streaked gold and red in my eyes. As I passed the point where I would turn toward the village, Kasska came bounding along to run at my side. I shortened my stride down the hill to prevent going too fast and falling, but lengthened it again along the more level ground at the bottom.

      Judging his pace against mine, I slowed to a walk before I saw Tikonee, hoping not to come across as desperate when we finally met. My caution failed as soon as we rounded a bend in the path, and he appeared. My feet betrayed me and swiftly carried me into his arms. He laughed as he caught me and held me tight to his chest, stroking my hair with his warm, callused hand.

      “I missed you so much!” he confessed, easing my trepidation.

      I pulled away so I could see his face. His eyes held only tenderness and joy. My fears were put to rest as he leaned down to kiss me.

      “I was afraid you weren’t coming home,” I said. “You were gone so long!”

      “Nikolai traveled slower than I anticipated,” Tikonee explained. “His injuries slowed him down, but he made it back on time and is on his ship heading home.”

      “I’m glad.”

      His hand found mine and our fingers entwined, bringing a smile to my lips. The calluses on his fingers and palm testified of the work he did every day and I stroked them with my thumb, appreciating his strength.

      I turned to join him on the walk back to the village. Kasska butted between us so he could press his body against both our legs at the same time. We laughed together over him.
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      The world twirled in its path around the sun, a path I was somehow keenly aware of. Fall changed into winter. The trees dropped their remaining leaves, and we cleaned the last of the drying meat from the racks as the first snow fell and moved back to the winter village on top of the hill. Chief Denah had a gathering to celebrate. We sang and danced and told stories late into the night.

      Ken’yu’s eyelids had begun to droop and Sabeeleh already slept in her mother’s arm.

      “These two need to go to bed,” my aunt observed.

      “Can I listen to one more story, please?” Ken’yu begged, stirring alert again as soon as bed was mentioned.

      “Yes,” Katsaht’lee agreed.

      Stokatneegee said to Ken’yu, “After this story though, it’s bedtime.”

      “But I thought Mama said I could listen to a story.”

      “He said after this story. You’ve got to use your ears!” my aunt exclaimed.

      “What?” Ken’yu asked.

      Katsaht’lee slapped her forehead in exasperation.

      When my aunt and uncle left to put their children to bed, I found myself in relative isolation with Tikonee. The rest of the villagers focused on the story being told and we were tucked away in a corner of the lodge with a bit of space between us and the others. Sahseen and Buhloo moved closer to the storyteller, sensing that we needed privacy. Tikonee leaned against the log wall, and I rested against his side.

      He must have been waiting for such a moment.

      “Ts’ellbah,” Tikonee murmured, voice full of passion. “You make me want to stay here forever in this perfect little village. Your people are happy. You are happy. And it makes me believe I can be happy too. I didn’t dream that was possible until I met you. That’s a feeling I don’t want— I can’t give up. You changed everything for me. My father made me wonder why I bothered to continue living when I was so worthless. You made me wonder why I ever indulged such thoughts… I want to marry you.”

      I drew back to study his wonderful eyes. He gazed down at me.

      “Sincerely?” I asked. “Even with all the weird things that happen to me? The fits? The visions? The supernatural encounters with animals? Are you sure?”

      He didn’t spend a heartbeat in consideration. “I’ve always longed to be different from my father, but I never believed I could be until I met you. Ts’ellbah, you bring light to the darkness.” His eyes filled with tears and his words choked silent with the power of his emotion. After taking a moment to collect himself, he gathered my small hands into his large ones and continued. “Yes, I sincerely want to marry you. Will you agree to marry me?”

      His warm brown eyes filled me with the sort of peace that a person can only find at home, in a loving family. He was everything I needed, not a perfect man, but a good man who was perfect for me. I could see us sitting around the fire, years from now, with children surrounding us, happy together.

      “Yes,” I said. “I will marry you.”

      Tikonee walked me home when the gathering ended. A raven flew overhead chortling. In its noise, I thought I could hear it say, “Happy, happy Selbah! Happy, funny Selbah!”

      But Tikonee seemed oblivious.

      The announcement of our agreement delighted my aunt and uncle. They broke into a song of joy and ran through the village, shouting at every house that Tikonee and I were betrothed until the entire village knew. Buhloo congratulated us, smiling tolerantly as Sahseen jumped and skipped and squealed in delight.

      We asked Chief Denah for permission, as was our custom, which he gave without qualm. He agreed to go with us to Kla’que’skaw Na the next day to get permission from Tikonee’s father. It would have to be the last canoe trip down the river until spring. Ice had begun to sprout along the edges of the water where the current ran slower. Soon, it would be frozen solid. But the snow was not yet deep enough to go by sled.
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        * * *

      

      Anxiety plagued me for the entire trip down river. Tikonee gripped my hand too tight. Both of us dreaded the impending meeting with his father.

      Chief Inahben let us into his lodge, and we sat in a circle around the fire. The tension between Tikonee and his father was palpable, even to me. Chief Denah remained silent, waiting for Tikonee to speak to his father first.

      Sweat broke out on Tikonee’s hand in mine, but his voice didn’t shake when he spoke. “Father, Ts’ellbah and I would like your permission to marry. Chief Denah has given his permission and is here to negotiate.”

      The corners of Chief Inahben’s mouth drew down into deep lines. He glanced at me, and his scowl grew darker. Rather than answering his son, he looked at Chief Denah and said, “I do not give permission for these two to marry. The daughter of your people is cursed. If I let her marry one of my clan, her curse would spread to my people. This boy is not worthy of marriage either. He is weak, a burden to his family. It is a poor match for both our peoples.”

      Tikonee flinched as if he’d been lashed, and I could read the pleasure in Chief Inahben’s eyes that he took from it. Unable to fathom the reason for such cruelty, my understanding of Tikonee’s hatred for his father deepened.

      About to make a retort, Tikonee opened his mouth, but Chief Denah raised his hand to silence him. Tikonee deferred to my chief as he would not to his own.

      Chief Denah said, “Ts’ellbah is not cursed. She has brought no bad luck to her clan. She finds value in Tikonee and would have him as her husband. You object only to hurt your son and my people’s daughter. This is not the way of our clans. Let them marry and be at peace.”

      “No,” said Chief Inahben, brows drawing down over his eyes with stubbornness. “They are undeserving of marriage.”

      “They are young, and they want to be happy together. All life is deserving of happiness,” Chief Denah countered. “He will work for Ts’ellbah’s uncle, and they will live in my village. If he is such a burden, then let him go.” But no matter how he defended us and pressed Chief Inahben for permission, Tikonee’s father would not give it.

      Tikonee’s face grew darker and darker with his rage, which grew with each rejection of Chief Denah’s points. Tears stung my eyes as I watched my hopes to be with Tikonee forever dashed by a cruel and arrogant man.

      Finally, Tikonee could bear no more. He leaped to his feet, body shaking with fury. “I challenge you. You are not fit to be chief. I will fight you for the right to marry!”

      “Wait!” I stood and grabbed Tikonee’s arm. My first impulse was to prevent this clash between father and son.

      “He has no compassion, no empathy. I will fight for this Ts’ellbah. I will not take no for an answer,” Tikonee said.

      Studying Tikonee’s eyes convinced me that no other options existed. Releasing his arm, I replied, “Conquer him.”

      Chief Denah stood and placed a hand on Tikonee’s shoulder. “Be easy, son. I may yet be able to change his mind.”

      “No,” Tikonee countered. He turned to me and wrapped his arms around me. “This must be. It is my right!” His resolve was unshakable.

      I kissed his mouth. “Be careful.”

      Tikonee caressed my cheek and tucked the hair behind my ear. “I will.”

      Chief Denah made one last effort. “Change your mind, Inahben. Let them be together.”

      Chief Inahben gave his son a cruel grin, no fatherly regard of any sort in his expression. “No. Let the boy challenge me. I will kill him.”

      We exited the lodge and stepped into a cold, dreary winter day. Snow fell from glowering gray clouds, smothering the village and forest. Unease weighed the heavy air. The prospect of losing Tikonee changed the falling snow from soft and beautiful to a hard representation of my dreams plummeting. My body trembled as I clung to Tikonee’s arm. He kissed my hair and then tenderly detached my grip and passed me to Chief Denah.

      Chief Denah gave Tikonee his tomahawk and then pulled me away. Father and son did not bother to put on armor. Some of the villagers passing by realized what was happening and ran to gather the people. Before it even came to blows, a crowd swelled, creating a ring around the chief and Tikonee.

      “You’re going to die, boy. I never taught you to fight,” Inahben taunted.

      “Oots’enlawbeelay taught me. He was more a father to me than you ever were,” snarled Tikonee.

      Chief Inahben made the first attack with an angry, wordless shout, swinging his tomahawk with force that made the heavy head whistle through the air. Tikonee dodged out of the way and retaliated, chopping downward, but Inahben blocked it.

      Snow fell as they fought, dusting the trampled snowpack with fresh powder. Caught in the currents of their motion, it swirled and writhed rather than falling straight to the ground, ominous instead of beautiful.

      Tikonee seemed hesitant in his offense, but Chief Inahben held nothing back, swinging at Tikonee with viciousness that carried intent to kill. The strikes came quicker as they became more confident in the battle. The tomahawks whacked against each other, sending loud cracks through the village in staccato bursts as they circled and attacked and circled and sidestepped. The men grunted with the effort of each strike or when they took a blow.

      The surrounding crowd was eerily silent as their chief battled his son.

      What did Inahben’s people hope for? I wondered. Did they want their chief to win or to die?

      Inahben’s experience as a warrior gave him a clear advantage over his son, but Tikonee put up a solid defense. Inahben’s strikes didn’t hit flesh.

      Tikonee slipped on a patch of hardpacked snow. He reeled and Inahben took the opening, landing a hard blow against Tikonee’s ribs.

      Hunching over the injury, Tikonee backed up, attempting to put distance between himself and his father. Inahben pressed him, his attacks faster and more brutal. Tikonee struggled to deflect them.

      The crowd parted as the fight approached, removing themselves from harm’s way. Inahben’s eyes gleamed with callous exultation, knowing he had conquered Tikonee. He only had to deliver the killing blow.

      A hard shove from Inahben threw Tikonee back against the logs of the chief’s lodge. The wall shook with the impact and a wash of snow fell from the roof. Under the overhang, Tikonee was protected from the shower.

      Inahben took it right in the face.

      Seeing his father momentarily blinded, Tikonee swung his tomahawk with all his strength, gasping in pain and effort. The blow hit Inahben under the jaw, throwing his head up and back. He dropped like a stone and lay still in the snow, face turned to the sky as snow sifted down on him. Tikonee removed the tomahawk from his father’s limp hand and stood over him, panting and sweaty.

      I waited for him to raise his weapon and deliver Inahben’s death, tension straining my limbs. He never did. Instead, Tikonee waited until his father began to stir. Then he placed the tomahawk against his father’s throat.

      “I’m going to marry Ts’ellbah with or without your permission, you old piece of dung.”

      The watching crowd gasped, astonished by Tikonee’s boldness. No one had ever defied or insulted Chief Inahben before.

      Chief Inahben seemed disoriented as he glanced around, seeing the crowd watching and both weapons in his son’s hands.

      Pressing his tomahawk against his father’s throat hard enough to cut off his air, Tikonee stated, “You will give Ts’ellbah and I permission to marry.”

      Inahben croaked, his throat convulsing against the tomahawk. When Tikonee eased off a bit, the prostrate chief swallowed and tried again. “You may wed.”

      Tikonee swung his tomahawk, thumping the ground beside his father’s face, making Inahben flinch. Then, he straightened and stepped away, every motion proclaiming himself the conqueror, his head held high, eyes flashing, chest and biceps flexed.

      Chief Denah finally released me. I sprinted forward and caught Tikonee in my arms, almost knocking him down with my anxiety to get to him. Shifting the tomahawks to one hand, he wrapped an arm around me and squeezed me tight. He hissed in pain though, so I took a step away from him.

      “Let’s have the sleep doctor look at you,” I said.

      He nodded, handing the tomahawks to Chief Denah.

      As we walked away, I could already see the change in him. He carried himself prouder despite the wounds, his back straight.

      “I did it, Ts’ellbah,” he murmured into my hair. “After all the injuries and insults he’s given me over the years, I showed him mercy. I didn’t think I could do it, but I did! I proved myself a better man. And now we can get married!” Tikonee’s eyes glowed with happiness and pride.

      Glancing back, I saw Chief Inahben attempting to sit up. Two people from the edge of the crowd stepped forward to help him. Chief Denah handed one tomahawk off to someone else and followed us.

      Rather than see Kla’que’skaw Na’s sleep doctor, Tikonee insisted that we go in the canoe to my village to see Koss Bahdeegah. Chief and I paddled our way upriver. By the time we arrived, Tikonee’s body had cooled and stiffened, and he needed help to get out of the canoe and to Koss Bahdeegah’s pit house.

      Tikonee had two broken ribs and a lot of bruises, but I could see that an inner darkness had healed. His eyes glimmered with a brighter light. This man was soon to be my husband, and I was confident that I could look forward to many happy years with him. I had no concern that he would be the type of husband and father that Chief Inahben had been.

      I held his hand while Koss Bahdeegah looked him over and left him asleep there to go to my own home.

      A black shadow lurked overhead in the branches of an aspen. The raven spread his wings, fluffed up a bit, and spoke. “Love funny. Funny, funny love!”

      Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee greeted me with hugs.

      “Chief told us what happened,” Stokatneegee said. “Will Tikonee be all right?”

      “Yes,” I answered, and exhaled stress in a great breath.

      “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you, Stokatneegee.”

      “When will Chief perform the ceremony?” Katsaht’lee asked.

      “Tikonee needs time to heal,” I said. “Spring will be soon enough, I think.”

      “That will give you time to prepare your household,” Katsaht’lee approved. “We have a lot of work to do in the next few months.”

      “Yes, but it will be happy work.”

      Katsaht’lee smiled. “Yes, it will. Tikonee is a good man.”
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      Winter deepened and darkened over the next few months as our planet turned its face away from the sun. Snow swathed our valley, putting the hibernating animals to sleep and sending most of the birds flying south. Our days shortened to mere handspans.

      Tikonee stopped going home to Kla’que’skaw Na, preferring to spend time with me to plan our marriage. He lived temporarily with Chief Denah. Both of us worked on creating the equipment and supplies we would need to maintain our own household but building our own pit house would have to wait for spring when the ground had thawed enough to dig.

      I didn’t have any fits or visions and believed the damage in my body that had caused them had finally healed. Neither did I feel the pressure of the den people’s presence. Without these concerns plaguing me, I settled into exquisite happiness. My life was perfect.

      And then it wasn’t.

      A garbled cry escaped my throat as I jolted awake. Sitting up, I clutched at my pounding heart, the throbbing pain reaching all the way to my fingers and toes. Sweat beaded on my temples, and I panted with the pressure of knowledge.

      “Ts’ellbah, are you all right?” Stokatneegee asked, sitting up in his bed on the other side of the fire.

      “The den people are here!”

      Outside, the dogs began barking.

      Throwing off my blankets, I grabbed my boots, shoved my feet into them, and ran from the house into the blackness of winter morning. Kasska followed on my heels.

      “Wait,” Stokatneegee called, scrambling from his bed to catch me. “Ts’ellbah, wait!”

      I sprinted through the village toward the lodge. “Den people!” I screamed at every door I passed. “The den people are here!”

      Bursting through the lodge door, I caught Chief Denah already rising. Tikonee was tugging on his boots.

      “Den people!” I gasped.

      “You saw them?” the chief asked.

      “No. I just know!”

      I turned to run from the lodge and wake more people, but Chief Denah caught me by the back of my parka and held me like an unruly pup.

      “Let go!” I demanded, struggling, but his grip did not relent.

      “Go get Koss Bahdeegah,” the chief commanded Tikonee.

      My betrothed left, running.

      Flailing, I screeched in frustration when I couldn’t escape.

      Kasska stood stiffly, eyes following Chief Denah, unsure if I needed protection. His teeth began to show.

      “Stay, Kasska,” I grunted and then to Denah, “Let me go!”

      Kasska’s tail dropped between his legs, but he held his position by the door.

      Outside, the frantic barking of the dogs turned to yelps of pain.

      My efforts to get away ceased as I listened.

      Chief Denah’s grip slackened.

      Something sprinted past the open door. Something big. Something white.

      Kasska turned to face out, snarling and snapping.

      Shoving me behind him, Chief Denah grabbed his tomahawk and stepped to the door of his lodge.

      One glance outside sent him racing into the darkness.

      “Den people! Den people! Den people!” he bellowed.

      Chaos erupted in the village. People everywhere were screaming and shouting.

      Terrified, I hesitated for a brief heartbeat, but then recalled my resolve to face life with courage. Grabbing an axe that leaned against the wall, I dashed out of the lodge, determined to return home and protect my family. Kasska ran at my side.

      Den people surrounded the village.

      Standing erect, they were around seven feet tall, with coarse white fur over most of their bodies. They only wore a bit of skin around their loins, even in the deep cold. Grime stained the fur around their eyes and mouths reddish-brown. But for the fur, fangs, and claws, they were human.

      I didn’t get far before I saw a den man lift a little girl high into the air and fling her body against a tree. She fell into the snow on the ground and lay still. The den man continued farther into the village.

      Changing direction, I raced to the girl’s side and fell to my knees beside her, dropping the axe. Kasska stood guard nearby.

      The girl was still breathing. I picked her up and stood turning and turning, desperate to find someplace she would be safe. Den people went in and out of the houses so that was not an option. I glanced up. Just to my left was a cache on stilts, which the den people seemed to be ignoring. Without further thought, I threw the girl over my shoulder, climbed the ladder, folded her up like a newborn babe, and shoved her in the cache. Her eyes fluttered open, and she started with terror.

      “Don’t move,” I commanded. “Stay hidden!”

      I jumped back down to the ground, the snow to the side of the packed path cushioning my landing. Recovering my axe, I charged toward my uncle’s house again, Kasska beside me. Snow sprayed, kicked up by my pounding feet. Panicked people were running in all different directions.

      Kasska launched himself at a den person approaching from the left. Close to home, I didn’t slow, focused on reaching my family. His vicious snarling testified how hard he fought to protect me.

      Just as I ducked to enter the house, a massive, hairy white arm grabbed me from behind and lifted me off my feet. Shrieking, I kicked and flailed and fought with all the strength I had, swinging the axe, but I might as well have been attacking a boulder. The creature wrenched the axe out of my hands, turned, and bolted for the woods, carrying me like a doll against its chest.

      “Females!” a den person barked. “Take the full-grown females!”

      “Tikonee!” I screeched, trying to look for him, hoping he would save me, hoping he was safe, but I couldn’t see him anywhere.

      As the den man reached the trees, something solid and furry gray thumped into its back with an angry snarl, making the den man stumble. It turned to face the threat.

      Kasska.

      My lead dog charged again at the monster carrying me and it dropped me as it raised its arms to ward off Kasska’s snapping fangs. The force of Kasska’s attack bore the den man to the ground and my dog stood over him, tearing at his throat, trying to get a strong grip and crush the life out of him. Red blood spotted the snow. There wasn’t much the den man could do except stay tucked up to protect himself. Any time he tried to raise an arm to fight back, Kasska darted into the opening, viciousness as surprising as it was welcome.

      For an instant, I believed Kasska’s intervention had saved me.

      But a white blur attacked from the side, pausing only to give Kasska a savage kick to the ribs before grabbing me. My dog was thrown off the other den man and landed several feet away, but I could see that his ribs were caved in.

      “Kasska!” I screamed, and the den man carried me away.

      The second den man stumbled to his feet, fur stained with blood. He grabbed Katsaht’lee, who was running for me, and followed.

      “Retreat!” a den man bayed.

      The others grabbed the nearest woman and took off into the trees. Some of our men gave chase, but the den people’s legs were so long they could not keep up and were left far behind. The last person I saw running behind us was Stokatneegee, screaming for me and his wife.

      Sahseen dangled from a den person far in front. I tried but could not get a good look at those behind me. Katsaht’lee was somewhere back there. She shrieked for her husband many times before falling silent.

      I continued kicking and punching, but the monster seemed oblivious to my strikes. He just kept running, never seeming to be winded. The den people ran east toward the perpetually frozen peak, Chedee Jeth. They chased the mountain until the sun came up and they encountered the frozen Luux River which they crossed, still heading east.

      After running for another handspan, they stopped to rest and to tie us up in a more manageable way. We put up a ruckus, kicking, punching, spitting, and kneeing to escape. But no one succeeded. The den people were too strong. They trussed us to their backs, with our arms around their shoulders, wrists tied in front, and our legs around their hips. In this way, they could run on all fours, which increased their pace.

      I hoped they would tire so I could take advantage of their exhaustion and try another escape, but they never did. They ran all day, bounding through snow that would have exhausted a human to run through. The sun was setting by the time they reached the foothills of the mountains that had been so far away that morning. At last, they slowed to a walk as they climbed a slope that became ever steeper, but by that time we were all so sore and exhausted that we didn’t have the strength to fight. Blood stained the chests of the den people where the women’s wrists had been cut by the ropes. I could no longer feel my hands and wondered if they had frozen solid. My arms throbbed.

      They reached a dark opening in the side of the mountain, entered the cave, and threw their catch down inside a small, separated chamber as if we were nothing more than salmon. A fire burned inside the cave, warming the interior, but a rudimentary wall separated us from it. The wall had been built by large stones stacked atop each other, without any kind of cement, but it was solid enough to keep us contained.

      More den people gathered to examine us, motioning excitedly, grunting, pushing each other, jostling to get the best position to observe us.

      “Which one? Which one?” they asked each other.

      So many of them peered through the narrow opening into the cell that we had no chance to charge past them and escape out of the cave.

      Old bones littered the cave floor, gnaw marks obvious on their stained surfaces. A stench of rotting flesh and mildewing feces contaminated the stale air. Tufts of brown and white fur clung to knobs of stone protruding from the rough walls.

      We attempted to sort ourselves out. I slid off the pile onto the cold, rocky ground and scooted next to my aunt. “Are you all right?” I whispered, darting glances at the den people in case they protested our communication.

      She nodded, then asked, “What do they want with us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Sahseen crawled to sit on my other side. We hugged each other awkwardly with bound hands, tears running down our cheeks.

      “I hope my babies are safe!” Katsaht’lee fretted. “I hid them under some skins in the house.”

      “They’re safe,” I assured her.

      My limbs shook from the strain of the journey. Raw and bleeding wrists stained the cuffs of my parka. Looking around I saw that no one had fared any better. One of the women, Thloo’kek’eh, still lay prostrate, but whether she was unconscious or dead I could not tell. A quick count revealed thirteen of us had been taken, all women.

      We huddled together to warm and comfort each other, but the women of my village were strong, and not one of us panicked. The unconscious Thloo’kek’eh woke up after the discrete ministering of her neighbors. Relieved that we had not lost anyone, I sang a song of gratitude and then pleaded that Raven and Eagle send help. We shook and shivered together, awaiting our fate.

      Closer inspection of the bones revealed a mixture of human and animal. Katsaht’lee covered her mouth in horror.

      “Look at the spears they carry,” Segellee whispered. “That’s the work of Owl Clan.”

      A shudder of dismay ran through my body.

      The cold moon came up, casting pale white light over the snow, though I could not see it. From my position near the cell door, all I could see was a sliver of star strewn sky, stained green with spirit lights, a small expanse of moonlit snow outside the cave mouth, and darkness.

      The den people stood outside our cage, muttering to each other.

      “They almost sound like dogs,” Sahseen groaned. “Do you think they are communicating?”

      “Yes,” I answered, because I could hear words.

      “Line them up,” said the den man with an obsidian owl and dentalium shell choker around his neck. “I will be able to tell which one it is.”

      Dread poured through me.

      Several of the den people approached. Though we cringed away from them, they callously grabbed each one of us and shoved us against the cave wall until we stood in a line.

      The alpha den man then entered the enclosure and began walking down the line, studying the face of each woman.

      When he came even with me, he studied me the longest. After glancing down the rest of the line, he returned his attention to me and said, “This one. She is the one I saw fall from the heavens. If we consume her flesh, it will give us her power.”

      “No!” I choked. Blood drained from my head so quickly that I almost fainted. I hadn’t imagined it. Here was proof that I really had fallen through the stars. This was the creature that had been killing our dogs, had killed one the very night of my accident.

      “Ts’ellbah?” Katsaht’lee said, clutching me as I swayed.

      The den person grabbed the front of my clothes and dragged me away from the other women. Such was my shock that I couldn’t even fight back. With bound hands, Katsaht’lee and Sahseen clutched my legs and tried to prevent me from being taken. The den man fought them off, his dirty talons leaving scratches on Katsaht’lee’s face, his teeth tearing a chunk from Sahseen’s arm. Sahseen screamed and let go of me.

      The den man yanked me off my feet and slammed me against the rocky cave wall, knocking the air from my lungs. For several scary heartbeats, I couldn’t fill them again. A group of three other den people joined him, grasping my arms and legs, sniffing at me, tearing aside clothing, and licking my bared skin, savoring the taste of me.

      They were going to eat me.

      My hands were still tied. Lifting numb arms, I swung my fists like a club, batting aside the slavering faces and punching gaping maws. But there were too many. One of them grabbed my hands and pinned them above my head. Not strong enough to get away, I turned my head aside and looked out the cave mouth, wishing I could go somewhere far away so I would not experience this, wishing there were something I could do to save myself.

      The first bite on my flank started blood flowing and a mouth sucked on the puncture wounds. I shrieked in revulsion, hating the feeling of their lips and saliva on my skin more than the pain of the bite. My struggle to shove them away was futile, but still I kicked and bit and scratched at the cluster of dirty, furred bodies that pressed against me.

      “Yes!” gasped a den person. “I can taste it. It’s in her blood!”

      More den people shoved at me. Heads dipped. Mouths came away stained red. They groaned and drooled and closed their eyes, relishing my flavor.

      All this time, they had been after me.

      Propelled into vicious aggression by horror and pain, I wrenched my hands free and elbowed one beast across its furry face, hard enough that it stopped chewing at my side to strike me back. His fist knocked my face to the side, and I nearly passed out from the explosion of agony.

      But just inside the cave, I saw an incongruous thing. The talking raven. He hopped closer once, twice. Then, he opened his black beak and said, “Fear. Fear. Funny.” His voice grated low in my ears, a dark, creeping sound. The firelight glowed in his spherical, laughing black eye.

      As I lifted my eyes, I saw the cold and clear night. Beautiful and ugly. To distract myself from the groping hands and painful bites and hot tongues licking hot blood, I stared at the indifferent stars and the undulating spirit lights. My breath stopped.

      I knew what to do.

      Surging away from the wall, I fell forward into the arms of the startled den people and whistled into the sky three times.

      The spirit lights came.

      A crackling hiss warned the den people that something was amiss. They turned and looked to the cave mouth where the green light came blasting in toward me. Den people shouted, and villagers screamed. The creatures trapping me stumbled backward, raising their arms to ward off the green light. For a moment, everyone froze in shock as the gale of light burned around me, throwing my hair and the fringe of my dress in wild gyrations. And then I caught it in my hands and threw the spirit lights away from me with a yell of rage, straight into the faces of the den people, a fatal circle of green fire that exploded like water disrupted by a boulder.

      The den people collapsed when the light touched them. They made no sound, had no chance to run. Light found every shadow in the cave and exposed it.

      As quickly as it came, the blinding light swept away again out of the cave mouth and into the sky to the north. Only a heartbeat later, the warm firelight revealed every den person in the cave, dead. I don’t know how it knew what to preserve and what to kill—I hadn’t even known it could kill—but the women were unharmed by the spirit lights. I couldn’t deny the sense of relief and justice that swept over me.

      No marks marred the den people’s bodies, but the wide eyes stared.

      Slowly, shaking, I leaned back against the cave wall and looked at the ground, afraid to see what my people would think of me. After a moment, I braced myself and looked at them. Awe and fear, but also relief, marked their stunned faces.

      Darkness swept over my vision, and I felt myself falling, falling through stars.

      Pain woke me, pain of muscles contracting too tightly, of a tongue shredded by gnashing teeth. Froth dribbled from my mouth.

      Katsaht’lee held my head in her lap, smoothing my hair and weeping. “Oh, Ts’ellbah,” she breathed when I came to. “I wasn’t sure if you would make it through that one.”

      Weakness suffused my muscles. My first attempt to move failed.

      “Are they all dead?” someone asked.

      I could not remain prostrate on the ground. Groaning with the immense effort, I pushed myself to my elbows and rolled to my knees. Katsaht’lee assisted me to my feet where I swayed and leaned heavily on her, panting, heartbeat unsteady.

      White, furry bodies littered the floor of the cave. Not one moved with the whisper of breath.

      We searched the cave and confirmed they were all dead, thirty-five bodies, most of them male, but with twelve females. In the back of the cave, we found the babies. Three small bodies sprawled, dead where they had been laying, and one of the females held an infant so small I could have cradled it in one arm. It had probably been asleep when I killed it. Its eyes were closed. One tiny fist curled by its face. Tufts of white fur grew around its ears. I had killed it.

      A sick feeling settled in my stomach.

      “Look at their feet,” said Sahseen, holding a hand over the bite on her arm. Blood seeped out between her fingers.

      Obscuring the details of toes and nails, long fur would have swept the ground when they walked, brushing away tracks on dry earth. In snow or mud, they would have left prints that looked like a human’s boot.

      “No wonder we could never find any tracks.”

      “Look, Sahseen,” said Segellee. “Isn’t that the bracelet you gave to Stadzeh?”

      “Yes,” Sahseen answered and began to cry.

      “We should go,” Katsaht’lee said.

      Someone found a spear with a sharp point to cut our bonds. We used hems ripped out of parkas and tunics to bind the bites on Sahseen and me. Koss Bahdeegah would be hard-pressed to heal our injuries without them going rotten. Knowing it made me start singing the song of healing under my breath.

      My clothing was badly shredded, but I managed to make it serviceable again by tying torn bits back together. Everyone spared what else they could until I had enough to stay warm as we walked back toward our village.

      It would have been wiser to sleep and wait for morning before starting out, but we all knew that we would not be able to sleep in that place, no matter how exhausted our bodies were.

      One by one, we filed from the cave. Bright moonlight on the snow enabled us to see down the slope of the mountain and start our long walk home. We walked all night, keeping the guiding star on our right and trying to stay in the tracks the den people had made. The deep cold would not kill us if we kept moving. I needed a lot of help, weakened as I was by the seizure’s following malaise, and the blood loss from so many bites.

      Nobody spoke. Perhaps they feared speaking. Perhaps they feared me.

      We were off the mountain and into the woods by the time the sun rose at our backs. Two handspans after sunrise we heard the barking of sled dogs.

      The sun behind us lit the figures that broke over the next hill, men and dogs and sleds racing like hares over the snow.

      “Stokatneegee!” Katsaht’lee shouted. She twitched, about to run, but stopped at the last moment, remembering I needed her support.

      “It’s all right,” I assured her. “Go to him. I’ll be fine.”

      My aunt sprinted and the rest of the women followed her lead.

      Without her support, my knees buckled and dropped me into the snow. Kneeling, tilting, I watched the reunion from a distance.

      The sleds stopped as the men leaped off to catch their women in their arms and embrace them.

      Someone shouted my name. “Ts’ellbah! Ts’ellbah!”

      Looking up, I saw Tikonee break away from the group and come sprinting toward me. The sight of him gave me a surge of renewed energy. I scrambled to my feet and rushed to meet him.

      He caught me and lifted me from the ground, holding me tight and pressing his forehead against mine. Tears glistened on his cheeks, and he stroked my hair with his mittened hand, and his arms comforted me more than I could explain. I had come home.

      “I tried to get to you,” he explained and broke down into tears. “I tried—”

      “I know,” I assured him. “It’s ok. I’m safe.” I buried my face against his caribou skin parka.

      Fingering the bloody, ragged edges of my clothing, Tikonee exclaimed, “You’re torn up! You need the doctor.” He carried me cradled against him back to the sled and lowered me into the cargo basket.

      Noting my lead dog’s absence from the team, I asked, “How is Kasska?”

      “He was wounded. I’m not sure how bad he is, but he was alive when we left.”

      After loading the sleds with the kidnapping victims, the drivers drove the dogs at a moderate pace on the way home. Handspans passed, snow scraping beneath the runners of the sleds, before we encountered a group of men on foot, dressed in their wooden battle armor, carrying spears, bows and arrows, knives, and tomahawks. They had prepared to go to war to get their people back and had recruited from nearby villages for help.

      The warriors wanted to continue toward the den people’s lair to wipe them out, but Katsaht’lee said, “There’s no need. They are all dead.”

      “How?” said Chief Denah.

      Reluctant to answer, the women shifted on their feet, perhaps worried no one would believe them, and I felt too troubled to speak.

      Our rescuers needed an answer though, so Katsaht’lee said, “Ts’ellbah whistled down the spirit lights and killed them.”

      Gathering my courage, I lifted my chin to meet the chief’s eyes.

      Chief Denah’s enigmatic face hid his reaction.

      The crowd of men murmured in astonishment. Some protested in disbelief while others took a few steps back.

      Stokatneegee tightened his arms around his wife. “She would not lie.”

      “Very well,” my chief said. His jaw worked a moment. Then, he added, “Let’s go home.”

      I heard at least one man singing the song of worship for me.

      “Stop!” I snapped.

      He stopped, bowing his head in disturbing deference.

      Drivers called to dogs, and we continued on our way while the warriors on foot trailed behind. As we neared our village, I became more and more anxious to see Kasska. I had seen him wounded in my defense and was anxious to see how he was doing.

      “Faster,” I urged Tikonee.

      He obliged, and soon we were skimming over the snow far ahead of the rest of the group. We came into the village at a full run, the sense of urgency growing with every passing moment. Tikonee called the dogs to halt almost at my door, and I clambered from the sled and stumbled to the house. Thrusting aside the skin, I ducked inside.

      Kasska lay on the floor near the fire. He tried to raise his head when I entered, and his tail thumped his excitement against the floor. I knew right away that he wasn’t going to survive. His side caved in under his skin and the inside of his mouth was stained with foam and blood.

      I knelt at his head and stroked his nose. “Oh, Kasska!” I mourned. “Poor boy. What a good dog you are!”

      His tail thumped again a couple times before subsiding into stillness. His shallow breaths wheezed in and out.

      Ken’yu came into the house and Tikonee turned to stop him from interrupting my time with Kasska.

      “Where’s my mama?” Ken’yu asked.

      “On her way,” Tikonee assured him. “Your mother is safe and not badly hurt. They’ll be here soon. Ts’ellbah was worried about Kasska, so we came ahead.”

      My cousin nodded, too relieved to say anything for a moment. He took a deep breath, let it out, and then raised his head to address me. “We brought Kasska here after he was hurt, but I had to help the warriors get ready and couldn’t stay with him. He was gone when I came back later. I tracked him and found him on the den people’s trail, trying to go after you. He was so far out it took me two handspans to find him and bring him home.”

      “Oh, good dog, Kasska! Such a loyal dog!” His tail didn’t thump this time. He lay with his eyes closed, breathing fast and shallow, but his ear twitched toward me, so I knew he was listening.

      I covered my mouth with one trembling hand. He should have been dead long ago, but he had waited. He had wanted to make sure his master came home.

      I leaned over him, pressing my forehead against his. Once his eyebrows would have twitched, but this time they didn’t move. I kissed his warm, furry muzzle and tears began to leak from my eyes, down my cheeks, and onto him.

      “Kasska, I love you so much. You saved me! I’m safe now.” I choked a little on the tightness of my throat and said, “If you need to go, you can go. Don’t let yourself suffer anymore. Go home. You’re a good dog. I’ll miss you so much, but you deserve to go home now.”

      Kasska whined a little in his throat and thumped his tail.

      I kissed his muzzle again and stroked his head and down his back. His ears were ultra-soft as I tugged them gently. A moment later he exhaled a heavy sigh and did not inhale again.

      Hope for another breath kept me waiting too long. When it did not come, the sobs broke free, cascading over the lump in my throat. I hugged his neck tightly and cried into his fur. His body twitched in my arms, and I sat up in time to see that transparent silver mist rise away from him toward the sky. It joined with the smoke from the fire and trickled out the hole at the top of the pit house. My heart ached to watch my loyal friend’s spirit leave me.

      Tikonee knelt and wrapped his arms around me. He stroked my hair as I stroked Kasska. Sometime later, I thought I had finished crying over him and opened my eyes, but seeing my dog’s body lying so limp, still, and empty made me begin all over again. Kasska was gone and this furry bundle of muscle and bone was now just a shell. My entire body throbbed with the loss. I felt like a den person was biting my heart every time it beat.

      Tikonee rocked me as I wailed my grief. I choked out a mourning song for Kasska, weeping and singing simultaneously.

      Someone came into the house and murmured something to Tikonee and left again. Tikonee tucked my hair behind my ear with a soft caress, put his lips beside it, and said, “The others have arrived. Koss Bahdeegah is examining all the women at his house. Will you go?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t,” I said. “I can’t leave Kasska!”

      “You don’t have to,” Tikonee assured me. “I can bring Koss Bahdeegah here.”

      He left the house and returned with the sleep doctor. Koss Bahdeegah washed and bound the wounds, but though the bites were numerous and deep, they did not bleed severely.

      “You should rest,” he instructed before he left.

      “I’ll try,” I agreed and laid down, but I was so used to having Kasska breathing under my head that the absence of him made me start sobbing all over again.

      Tikonee held my hand and rubbed my back to calm me, trying to help me relax and sleep. If I ever came close to sleeping, however, the images of my capture and the feeling of the den people’s teeth in my skin replayed in my mind and I’d jolt awake. Sleep refused to come to me.

      Observing my struggle, Tikonee gathered me into his arms and laid down with me so my head rested on his chest. With the natural rhythm of his breath lulling me, I drifted into slumber.

      He still slept with his arms around me when next I woke. Katsaht’lee, Stokatneegee, Ken’yu, and Sabeeleh were all piled together nearby. Tikonee stirred and opened his eyes when I sat up.

      “I’m going to cremate him,” I said.

      “I’ll help you,” he assured me.

      Together we built the funeral pyre and then Tikonee carried Kasska’s body from the house and laid him on it. Before we had finished, everyone in the village had joined us to watch the burning. They all wanted to pay their respects to my devoted dog who had been so brave. I set fire to the pyre and the entire village joined me in singing the mourning song. With a knife, I cut off the end of my braid and threw it into the fire to burn with my beloved lead dog.

      The raven that haunted me flew overhead saying, “Selbah sad. Selbah sad. So funny. So sad.”

      It wasn’t long before Chief Denah demanded an audience with me in his lodge. He allowed Stokatneegee to attend, but no one else.

      We sat down around the fire and Chief said, “Ts’ellbah, I’ve talked to most of the women that were kidnapped by the den people, and they all have told me quite a remarkable story. They insist that you saved them by calling down the spirit lights from the sky and killing the den people with them. All their stories are similar enough, I am beginning to believe them. Is this true? Did you call down the spirit lights?”

      Chief Denah and Stokatneegee both looked so sober.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “How did you do such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “How did you know it could be done?”

      “Last spring at Oots’enlawbeelay’s funeral potlatch, Tikonee told me he had heard a legend that it could be done,” I explained.

      “I see,” he said. “But how did you know it would work?”

      I swallowed and glanced at my uncle. “I knew it would work because I had done it before.”

      Chief and Stokatneegee shared an astonished glance. “You’ve killed with the spirit lights before?”

      “No!” I tried to steady myself. “When Tikonee told me that legend, we tried it. They came down for me, but they didn’t do anything. They didn’t kill. They went back into the sky.”

      Chief Denah tapped his nose, thoughtful. “How did you know they could be used as a weapon?”

      “I had no idea!” I swallowed, beginning to shake from reliving the terrifying memory. “The den people were eating me! I was scared and I didn’t know what to do. Then I saw the spirit lights in the sky, and I called them down. I didn’t know they would kill those creatures.”

      I felt a sudden wave of guilt remembering the bodies of the infants in their mothers’ arms. “I just wanted them to stop,” I whispered.

      “Don’t be distressed. You saved—”

      “I didn’t do anything!” I interrupted. “I don’t know what that was or how I did it or why it worked.”

      Chief Denah held up his hand to silence me. “As I was going to say, you saved Chelk’uts’eye before you were kidnapped. She says you shoved her in a cache so the den people wouldn’t take her. No matter what happened after that, I cannot believe a person who would do something so selfless could be possessed by an evil spirit. In addition to that, you returned our women. You did a good thing, and I am not angry. I am just trying to understand.”

      I rubbed at the tension in my temples. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, Ts’ellbah. I am sorry. I should have listened to your warnings.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured.

      When I couldn’t tell him anything more, he let me go.

      I left the lodge feeling slightly ill, unsure of my own identity. I paused and leaned against a birch tree swaying in the wind rising off the bluff. The motion lulled me, providing a moment to collect my thoughts. Horror crept over my scalp and made my arm hair stand on end when I remembered what that den man had said. “She is the one I saw fall from the heavens.”

      A flutter of motion disturbed my thoughts and I looked up to discover the cursed raven sitting on a snowy branch over my head.

      “Con-fused,” he said. “Confused! Confused!” And he cawed his laughter.

      “Shut up, stupid bird,” I snarled and threw my knife at him. The knife missed and he flew away, still croaking with laughter. “Why do you torment me?” I shouted. “Why do you mock every emotion I feel, as if it were all some big joke to you? Pick on someone else! Leave me alone!”

      The bird turned in its flight path and returned to me, landing on a branch nearby. It hunched and fluffed its feathers. “You don’t know you,” he said. “I know you.”

      “You’re not making any sense, Raven! Did I do something to offend you? Is that why you taunt me?”

      “You feel. Funny!” He cawed twice and then launched off the branch and flew away.

      Without Kasska to help me, it took a long time to find my knife again in the deep snow. I sobbed while I searched.
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      Tedious winter continued day by day, sneaking cold tendrils into my bones until I felt frozen through. I kept trying to strengthen myself with the courage I had promised to face my life with that fall, but then grief for Kasska would overwhelm me again.

      Sahseen and I healed very quickly from our injuries. Even the alarming chunk missing from Sahseen’s arm sealed over and filled in without taking rot or leaving a scar. No one else seemed to suffer from nightmares the way I did.

      Tikonee could tell that the attack still bothered me. “Are you still scared, Ts’ellbah?” he asked. “They are dead. They cannot hurt you again.”

      “I know,” I said.

      No one who had been in the cave when I called down the spirit lights expressed any concern about me. They treated me with deference and respect to equal Koss Bahdeegah and Chief Denah, a troubling contrast to how they’d dealt with me when they thought den people were merely a myth. Perhaps I should have enjoyed the more positive attention. Instead, I longed to fade into anonymity. But not all good will was restored. Some of the other villagers heard the incident described and resumed treating me with animosity. A few even complained that I ought to be driven away.

      Chief Denah took me aside and said, “I wanted to let you know that I have heard the grumblings about you, and I’ve had several people suggest we ban you from the village. But be assured that is not going to happen. I do not know what spirit possesses you when you have your fits or when you call down the spirit lights, but you saved the women. I cannot believe that whatever possesses you is evil. As long as I am living, you will be welcome in Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na.”

      “Thank you, Chief.” I clasped my hands together and bowed my head in respect to him. “You don’t know how much it means to me.”

      “I have asked Koss Bahdeegah to take you as an apprentice. He will teach you the songs to sing and the dances and the medicines that will connect you to Eagle and to Raven. I can see that you already have a strong connection, but Koss Bahdeegah can teach you to temper it with control. You will be sleep doctor when Koss Bahdeegah dies. He will pass on the medicine stick to you.”

      “I am honored,” I answered. “I will do my best to learn all he has to teach me.”

      “I think part of the reason he is so eager is because he hopes you will teach him a thing or two, perhaps how to call down the spirit lights.”

      I smiled. “If only I could. I’m not sure how I did it, so I wouldn’t know how to teach him to do it.”

      “He knows,” Chief said. “But he still hopes.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, I sat contemplating my future as Koss Bahdeegah’s apprentice. The prospect excited me. Perhaps with the song of divination that only sleep doctors were allowed to sing, I might be able to learn to control my visions and eliminate the following fits altogether.

      Shrieks of baby laughter disturbed my thoughts.

      Ken’yu was playing with his baby sister on the floor, bouncing her on his knees and swinging her around with a disregard for her size that made Katsaht’lee wince. He laid on his back and held her up in the air over him, making her giggle and squeal with delight. But when his arms tired, he let her down and she ended up sitting right on his face.

      Tipping off her brother, Sabeeleh roll onto the rugs. My nephew emerged laughing and red-faced. “Mama, Sabeeleh passed air on my face and when she did that, it stinked!”
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      Koss Bahdeegah and I prepared for a divination ritual by getting switches from highbush cranberry and wormwood plants out of his cache and thawing them. He picked a time at night when most from the village would be in bed so that we wouldn’t be disturbed by any noise or wayward children, like Ken’yu. He built up the fire in the sweat house and we dressed down to our underclothes.

      When the rocks were hot enough, the sleep doctor began to throw water on them, and we each took up a switch with which to beat ourselves. The switching encouraged any toxins or evil spirits to leave our bodies so they would be clean and pure for a vision. Koss Bahdeegah gave me a sip of hot brew concocted from Labrador tea leaves. He threw dried sage onto the fire and blocked the hole in the roof for a moment to trap the smoke inside.

      “Inhale deeply, three times,” he instructed.

      I did so, and then he opened the smoke hole again. We sang the song of divination. The sleep doctor sang a line and I repeated it, and when the song concluded the vision came. One moment I was staring at Koss Bahdeegah’s wrinkled face across the low fire and the next I was walking in darkness.

      Nothing visible confirmed the sensation, but I felt my feet taking step after step, moving my body forward through the dark. I walked for some time and eventually began to see a brightening ahead. Approaching the white light, I discovered it shone around a man. He sat on a black throne and wore black clothing of a style and cut that I had never seen before. His skin, eyes, and hair were the color of obsidian. White teeth shone when he smiled.

      “Do you know me, child?” he asked.

      “No,” I said.

      He laughed and swept out his arms, revealing long, black flight feathers down the length of them. “I am Raven.”

      I bowed to show my respect. He grinned.

      He seemed benevolent and kind, and the question that had been haunting me since I fell through the stars burst forth. “Raven, am I cursed?”

      His chuckle seemed to light the dark though the level of illumination didn’t change. “Of course not.”

      Relief washed through me. More questions flooded out of my mouth. “Why do you speak to me? Why can I do the things I do?”

      “Those are questions you must ask yourself for only you can answer them,” he said.

      Frustrated by his vague answer, I tried to be more specific. “The spirit lights came when I called them.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “I saw.”

      “Did you send them?”

      “No, I did not.”

      “Did Eagle send them?”

      Raven just laughed.

      Glancing around I realized that Koss Bahdeegah was nowhere near. “Where is the sleep doctor?”

      “He is not strong enough to come this far,” Raven said. He leaned forward. “And your time is up.” He put a finger right over the scar on my chest and shoved, sending a stab of pain through my heart that made me gasp and fall backwards.

      I landed with a thump and opened my eyes to discover I was back in the sweat house. Koss Bahdeegah still sat across the fire and his eyes opened as I watched.

      He misread the expression on my face. “Don’t worry if you did not see anything this time,” he said. “It takes much training to get to where I am. With practice, you will soon be a wonderful sleep doctor. I am certain of it. Raven was near and I could feel his interest in you.”

      My mouth snapped shut over my words. I could not describe the vision I’d had to him. He was a man that had served my people for decades, and I did not want to rob him of his honored position in the twilight of his life. Raven hadn’t said anything helpful, anyway.

      “Thank you, Koss Bahdeegah,” I said instead, bowing my head respectfully from my seat. “I feel refreshed no matter what the outcome.”

      “Good, good,” he said.

      Handspans passed before I realized that I’d experienced a vision with no following fit.

      The knowledge left me giddy with relief. A sleep doctor’s training was all I needed, and I would be cured. Unwilling to tell anyone what I had seen, I bounced around the village in the morning, exultant in the potential of a cure. Most people attributed my change in behavior to my excitement about my upcoming marriage. Certainly, that was a part of it.
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        * * *

      

      My respite from seizures ended just a few days later. Like some of the others, it began with a vision. I saw two men circling in the snow. They attacked each other with axes, beating and retreating as the battle demanded. At first, I thought I was seeing again the fight between Tikonee and his father. But then I noticed the details: each man wearing wooden armor, one man taller than either Tikonee or his father, drops of blood staining the snow. Though Tikonee and his father’s fight had been vicious, neither one ever bled. A circle of onlookers surrounded the fighters.

      The taller man struck a blow that threw the other man’s face to the right and coated it with blood. He fell face-first to the ground and didn’t move again. The snow turned red with a spreading stain. The other man shook his axe in the air and howled like a wolf at the sky.

      The fallen man’s eyes seemed to lock on me as the light faded from them. And I knew him. Inahben. He opened his mouth to speak, but only managed a weak gasp. A moment later I saw the almost mist of the spirit leave his prostrate body. Tikonee’s father was dead.

      The vision faded into blackness.

      When I came to, I found I had fallen dangerously close to the fire and had upset a birch-bark basket of that night’s dinner all over the caribou skins on the floor. Tikonee had been planning to eat with us and had yanked me away from the fire so I wouldn’t get burned. Ken’yu had been knocked over when Tikonee tried to catch me but wasn’t seriously hurt.

      Tikonee’s face did not relax once he was reassured that I was all right. He tucked me into my bed so I could rest and overcome the phase of weakness following the attack. Then he sat brooding while he held my hand, stroking his thumb over my knuckles again and again until the skin began to feel sore. I didn’t want to make him let go or tell him that he was hurting me.

      Instead I asked, “I spoke of what I saw?”

      He glanced at me and my aunt and uncle who were busy trying to clean up the mess I’d made during the fit.

      “Don’t worry about it right now,” he said.

      “You’re upset though. Please tell me.”

      He blew air through his lips and then said, “Yes. If what you said is true, then my father is dead.” He gave a strained chuckle. “I don’t know why I find it so disturbing. I didn’t even love him.”

      “Oh, Tikonee. I’m so sorry. Maybe I’m wrong.” I pressed my hand against the ache in my breast under the copper eagle amulet.

      “You’re not wrong.” He paused. “I’m pretty sure you’re not wrong.”

      We were silent as we contemplated the news, evaluating what it meant to us. “I think you did love him,” I said after a time.

      “What?”

      “You did love him. You loved him very much. That’s why it hurt so much when he abused you. That’s why you didn’t want to challenge him. You may not have liked him, but I think you did love him.”

      The news came a week later when Kla’que’skaw Na was able to send a sled and team. An aggressor had challenged Chief Inahben for his position. Inahben had been killed in the battle and D’gelleye Kenay was now chief.

      Tikonee took the news well, prepared by my vision for what was to come.

      Chief Denah said, “I will come greet my new counterpart when weather and time permits. We will have a gathering in the spring.”

      The people of Kla’que’skaw Na were our cousins, but our alliance with them had always been a bit shaky. I hoped that the new chief would be a better man than Tikonee’s father had been and that he would bring his people higher rather than keeping them low as the previous chief had done.
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      As she came through the door of the pit house, my aunt announced, “Ken’yu is missing.” Stokatneegee and I didn’t panic, though we did react quicker than we might have last summer. The den people attack had put our nerves on edge even though we knew they were dead.

      My uncle stood, tightened his parka around himself, and went out with his wife. With a resigned sigh, I wrapped Sabeeleh in an extra blanket and followed them. At first, I carried the baby with me as we checked through the village, calling for Ken’yu at each house until the occupants assured us that he was not hiding inside.

      Once the entire village had been searched, I gave Sabeeleh to Gihgee Nidzeen. She and the other elders stayed in camp to watch the younger children. Everyone else who was available and capable joined my aunt and uncle in following the various paths through the woods outside the village. We looked for fresh tracks that deviated from the normal route. When that also failed, we recruited more help and began ranging farther out. Stokatneegee went down to the river with a group of men who searched both up and down its length. Katsaht’lee, becoming more frantic every moment, headed north with another group of searchers and Tikonee went east toward Chedee Jeth with his group. They spread out amongst the trees to cover more ground in the hopes that one of them would stumble across Ken’yu’s tracks. North and south were the most obvious directions he might have gone, so I headed west along the edge of the bluff alone.

      No beaten path eased my way for the villagers had little reason to visit the backside of the bluff during the harsh winter months. Within a fingerspan, I had reached the point where the bluff edge turned north along the cliff. Looking out over the drop-off, I noticed a fresh slide of snow collected at the base of the cliff and at the top, a new set of footprints emerging from the woods.

      Dread began to fill my heart. I turned north and ran along the cliff’s edge, too close to the weakened ground, eyes glued to the slide area. Could Ken’yu have caused the slide and been caught in it? Of course he could have. He was Ken’yu.

      As I neared the origin point of the avalanche, I gained a better view of the white pile at the bottom of the cliff. Something was sticking out of the snow. My eyes locked on it. I leaped drifts and skidded through powder, finally gaining enough ground to see it better, a brown mitten.

      “Ken’yu!” I yelled, knowledge and fear perforating my heart.

      How could I get down there?

      I looked downriver, hoping to see someone from my clan searching along the riverbank. No one. Upstream the cliff continued. It would take me another fingerspan to get to a place where I could safely work my way down and then get back to him. He would be dead by then, if he weren’t already.

      I had only one option.

      Backing away from the cliff edge, I took a deep, bracing breath, and then sprinted. Powder blew out in a cloud around me as I leaped and then I fell below it. Cold air shrieked past my cheeks into my ears. My hood fell back, and my black hair snapped in the wind of my fall.

      The fall seemed eternal, as if I hung caught in an invisible web. My knees bent. My arms spread. Almost, I thought I could fly. As if I had a choice and falling was the wrong one.

      Impact.

      An explosion of white stars. I fell through them, tumbled, rolling down out of control. My body crunched against frozen earth buried beneath foot upon foot of snow. I floundered to the surface, aching and winded, but unhurt.

      Regaining my feet, I took my bearings and sprinted for that little mitten poking out of the snow.

      Collapsing to my knees next to it, I dug, scooping and pawing great armloads away. The slide had condensed the snow from powder into a thick, heavy, mud-like slop. Under such weight, a child would suffocate quickly. I dug faster.

      I followed the length of his arm to his shoulder, hoping to find his face, but the avalanche had wrenched him into an awkward position, folded in half, head down, arm straight up and behind him. Digging down so far to find his face was taking too long, so I shoved my arms into the depths to grab him around the waist and heaved with all my strength.

      Ken’yu’s body came out like a reluctant root from the earth, and I fell backwards from the momentum. He landed on top of me, disturbingly limp and still.

      Scrambling out from under him, I grabbed him by the front of his parka. His chest did not rise and fall with the motion of breathing. Tepid blue stained his face, his lips darkened by lack of air.

      “Ken’yu!” I breathed and received no response.

      Then his body gave a weird, little spasm and I saw that vague silver mist rising away from his body. I had seen it enough times since Elder Oots’enlawbeelay’s death that I knew what it meant.

      “No! NO! NO!” I wailed.

      As the mist began to dissipate, I reached out, not knowing what I intended to accomplish. I couldn’t hold mist in my hands.

      But I reached out.

      Desperate.

      I cupped my hands over that rising, dispelling mist. And I caught it.

      The mist stopped filtering away and condensed into a visible cloud beneath my hands, a shimmering, delicate, beautiful thing, like crystals of moisture, frozen, hanging in the air on a deep cold day.

      Even amongst the fear and anguish, I couldn’t help but admire it.

      Then I slammed it down against Ken’yu’s chest.

      Like a salmon fighting to live, he convulsed, flopping once.

      His eyes snapped open, and he sucked in a loud, deep, desperate gulp of air, and panted. While he lay weakened, color returned to his face and his glazed eyes regained clarity, like the slow settling of silt in water.

      Chuckling his amusement, the raven landed nearby. I ignored it.

      Ken’yu finally noticed me, and a gradual smile spread over his face. “Ts’ellbah.” Then he grimaced. “I think I swallowed yellow snow.”

      Wild laughter broke from my mouth, sounding shrill. I gathered him in my arms and hugged him tight. “You silly, stupid boy! What were you doing?”

      “Chasing a rabbit,” he said as if it was sensible to do so on the edge of a cliff.

      “How many times have your parents warned you to not go near the edge?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. A lot.”

      “Ken’yu!” someone shouted.

      I whipped around to look downriver in the direction of the shout. A sled was just coming around the bend.

      “Here!” I bellowed. “He’s over here!”

      The driver spotted us and shouted, “Ya! Ya!” to his dogs. The sled picked up speed and soon reached us.

      Buhloo’s father, Yazawn, leaped off the runners and helped me lift Ken’yu into the cargo basket. “Get him to the sleep doctor right away,” I ordered, feeling weak. “He wasn’t breathing when I found him.”

      The man took in the situation at a glance and gave a brisk nod. I could have ridden with him, but he would go faster with a lighter sled.

      “Ya!” he shouted to get them moving, turned them over the river ice, and was quickly heading back down river toward the fastest path back to the village.

      He didn’t see me collapse.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke unable to remember where, what, or why I was, the snow around me churned and stained with vomit. Before I managed to gain my feet, a sled pulled up beside me. A man leaped from the runners and scooped me up in his arms, heedless of the mess I made on his parka.

      “Ts’ellbah!”

      Salmon Chief Clan. Human.

      “Who are you?” I mumbled as he loaded me into the sled.

      His face looked familiar, but I couldn’t pull his name from my memory.

      “I’m Tikonee,” he said, worry marring his handsome features. “Your husband-to-be.”

      Vague memories shifted to include him. “Oh, yes.”

      Jumping onto the runners, he shouted, “Ya!” The dogs surged forward.

      Tikonee turned them and drove me home as fast as they could run. The cold wind cut at my cheeks.

      “Hold on, Ts’ellbah!” he shouted over the rushing sounds of the sled. He sounded more scared than I had ever heard him. He didn’t stop until we were at the door of Koss Bahdeegah’s pit house.

      He rushed to lift me from the cargo basket, but I raised a hand to stop him. “I’m alright.”

      Tikonee collapsed to his knees beside the sled. “You didn’t even know who I was, Ts’ellbah!”

      “I was just confused for a moment,” I protested. “I know who you are.”

      “The fits are getting worse.”

      My eyes held his for a moment. “Yes, they are.”

      “Is there nothing we can do?” He reached out to tenderly smooth my hair. “I hate to see you suffer this way.”

      Though it tore me apart to offer, I knew I had to. “Tikonee. I love you too much to force you into a marriage with me. My body is broken. Though my spirit loves you with all its strength, I will not hold you to our agreement. The next fit will probably kill me.”

      Tikonee’s brows lowered. “Don’t talk like that. I’m never leaving you. If our marriage lasts but a day, it will be worth it, because I’ll know that we’ll be reunited in the spirit lodge of our ancestors to live together forever as husband and wife.”

      Moisture gathered into the corner of my eyes and my heart swelled near to bursting with love for him. Unable to speak, I placed my hand over his.

      “Do you want to see Koss Bahdeegah?” he asked.

      “No.” My voice sounded hoarse with emotion. “There’s nothing he can do. But will you please check on Ken’yu for me?”

      Tikonee nodded and stood.

      He thrust aside the spruce bough door and pushed through the hanging skin. I caught a glimpse of Stokatneegee sitting cross-legged near the door before the skin fell. The murmur of voices reached my ears. Tikonee exited a few moments later, followed by Katsaht’lee.

      “He’s going to be alright,” Katsaht’lee said and then repeated, “He’s going to be alright.”

      My hands flew to cover my lurching heart and tears of relief flowed down my cheeks.

      My aunt patted my back. “He has a sprained shoulder, but otherwise, he’s fine. Stokatneegee will stay with him. Let’s go get you cleaned up.”

      Tikonee drove the sled through the village while my aunt followed on foot. He assisted me into the house and then went out to release the dogs from their harnesses. My aunt helped me undress and melted snow for me to wash myself. Once clean, I laid down to rest, trying to ignore the painful pulsing of my heart.

      Stokatneegee arrived with Ken’yu sometime later, but I wasn’t alert enough to notice more than that.

      I had a difficult night. My mind kept repeating the details: that lone mitten poking out of the snow, digging, Ken’yu’s blue face, the way he spasmed when he sucked in his first breath. But more than anything else, the jump from the cliff replayed over and over again. The moment just before impact when I thought that I might fly jolted me awake every time. I still felt as if I had made the wrong choice by falling, as if I could have changed the end of that jump somehow. Almost, I wanted to try again.
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      While leaning on Tikonee’s shoulder, I said, “You should go see your mother. She hasn’t seen you for a long time and she just lost her husband. It won’t be as difficult now that your father is gone.”

      “I should,” he agreed. “But I don’t want to leave you. What if you have another fit while I’m away?”

      “I have plenty of people to take care of me.” I smiled at him. “I’ll be all right. She probably needs you.”

      “Very well. I’ll go, but I’ll only stay a week and then I’m coming back here.”

      He left the next morning, but unlike the last time he’d been gone, I didn’t feel lonely without him. My typical winter work kept me occupied and though I thought of Tikonee frequently, I did not worry that he wouldn’t choose to come back to me.

      Another problem came to a head during his absence. My body had recovered its strength and the soreness of strained muscles had diminished after my jump off the cliff and the following fit. But my chest ached, a constant irritation. I thought perhaps the fall had bruised it, but the pain never diminished, and a red, irritated bump developed in the center of the scar. If I picked at the bump, a little pus would drain, and it stung as if it contained a sliver of wood.

      It became so bothersome that I decided to see the sleep doctor about it.

      I chose to go one afternoon when heavy snow fell from the brooding sky, forcing everyone to stay indoors and I knew he would be in his home. My aunt, uncle, and their children were indoors, waiting for the darkness and the storm to pass.

      Ken’yu had been in and out a lot during the day until his mother swore at him for letting all the cold air flow in as a mist every time he moved the hanging skin. He settled down beside his father to fletch arrows once Katsaht’lee demanded that he remain either inside or outside.

      As I was leaving, I overheard him ask, “Mama, how many children will you have?”

      “I don’t know,” Katsaht’lee answered, distracted with changing Sabeeleh’s soiled underclothes.

      “I think you will have two thousand fifteen,” Ken’yu announced.

      “I don’t think it’s possible for me to have two thousand fifty kids,” Katsaht’lee said.

      “No,” Ken’yu replied. “I said two thousand fifteen.”

      Katsaht’lee snorted her amusement. “Oh, sure. I can handle that.”

      I stepped out of the house, smiling. Outside, I paused, overcome by a feeling of dread, a premonition that I would lose that sweet family. The foreboding stopped me in my tracks so that I stared sightlessly at the falling snow. The feeling dissipated, and I shook it off a moment later, assuring myself that I was just being silly.

      At the sleep doctor’s door, I called for him.

      He stepped out. “What is it, Ts’ellbah?”

      “Koss Bahdeegah, would you mind looking at something for me, at a wound?”

      “Of course I can,” he answered. “Let’s go inside.”

      He held the spruce bough door aside for me so I could enter. After the skin dropped over the door behind us, he asked, “Now what do you need?”

      “Do you remember the wound I had right here after I fell into the river?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think perhaps you were wrong that it was ice burn. It’s never really healed. And now it feels…it feels like something is there.”

      “Let me have a look,” he said.

      I pulled down the neckline of my tunic to show him the scar with the irritated red bump in the middle.

      The sleep doctor poked at it, causing a shooting pain to go from my chest through my body to my back. I swallowed against the nausea caused by the pain.

      “Hm,” he said. “You may be right. Perhaps it was not ice burn after all. It does indeed feel like there is a pocket of pus there. Perhaps a sliver of the handlebar was embedded in your chest and got infected. Did the handlebar break? Did you hit it as you tumbled into the water?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “If you’d like, I can drain the pus and try to get out whatever is causing it,” he offered.

      “Yes. Please. It is constantly irritated. I’d like it to heal.”

      He got his knife and then pinched the skin around the bump with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand. “This will hurt a bit.” With his right hand he delicately sliced the skin over the bump.

      The cut hurt, but I bit my lip and bore it.

      A small trickle of pus laced with blood oozed from the cut.

      “There’s definitely something foreign here. It looks like black hair…or fur.” The sleep doctor squeezed his thumb and forefinger together and some of the black hair emerged from the wound. “I don’t know what it is, but it definitely shouldn’t be in your skin. No wonder it wouldn’t heal.” Koss Bahdeegah picked up a pair of wooden tweezers, gripped the protruding end of the object, and pulled.

      Both he and I expected a short bit of the foreign matter to emerge, but the thing was eight inches long and black, and the pain was far more intense than I had prepared for. Fire ripped through my breast, and I screamed. For a moment, my heart stuttered and hesitated as if it would stop beating.

      I had to sit down abruptly as pus and then blood flowed from the wound.

      Koss Bahdeegah grabbed my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      My hands shook and my chest throbbed with every struggling heartbeat.

      “Oh, my!” the sleep doctor exclaimed. Seeing that I wasn’t going to pass out and that the wound wasn’t spewing blood, he relaxed a bit. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that had to go straight through your heart, but you’d be dead if it did! What is this?” Despite his shock, he laid the object aside and prepared a bandage for my chest. “Are you all right?” he asked again.

      I shook my head. “I…I don’t know.”

      I wasn’t all right. Astonishment numbed me. My accident had been a year ago and I finally understood what had happened.

      The sleep doctor placed a poultice on the wound and covered it with willow bark and had me hold it in place. “Are you going to faint?” he asked, prepared to catch me.

      “No.” I grasped for something to say. “It hurt more than I expected. That’s all.”

      He turned back to the object and bent over it in the dim light. He poked at it with the tweezers. “It…it looks like…”

      “A raven feather,” I finished for him.

      “A raven feather,” he repeated. “How did you know that? You didn’t even know it was there a moment ago!”

      I couldn’t answer him. He wasn’t ready for the truth.

      My heart stopped, but I made it start again. I clung to life, to this life, in this body. Because I did have a choice.

      “I need to go.”

      “Let me check the wound one more time,” he insisted. “That is a very grave injury. I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      “No. It’s fine. I’m fine. Thank you.” I ducked out the door.

      Rather than going home, I headed into the woods, unable to bear being in the presence of people yet. I needed to think, needed to be alone. The sky was overcast with clouds and fat flakes of snow fell from them. A foot of powder had already accumulated over the top of old snow and there was no indication that the shower would end soon.

      I walked and walked, kicking through snow up to my thighs and when I had gone far enough, I dropped to my knees. The snow cushioned my body. Quiet cloaked the woods. The falling snow aborted every sound. No animals moved about in the brush. The village was buried behind trees and under snow. Ice silenced the constant summer shushing of the river. Every flake of snow on the ground and in the air dampened and absorbed even the smallest noise. It felt surreal for sound to be muffled to the bones of the world. Even my own breathing vanished into the quiet of the snow, the silence so vast that if I had been human, then I could have believed I was the only person in the world.

      But I wasn’t human.

      “Raven,” I said.

      He came, a silent black shadow that dropped from somewhere above and landed on the branch of a spruce tree level with my eyes. Obsidian wings fluttered to shake off snowflakes before he folded them neatly. He peered at me through one eye and then the other, this form just one of the many manifestations of him.

      “What have you done?” The question came out in a whisper.

      “Good joke,” he croaked. “Joke, joke!”

      “Stop it,” I said.

      So he said in a deep man’s voice, “It was just a joke. It was funny.”

      “But at what cost, Raven? Did you steal Ts’ellbah’s life?”

      “She was already dead. I just used her body before it froze too hard.”

      “This will hurt them. They thought they saved her.”

      And what of Tikonee, I wondered. He had fallen in love with a lie. What would he do when I told him that his betrothed was dead and that her body had been possessed for the past year?

      “They are just humans. Why do you care?” Raven asked.

      Why did I care? A year ago, I wouldn’t have. I would have laughed at Raven’s joke and gone about my business. But now it mattered, because I loved them.

      “What does Ts’ellbah think of it?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Hadn’t I seen her laughing with Raven as she looked at me?

      “She thinks it’s hilarious, seeing her body running around with somebody else in it. She doesn’t mind. It was her time to go. She understands that. She likes my joke.”

      His words didn’t comfort me because I still had the living to deal with. Should I tell them or should I not? What would it do to them to lose Ts’ellbah again, permanently?

      “Was it a good joke?” Raven asked.

      “I don’t know yet. Go away, Raven.” I sighed. He had no concept of why I was so disturbed. I didn’t either, really. His joke had greater consequences than he knew, for I was not the same. I had changed in the last year.

      In the silence that resumed upon his departure, I considered my feelings. This body I inhabited was dead. It had died a year ago from hypothermia after that fall in the river. Even if it hadn’t died then, it would have when Raven stabbed it through the heart with his wing feather. It was the presence of the feather that had put a veil over my mind and prevented me from knowing who and what I was.

      Kasska had known.

      And now I knew.

      I was Eagle.

      Raven and I had created this world together, and many others as well. Our powers of creation were greater than the universe because we had made that too. Raven was always playing tricks, both on his creations and on his fellow creator. Casting me out of the heavens was his most outrageous trick thus far. He hadn’t considered the consequences.

      The silence of the woods and the snow created a sanctuary for my thoughts. I should have abandoned Ts’ellbah’s body immediately when I remembered I was Eagle, left it to be buried underneath inch upon inch of snow, frozen solid and probably never found until the melting snow revealed it in the spring, leaving her family to wonder for months what had happened to her, leaving Koss Bahdeegah to wonder if removing that feather from her body had killed her.

      Which it had. Which it hadn’t.

      Contemplating the past year, I recognized that the fever I’d had immediately after my accident had been Ts’ellbah’s body rejecting my spirit like a germ. Now, I realized when the den people were hunting, my songs of protection kept them at bay all through the summer. My song of healing was the reason Sahseen and I had not scarred after their attack.

      I didn’t belong to this small sphere in a giant universe, but I couldn’t bring myself to discard it. I gripped life, creating new flesh to cover the holes in Ts’ellbah’s heart so it would keep beating. I had become attached to this strange existence as a human.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the village, I met my—no—Ts’ellbah’s uncle on the path.

      “Ts’ellbah,” he greeted me. “I was just wondering where you were.” He took a good look at my face. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.” I scrambled for a reason he would believe about why I was so upset. “I’m just missing Kasska.”

      “He was a good dog.”

      “The best,” I agreed and felt again the pain of loss, not Ts’ellbah’s pain, my pain. I relished it even as it hurt. “I think I’ll take the sled and dogs out for a run, if you don’t mind.”

      “Your aunt will be upset because it’s time to eat, but I’ll cover for you.” He could see I needed time to think. He was a very good man, Ts’ellbah’s uncle, and a surge of fondness for him swept over me.

      I gave him an impulsive hug and hung onto him longer than was warranted. He patted me on the back. “Go on now. And hurry home.”

      “Thank you, Stokatneegee.” I ran to hitch up the dogs, giving Nadaegee the lead position and putting the two strongest dogs on the left of the gangline and the three weaker on the right to balance the odd number.

      Jumping on the runners, I shouted “Ya!” and guided the dogs down to the river trail. Once on the ice, I let them loose, yelling, “Ya! Ya! Ya!” urging them onward to their highest speed. Nadaegee had learned well from Kasska and pulled with gusto. For the first time since Ts’ellbah’s accident, the dogs ran unrestrained. Wind from our motion whipped the hood off my head and sent my long, black hair streaming out behind me. Fat flakes of snow struck my face and melted until water ran over my cheeks. The speed took my breath away and exhilarated me and I understood why Ts’ellbah had loved to run so much. It freed me, almost like flying.

      I went all the way to the confluence and then stopped there, staring across the great braided river to the other side where Tikonee’s village sat in a beautiful, colorless world. The snow fell so thick, I could not see the far side of the river with mortal eyes, not the trees or the hill or the village, but I knew they were there. I knew Tikonee was over there, mending a tunic after his evening meal, spending precious time with his widowed mother.

      Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee would worry about me being gone so long, but I had to see him. I had to tell him. So I called to the dogs again and sent them running across the river and into Kla’que’skaw Na. The paths between the houses were empty and filling with snow, everyone indoors during the storm.

      I went to a pit house near the center of the village. “Tikonee!” I called. “Tikonee!”

      He came to the door. “Ts’ellbah? What are you doing here?”

      Tikonee could tell there was something very wrong. I pulled him farther away from the house and stood staring at his chest, unable to meet his eyes or speak. To leave him. To lose him. The prospect gutted me, like a salmon at the cutting station, leaving me feeling hollow and dead. How was it possible for him, a mere human, to make me, make Eagle, feel so?

      Repeating his typical gesture of tenderness, Tikonee reached out to push Ts’ellbah’s hair behind her ear. I leaned into his touch until he cupped her cheek. “What is it?” he asked.

      Where could I possibly begin? How? Nothing could make it easy to say or to hear.

      Again and again I opened my mouth to tell him the truth, but the words wouldn’t come out. Unable to understand my distress, he wrapped his strong arms around me and pulled me against him. Tears began to leak from my eyes, wetting his coat.

      “Ts’ellbah, what is the matter?”

      “I’m not who you think I am,” I forced myself to begin.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “I’m not Ts’ellbah.”

      He scoffed, unsure what I could possibly be trying to communicate.

      I pulled away from him to meet his eyes. “A year ago, when Ts’ellbah fell into the river, she died. She froze to death.”

      Tikonee made a sound that meant nothing. He was listening and didn’t know what else to say or do.

      “Raven trapped me in her body and kept me pinned in it with one of his feathers through my heart. It was a trick. He thought it was funny.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” Tikonee said. “Let’s go to Koss Bahdeegah.” He tugged me by the elbow.

      I shook free. “No!” And then softer, “No. Think, Tikonee. Think about all the strange things you know I’ve done: calling down the spirit lights, talking to the white-skinned man, killing the den people. I could predict the future because I already knew it. Do you remember the wolf pack that hunted us down? The chief wolf bowed to me because he recognized me! I helped create him!”

      Tikonee was so confused. Oh, how I wished to make him understand!

      Frantic, I said, “I didn’t know. I didn’t know! I was thrust into this body with its own memories written in flesh, and blood, and bone. All my knowledge was blocked by Raven’s charm, so I believed I was her! The fits I had were because my spirit was struggling to burst from behind its veil and make itself known. Poor Ts’ellbah’s body is dead twice over now. First, from falling in the river. Second, from Raven’s feather stabbing her heart. The only reason her body is still breathing is because of me, because of who I am! I create life. Keeping this body functioning is such an easy task for me that I did it subconsciously!”

      He said, “If you are not Ts’ellbah, then who are you?”

      “Your people call me Eagle.”

      He stared, dumbfounded, unsure what to do. So I showed him. I let him see the spirit of me in all its shining glory. The brightness of me exceeded the brightness of the sun. I was a daughter of gods he didn’t even know existed. His body almost couldn’t handle the sight of what I was, scarcely maintaining its hold on his spirit, but I protected him.

      Awed, he stumbled a couple steps away, then fell to his knees and bowed his face to the earth, hiding it from the light.

      That hurt. I didn’t want him to fear me, this human I loved more than any other, god or mortal. I knelt in front of him and raised him up to face me, but he wouldn’t look me in the eyes. “I’m so sorry, Tikonee. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Raven didn’t know it would hurt us, but the woman you love is gone.”

      He met my eyes and the fierceness on his face startled me. “No,” he said. “She’s not.”

      “What?”

      “You said Ts’ellbah died a year ago. That was before I knew you. We met at Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch. I never loved Ts’ellbah. I loved you. I love you. I want to be with you, no matter what you are. I’ve always known you were different, from the moment we met. I came to love you because you were different. I don’t want you to leave me here alone. I couldn’t bear it. The only true happiness I can achieve is with you by my side.”

      My heart throbbed to hear those words. He tempted me with my greatest desire. “But what kind of life could we have?” I asked. “I’m not even human.”

      “A normal life. A life with triumphs and trials, pleasure and pain, sadness and happiness. So much happiness. Would Ts’ellbah mind so much if you continued to use her body?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. In fact, I knew she had observed this entire fiasco with amusement to rival Raven’s.

      Tikonee continued with a pleading tone. “What is it about you that makes you not human? Your spirit is Eagle, but in this flesh, you are human too.

      Staring into his eyes, I read the depths of him, his spirit and his emotions, saw the strength of his regard for me and knew his devotion. I tried to consider carefully, to take my time with the decision, but I blurted, “Then I’ll stay,” and felt a surge of joy. “I’ll stay to be with you.”

      Flinging myself into his arms, I kissed him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The routine aspects of life continued despite the revelation I’d had. I couldn’t race around the village announcing my identity but had to continue to be who I was to them. Tikonee returned to his mother’s house, and I returned to Ts’ellbah’s.

      In quiet, I ate my dinner with them, watching Katsaht’lee’s, Stokatneegee’s, and their children’s humanity envelope them. The adults bickered, with more teasing than anger, about whose turn it was to step outside for more firewood. I had always admired their devotion to each other and my appreciation of them was renewed with fresh understanding. Sabeeleh cried in her basket and when no one responded, she sat up and figured out how to climb out on her own, using problem solving skills that she possessed even in her infancy. Ken’yu picked out stitches from the tunic his mother had just finished for him, exploring and learning with a zest for life that fascinated me and explained the mischief he tended to cause.

      “I’ll get the wood,” I said and did.

      It wasn’t a pretty evening for the family, more mundane than glamorous.

      But I loved them for it. The year I’d spent with Ts’ellbah’s family had instilled in me a passionate affection for all shades of family and village life.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I headed into the woods. Pausing once, I stood gazing at the little village, Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na. So beautiful. Stokatneegee and Ken’yu were having a snowball fight in front of the pit house I called home. The dogs capered with them, sometimes catching a snowball before it reached its intended victim. Katsaht’lee emerged from the doorway, holding Sabeeleh in her arms. She laughed at her husband and son and then said something to them. All four disappeared back into the house.

      “Should I tell them?” I asked myself.

      “No,” my heart answered. “Let them keep their peace.”

      Alone in the forest once again, I wondered what being human had done to me. I felt different. What did that mean about who I was in my eternal identity? To find out, I created.

      I cupped my hands in front of me and gathered the matter of the universe into my palms and formed it. The creation looked a little like the lacey patterns of snowflakes and the ebb and flow of the iridescent spirit lights. The result astonished even me and I stared in wonder at the thing I had made, so beautiful, so perfect. I had never made anything better.

      Looking up, I discovered that my empyreal weaving had taken almost the entire mortal day. I folded my creation and tucked it into my pocket. Then I called Raven. He came quickly, arriving in his bird form and immediately changing into the black man-shape he favored.

      “You pecked me!” I accused, remembering how he’d injured me in my tent at fish-camp. “That hurt!”

      Raven guffawed. His laughter brought tears of joy to his eyes. I couldn’t help smiling too.

      “You threw things at me. It was such a good trick,” he wheezed. “The best!”

      I had to agree. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

      He laughed some more until he noticed I wasn’t quite rolling in mirth the way he was. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I’m going to stay,” I told Raven.

      He laughed. “I’ve never heard of a creator going mad.”

      “I’m not crazy,” I countered. “I’m changed. This changed me. You intended this to be a joke, but it became so much more than that. Humanity is our greatest creation because they have the ability to feel, to learn from mistakes, to create in mortality, to change.”

      “We know emotion,” Raven protested. “I made sure you felt them all.”

      “It’s different when clothed in flesh. Flesh gives power. You’ve done something good for me. I learned from them. They are so full: love, hate, joy, misery, pride, and humiliation. It overflows.”

      I showed him the little pit house in the tiny village. Inside Sabeeleh slept in her basket. Ken’yu was missing, of course, off on an adventure somewhere. Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee were sitting before the fire together. Katsaht’lee leaned back against her husband’s chest with her eyes closed and Stokatneegee had his arms around her.

      “What do you see?” I asked Raven.

      “They are loving each other,” he said.

      “What do they feel?” I pressed.

      “They are happy.” Then the trickster in him came out. “We should startle them. Make Ts’ellbah’s body walk in the pit house!”

      I smiled a little. “No. I want you to understand them more. Their feelings are much more intricate than happiness and love. Pay closer attention to Katsaht’lee. What else does she feel?”

      He studied the woman and, impatient for Raven’s enlightenment, I continued. “She is tired, exhausted really. She’s had a very hard day. Sabeeleh was up a lot last night because she has a tooth coming in and it is paining her, interrupting her sleep. Ken’yu ran her ragged with his antics, spilling a basket of fish oil on the floor of the pit house and ruining several skins. She overworked herself with all the cleaning and cooking and mending, and the biological phase her body is in after birth suppresses her normal desires for physical touch. Right now, she wants to go to sleep. But she doesn’t!”

      “Why not?” asked Raven.

      “Sacrifice,” I said. “She loves Stokatneegee. She wants him to be happy. So she sacrifices sleep. She sacrifices what she needs so that her husband can have the closeness that he wants. She places her husband’s needs above her own.

      “And what about the man?” I continued. “He has had a difficult day too. He wanted to give fresh meat to his family. He hunted far and found nothing. He is also tired from the handspans of walking through snow, from the work of hauling and chopping wood. He came home feeling like he had failed in his duty as a man to provide for his family. He has nothing to give her to show her that he is attending to his wife and children as he should, except his presence. He holds her, not to fulfill a selfish need. He does so because he wants her to feel loved. Because today that is all he has to give her. It is so beautiful!

      “Sacrifices in family life can be small, like this one. Or they can be big like the one Ts’ellbah’s parents made, starving themselves so their daughter could live. Often, the person who benefits from the sacrifice may not even know a sacrifice has been made.

      “That is the intricacy of emotion that I want to experience. I have felt a part of the beauty that is a family relationship, but I want to experience the constant giving that is involved in a marriage. I want to know sacrifice, to give all of myself to a man, and have him give all of himself to me, physically, spiritually, and emotionally. This experience as a mortal has made me better, more powerful, and yet I can see in it the potential to become even more.”

      I withdrew our sight to let Stokatneegee and Katsaht’lee have their moment together.

      Pulling the shining object out of my pocket, I displayed it for him, unfolded it so he could see the details of the weave and structure on a molecular level. “Look what I made.”

      Raven stepped forward and turned his head from side to side, taking turns examining the thing with each eye, as if he were still in bird form. His mouth opened a crack in awe. Then he laughed. “It’s a veil. How beautiful and complex, so much more thorough and gentler than mine! What an unexpected result! Remarkable!”

      “I am a better creator for knowing what it is to be human.”

      “I see that you are right,” Raven said.

      “We must both learn from the ultimate human experience: mortal creation, through marriage and family. There are so many qualities we can gain from it. I am going to finish this life as Ts’ellbah. I am going to marry Tikonee, bear his children, and live through trials and triumphs with the family he and I create together. And when I have done so, I am going to make you come down and experience humanity too.”

      Raven studied me, knowing the truth of my words. “Fine. It will be entertaining, if nothing else.” He laughed.

      Raven helped me place the veil over the villagers. It removed from their memories all the knowledge they had of Ts’ellbah calling down the spirit lights to kill the den people and of her prophecies before the fits she had. They never noticed as it fell into place and didn’t feel the memories slipping away from them.

      I made two more veils, one for Tikonee and one for myself. Mine had to be infinite in its construction because it had to suppress the vast knowledge and powers of a creator. Once they were completed, I took one last journey on the sled with the dogs, letting them run at their top speed, the way Ts’ellbah used to. The wind whipped my hair and threw snow into my face. The way was not easy, but I helped the dogs along and followed the best path through the forest. Still it took us five handspans to get to that cave on the side of the mountain.

      Inside, the bodies still lay as we had left them, frozen solid by the frigid winter air. I walked among them, studying them, knowing them as a creator instead of their victim.

      “Raven’s trick creations,” I murmured, remembering the fevered words I’d uttered when Nanelyahki had caught me on top of her cache trying to fly.

      These creatures were another of Raven’s many jokes. They were so close to human they could use basic tools and make fire. Yet their minds lacked the capability of abstract thought or creativity. They were incapable of sacrificing a selfish, biological need for something better. Self-gratification consumed them.

      They had tried to kill their own god to take my power for themselves, so I left them to their eternal sleep. I created boulders over the mouth of the cave, burying their bodies inside the mountain where they would never be discovered, condemning them to mythology forever.

      The dogs and sled waited where I had left them. I fed the team and then stepped onto the runners. We headed back to Kla’que’skaw Na and picked up Tikonee, then continued across the Luux towards Sgooluck Kahk’ay Na. Halfway between our two villages, I stopped the sled on the bank of the river.

      “Tikonee,” I said. “I’m going to put you to sleep and put this veil over your mind. When you wake up, you won’t remember me as I truly am. You will only remember me as Ts’ellbah, and you will have never witnessed anything strange or supernatural around me. The memories are altered so that they are similar, not lies, but the supernatural elements have been removed. I have made a second one for myself so I will forget that I am Eagle. In this way, I can truly give myself to you and can learn more and grow more as a human.”

      “But I will still love you?” he asked, brows drawn down with concern. “Will you still love me?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I would never take that away from you. But this will let us live our fullest life together. The veil will dissolve when we die, and we will remember all as it truly was.”

      “Very well,” he said.

      He laid down in the cargo basket of the sled. I kissed him goodnight and then touched his forehead, creating sleep in his body. His features relaxed into peace and when he was dreaming, I laid the veil over his mind and watched him forget.

      Raven came when I called him. I gave him the veil for me. “Put this on me when I am asleep. It will prevent me from knowing who I am. I will be better for it, I promise you.”

      “Do you want me to protect you from suffering?” Raven asked as I laid down with Tikonee.

      “No. What would I learn if I did not suffer? Just let life be the way it is. I’ll learn best from that.”

      “Very well.”

      The last thing I remember before falling asleep is shimmering fabric floating down over me, almost like I was falling through stars.
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        * * *

      

      Tikonee and I married in the early summer while standing on the riverbank of our fish-camp. I wore a white caribou skin dress with forget-me-not patterns beaded on the bodice and moccasins.

      Fireweed was just beginning to bloom, and the aspens and birches had their spring green leaves fluttering in the breeze. Red-breasted robins sang in the treetops and the feisty squirrels chattered and swore and threw bits of sprucecone at anyone that strayed too close. Pleasantly warm air hummed with mosquitoes.

      Koss Bahdeegah performed the ceremony, singing the song of binding over us while tying our wrists together with sinew. Our friends and family looked on in a circle around us, symbolizing the unending nature of our marriage.

      For the potlatch afterwards, we gave away most of our possessions, keeping only a little for ourselves so we would not be destitute when winter came again. Kasska had fathered a litter with my dog Gistahnee just before his death, and I gave the puppies away to my most beloved friends and family: Chief Denah, Koss Bahdeegah, Katsaht’lee and Stokatneegee, Sabeeleh, Ken’yu, Sahseen, and Buhloo.

      Ken’yu named his pup Konts’agee. The dog was a roly-poly thing, with shaping that reminded me very much of his father. I looked forward to seeing him grow up and helping Ken’yu train him to pull a sled. Sabeeleh gave hers the name Ne’ Ne’ because that was all she could say.

      Tikonee’s mother came to the potlatch and gave us a beautiful moose skin blanket. She was happier than I had ever seen her, though the burden of her husband’s abuse would never dissipate.

      “When did you first begin to love me?” I asked Tikonee as we slept together for the first time in our very own pit house.

      “That night by the river at Oots’enlawbeelay’s potlatch, when we tried to call down the spirit lights. You were so lovely and unlike anyone I’d met before.”

      My husband and I had five sons together, though we lost one at birth when he came out with the cord wrapped twice around his neck and tied in a knot. That shook us hard and our relationship almost didn’t bear the damage. The healing took many years, but we fought hard for each other and made it through.

      When Koss Bahdeegah passed into the spirit lodge of our ancestors, I became sleep doctor in his stead. I always felt very close to Raven and Eagle and felt like they guided me in the nurturing and healing of my people.

      After many long years, Chief Denah passed the right of leadership to my niece, Sabeeleh, and she proved herself a wise and capable chief. Our people loved her and prospered under her guidance.

      Tikonee and I taught our sons the stories of Salmon Chief Clan, how Raven and Eagle Created the World, Eagle Swallows the Lake, and the Attack of the Den People.

      We also taught our sons the ways of our people, how to work and play, how to sing and dance, how to hunt, and how to process an animal for its many uses with respect and reverence.

      We were not happy all the time, but we were happy most of the time, and that was everything I could hope for.
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      Seventy-two years later, I took my husband’s hand and brought him with me into eternity. We left our mortal bodies lying together, wrapped in blankets on the spruce bough bed of our pit house, just the way we had fallen asleep. Along the way to the heavens, we paused a moment, a continent and an ocean away from our home, in a place of sand and heat and jungle to watch the birth of a baby. He was a beautiful, plump little thing, with bright black eyes, obsidian skin, and a soft, frizzy cap of tiny black curls. They named him Ndege ya Ajabu. And it was always said of him that he came into the world laughing.
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      Melissa and Sarah, thank you for being my alpha readers. The first draft of this book was pretty bad, so thanks for your suggestions on how to improve it and for being fans of my writing in general. 

      Thank you to my beta readers, John, Joseph, and Tesia, who read all the drafts and helped me solidify the plot line, and who are always willing to read yet another version. You are all saints. (And thanks, Ka---, for reading half that one time.) 

      Dael and Martina, thank you for being my sensitivity readers. 

      Thanks, Mom, for teaching me to read, write, and love words. There would be no books without you! 

      Thanks to Sarah Chorn Editing for pushing for those final tweaks that made this book so beautiful. 

      Garret Hamon, you are a phenomenal artist, and I am so grateful for your work on both my book covers. 
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