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Child of morning, dawn of the green eyes,
hears Bluebird’s daybreak call as my teacher begins her search for
the Sun Singer, who was killed three years ago, with the frail hope
he will return and help her find herself.

 


—Willow, on the 28th day of the Mead
Moon
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Chapter One – Dark
Dawning

 


Fiery order of day and exuberant sun, young
primroses drenched in the light of a long afternoon await like
phantoms seeking night, any shade. She traverses a limestone ledge,
hears marmots whistle, smells ferns, close, supported into the sky
by rock, feels Bluebird’s chatter—hypnotic and dear up from the
green mountain valley. Whispers scrape her aura overhead. Scoop
throw: like a Judo master, dulled light flings her away. She fights
for Mother Earth, would sell her heart for her, and hears, is
hearing, “There are numerous ways to live, little girl.” Warm
blooded, that voice is the sister of chaos.

 


Sarabande bled on the
leading edge of the Angel Wing while the moon was dark. The
grey-green rock at the summit accepted her flow without complaint.
Yesterday, Gem said sky wasn’t a fit place of renewal: dark woods
and tents served best for bleeding. “Tccch,” she said without finesse, “why
expose yourself on that strange spur of rock at the high end of the
valley? You’ll catch a cold sitting on unforgiving stone above that
cold glacier.”

Indeed, but it suited her.

During the night, Sarabande
heard the beating of her heart. She heard the voice of water
flowing eastward out of the cirque that hugged the glacier snuggly
against the Continental Divide. Water called her attention to a
world on the other side of time, a world with a road running truer
across the plains into dawn than golden eagles, a world with
destiny straighter than cedar arrows, a world called the World of
the Dead
.
There was a dead horse alongside the road. Past the horse, an angry
fire gave off black smoke that lifted away from the prairie and the
straight road like a prayer.

Water’s voice distracted her from the
discomforts of the joyful dying of a synodic month and the sad
birth of another. She sat within her sacred circle at 7,430 feet
above the level of oceans she had never seen and evaluated the
thirty-six new moons that had come and gone since Osprey, who is
also called the Sun Singer, left them for his home on the other
side of time. Those who did not believe in the other side of time
said the Sun Singer was dead.

Yes, Goddess of the Night, the thought as
she ate a handful of roughly ground flax seeds from her leather
pouch, the moons are cycles of rebirth—even for creatures of the
sun. Sarabande meditated on flax seeds and the potentials of flax
seeds from the center of her compact circle while sipping the
nettle and stonewort tea she brewed in a tiny kettle over a tiny
fire. She placed sacred objects: to the east for air, a hawk owl
feather; to the south for fire, a drum; to the west for earth, a
red and yellow rattle; to the north for water, the flow of the
glacier in a copper cup. She traced her name in blood on a shard of
bloodstone, then sheltered it within the cat’s cradle of her
hands.

Though she waved the feather, banged the
drum, shook the rattle, and drank the water, her visions were of
death rather than life.

 


 


Two days before Osprey departed, Yarrow—her
husband of a mere two years—was killed in the battle between their
resistance group and King Justine’s soldiers on North Ridge. Two
hours before Osprey went home, he was wounded in a skirmish in the
forest where the River of Sky flows into Lake Deucalion. When
Osprey fell, his powerful avatar’s staff was split in two by the
enemy’s scimitar.

While Gem tended him as best she could, the
wound would soon require a surgeon’s skill if he were to use his
left arm again. In spite of his injury, Osprey had words of comfort
for her even though her wound on that night was deeper and—as time
would prove—more difficult to heal. Her wound was as invisible as
the Mead Moon rising soon today with the sun, but no less potent
than the lower aspect of midnight’s eye. Guilt flowed through her
veins, sorrow; too, for killing her sister in the center of the
River of Sky beneath the clouds of a gathering storm.

Dryad turned the moon upside-down. Even in
death, the pale light of waning crescents gave her a palpable
presence and a voice that whispered out of shadows. Dryad whispered
often; that whisper brought her power and that power brought her
corrupted men.

Dryad sullied Osprey, though incompletely.
Initially, Osprey’s resistance excited her. Then it puzzled her. By
the time they reached the River of Sky where all of them fought for
their lives, Dryad felt the rage of a woman belittled. She
whispered his name, “Ospreyyyyyyyy.” Because her mark was on him,
her chant weakened him.

“Sister, must you?” Sarabande asked her
then.

“What a widow slut you are,” said Dryad
without taking her eyes off the Osprey, who had fallen. “Yarrow’s
not yet cold.”

Sarabande had pushed Dryad into the river.
When the cold water broke her concentration, she laughed.

“Lust has dulled your reflexes. It’s too
late,” shouted Dryad. She lunged at Sarabande with her dagger.
“Your lovable boy is no match for Caw and his men.”

“Kill him,” shouted Caw. “Save the staff.
Kill him.”

“Ospreyyyyyyyy.”

“It’s always been you.” Sarabande slashed
her double-ply bow across Dryad’s neck. “Conspiring against kin.”
She tossed the bow aside, drew her hunting knife and parried
Dryad’s blade before the river spun them into the path of a fallen
tree borne on the current.

“Misguided kin,” said Dryad. She flung
herself away from the tree and Sarabande stepped aside, safe by
inches. “Expertly done, Sara, you’re the son our dearly departed
father always wanted.”

“Speak not of Wapiti while acting like a
spoilt child.”

She had her mother’s azure blue eyes. Dryad
always laughed at the spoilt child reference, for she was a worldly
twenty years old then to Sarabande’s adolescent eighteen. While
laughing, she lunged again, play acting perhaps, and the gods
conspired against them, for her advance ended upon the point of
Sarabande’s waiting knife.

Dryad’s last whisper was, “I will never
leave you.”

Osprey, Aton, Marten, and
Seth saw Dryad die. They called her a traitor and agreed that
Sarabande’s actions constituted
self defense. Old Aton, their frail and diplomatic
leader in those days, two months dead now, by the Guardian, was the
one who used the word “constituted.” It brought her no comfort as
she sat in the cold river where Dryad fell, even after the men
carried the body away and began scratching out shallow graves
beneath the aspen trees across the river.

 


Now, as the dawn’s alpine glow resolved into
sunrise, the voice of the melt water stream called to her as it
flowed down the stair-step valley toward Lake Deucalion to meet the
water from the River of Sky. Water reminded her she didn’t have the
courage to drown herself on that rainy night thirty-six moons ago.
Instead, she had prayed to the Guardian to bring the storm’s
lightning down off the rough face of Deucalion Point beyond the
graves and the aspens and kill her with fire.

Sarabande’s right hand folded around the
silver talisman suspended on a chain around her neck. Osprey’s
gift, a hallowed miniature of a god singing to the sun. Osprey
infused it with sunlight and magic before he draped the chain
around her neck. She remembered the idiom he used, one from his
world, that she would “freeze her ass off” if she kept sitting in
the icy water. Funny now, but puzzling then. Yet, while he touched
the talisman, they sat dry and warm within the glow of
sunlight.

He taught her to sing magical notes that
renewed the miniature Sun Singer’s secret fire. That fire kept
Dryad’s ghost away for twenty-one moons, then by degrees, the fire
grew weaker and went out. Perhaps Willow and her other students
were right in their belief that Osprey died when the talisman’s
sunlight went dark. She had asked the Guardian if her protection
disappeared because a silver necklace could not contain his
sunlight forever. It was so. She had her answer, though she did not
know if he still lived east of the mountains in his world on roads
called Fifteen and Ninety-four and Fifty-one as he told her when
they said their goodbyes. She had kissed him then, thinking he
would soon return to her. Who knew she would need a map to search
for the one whose power could banish a ghost.

Sarabande stretched into the cool morning,
idly watching the mare’s tail clouds flying high over Housetop
Mountain and the narrow arête called the Boundary Wall. She was in
no hurry to leave the secluded safety of the Angel Wing. The world
was precious here above the valley’s turquoise lakes and fir trees.
While her friends in the Judith Settlement in the old lambing flats
below Lake Deucalion considered the Angel Wing and the Glacier as
remote landmarks on their world’s western edge, the seven miles
were nothing to a twenty-one year old woman with long legs
well-accustomed to walking. Once she stepped through the time
portal into Osprey’s world, those legs would have to carry her
sixteen hundred and fifty miles to his house. Osprey was remote.
The Angel Wing wasn’t. She was excited about those remote miles.
She feared them, too, and for more reasons than the dead horse and
the fire of her visions. With her talent for projecting some small
part of herself into faraway times and places, Sarabande had
seen—in the manner of dreamtime—the eighteen-year-old Osprey on
whom her sanity, and perhaps her life, depended. No longer was he
the gangly, deferential boy who journeyed into the mysterious land
of Pyrrha out of love for an ailing grandfather, Thomas Elliott,
Gem’s father, three years ago. She sensed great changes in him.
Maybe they came from the long-term effects of his shoulder wound or
his family’s realization that Pyrrha’s darker magic had reached
their household—and might again. Or maybe the changes came from
three additional years of schooling and approaching adulthood in a
world that stood on a pragmatic foundation of technology and
science. Osprey was, she thought, mentally much farther away than
the sixteen hundred and fifty physical miles between the newly
formed Judith Settlement and a town with a name she did not know in
the flat lands east of her morning sun. Though she had committed
herself to the journey, she was uncertain about just who or what
awaited her at the end of it. Reason enough, she thought as she ate
her apples and cheese, to relax within the snug comforts of her
sacred circle like a sleeper not yet ready to arise from a long
nap.

On the first day of spring when bright
yellow fawn lilies lifted their heads up through the snow,
Sarabande had told Gem of her decision. She would seek Gem’s nephew
Osprey, known in his world as Robert Adams, in the month of the
Mead Moon. Her best friend and mentor pushed her chair away from
the little wheel where she was spinning flax into yarn for
plain-weave linen.

“So.”

The word was an invitation and a sigh of
resignation.

“Dryad’s ghost is dragging me into lunacy.
Can you understand?”

“I can,” she said. “I see what you must
do.”

“Sundew and White Rabbit took the news
poorly. The boys were more reserved.”

“Come, sit,” said Gem, shoving a pile of
white fabric remnants off the spare chair with the quick sweep of a
hand. “I will look after your students while you’re gone if you
desire it.”

“Good. As you know, Willow is the most
dutiful. She helps the younger children with the lessons.”

“Willow is a dear one,” said Gem. Her
greying braids framed her exquisitely lined face and welcoming
smile. “I will ask our equally dutiful marsh hawk to inform my
father. Your choice will please him.”

“Oh, will it?”

“By the Guardian, Sarabande, why would it
not?”

“I had thought Thomas Elliott would share
your worry.”

“He does. But worry does not rule his life,
nor mine either.”

“Tell me why you worry.”

Gem pulled Sarabande’s hands together and
wrapped her larger, rougher hands around them.

“I worry that you will be shamed.”

“Osprey may have forgotten me, but there’s
no shame in that.”

“Osprey has not forgotten you in spite of
his parents’ hopes that he will forget mountains and magic, and
most of all, me.”

“They fear for him,” said Sarabande. “Do you
think so?”

“Yes. My father has spoken of it. He was no
longer made welcome in their house after Robert, Osprey as we know
him, returned and told his story.”

“Sad, Gem, and unnecessary.”

“Tccch, much of what people do out of love is sad and
unnecessary.”

Gem pulled her hands away and stood up so
quickly she knocked over her spinning wheel. She didn’t appear to
notice. She walked to the window and leaned out as though making
sure no one else would hear her words.

“I was shamed by the king.” Gem pulled up
her left sleeve to reveal the letters SJ in a bold pink scar that
contrasted with her walnut-colored skin.

“Your strike brand!”

“I bore Justine’s mark as
well as his child. Both were conceived in pain in a dark cell
covered with urine and rat droppings.” Sarabande went to her, but
Gem rolled down the sleeve, covering the ugly mark that
signified Sovereign
Justine. “No, my friend, I cannot abide
your seeing it close at hand. My daughter, though, this doting
mother will speak of her at great length if allowed to do
so.”

“Cinnabar has shown me her brand,” said
Sarabande.

“Discretion is a lesson I was never able to
teach her. But listen: on your journey to Osprey’s house, you won’t
walk through the domains of kings.”

Sarabande gasped and sat down, suddenly
lightheaded when she understood why Gem showed her the scar.

“If there are no kings,
what dangers have you seen?”

Gem put her hands on Sarabande’s shoulders
and kneaded out the growing knots. Her touch always felt like a
touch of power, and she wondered if she shared Osprey’s way with
healing magic.

“I have seen a dark creek beneath a bridge
on a foggy night. I have heard screams and howls outside my
comprehension. I don’t understand it,” said Gem, holding their eye
contact as though she understood more than she would say.
“Sarabande, you know without my lecturing at great length about the
ways of the world. A a woman on a lonely road can be a target.
Travel with a sharp knife.”

The impromptu massage felt good. The unclear
warning did not. Vague predictions were worse than silence. They
stirred up what did not need to be stirred up.

“Yes, I know that, Gem. I will carry a knife
and take care to have it handy.”

“With due care, you can avoid your fate, but
destiny is the way you’ve already written your life’s story.”

“I wanted to walk the sixteen hundred and
fifty miles to Osprey’s house long before it occurred to me I would
ever do so. If there is to be shame in it, then I will live or die
with whatever I find on that lonely road.”

“So, the matter is decided.”

“Yes.”

Gem pulled the wheel
upright, returned to her chair and began spinning the thread that
often became Sarabande’s skinny white
dresses, as Cinnabar—who was somewhat
stocky—always called them. (“Holy bear puke, you’re narrower than a
lodgepole sapling. Do you never eat?”) Gem’s hands did not need
Gem’s eyes to coordinate the stretch and twist of the damp flax
strick on the comb over the guide hooks and through the spindle en
route to the wheel.

“You’re walking to Decatur and I am making
you a skinny dress to wear when you get home,” she said.

“Thank you. What manner of name is
‘Decatur’?”

“My father has said little about it,” said
Gem. “It is in a small kingdom which the residents refer to as a
state. There is a river. There are old houses and lovely parks on
quiet streets. They grow corn without the need of kings.”

“I will look for cornfields after I have
walked awhile.”

“Those cornfields are closer than you
imagine,” said Gem as her right foot worked the treadle on its own
accord as one might talk and rock a cradle. “When Eagle, my
intended, and I were to marry, my father sent him a letter
extolling my virtues to such an extravagant extent, that I blush
even now when I think of it. Fortunately, I no longer remember
precisely what superlatives he included. What comes to mind now are
the words Dad used to explain how he could live far away and also
be close at hand should we need his help. ‘All times are
equidistant from each other,’ he wrote, ‘and all space rests in the
palm of your hand.’”

“Do you know what that means, Gem?”

She laughed. “Actually, no. But we were
looked after. My father could not alter our destiny—our marriage
lasted fifteen years before an unknown sickness took Eagle away.
But my father tended to appear when we had joys to celebrate and
sorrows to endure. While you are walking toward those cornfields,
Thomas Elliott will see to it that you are looked after.”

“When I walk, it will be a time of breathing
out. I’ll take comfort knowing I’m not isolated from all I
know.”

Now, within the safety of her circle beneath
the sheltering sky, neither fate nor destiny seemed relevant. When
she saw the world from the Angel Wing, the cycles of the sun and
moon and seasons were readily apparent. She bled with the moon, as
ospreys, eagles, mountain goats, bighorn sheep, Indian Paintbrush
and Bog Gentians had their times and places throughout the great
wheel of the year. Yet, she wondered if each new moment was
ordained at the dawn of time by the Guardian or if timeless weavers
spun out people’s lives from mountains above the mare’s tail
clouds.

No, engraved destiny was not her belief. She
grew cold at the thought of it, and colder still when she
remembered that today, her journeying day, was no spontaneous
flight of fancy, but a time and place regulated within the dictates
of the old story, told thusly:

A man or a woman who claims an enduring link
with the dead may, within three years of their dying day, journey
into the fetid realm of the underworld and petition the deity of
that dark place for a Boon of Returning. If the Dark Goddess finds
favor with the petitioner’s words, the dead will rise again in full
flower. If the Dark Goddess does not favor the application, she
flings a spear through the petitioner’s heart and the cause is
ended.

 


While Dryad dared not step within the sacred
circle, she might hold the future of the Sun Singer in the palm of
her hand. With that thought, Sarabande fetched up the hawk owl
feather, drum, rattle, the copper cup and the blood stone, opened
the circle, and climbed down into the saddle between the Angel Wing
and Housetop Mountain. The rock and the snowfield above the stream
were stable, and due care in negotiating them would suffice.

She crossed the stream where it met the
lake, looking forward to a breath-stealing plunge into the cold
waters. It was a bath, yes, and badly needed. Even a rogue grizzly
would flee from her earthy marigold stink.

“Ospreyyyyyyyy.”

There she was, as well proportioned and
innocently wanton in death as she had been in life. She wore red
and held a black and tan pheasant tail feather in her left hand.
Sarabande towered over the apparition even though the close-by
feral howl had startled her, causing her to jump back and douse her
feet in the center of the stream.

“Good morning to you, too, Dryad.”

“Sara, you’ve never been good at sarcasm.
You don’t have the mouth for it.”

“I’ll speak plainly, then. Why do you greet
me with a befouled hiss?”

Dryad sat on a boulder at the stream’s
edge—to the extent a ghost could actually sit on anything—and shook
her tumbling blond hair away from her face.

“The world turns on that hiss,” said
Dryad.

“How so?”

Dryad smiled the way a mother smiles at a
pathetic child.

“Let us begin with a sixteen hundred and
fifty mile stroll.”

“My traitorous sister, I am strolling
because you couldn’t keep your dress buttoned when you espied a
fifteen-year-old young man.”

Even in death, Dryad’s blue eyes were
capable of fire. “My mark is on him, yes.” She stood and pulled up
her dress and extended her right leg. “Just here,” she said,
tracing a small crescent with the feather. “No doubt you will find
it when you two are rutting in a corn field.”

Sarabande slapped her, connecting with
nothing but cold air.

“Must you shamefully befoul everything and
everyone?”

“You are the woman standing here with blood
on your dress,” said Dryad, poking her feather at the large
splotches. “I’m sure mother warned you about wearing white when
you’re on the rag.”

“Standing Cat had little time for me,” said
Sarabande. “I’m not a fabric that suits her.”

“Alive and dead, we both still part our hair
in the middle,” said Dryad. “After that, we part company when it
comes to common ground as sisters—or even as females. I hear men’s
cries, and you do not. Osprey asked me to do what I did.”

“That’s absurd.”

“I will tell you what he wished. I remember
it as though it were yesterday because in my world, there is no
time.”

“What wish of his could possibly draw the
two of you together?”

“Truth be told, there were
two,” said Dryad. “I will quote the first exactly:
To walk naked through a primeval forest on a night
when the moon owns the world and be enslaved by a she-devil who
initiates him into the unbridled pleasures of boundless
depravity.”

Sarabande fell over
backwards into the sharp chill of Lake Dahlia. She-devil wasn’t a word from their
world, though she could well enough guess what it meant. Dryad
could have contrived the word, but she didn’t think so.

“What was the other wish?” she asked, trying
to find her breath in water that was colder than she expected.

Dryad’s dress disappeared. She jumped into
the lake naked without creating a visible splash. Yet her hair was
wet when she surfaced, graced with a larger white dryas flower.

“He wished to see me like
this in the sacred fountain outside the door where the Society of
the Rose once met. He visualized me naked
in the everlasting waters, asking him to
wash me. He was a man clearly expressing his needs, I
thought.”

When Sarabande swam to the center of the
small lake, Dryad followed. She looked like a living, breathing
woman. To think so was to underestimate her. Neither life nor death
imposed limits on her.

“You always thought less of me than I was,”
said Dryad.

“If Osprey’s wishes are as you say, then he
was a normal boy with normal fantasies. Yarrow once told me
adolescent dreams focus on fictional women until a hot and sexy
real woman appears on the scene.”

“Hot and sexy is an apt description of me,”
said Dryad.

Dryad floated a few feet away without
effort. Treading water and quickly tiring, Sarabande was a bit
jealous.

“Apt or not, Osprey’s wishes or visions or
needs came out of the anarchy of puberty, nothing more, unless you
wish me to believe his moments with you were his destiny.”

“That, I cannot say. Our beloved Aton,
ancient patriarch that he was, often told us that thoughts are
things. Remember?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, Osprey was fated to have my mark
on him because he did not use due care with his thoughts,” said
Dryad as she began to laugh. “You don’t understand such things
because you lost much of your fire when you married Yarrow.”

Her laugh had the rare quality of a wolf’s
howl. She flung the dryas flower at Sarabande, then swam or somehow
moved closer and playfully pushed her sister’s head under water
like she did when they were children playing in Turquoise Lake.
Then the light or the clouds changed and Dryad vanished.

Sarabande rubbed the water out of her eyes.
The mare’s tail clouds were gone along with the sun and—from
growing shadows within the spruce and fir forest in lower
valleys—most of the day. She waded ashore, cold. There was no time
to change. She ran down the valley’s long steps, wishing she could
fly. Gem—what must she think?

How had she floated beneath the surface of
the lake until the blue hour? She rubbed her shaking hands
together. They did not feel like the hands of a drowned woman. She
ran, thankful for her long legs. Even Aton said she was more
sure-footed than a mountain goat. She smiled, and her mouth did not
feel like the mouth of a corpse.

In death, Dryad’s power had grown. This fact
clarified exactly what Sarabande was going to ask the Sun Singer to
do.

“You must forsake our
mother if you are to succeed, Sara,” said Dryad. “I say this as I
prepare to celebrate our Father’s Journey
of the Moon to the City of the Last
Returning on the seventh year after his death.”

Dryad’s voice, disembodied and everywhere,
followed her as she neared the head end of Lake Gordon. The honey
scent of the ghostly grass flowers on the slope above the trail was
strong, accentuated by the growing darkness. Her white dress was
dead weight, like a binding gown or a cloak made of fresh snow. She
wanted to sleep, for moments only, down amongst the pink twin
flowers.

She stopped to catch her breath. There in a
hanging valley to the south, barely visible in the twilight, the
water from Wind Maker Pass dropped down over Lightning Falls,
concealing one of the portals into the world on the other side of
time. Projecting her thoughts across the lake and up the trail
toward the falls, she discovered their leader Seth and two other
men hiding amongst the flowers of the Garden of Heaven.

Out of fear, they intended
to stop her from reaching the very portal Osprey risked his life to
re-open three years ago. Dohver, Dryad’s treacherous mentor, had
sealed it shut after stealing the Staff of
Wisdom from Thomas Elliott. While nobody
had seen Dohver for years, Gem and Aton were certain he wasn’t in
Pyrrha.

However, another portal lay hidden within
the dark firs along the southern shore of the lake below. The Light
Dancer’s magic rendered that doorway invisible. Even Osprey
couldn’t find it from either side of the portal without help.
Should a seeker manage to find and open that door, she would still
have to contend with the fiery guardian of the threshold. If due
care was keeping her out of Seth’s clutches, then perhaps destiny
would lead her to—and through—the Light Dancer’s Portal.

As she stepped into the gloom of the lower
trail that switchbacked down to the lake, a faint, wraithlike light
appeared on the upper trail. Like ground fog, it clung silently to
the earth at a level lower than a woman’s knee. There was no wind,
yet it approached steadily. Sarabande tried to project a casual
thought into the light to confirm her suspicion that the eerie
creature or phenomenon was Dryad’s latest adventure. She
encountered a gentle barrier—like a warm quilt or a winter
blanket—that was quite impermeable to the energy of her
thoughts.

“Holy bear puke,” she hissed. “What manner
of spirit are you?”

“I’m a spirit with long braids who wonders
where you’ve been and why you’re talking like Cinnabar. I’m a
spirit accompanied by your mother.”

“Hello, Mother.” Even in the dim light,
Standing Cat’s habitual bitter pout signified that she had probably
not been invited on the hike. “Gem, this is a strange light.”

“You have blood on your dress,” snapped
Standing Cat, pushing past Gem as the light went out. “Have I not
informed you that it’s best not to wear white when you’re on the
rag?”

“More than once, Mother.”

“Are you well?” asked Gem.

“Dryad cast an enchantment around me,” said
Sarabande. “Early this morning, she appeared with her legendary
lies and distorted truths as I was preparing to bathe in Lake
Dahlia. Apparently, I slept the day away floating in the lake.”

“Blast, your personal haunter has grown
bolder,” said Gem. “As for this light …”

“All the more reason why you should have
spent the day in your house, out of sight and out of mind during
your unclean days,” observed Standing Cat in the dictatorial
parental tone Sarabande suffered through childhood and
adolescence.

“Unclean days! You sound like a man,”
snapped Sarabande, certain she would lose her patience before she
left Pyrrha. “Now, Gem, if you can get a word in edgewise, tell me
about the light.”

Gem laughed. “I’ll try.”

“I’ll hush if my counsel is not wanted.”

“Please do, Standing Cat,” said Gem. “The
light comes from my dancing spirit helper. It shows me the trail
while remaining hidden to men such as Seth who might be watching
the world for young ladies planning on stepping into an alternate
universe.”

“You’re a Light Dancer, then.”

“Hardly.”

“Seth and two others lie in wait in the
Garden of Heaven,” said Sarabande. “I wonder why. What do they want
of me?”

“This morning, when I reminded Seth that
today was the day of your journey, he shared my concern about it,”
Standing Cat said. “He claims, and I believe him, that you
extracted his permission for the journey by making the kinds of
threats a man makes. The other men laughed at him for his
acquiescence. Now he will stop you before you bring down the wrath
of the gods upon us. My daughter, once again you demonstrate that
you are linsey-woolsey rather than pure linen.”

“Hush, old lady, or I will throw you into
the lake,” said Gem.

Standing Cat gasped, but held her tongue.
Few people dared speak their true thoughts in front of her, much
less threaten her.

“Seth fears no gods,” said Gem. “He fears
Dohver, claiming that he lurks on the other side of the portal
waiting for you to open it, Sarabande.”

“Can that be so?”

“When Osprey’s magic
overwhelmed Dohver’s spell and forced the Staff of Wisdom through the opening
into the adjacent world, Dohver would have already returned at his
convenience had he found it.”

“Seth is right, then. Dohver cannot use the
Lightning Falls portal without an avatar’s staff.”

“Even an old lady was right to be
concerned,” said Standing Cat.

“We are not going to the doorway behind the
falls,” said Gem. “We are using the doorway in the Light Dancer’s
invisible cabin.”

“Oh Gem, can you can find it?”

“I found it for Osprey,” said Gem.

“The timing of your
Boon of Returning is no
secret,” said Standing Cat. “I dare say Dohver’s magic is strong
enough to conceal him along the lakeshore in the Light Dancer’s
world until the cabin appears.”

“True,” said Gem, “but he knows the Guardian
will not let him pass.”

“Will he let me pass?”

“Probably,” said Gem. “The Nunnumbi are a
dedicated race of elves and cannot be fooled about the intentions
of seekers requesting safe passage.”

“You will be killed,” said Standing Cat.
“Come back to my house tonight with me and I will fix you porridge
and a warm bed. Let’s wait until the men decide what we should
do.”

“So, is it to be the men who rule us?” Gem
looked at Sarabande rather than at Standing Cat when she spoke.

“We must go to the cabin before Seth decides
to return to Judith Settlement and finds us through fate or
happenstance,” said Sarabande.

Gem faced the dark trail that led down to
the lake. She hopped forward on her left foot while lifting the
right foot, and then she jumped forward onto her right foot. Ah, it
was a basic reel step. Even in her well-used buckskin dress, Gem
looked like a young girl dancing at an elder’s wedding. As they
followed the switchbacks down to the bridge over the stream flowing
down from the Glacier, the spirit helper’s light gleamed in front
of her like sunlight on a river.

Gem set a fast pace, followed by Standing
Cat who walked slower and slower until she appeared more anchored
in place than the willow trees along the trail.

“Mother, you are walking outside the light,”
said Sarabande. “I would rather not trip over roots I can’t see
because you want to crawl.”

“You’re on a fool’s errand,” chided Standing
Cat.

“Fools are among the most
wise,” said Sarabande. “Besides, Dryad has reminded me that Wapiti
will soon make his Journey of the
Moon. Perhaps I can say a proper goodbye
this time.”

“Dohver’s old myths,” scoffed Standing Cat.
“They are forbidden in my house.”

“We are outside your house, Mother.”

Standing Cat turned around just as the sky
overhead began to shimmer with the first pale tendrils of the
northern lights, the dancing grandfathers, as Aton used to call the
dazzling color across the sky. Sarabande’s mother gave no sign she
was aware of the dancing grandfathers among the night’s first
stars. She was a dark shape, thin like a stubbornly dying tree with
deep roots into the ground it had never questioned since the world
was born.

She slapped her daughter’s face, and the
blow cut deep, stole Sarabande’s breath away more effectively than
her morning plunge into Lake Dahlia, and snapped the last remaining
twigs that connected them together in a family tree. Sarabande
stepped away from the woman who had, for years, been her
mother.

“Control yourself, Standing Cat,” said
Gem.

In the gathering celestial light, Sarabande
saw that Gem had drawn her knife.

“Is this where you wish to die?” asked
Sarabande. While her question was well measured, her tone was
not.

Standing Cat looked over her shoulder, saw
Gem’s raised knife, and screamed.

“Seth, help me. Seth, my daughter has gone
mad.” It was scream that could easily curdle milk.

“I’m no daughter of yours,” whispered
Sarabande. She grabbed Standing Cat from behind in a fierce hug,
one hand firmly over her mouth, the other around her midsection.
“Pick up her feet, Gem, will you?”

Standing Cat had more strength hidden away
in her seldom-used muscles than Sarabande expected. But it was not
enough. The two women lifted her off the ground and wrestled her
toward the lake. She was like a fractious house cat resisting a
bath. Her teeth tore into Sarabande’s fingers and her finely
sharpened finger nails easily slit the damp fabric of Sarabande’s
linen dress and drew blood.

Sarabande pulled her hand out of the old
woman’s mouth. While she feared she might crack Standing Cat’s
ribs, she didn’t care. She squeezed her all the more.

“Seth, help me, it’s murder. Help.”

Her banshee’s scream remained unfinished.
She became airborne over Lake Gordon. For a small woman, she
created a large splash, unsettling the pristine reflection of the
reds and greens of the northern lights that filled the valley from
the plains of Pyrrha past the leading edge of the Angel Wing into
whatever worlds existed on the far side of the arêtes that formed
the Boundary Wall.

Standing Cat sat, mercifully without words,
and stared at Sarabande with an expression that was difficult to
decipher. Later, she would wonder about it. But for the moment, her
mother seemed a bit surprised, somewhat in awe, and wholly ashamed
of the tall young lady in the torn white dress.

“On this night, I have blundered,” Sarabande
told her. “Look at me here, torn and bleeding. You have told me a
thousand times not to fight in my good clothes.”

“Seth?”

“He heard the scream.”

“Then we must leave her where she lies,”
said Gem.

Gem turned and ran like a deer. Sarabande
ran like a mountain goat. As they ran, the light became brighter
amongst the trees closest to the lakeshore: pure white near the
water, with the reds and greens reaching up past the tree canopy to
the gleaming mountains like swirling smoke. Did the cabin burn? Had
the fiery Guardian stepped through the portal to confront the
daughter who had forsaken her mother?

While she ran and speculated about the
origin of the light, Sarabande had no reason to guess where Seth
was. He was running, following the creek from his ambush point
below Lightning Falls. He carried a brightly burning torch and was
only a half a mile away, followed closely by Stone Seeker and Wolf.
Stone Seeker and Wolf were among the more volatile and foolish
elders on the Judith Settlement council urging Seth to distance
himself from Aton’s mystical society approach to leadership and
embrace a more pragmatic style.

While deer and mountain goats move with
grace, neither Gem nor Sarabande looked agile when they stumbled
across the rocky beach next to a small log cabin at the center of a
maelstrom of multicolored streamers of crackling and popping light.
When her eyes adjusted to the glare, Sarabande saw the woman
dressed in black standing outside the cabin’s open door. She held a
blazing staff in her left hand and a long-stemmed dark red rose in
her right hand.

“I am Siobhan,” she said.

She spoke her name with an
opening shhhhhhhhhh as though it were but a soft-hearted whisper. Her smile told
Sarabande that Siobhan was strong, unafraid, and not of their
world. Pyrrhan women seldom displayed their feelings
openly.

“You were expecting us,” said Gem. “I am
pleased.”

“Your father sent me.”

“How well do I fit his description?” asked
Gem.

“He knows his daughter,” replied Siobhan.
Then her brown eyes focused on Sarabande. “It’s my pleasure to
welcome you to the universe next door.”

“Thank you. Three men from the settlement
plan to stop me from stepping through that doorway.”

“Within the light of this Sitka rowan staff,
you need not fear them,” said Siobhan. Then she laughed, adding,
“Or your dripping wet mother either.”

“I don’t want Seth to see me here,” said
Gem. She hugged Sarabande almost as tightly as Sarabande had
grabbed her mother. “Your ribs are fine, dear one. Walk well, and
when you find Osprey, convey my fond greetings to him.”

“I will.”

“Siobhan, you hold the
Light Dancer’s Staff of
Intelligence,” said Gem. “May I ask if you
know what became of the Staff of
Wisdom?”

“Your father has it.”

“How is that possible?”

“When Osprey opened the
portal at Lightning Falls, the Staff of
Wisdom was thrown into our world where
Sikimí was waiting to fetch it home.”

“By the Guardian, that is the horse that
saved Osprey’s life in his fight with Caw at the River of Sky,”
said Sarabande.

“Stop her,” shouted Seth, bursting into the
circle of light.

“Seth runs faster than bad news,” said
Gem.

If Seth feared the staff or its northern
lights, he concealed it well. He charged directly at Sarabande
waving his sword just as Stone Seeker and Wolf raised their bows
and let two arrows fly. Gem and Sarabande drew their knives, but
Siobhan did not react. Twin bolts of lightning leapt from the tip
of the staff, destroying the arrows in midflight. A fiery
whirlwind, resembling an angry elf, manifested itself out of the
void between worlds and unleashed three snake-like arms across the
clearing, knocking the men to the ground in a shower of sparks.

“Impressive,” said Gem.

“If there was ever a time to say ‘Holy bear
puke,’ this was it,” shouted Sarabande.

She walked over and poked Seth in the ribs
with her foot. He was still breathing.

“They’re not dead,” said Siobhan. “They will
wake up in several hours with no memories of this moment.”

“Good,” said Gem. “Then I expect Sarabande
is ready for the next step.”

“What about him?” asked Sarabande. She
pointed hesitantly at the bluish man of fire hovering in the
doorway.

Siobhan pulled the staff in toward herself.
The light accentuated the deep red hiding within her dark brown
hair and brought an impish sparkle into her eyes.

“Mahalonuiloa,” she said, and the fire went
out. “I have just thanked the staff for its help this evening.
Here, Sarabande, we call this a China rose. Our guardian friend
will trust you when you carry it across the threshold. Watch out
for the thorns.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

“Gem, by the look of me, I’ll need that new
dress when I return.”

Gem waved reassuringly and smiled
optimistically before the imploding darkness swallowed her whole.
Sarabande was extracted from Pyrrha like flax pulled from the dark
earth at harvest into an insubstantial world of light. The elf
hurled her through the portal into an author’s study that was
cobbled together with rough logs, sagging bookshelves,
glass-fronted cabinets of arcane memorabilia, a massive wood desk,
a stone fireplace, two harp-backed chairs, an oval table graced by
an empty blue vase, and a wall clock with black hands indicating
8:59. Avoiding the thorns, the Nunnumbi plucked the rose from her
hand and placed it in the vase where the dew drops on the dark red
petals shone like diamonds.

As Sarabande crossed over
the partition between Pyrrha and not-Pyrrha, a person without a
body or a location spoke to her. “When the
light ascends, destiny will show you that there are numerous ways
to live, little girl.” Warm blooded, that
voice was the sister of chaos.

She collapsed into a harp-backed chair. Her
head drooped forward; if only she could sleep. The rose’s thirteen
crimson petals filled her vision, their raspberry aroma reminding
her of the tart jam Standing Cat made for her when she was a little
girl. Drowsy, she felt orphaned now and alone. But she snapped out
of it and pushed herself up straight enough in the chair to resist
any more temptations to sleep. The chair wasn’t very comfortable
anyhow; it was a prim and proper chair for decoration more than
napping, reading, or sustained conversation. It was the perfect
companion for the table.

“Oh, that was a tiring step,” she said.

“From where I’m sitting, it looked more like
a leap and a nap,” said Siobhan. “Are you feeling all right?”

Siobhan—who had been standing behind her
when they walked into the room—sat with her feet pulled up beneath
her red and green plaid dress in the huge swivel chair behind the
desk. A small book perched precariously on her right knee. The
staff leaned against the clock where the time was 8:49. The world
was losing ground, or she was.

“Yes, but too sleepy to read the clock
properly.”

“No doubt,” said Siobhan, “but otherwise, no
other ill effects.”

“Did you hear a voice when I came through
the door way?”

“No.’” Siobhan frowned—more puzzled than
worried, Sarabande thought—and glanced at the closed door. “Tell me
what you heard.”

“I heard a voice from my dreams. A man, a
man I never see, one not to be trusted, keeps telling me there are
numerous ways to live.”

“That’s true enough,” said Siobhan

“I infer from his voice tone he doesn’t
approve of the choices I’m making.”

Siobhan took a deep breath, exhaled slowly
and closed her eyes. In a room lit only by soft, flameless lamps,
her aura expanded outward until the cabin filled with the light of
the morning and the evening stars. Sarabande had seen Gem meditate,
but never so deeply. Siobhan’s eyelids fluttered like those of one
sleeping in the domain of prescient dreams and animal helpers where
journeys can be made above and below the daylight Earth of rational
understanding. The clock’s hands crept past 9:00 before her aura
dimmed down to normal and she opened her eyes with a cloudy
expression.

“You are being stalked by somebody out of
your past,” Siobhan said.

“Dryad?”

“No, a man.”

“Who?”

Siobhan sighed and shook her head. “A man
who knows how to hide himself well, changing from pheasant to sheep
to mist the way dream images change.”

“Blast, Seth was right.” Was that the shame
Gem sensed? “Dryad’s totem animal is the pheasant. Dohver’s helper
is the sheep. You know he’s been trapped in your world for three
years.”

“David and I have often seen him near the
ranch. Tom saw him at a grocery store in Kalispell, where they
traded threats in the produce section next to the asparagus. None
of us are fond of him.”

“Seth didn’t want me to come here for fear
Dohver would take the staff away from me and use it to get back
into Pyrrha.”

“Seth’s worries would be logical,” said
Siobhan, “if the staff had no more intelligence than a garden rake
or a mop. I’m sorry you’re being followed. Watch your step, as we
say in my world. But don’t worry about the staff.”

“It’s protected?”

“Dohver can’t even touch it, much less call
forth its power,” said Siobhan.

Sarabande was tired, almost too tired to
worry. Even so, she could not ignore the fact that she had sixteen
hundred and fifty miles to walk. Several weeks ago, Willow, her
best student, overheard one of Standing Cat’s weekly tirades.

“Well then, if you must see this foreigner
Osprey, prance in front of him for all you’re worth. Perhaps he’ll
take you to bed and find enough excitement from you to marry you in
a universe that dotes on its princesses,” her mother was
saying.

“Prance, Mother?”

“I blame your father for it,” she said,
rolling her eyes the way she did when she defamed the defenseless
dead. “On the black day he gave you those lapis beads and told you
they were for his ‘little princess,’ you began to prance.”

Sarabande sighed. “He made me feel like a
person of worth. So yes, I pranced for a month, two at the
most.”

“You forget yourself,” said Standing Cat. At
this point, her sarcastic tone was intended more for Willow—who had
just come upon them next to the town well—than for her daughter.
“Prance from here to there, that Decatur town where he lives, and
by then your old habit will be engraved in stone again.”

After Standing Cat left, Willow blushed
suitably for her interruption. Then she said, “Teacher, I have been
practicing my arithmetic skills and have learned something about
your trip.”

“Ah, that is wonderful. What have you
learned?”

“If you do not prance to Decatur town, but
walk normally as you always do”—Willow giggled when she said this
and hid behind her black-as-night hair—“you will take many steps
before you find the Sun Singer, dead though he may be.”

“How many?”

“You will take 330,000 steps, teacher.”

“Holy bear puke!”

“Teacher!”

“Sorry, Willow. You are such a mature young
woman, I sometimes forget you are my student.”

“Your student is worrying about all those
steps.”

Now, Siobhan was coming back into the room
with two cups of tea. Sarabande hadn’t seen her leave.

“You looked cold,” she said.

“I didn’t even see you leave the room.”

“You were falling asleep or becoming lost in
thought,” said Siobhan. Siobhan didn’t prance. She moved about the
room with such grace and strength that even Standing Cat wouldn’t
rightfully claim she was “putting on airs.”

“It’s good,” said Sarabande. “When you told
me to watch my step, I remembered that one of my students
calculated there are 330,000 steps between Robert and me. The
number seems infinite at this point. My eyes will strain themselves
with watching.”

Siobhan laughed and sipped her tea. “This is
a blend of chamomile and spearmint. I find it very soothing.”

“It might soothe me to sleep in this cozy
room if I weren’t so filthy and hungry. What an amazing cabin.”

Siobhan rolled her eyes. “It’s a mess with
few gentle comforts. My husband David and I often discuss the
clutter. When we are old and grey, we will still be discussing the
clutter. He built this cabin several years before we met on a
faraway island in the Pacific Ocean. By that I mean, he built it
without the wise advice I might have offered.”

Sarabande already liked Siobhan’s sense of
humor.

“I have never seen an island or an ocean.
How far away is this island?”

“Precisely three thousand, eight-hundred and
eighty-four miles west of that ugly brass door,” she said, adding,
“as the crow flies.”

“Your world has determined crows,” said
Sarabande. “You have memorized the distance. You must miss your
island very much.”

“I do,” she said. “While I
am often nostalgic about Oahu, I am never sad about living three
thousand, eight-hundred and eighty-four miles northeast of my
birthplace in a world of plains and mountains. Knowing the exact
distance is a bit of magic David taught me.”

“I hope one day to understand such magic,”
said Sarabande. “I had not expected to see any magic in your world.
Osprey said your people used science and technology instead of
magic.”

“Osprey is right about that,” she said.
Siobhan rolled her chair away from the desk and stood up. As she
did, a disorganized stack of books and papers slid off the corner
of the desk. “Clutter,” she explained. “Let me show you the
bathroom where you can freshen up. Once that is accomplished, I
will show you the kitchen, where I’ll heat up the leftover chicken
soup from lunch.”

As Siobhan came around the desk, Sarabande
noticed a narrow hallway to the left of the brass door leading to
Pyrrha.

“From the outside, this cabin seemed to have
a single room.”

“Magic,” said Siobhan, in an offhand way as
though detailed and stable magic in a world of science and
technology was commonplace and required no elaboration. “The dark
room straight ahead is David’s kitchen. It’s filled with
technology. It’s also small in the way a man would create a kitchen
before meeting his intended and asking for her advice.”

“My entire house is a kitchen.”

“Did a man build it?”

“I built it.”

“Then I don’t need to explain why you have a
usable kitchen and David has a kitchen no bigger than a poor man’s
privy.”

Siobhan pushed a small white lever next to
the doorway, and lamps without flame filled the hall and a
stairwell with light. Like the walls in the main room, the interior
of the hall was made of maple paneling that was covered with either
shiny magic or a glistening and transparent science and technology
paint.

“Magic light?”

“Science and technology, like the lacquer on
the walls.” said Siobhan. “I feel like I’m doing a
show-and-tell.”

“A what?”

“When children bring treasures to school and
show them to their classmates, such lessons are called
show-and-tell.”

“I will use the term with my students and
see how they like it,” said Sarabande. “This stairway leads down to
a lower floor. Surely such a treasure is magic.”

“Come, let’s see the facilities.”

The stairs were narrow, but sturdy, and led
to a lower-level hall with a small bedroom on each end and a
bathroom between them.

“So close to the lake. Does it flood?”

“Goodness, no,” said Siobhan. “In here is
your basic toilet, sink, and shower. Do you know why there’s a
shower rather than a luxurious bathtub?”

“You weren’t here to offer suggestions.”

“Correct.”

“We had rudimentary plumbing in the secret
catacombs beneath the city. Since our facilities—as you call
them—are even more rudimentary in the Judith Settlement, I’ll enjoy
that box of warm rain.”

“Warm rain. I like that,” said Siobhan.
“Since your knapsack got stuck outside the portal, take a look in
the cabinet behind the mirror for anything you need—comb, brush,
toothbrush, toothpaste. The green liquid in the tall bottle is
David’s favorite shampoo.”

“I meant to ask you why the Nunnumbi took
away my knife, personal items, and extra clothes.”

Siobhan’s expression “clouded over,” as
Cinnabar was fond of saying about people who were angry, troubled,
or simply mean spirited. Sarabande saw a combination of worry and
anger in Siobhan’s cat’s-focus eyes.

“As for who or what flung away your
belongings, I cannot say. From my vantage point at David’s desk, it
was clear to me that the guardian was not the thief. Your stalker,
Dohver, do you think?”

“I would take more comfort from hearing that
the elf didn’t like my baggage.”

Siobhan flipped on the light in the
left-hand bedroom, revealing more paneled walls, a double bed, a
nightstand with a small lamp, and a chest of drawers. The bed was
covered with a quilt with a pattern of blue and light blue
interlocking rings. A white woolen blanket with green, red, yellow,
and indigo bands was folded neatly at the end. The far wall was
covered with ethereal paintings of mountains and lakes so
beautiful, they appeared have been painted by an artist with an eye
for fantasy.

“The quilt and the paintings are
beautiful.”

“David’s grandmother, Katoya, made the
double wedding ring quilt,” said Siobhan. “Those framed prints are
reproductions of landscapes done over a hundred years ago by an
artist named Bierstadt. I hope you will find this bedroom
comfortable for the next day or so before you leave for
Decatur.”

“It’s a palace—and, rose scented
throughout.”

“Yes, you’re right. I don’t always notice.
I’ve put a fresh rose in that blue vase every day for fifteen
years.” Siobhan laughed, and leaned against the doorjamb with a
faraway look in her eyes. “David thought the China roses came from
his old friend Tom Elliott or from his grandmother. It took him ten
years to discover it was always me.”

“Hah, he should have known,” said Sarabande.
“You’re the woman of this place.”

“I am that,” she said. “But moving on before
you doze off, you will find soap and fresh towels in the bathroom.
I took the liberty of selecting a few clothes for your journey,
which you will find stowed away in the dresser.”

“I hardly know what to say. I expected a
cold forest. I found a warm cabin with a new friend.”

Siobhan hugged her, and then stepped out
into the hall.

“You are brave to hug me, thus,” said
Sarabande. “My hair is dryer than flax straw. Everywhere else, I’m
sweating like a rode-hard horse.”

“How nice,” said Siobhan. “Take your time
freshening up. When you’re done, you’ll find me in the kitchen
where I hope the food will be edible.”

Sarabande explored the compact bathroom, but
she wished she had freshened up—as Siobhan put it—before looking in
the mirror over the sink. The toilet was white, made of some
unknown material that probably represented technology. She pushed
the gleaming metal lever, watched the water in the bowl swirl
around and around and disappear, only to be replaced by fresh water
which, she expected, came from the lake.

She undressed and stepped into the rain box.
Now what? It was quite apparent where the water would come from and
where it would go. There were two round handles below the
multiholed spigot, one with the letter “H” in the center and one
with the letter “C” in the center. Hot and cold, she expected that
she could mix together into warm.

With no idea how cold the cold would be, she
turned on the cold. Icy water blasted out of the spigot and stole
her breath away.

“Holy bear puke.”

One of Seth’s favorite phrases about water
and weather was “colder than a witches’ tit.” If witches got their
cold tits in boxes like this, she could sympathize with the harsh
requirements of their magical rituals.

She stepped back as far as
she could, and turned both handles simultaneously and slowly. Much
better. Soon, the water was on the hot side of warm. She remembered
that night she shared a cup of tea with Osprey. When their hands
brushed against the Staff of
Equilibrium simultaneously, their thoughts
were momentarily mixed. That was her first glimpse of a box of warm
rain—a shower.

Never could she have imagined how
pleasurable it was to stand beneath a small waterfall of warm
water. She picked up the bar of white soap from the tiny alcove
inside the box. “Ivory.” Ah, just as it was from her vision of
Osprey’s world. The Ivory was superior to the uncertain mix of
fats, ash, and herbs that became soap in the Judith Settlement. The
green shampoo, which she would use with more restraint the next
time she washed her hair, rinsed away more thoroughly than soap.
Here was another example of technology that might easily spoil her;
whatever the green was, it was superior to the pulped and boiled
yucca with which she and Gem washed their hair.

She leaned against the side of the rain box
and felt the sensual luxury of water against her body. Siobhan was
right to think she might doze off at any moment, for the steam and
the rose’s perfume brought warm and comfortable memories of walking
unclothed in summer rains and accepting into herself the grace of
water. Once upon a time, she had been the woman of a place, dark
red and fresh with dew that sparkled with light in the center of a
childhood and then a marriage. Now she was fatherless and a widow,
folded in on her in a warm, wet limbo of potentialities. Like a
rose seed yet to germinate, she felt hovering energy of a root that
was not yet a root and of first leaves that were not yet first
leaves.

While she could understand the attraction of
a luxurious bathtub, complete with a bar of Ivory and green
shampoo, at the moment the warm rain was perfect. She didn’t want
to leave it. With due care, to avoid the fate of another icy
splash, she turned the handles and the water ceased flowing. She
felt well-scrubbed from the top of her head down to the soles of
her tired feet. Her tits were warm and her skin felt pampered.

If any of Dryad’s foul
residue or her mother’s bitter pronouncements clung to her like
dead weight after she stepped over the threshold, they were gone
now: bathing and purification combined. She dried herself with a
white towel that was probably thicker and whiter than any towel in
King Justine’s dark palace. The robe hanging on a hook on the back
of the door was made out of towel material through the art of
technology. She saw the results of technology, but she was still
too young for this world to comprehend how one did technology. How, she wondered,
does a man or woman create a towel, or a toilet, or Ivory soap, or
do machines make whatever needs making without human control or
consent? That would make technology either a god or a parent, and
Sarabande wanted no more of either.

After her thirty minutes in the warm, steamy
bathroom, the bedroom felt a little chilly. She parted her hair
down the center and began brushing. Her hair was heavy, her arms
were heavy, and the brush was heavy. As she brushed and rested and
brushed and rested, she heard Standing Cat’s heavy voice fall out
of her memory.

“Sarabande, you are of an age where it’s
improper to wear your hair long and free. Keep it short as Cinnabar
does, braid it as Gem does, or put it up into a respectable bun as
I began doing long before I met your father.”

“Why are men allowed to wear their hair long
and free?”

“Men are men, my daughter.”

 


When the hair brush grew heavier than Tor’s
blacksmith’s hammer, Sarabande let it fall. She propped herself up
against the headboard with both pillows and shoved her legs beneath
the quilt. She spent the day wet and cold. Warm and dry was
pleasurable. She was tempted to sit where she was and do nothing
until enough strength came back into her arms for her to finish
brushing her hair. Even though it was damp, her soon-to-be-improper
long hair felt pleasurable. How would it feel when it was dry?
Sleepily, she imagined standing in a warm, snow-eater wind that
would dry her hair while she closed her eyes. The chicken soup
could wait a few moments. During one of those moments, she began to
dream about a cold river running through a stormy night.

Lightning struck Dryad’s shallow grave next
to the white kinnikinnik flowers. Three aspen trees exploded into
flame and fell into the River of Sky. Then the river caught fire
and the flames created a wide band of light from the snow banks at
the high end up the valley down to the plains to Pyrrha where old
men with fishing poles watched the burning water and spoke of
better nights.

“Wash me like new linen,” demanded Dryad. “I
am stiff from the grave.”

Sarabande and Dryad sat facing each other in
the river’s now-purified everlasting waters.

“I will not,” said Sarabande.

Dryad removed the chain and talisman from
around Sarabande’s neck and slipped the miniature sun god around
her neck.

“I wasn’t speaking to you, Sara,” explained
Dryad in the way mothers explain patently obvious things to
daughters who have not been paying attention.

“Who, then?”

Naked in the moonlight,
Dryad smiled. When she reached over Sarabande’s head to point to
Osprey, who stood in the shadows at the bend of the river with
the Staff of
Intelligence, her arm was cold and the
color of snow.

“Him.”

“How may I be of service?” asked Osprey, dry
and regal in his technology-made denim trousers and Elliott plaid
shirt from a world on the other side of time.

“My tits are cold.”

“Ah yes, my she-devil Dryad.”

He spoke her name as though it were a
delicious whisper carried from the river’s bend to the silver
talisman on alternating bands of green, red, yellow, and indigo
light.

“Green is for new life,” said Dryad.

“Red is for battles and the hunt,” responded
Osprey, who now stood between them.

“Yellow is for sunshine and harvests,” said
Dryad.

“Indigo is for the water from the fountain
of the Goddess,” responded Osprey, who sat beside Dryad within a
blanket of light that excluded them from the rest of the known
world.

“Sister,” said Dryad, “as you can see, I
have stolen the Sun Singer from you. With or without due care, we
have reached this moment because destiny wrote the story of our
lives this way when you stepped over the threshold.”

 


 



Chapter Two – Light
Quickening

 


The bright yellow of a late morning sun
filled the bedroom when Sarabande awoke. She felt the light move
before she opened her eyes and pulled the tangled folds of the
quilt away from her face. A summer breeze followed the light,
fluttering the blue curtains with a breath that smelled of fir
trees, larkspurs, gentians, and stones from snow-melt streams. Pine
siskins chirped to each other amongst the ferns and mosses,
olive-sided flycatchers pipped from treetop perches, and children
laughed. The laughter came and went with the coming and going of a
rumbling, technology-sounding hum. Sensing no threat in the sound,
she projected outside and found that a boat traveling up and down
the lake with visitors was powered by whatever made the pervasive
hum. The visitors got off the boat, looked around, laughed, and
then got back on the boat and went away. They surrounded the cabin
with their smells of strange soaps and fabrics, completely unaware
of the magic in their midst. Whether it was the good night’s sleep
or the rhythms of the water in the box of warm rain, her normally
sharp senses intensified while she slept. Within the quilt of
interlocking rings, she acquired—or was acquiring—Bear’s sense of
smell, Eagle’s sight, and the quivering alertness of chipmunks and
butterflies.

She pulled aside the blue drapes next to the
chest of drawers. By the Guardian, what magic or technology is
this? If one were mad enough to create a basement window, then
should it not display the earth and stone that supported the house?
What she saw was the fallen spruce tree where the fiery hands of
the threshold guardian knocked the consciousness out of Seth, Stone
Seeker, and Wolf. Or, if she had truly stepped into a world on the
other side of time, then what she saw was a spruce forest she
wished there was time to explore before the difficult part of her
journey began.

Her view of the forest looked like the view
she might see from the kitchen. Blast! She’d slept through dinner
as well as breakfast. Siobhan must think her visitor was quite rude
or quite lazy. Apologies might be in order, especially since her
host had gone to the trouble to pull her hair together in a pony
tail with a blue, stretchy band of who-knows-what without waking
her up. In her experience, pony tails were for children, but
perhaps adults wore their hair that way here. The pony tail did
give her a sleek, determined look—less vulnerable, too.

Sarabande looked inside the chest of
drawers, discovering fabrics she did not know and could never have
imagined. There were front-button pullover blouses, long and
knee-length trousers, socks in an array of colors, two pairs of
shoes, one soft and the other heavier, and under things that were
skimpier than what she was used to. She slipped on a bra and
panties and still felt naked. How risqué! By the Guardian, she
couldn’t imagine wearing such things inside her house, much less
beneath her clothes in public. She chose a pair of knee-length tan
trousers, a pull-over blue top, white socks, and the light-weight
shoes.

Her reflection in the
bathroom mirror showed her a determined woman from another planet.
She smiled when she thought about what her mother would say. Or,
functionally speaking, her late
mother.

Siobhan sat reading a book at a red table in
the kitchen.

“Good morning.”

“I should not have overslept.”

“You needed to.”

“I was tired, especially after the warm
shower,” said Sarabande. “Even though you were not consulted in its
design, the bathroom felt like an extravagant spa to me.”

“Good.” Siobhan poured another cup of coffee
and slid it across the table. “You found everything you needed,
then?”

“I learned how to create a million suds by
using too much green shampoo and how to freeze my tits by not
mixing the hot and cold water properly.”

“Excuse me?”

“I turned on the cold water and it gave me
witch’s tits.”

Siobhan was laughing so hard, she had to
slide her chair back from the table to keep from bumping her knee
into it.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.”

Sarabande frowned, and then stared at the
front of Siobhan’s tight, white collarless shirt. She had bulges
where there were supposed to be bulges.

“You seem to have them.”

“What?”

“Tits.”

Siobhan pulled the collar away from her neck
and looked down inside her shirt.

“Yes. I like them very much, though not as
much as David likes them.”

“I’m so glad. When you laughed, I thought
science and technology might have made tits unnecessary in your
world.”

“So far, we still need them and flaunt
them,” she said. She shook her hair away from her face and leaned
forward against the table. “I laughed because we tend to call them
‘breasts’ rather than ‘tits.’”

“‘Tits’ is a naughty slang
word?”

“More or less.”

“Oh my. This is good coffee, by the
way.”

“Do you want cream and sugar in it?”

“No, but thank you for asking. I see that I
shall have to learn a great deal about your world if I’m to walk
all the way to the realm of the cornfields without attracting the
kind of attention I don’t want.”

“You plan to walk?”

“How else would I travel?”

“Let’s talk about that,” said Siobhan.
“After missing dinner, you must be starving. Can I fix you some
breakfast or lunch?”

“Oh, will you?”

“I was about to have a cheese sandwich and
some potato chips. How does that sound?”

“I have no idea. Make two of whatever you
plan to make and I will be surprised at what shows up in front of
me.”

“Good. You are brave.”

“I want to feel brave. I want to feel like a
warrior beginning a long and dangerous journey. Yesterday, I felt
as brave as a child whose mother pushes her out the front door on
the first day of school. Today, I am more settled about my
trek.”

“How can I help?”

“Show me what’s outside this cabin. Tell me
how it works. Remind me not to say words like ‘tit.’ I want to know
what’s proper to wear and how determined women behave.” She looked
down at her blouse and shorts. “These are nice. They fit perfectly,
even though the under things are hardly enough to cover the
appropriate body parts of a young girl.”

“Okay,” said Siobhan. “Here is lesson number
one. This is a sandwich made with two slices of wheat bread and a
thick slice of cheddar cheese. Sometimes we fry them so the cheese
melts. Sometimes we include lettuce or condiments such as
mayonnaise. The chips in this bowl are thinly-cut pieces of potato
that have been baked, usually with salt on them.”

“The chips are rather odd,” said Sarabande,
after putting a handful of them in her mouth.

“Usually, we eat one chip at a time.”

“Oh. But is that not tedious?”

Siobhan laughed. “It is the custom. How
about your sandwich? I can make it more exciting if you want more
than plain bread and cheese.”

“The slices of bread are very precisely
made, but excellent—the cheese, too.”

“Now, let’s talk about walking sixteen
hundred and fifty miles to Osprey’s house on West Wood Street in
Decatur.”

“West Wood Street. I did not know that.”

Siobhan put one potato chip in her mouth and
ate it without spilling any of the fragments onto the table
top.

“Robert lives in a nice neighborhood, not
too far from stores, parks and several colleges. David lived in the
neighborhood and taught at one of the colleges. I know it well, and
I like it, though not as much as the ranch.”

“Robert had a fit place for his childhood,
do you think?”

“Yes, to the extent than
any town can be fitting,” said Siobhan. However, the street is a
small matter compared with getting from here to there. Doing the
math sloppily, I know it will take you over eighteen
 days to walk from here to there if you never stop to eat or
sleep or come in out of the rain.”

“Then the actual time is probably over
thirty-six days, assuming I don’t get lost.”

“At best.”

“How do people travel in your world?”

“Airplanes, trains, cars, motorcycles,
boats, and bicycles,” said Siobhan, “though some of these methods
are impractical for your journey. Here, look at these.”

Siobhan extracted several sheets of paper
from behind the cookbooks on the cramped countertop and fanned them
out in the center of the table as though they were a winning hand
from a gin rummy game. The quality of the paper, printing, and
color photographs was distracting, but Sarabande filed away her
cacophony of questions about such matters with “objects in the
kitchen,” “basement windows,” and “how my hair arranged itself into
a pony tail while I slept” that already cluttered her thoughts in
desperate need of clarification. She inferred that the odd-looking
science and technology contraptions in the photographs were methods
of transportation.

“These are advertisements,” said Siobhan.
“Their purpose is attracting the attention of prospective buyers
for these cars or passengers on these airplanes. Cars and airplanes
will take you to Decatur faster than your feet can take those three
hundred thirty thousand steps.”

Sarabande’s attention was attracted to a
dramatic advertisement apparently showing the fires of creation
required to create ways of traveling. At the top of the page were
the words “1983 Ford Mustang GT” next to the outline of a galloping
horse. Below was a sleek red technology object with windows and
wheels.

“This is a car?”

“One of many kinds,” said Siobhan. “It’s
called a Mustang, in honor of the feral horses called mustangs that
once ran free in many parts of our country.”

“The rider of this steel mustang sits inside
rather than on top. Is that so?”

“Yes.”

Next came a rectangular box-shaped car
called the “1983 Cavalier Station Wagon.”

“What are these objects here?”

“Headlights,” said Siobhan. “They cast a
bright light out in front of the car making night driving
possible.”

“Amazing, like little suns,” said
Sarabande.

After the station wagon came an
advertisement filled with writing such as “Pan Am” and “747’s” and
a picture of a huge, man-made object that approximated the look of
a soaring bird.

“It flies,” said Siobhan.

“The picture is the almost same size as the
as the car picture. Does one person lie prone within the tube with
their arms positioned in the wing-like structures on both
sides?”

Siobhan laughed, spraying the coffee she had
been sipping across the floor.

“Shit.”

She jumped up and tore some paper off a roll
that suspended below the cupboards and wiped the brown spattered
coffee off the white-tiled floor.

“Did I make a joke?” asked Sarabande.

“Not intentionally,” said Siobhan. “I must
apologize for my laughter and profanity. The photograph is taken
from farther away than those of the cars. This airplane, which is
called a seven-forty-seven, probably holds five hundred
people.”

“By the Guardian, it’s huge. It flies by
magic, then?”

“Technology, at five hundred and fifty miles
per hour.”

“No!”

“Yes, though you would fly on a smaller
plane,” said Siobhan. “I can take you to an airport, where planes
come and go, and show you how to get on board and find your seat if
you are ready to experiencing flying. Otherwise, you and I can
travel on the ground in my car. That would be slower, though
possibly more interesting.”

“Siobhan, you told Gem that her father sent
you. Yet, did he not expect you to help me through the portal and
then wave goodbye as I started walking toward the cornfields?”

“Tom told me to do what you asked me to
do.”

“That is very kind.”

“I’m happy to help. Tom and David have known
each other since David was a child. While I’ve only known Tom for a
few years, I already think of him as family. It’s a family than
includes Gem and Robert.”

“I am nearly speechless,” said Sarabande.
She reached across the table and put her hands over Siobhan’s.
Their hands were about the same size. In fact, from head to toe,
they were the same size everywhere, though Siobhan had
shoulder-length hair, a good five inches shorter than Sarabande’s.
Siobhan’s shirt fit close and snug, revealing the fact that she had
much bigger tits. Breasts, that is. “Rather than talk, I want to
ponder.”

“You can do that while we walk outside for
more show-and-tell.” Siobhan smiled, squeezed Sarabande’s hands,
and then cleared away the dishes and stacked them up in the
sink.

“I would like that.”

 


By the time she slipped beneath the blue and
white double wedding ring quilt that night, Sarabande had seen and
heard enough show-and-tell to fill up a year’s worth of school
days. In between the wonders, Siobhan was content to sit or walk or
ride without the need of conversation, leaving much time for
pondering, walking, and journeys.

She learned this world’s names for the lakes
and the mountains. She rode on two boats with a technology-sounding
hum, one on Lake Josephine and one on Swiftcurrent Lake, and in the
process saw the laughing children up close. She saw a three-story
wood hotel with balconies in the sides sitting where, in her world,
nothing sat other than Justine’s assembled troops under Argos’
command three years ago before they fled the valley upon the winds
of dark rumors of vengeful goddesses and coyote demons.

She saw people hiking and
fishing, so tranquil, and yet so joyful compared to the stone-faced
people of her world, who went from task to task with a sullen
urgency once Seth became their leader but no longer their friend.
She saw cars and trucks and buses

coming and going up and down the road that—in her
world—was barely fit for the wagons hauling goods between Judith
Settlement and Pyrrha City. She saw an airplane in the sky high
enough touch the puffy clouds. She rode in Siobhan’s car, called an
Eagle, a blue marvel with comfortable seats, past the lower lake in
the valley out onto the plains and then south along the edge of the
mountains, to the village of East Glacier, to Browning and the
long, straight, desolate Highway Number Two
 that led—according to Siobhan’s huge, unfolded map of many
lines—some fifty-eight miles to Shelby and the road Osprey called
Number Fifteen. As the Eagle glided along the hard surface at
seventy

miles per hour, Sarabande imagined walking through
the middle of nowhere—as Siobhan called this place—step by step for
300,000 steps toward West Wood Street and whatever fate or destiny
awaited her there. She ate a hamburger, a delicious sandwich
concoction with no ham in it whatsoever, French-fried potatoes, and
a variety of multicolored condiments like ketchup and mustard and
relish that went on one dish or the other.

While Sarabande was eating her French fries,
she asked Siobhan if she lost her fire when she married David.

“My fire?” she asked, grinning more than
Sarabande thought necessary.

“The inner fire that sustains you and makes
you who you are,” said Sarabande.

“Oh, good,” said Siobhan, leaning back
comfortably in the booth. “I thought you were talking about
sex.”

Sarabande blushed, and she was sure the
color of her face matched the color of the ketchup on the French
fry in her hand. “Maybe so, but it was unintentional. I ask because
every time Dryad appears, she claims I lost my fire when I married
Yarrow.”

“She’s accusing you of being a compliant
wife, then.”

“Yes.”

“Were you?”

“We were a couple, Siobhan, not two
unrelated people living in one house.”

“David and I are also a couple. That means
accommodation, but with the fire included. That’s what drew us to
each other.”

“Your fire?”

“Exactly so,” said Siobhan. “Sad to say,
many couples find their individual fires too dangerous, to
difficult to manage. So, he tries to douse hers, and she tries to
douse his. After that they can be comfortable day in and day out
without any surprises.”

“How boring that would be.”

“Yes,” said Siobhan. “It’s also too high a
price to pay for sharing a life.”

It was during the ride in Siobhan’s car that
Sarabande solved her flying, riding, or walking problem. Siobhan
had just said, “You know, looking at the map, Interstate Highways
Fifteen and Ninety-four are high-speed roads suitable for cars, but
for walking they might be the long way around.” If she flew,
somebody else would be flying her in a technological bird. The
flight would not be her flight unless she learned how to operate
the airplane. Walking would be her feet for all the steps Willow
told her about. So, walking it would be, but with the added benefit
of Siobhan’s helpful hints about roads, cafes, and inns.

Her father Wapiti never saw a car or a
hard-surfaced highway or a map with more roads than the hairs on
his head, but he knew about journeys. “He who knows the way, charts
the destiny of the trip.”

Her father told her that on her thirteenth
birthday when, with great ceremony, he presented her a double
strand of lapis lazuli beads her mother detested with fervor. They
were her most precious of all treasures, forever safe upon the
altar in her cabin on Turquoise Lake, seven wonderfully forbidding
miles away from the clutter of Judith Settlement. Wapiti told her
that destiny brought those cold blue beads to her for a reason he
was yet to know. Her father died three years later without
discovering the beads’ intentions. Sarabande wondered if his early
death was also his destiny.

Nonetheless, what was true of destiny,
horses, and wagons in Pyrrha was true of cars and roads here in
America, as Siobhan called the land that contained the smaller
lands called states. The journey from David Ward’s cabin on Lake
Josephine in the state named Montana to Robert Adams’ house on West
Wood Street near the cornfields in a state called Illinois would be
charted by Siobhan whether they went in her blue Eagle or climbed
inside an airplane and flew across the sky.

That’s why she would walk.

Her fate would arise out of every step, and
her destiny, for happiness or sorrow, would tally up day by day
beneath the watchful eyes of the sun and moon. At seventy miles per
hour, they would have reached Shelby in Siobhan’s Eagle in
forty-nine minutes. Walking would take fourteen-and-a-half
hours.

Walking was what she knew. When she walked,
she looked at the road, or her feet, or the sky as she chose, and
she chose where and when to take a step and where and when to sit
down and eat or sleep. If Wapiti were making this journey, he would
walk, choose the road, and decide what hour of the day to leave and
what to take with him. He would not ponder such matters for hours.
He would make the decisions logically and quickly and decisively
because fate and the world expected that approach. It was an
approach that most men understood and most women did not because
women spent their lives at home waiting for their men to come and
go, eat and sleep, and drink or copulate.

While they were clearing away the dinner
dishes, Sarabande inferred from Siobhan’s cautious eyes that
Siobhan knew where the piled up pros and cons of walking or not
walking reached their critical angle of repose. But she did not say
she knew. She spoke of hamburgers and condiments and a sparkling
drink called Coca-Cola. Yet her eyes seemed to read the hue and
brightness of the fading afternoon light in between the words and
pauses in their conversation.

Just before Sarabande retired to the box of
warm rain and the warmth beneath the quilt of interlocking rings,
Siobhan scooped up the advertisements with the Mustang car picture
on top. She laughed and pointed at the outline of a running horse
and said, “Too bad you couldn’t bring a horse.”

Sarabande smiled at the very notion of
trying to walk a horse through a small doorway that already
contained a dancing pillar of fire more or less in the shape of a
man. “I never thought of it,” she replied, “but I wish I had.”

Siobhan winked, or else had a lash dangling
into her eye, and put the advertisements in the bottom drawer of
the huge desk where, by the look of the clutter, they would never
be seen again.

Sarabande flipped down the switch next to
the bedroom door to turn off the lights. She heard Siobhan in the
shower, and there was something comforting about that, about not
being alone. Yet, she was resolved not to give in and ride to
Illinois in Siobhan’s car, because Wapiti wouldn’t do it.

The bedroom was dark and cool. When
Sarabande quieted the raucous thoughts of the day’s strange new
sights and sounds and settled her breathing into a rhythmic cycle,
she slipped easily into a deep, contemplative level of mind where
numinous images floated across the effervescent wolf trail of stars
that spanned the night sky. She listened to Bluebird’s cheerful
voice and Earth’s secret song.

This evening’s meditations were cryptic and
strange. While the rose perfume in the cabin might have been a
catalyst, Sarabande knew better than to over-analyze the wile or
will of the Goddess in such occurrences. In her mind’s eye, she sat
in the harp-back chair gazing at the rose in the blue vase. Yet,
she did not truly see the rose. She felt it as a blind person feels
the face of a new acquaintance: sharp thorns, small leaves, velvet
petals.

Her hands fell way from the
flower and rested on the table, no longer needed. Her feelings told
her everything about the rose she needed to know. Teacup shaped, in
love with the sun, the variety had been around over 150
years. Cramoisi
Supérieur, men called her or, perhaps,
called me in this
blue-case home with pure water from Morning Eagle Falls above the
Garden of Heaven. Me sensing Sarabande in trance and Siobhan coming and going first
in black, then in bright plaid, with the new day. Siobhan watched
us in the multicolored lights of the staff, decided we were as we
must be, and then left the cabin to confer with night itself.
Sarabande remained in a feeling place where she was learning to
wait patiently before her spirit would fly away from the dying
bloom and rest in the wholeness of rosy seeds, roots, leaves,
stems, and flowers. Siobhan returned and sat behind the desk with a
book.

 


Sarabande found Siobhan in the kitchen
before dawn.

“You’re up early,” said Siobhan, pouring her
a cup of coffee.

“Last night’s meditations have led me to a
question,” she said. “What happened to me at the oval table right
after I stepped over the threshold?”

Siobhan sat down and leaned back in her
chair. “I’ve been waiting for you to tell me.”

“I now think I was there a while.”

“Almost twenty-four hours,” said Siobhan.
“You slept.”

“Slept?”

“Either that or a long trance.”

“I’m surprised I didn’t pee in my
pants.”

“You were too out of it for that,” said
Siobhan. “Had you done so, David would have been pissed off the
next time he sat in that chair.”

Sarabande sipped her coffee. Perhaps if she
were more awake, she could make sense of this.

“I lost an entire day?”

“Found, I would say. You found what you
needed.”

“I needed to become the rose and then the
seed of a rose.”

“All women are seeds at the beginning of a
quest,” said Siobhan. “You were a bit more literal about your
seedness than most.”

“I felt rather than saw. I felt what I was
and what I could be. Very mysterious. New for me, too. I know
nothing about trances. You looked after me. I felt that, too.”

“I made sure you weren’t dead,” said
Siobhan. “Since you’re alive, would you like some breakfast?”

“Indeed, I would.”

Siobhan peered into two skillets on the
stove top, stirring the unknown contents of each. “This will become
bacon, an omelet, and hashed browned potatoes,” she said.
“Germinating seeds need ready nourishment.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t ask you why one
moment you were dressed in black and the next moment you were
wearing a plaid dress. How could I miss something so obvious?”

“You were too groggy.”

“Or, more likely, I was more concerned with
why the clock seemed to be running backward,” said Sarabande. “That
smells good. Do you feed David two frying pans of food for
breakfast every day?”

“What a fat slob he would be then,” said
Siobhan, flipping over the potatoes. “David’s not a breakfast
person. He gets up after I’ve already left for work. I don’t think
he eats anything at all until noon.”

“I’m still a growing girl,” Sarabande
informed her, punctuating the information with a shrug.

“Me, too,” said Siobhan.

“While I was a
Cramoisi Supérieur, I felt
you leave the cabin for a conversation with night.”

Siobhan piled up an excessive amount of egg,
potato, and bacon on two plates and set them on the table.

“Maybe we always remember to exercise so we
don’t become slobs,” she said. “And yes, I sat on the dock and
asked Wind if she would convey a question to David about your
journey. It didn’t take him long to answer. We both suggest you
should ride a horse.”

Thinking Siobhan was joking or not yet fully
awake, Sarabande asked, “Is it a red, technology horse with little
suns on the front called a Mustang?”

“Not hardly,” she said. “Riding is a fine
alternative to putting blisters on your feet for sixteen hundred
and fifty miles.”

“You already know I don’t want to ride to
Illinois in your Eagle car?”

“Yes. I see that the cord of energy between
you and Osprey shines like fine silver this morning,” said Siobhan.
“You are ready to follow it on your own terms.”

“True,” said Sarabande. “This is good. I
have never eaten ham, peppers, and onions hidden inside eggs.”

“We call that a Denver omelet. Most cafes
between here and Decatur know how to make them.”

“What horse?”

Siobhan laughed. “While I was reading
yesterday afternoon, Marsh Hawk tapped on the window with a message
from David. Look.”

Sarabande unrolled the tiny
strip of nearly transparent paper with a single printed line on
it: Sikimí hopes to visit
Decatur.

“Clearly, Sikimí is more than a horse.”

“Sikimí is night when night is in a mood to
run or fly,” said Siobhan. “Night is concerned about Dryad’s
schemes and Robert’s dreams.”

“The schemes, I know along with my
nightmares, but what of Robert’s dreams?”

“There aren’t any,” Siobhan said
bluntly.

“He has turned his back on the Creator’s
gift—his ability to see tomorrow.”

“Last year, Robert hid from David because he
knew David wanted to talk about Pyrrha. Tom thinks Robert is more
likely to confide in you.”

“Tccch, perchance until he hears what I want him to do.”

“And what is that?”

“I will ask him to raise Dryad from the dead
in the same manner that he raised his grandfather from the dead. He
bent time, changed the past and manifested a new reality in the
present moment.”

“I know. That is why David
wishes to lend you the Staff of
Intelligence. Combined with that talisman
you wear on the chain around your neck, the staff will bend
time.”

“David is a mind reader.” Sarabande frowned.
“I’m not sure I like that if he is to pry inside my head and
eavesdrop on my thoughts.”

“No, he can’t,” said Siobhan. “He sent you
the staff because raising Dryad from the dead seemed to be the only
logical choice.”

“There are risks.”

“In spades, as David put it.”

“I’ve dreamt of one of them,” said
Sarabande. “The warning will remind me to use due care.”

More clouds flitted across Siobhan’s face.
She ignored them and smiled when she took away Sarabande’s empty
plate.

“Good, you ate like a horse this
morning.”

Sarabande heard a horse whinny from the
western end of the valley, and felt sure that Sikimí stood on top
of the Angel Wing waiting for them to come out of the cabin.

“He’s here,” shouted Sarabande, running out
of the kitchen just as Siobhan was starting to wash the breakfast
dishes.

The morning was pleasant and cool beneath
the old trees. There were no clouds, and the launch had yet to make
its first trip to the head end of the lake. Sarabande took off her
shoes and walked into the clear shallows near the dock. She looked
past the osprey nest in the dead tree west of the lake to the Angel
Wing. While Sikimí wasn’t visible, she could hear his breathing,
slightly faster than her own, and the sound of his sacred breathing
in and breathing out told her he was at rest. Even without
projecting, she heard moons and stars flowing like water in the
riverbed beneath his backbone from his root chakra to his brachial
chakra.

The white rump of marsh
hawk zigzagging across the lake drew her focus away from the horse.
“Tccch, Tccch, Tccch.” Grey-winged, he was a male who sounded like Gem clucking
her tongue as he flew in low over the rocky beach and landed on the
cabin’s fieldstone chimney. They watched each other for a moment
before he flew to the kitchen window and pecked on the
glass.

Tom’s eyes and ears, she thought.

“Tccch.”

And a mind reader as well. She waved at the
diligent little messenger and then turned away to give Siobhan and
the hawk a bit of privacy for their conversation. That’s when she
saw Sikimí swimming in the middle of the lake.

His bobbing head looked like a large duck on
the water. She heard his breathing change to breathing in sharply
and breathing out slowly, in harmony with his trotting legs beneath
the surface of the turquoise water. Sensing no other humans in the
valley, other than Siobhan, she cast off her clothes and swam out
to him. While his relaxed ears and large blue eyes followed her
less-than-fluid progress toward the center of the lake, he showed
no concern or agitation about her splashing/thrashing style of
swimming.

After a while his quiet, welcoming nicker,
his exhalations of breath—like a man straining to lift a very heavy
weight—became, for her, the only sound in the valley. In the clear
water, she could see his powerful legs stretch out to either side
with each stroke. She remembered the first time she and her father
swam their horses. “Stay forward of his withers and out his legs’
reach,” Wapiti cautioned her over and over.

“Let’s not kick each other during out first
swim, Sikimí,” she said, and then laughed at her foolishness. He
would probably interpret any underwater kick of hers as a mere love
pat. “David has told us you would like to travel with me to
Decatur.”

Sikimí nodded or seemed to nod, but within
his breath she briefly glimpsed the soul of night, a soul as
powerful as the broad-chested Friesian of its manifestation, and
there were feral love and rage there that far exceeded the scope of
her understanding. But within that scope, her heart told her that
night in the shape of a horse would carry her to the cornfields of
Illinois without trying to chart the destiny of the ride.

When Sikimí’s unshod hooves touched the
bottom of the lake near the pier, she slid up on his back and
rested her head on his expansive neck. His mane floated into her
eyes and tickled her nose.

“Heels down, heels down,” said Wapiti’s
voice in her memory.

There stood Siobhan holding a white
robe.

“Good friends?” she asked.

“Indeed.”

She tossed her the robe.

“Skinny-dipping is not
recommended in a national park
,”
she said.

“Skinny-dipping?”

“Naked swimming.”

“You must free yourself of rules,” Sarabande
said, though she pulled the robe around her as she slid down to the
ground,. the oversized pocket slapped against her right thigh.

Sikimí leaned down to take a look. It was a
bright, red apple. His lips tickled the palm of her hand as he
fetched the gift away from her outstretched hand.

“He prefers sweet red apples over tart green
apples,” said Siobhan.

“As do I.” She scratched his dripping chest
and mane. “We will be fine, I’m thinking.” She scooped up her
scattered clothes, then faced Siobhan, knowing it was time. “I
should leave while there is plenty of sun left in the sky unless we
want to buy Sikimí some headlights.”

Siobhan laughed and turned toward the cabin.
“Will you need anything more to eat before you go?”

“Oh my, I’m so full, I can skip lunch, but
what of Sikimí?”

Siobhan held the door open for her as they
went back inside. “I’ll find you a couple of apples while you’re
getting dressed. Otherwise, Sikimí eats for the joy of the
experience, not because he requires food. Since he went to West
Wood Street often when David lived in Robert’s neighborhood, he
knows how to get there. But, no, he won’t chart your destiny.”

Sarabande raised her eyebrows at that
comment. “Good, I’m so glad.”

“The two of you will fall into an easy
rhythm. I’ve ridden him hundreds of times and have found him to be
quite gentle and intuitive. You will discover he can see in the
dark—no need of any cumbersome headlights—but take care. Drivers on
the highway won’t be able to see you very well after dark, even if
you’re wearing light colored clothes.”

“I’ll remember. For Pete’s sake, as Osprey
would say, back home, I’m not used to large, heavy, fast-moving
objects on the road, just farm wagons and some of the boys showing
off by racing their horses through the village.”

“Our boys do that with their cars—to ill
effect,” said Siobhan. “One other thing: Sikimí can fly.”

“Are you joking?” Sarabande
stepped back and leaned against the wall, waiting for what in this
world was called the punch line.

“Absolutely not.”

Sarabande eyed Sikimí with incredulity. “But
he has no wings!”

“The wings of night are seldom seen,” said
Siobhan, “any more than the wings of your own spirit body.”

“When I project my thoughts, I imagine them
with wings.”

“Yes!” said Siobhan, clapping her hands
together. “You understand. Sikimí is the projected thought of
night.”

“I like that. How do we do it?”

“Intend to fly, and Sikimí will leave the
ground with more finesse than a bird. You will know his feet are no
longer touching the ground only when you and he are so closely of
one mind that you can no longer distinguish yourselves from each
other. It is not a circumstance I can explain.”

“Then I will discover it for myself. But
now, it’s time to pack.”

“Pack the clothes you want to take with you.
The rest of them will be waiting inside the chest of drawers when
you return,” said Siobhan. “I left you a pair of saddlebags and a
knife, on the bed.”

“What saddle?”

“Sikimí will be wearing a saddle and a
bridle when we go back outside.”

“Are they part of night’s projection?”

“To be sure.”

 


Sikimí waited for her in the patchy shade
just outside the cabin door. Except for the bright red, green,
yellow, and indigo stripes on the black saddle blanket, he was
dressed in black on black. He wore a black trail saddle with a
black scabbard beneath the stirrup on the off side, eight black
saddle strings fluttering in the wind, and a black bridle without a
bit.

“How elegant you are,” said Sarabande, as
Siobhan tied the bulging black saddlebags snuggly behind the cantle
and slid the staff into the scabbard.

“You may get some funny looks from people
who’ve never seen a hiking staff in a rifle scabbard,” she said,
“but the strap holds it securely and it should be out of your way.
At night, when you untie everything, Sikimí will disappear into the
darkness until you wake up the next day and are ready to
leave.”

“I’ll feel guilty not putting him in a
barn.”

“So did I.”

“When we met you, the staff blazed with
light, yet to me, it feels lifeless,” said Sarabande.

Siobhan shrugged in an exaggerated way.
“That’s what David said when I asked him why the staff never had
any fire in it when I picked it up.”

“What did you do then?”

“I threatened to tickle him until he told me
how it worked,” said Siobhan with a devious sounding laugh. “He has
more control over his thoughts than anyone I know, but he cannot
abide being tickled. So he told me, but I didn’t believe him.”

“What?”

“The staff does what you intend it to
do.”

“That’s a poor-sounding answer.”

“That’s what I thought,” Siobhan said, “but
it’s true, right Sikimí?”

Sikimí nickered and his thoughts on the
subject sounded very definitive.

“He knows, doesn’t he?”

“David was riding him the first time the
staff truly spun its aurora of lights across a farmer’s dying
fields and brought them back to life,” said Siobhan. “You must
intend without doubt. That’s the key. David’s grandmother taught
him an old trick. If you keep intending something and see nothing
happening, close your eyes and do it again.”

“So?”

“When your eyes see nothing happening, you
doubt your ability,” said Siobhan. “Don’t look: problem
solved.”

“When I attached the sheath knife to my
belt, I felt a slight jolt of power from it,” said Sarabande. “Did
I intend without knowing I was intending?”

“I doubt it,” said Siobhan. She tied a
canteen below the saddle horn and rubbed Sikimí’s chest. “David’s
had that knife around for years. If anyone but you tries to use it,
they will have a very uncomfortable experience.”

“Ah, a protection spell,” said Sarabande.
“Gem is very good at those. If anyone takes her dagger away from
her, they find it too hot to hold.”

“David and Gem have much in common in that
regard,” said Siobhan.

Siobhan seldom looked away when she talked.
Men tended to do that, as though there was something dangerous
about a woman’s eyes. Seth looked away more than anybody she knew.
Gem always maintained eye contact, yet it pushed outward, as though
she had a protection spell wrapped around herself. Siobhan’s
inviting eyes, the constant hint of an emerging smile, and her
graceful and fluid occupancy of the world within her violet aura
suggested a well-balanced and loving fluency in the languages of a
feminine creature that moved freely and without fear in a chaotic
world.

“May I ask?” Sarabande paused, considering
how to pose the question.

“You may.”

Siobhan’s aura grew brighter than the
morning sunlight and, moving as fog moves, expanded and encircled
Sarabande and Sikimí like a mother hugging her children.

“Who are you?”

Siobhan laughed, and once again, Sarabande
found herself waiting for the punch line of a joke or the
concluding words of a tall tale.

After several deep breaths, she said, “I am
a human woman.”

“What else?”

Sikimí nickered, and the
movement within his blue eyes looking out at her from a
horse-shaped yellow and gold aura suggested he already knew
what else.

“What else
is light experiencing the many roles of being a
human woman interpreted in the mirror of her surrounding world,
Siobhan said. “A woman’s greatest challenge is learning to
recognize herself in what she sees.”

More violet light than
flesh, Siobhan spun around in place three times, like a ballet
dancer performing a fouetté en
tournant, and then raised her hands and
arms up and out like the Sun Singer talisman’s invocation to the
sun. “Look,” she said, and her imperative was an
invitation.

The lake, surrounding mountains and the
cloud-draped sky broke apart into millions of colored specks.
Sarabande leaned against Sikimí, even though he was no longer
solid, and saw that her own light-pink hand was not solid either.
In spite of her sudden dizziness, she did not fall. In fact, when
her fingertips touched Sikimí’s side, a swarm of pink specks flew,
like bees, into the permeable yellow gold of the horse, and when
they did, their color changed to match the specks in their new
environment. When she thought of bees, all of the specs that
comprised the valley became bees. The bees hovered in the shapes,
sizes, and colors of the physical objects that became their roles
of the moment. Bees came and went from each manifestation, so
specks of water became specks of sky and specks of rock became
specks of wildflowers.

“Find the source of the energies you’re
seeing as bees,” said Siobhan.

“You’re not seeing bees?”

“Butterflies, today,” she replied, “but
where do they originate?”

“I detect group activity like bees in a
hive, ants in a hill, or horses in a herd,” said Sarabande. “Each
bee seems separate unto itself, yet I’m certain each bee is a
thought or projection of the Creator.”

“If you’re speaking of the
Creator as in God or the Divine, then what you see
is the Creator.
Paradoxically, what you’re seeing is that you think you’re
seeing.”

The close-in pink bees swept around into a
group now facing out over the lake.

“Siobhan, are you looking at the lake?”

“Yes. Now, take a deep breath, and as you
slowly let it out, allow your body to relax. While you’re doing it,
unfocus your eyes the way you do when you consciously want to see a
person’s aura or you’re seeking stars in the sky that can’t be
found when you’re staring at them directly.”

When Sarabande breathed in, the bees in
front of her flowed in her direction. When she breathed out, a rush
of pink bees flowed away from her and became mixed with the bees
from many figurative hives. Then she noticed thin trails of
silver-white bees fanning out from her in multiple directions, as
though she were a spider in the center of a web.

“I see silver-white bees traveling in both
directions along a spider web of thin pathways,” said
Sarabande.

“In the magic of my islands, we call those
aka cords. I like your description, for these energy connections
are about as stretchy and sticky as the strands in a spider’s web.
Each aka cord connects you to a person you know, for better or
worse, and has some manner of dealings with.”

“I am connected to Osprey in such a
way?”

“Yes. Since Sikimí sees these cords easily,
he follows them like beacons of light on a dark night when he
walks, trots, canters, gallops, or flies to wherever that person
might be.”

“I am connected to Dryad as well, do you
think?”

“You are,” Siobhan said carefully, “and it’s
a mutual thing, of course. That is, each of you has intentions
involving the other, so the cord is strong and tending to pull the
two of you together. When the time is right, you will find a way to
cut that cord if you really want to do it.”

“Good! I hope Osprey will help me do
that.”

“I believe he will. Okay, lest we spend the
day gazing at our world, let’s try one more thing before you get on
the road.”

“‘Get on the road’ is slang
for traveling, right?”

“Yes. Now, across the lake on Grinnell
Point, a mountain goat is walking from west to east below the
opening of an old copper mine. Project yourself to where the
mountain goat is standing as you normally would. Then, turn around
and look back this way.”

“I’ve never thought of
doing such a thing,” said Sarabande. The thing was one of those ideas that
turned in on itself, rather like a ray of light turning around to
gaze at the sun from which it came.

She stilled her thoughts
and imagined she was standing on the on a grassy talus slope
that—for the moment—appeared as a swirl of grey and green bees.
Suddenly, she—or some portion of she—raced across the lake toward that
slope faster than an arrow from a powerful bow. The grey and green
became large in her field of vision, and so, too, the collection of
white bees flowing toward the right in a goat-like
shape.

How, she wondered, does an insubstantial
thought turn around? She felt locked in place with an either/or
choice. Continue staring at the white bees or withdraw back across
the lake. The goat must have sensed her unseen presence, for
suddenly, the bees leapt as a group from one rocky cluster of grey
bees to another. Mountain goats put all other climbers to shame,
she thought.

As her concentration on her projection
began, she imagined turning around. A gust of light pink bees
roared into and then through her position on the slope with more
force than physical wind. The far shore and woods rocked up and
down as though she were seeing them from a boat at sea. One more
deep breath, more swirling bees, and there she was, a light-pink
cocoon of light standing between a violet cocoon of light and a
yellow-gold cocoon of light. The energy centers of their
sympathetic nervous systems looked like candles in gloves. The gust
of pink bees was unceasing, and when the bees in the gust reached
the grey bees of rock and the green bees of grass, they were lost
in the crowd.

The source of the light-pink bees that
became the valley, as she perceived it, was herself. With a loud
snap, Sarabande’s projection was yanked back across the lake into
the safety of the pink cocoon of light. She rubbed her eyes and
found the world in front of her had returned to the deceptive
illusion she had always known and depended upon. Sikimí was Sikimí.
Siobhan was Siobhan. Lake Josephine was Lake Josephine beneath a
sky that was the sky. Sarabande had to shield her eyes from the sun
that was the sun to find the mountain goat that was the mountain
goat.

“Holy bear puke, Siobhan.”

“We say ‘holy crap,’ but the sentiment’s the
same,” Siobhan said with a fair amount of merriment in her voice.
“I’ll be back in a moment,” she added, and disappeared into the
cabin.

Sarabande waited on an old bench next to the
cabin. When she sighed, she imagined a swarm of bees leaving her
mouth to become tangled up with the bees masquerading as a
lodgepole pine split in half for a bench. Sikimí trotted down to
the lake for a drink, or for the pretense of a drink. When Siobhan
returned in a few minutes, she carried a basket containing a
chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc with two glasses, a plate of goat
cheese, a large, mushroom-shaped loaf of sourdough bread, and
several dark red apples.

Siobhan removed the cork with one of the
implements on her pocket knife, filled both glasses until they
overflowed, and leaned against the cabin with a contented sigh.

“Wine, cheese and a good friend,” she said.
“Nothing better, no matter which universe you’re in.”

“I agree.”

They sat and drank the wine, a dry wine that
reminded her of grassy fields and mountain streams flowing over
ancient stones, and ate some of the bread and cheese. Thirty
minutes passed before Sarabande stood and stretched.

“I do not want to say anything about the
view of the world you showed me because words will only dilute the
experience,” she told Siobhan. “I know you understand.”

Siobhan stood up, too, and whistled for the
horse.

“I do.”

Sarabande heard the launch and saw the cabin
fade from view behind them. The children were nosier than usual. In
fact, they were shouting. Soon, she saw why. Sikimí was hopping
along the beach on his hind legs.

“Holy crap,” shouted Sarabande, “is he
shaking off fleas?”

“Not at all, he’s putting on airs for a
boatload of kids who’ll never forget him,” said Siobhan. She
clapped her hands in applause. “That jump is called a courbette.
Friesians can do it, and now we know night can do it while playing
the role of a Friesian.”

“Come here, you old show off.” Sarabande
threw her arms around Sikimí’s neck. “I’m impressed. But please
don’t do that while I’m sitting in the saddle.” Sikimí’s whinny
indicated something, hopefully that he understood.

“You may need this,” said Siobhan.

“Green paper wrapped in leather?”

“It’s a wallet. The green stuff is
money.”

“I know of metal money.”

“We also have coins, but our basic unit of
money is the dollar.” Siobhan drew a dollar sign in the dirt.
“You’ll see this sign on menus and signs with prices. The wallet
contains paper money worth one, five, ten and twenty dollars. If
you see a price for breakfast stated as dollar sign, five,
ninety-five, it means the meal costs five dollars and ninety-five
cents. The cents are copper coins, one hundred to a dollar.”

“Too much to remember,” said Sarabande. “Hug
me and let me leave, or I will dawdle here for the rest of the
afternoon with a glass of wine and watching Sikimí jump.”

Siobhan hugged her roughly without breaking
her backbone or her ribs. Sarabande held on to her and could find
no words to say while her face was wet with new tears and Sikimí
was—as far as she knew—saying goodbye in his own way. Siobhan’s
hair blew across her face, and when she looked past it, she saw the
marsh hawk perched on a convenient limb, watching the crew tying up
the boat at the pier.

Sarabande grabbed a handful of mane and
mounted the show-off horse before he determined to do the courbette
again.

“You promised,” she reminded him.

“Sikimí is fairly trustworthy for night,”
said Siobhan.

Sarabande felt comfortable in the saddle,
barely suppressing the unladylike laughter lurking behind her
smile.

“Mommy, look at the big back horse.”

“That’s a carnival hopping horse, son,” the
boy’s father said. “Stay away from those women. You know how
carnival people are.”

“What’s his name?”

“What kind of horse is that?”

“I wish I had a horse.”

“Sikimí, Friesian, one day you will,”
answered Sarabande. Sikimí the Friesian maintained his patience
while a dozen little hands patted him from one end to the other. A
few were so uncouth as to pull his tail.

“There, now, they’re going away.”

“You look just like a ranch chick out for a
ride up to the glacier and back,” whispered Siobhan.

“Ranch chick?”

“‘Chick’ is a slang word
for girl.”

“Too much to remember, Siobhan.”

Siobhan stepped back and gave her a
thumbs-up sign. Sarabande took a deep breath, checked the shadows
for lurking ghosts. Then she intended—within her silent thoughts—to
follow the trail toward the hotel. When she opened her eyes, Sikimí
was walking through deep forest in an easterly direction.

In Pyrrha, there was scarcely a game trail
through the shade of these old trees. Here, the trail was wide and
well maintained. She saw the prints of boots and multiple kinds of
shoes. The horses that had come this way had also been wearing
shoes. As far as she knew, night didn’t need to wear shoes while
impersonating a horse.

Sikimí walked briskly, faster than she would
have walked this trail. Like Siobhan, he was alert without being
twitchy about deadfalls, boulders and blind turns in the trail like
Woodland Star, that old roan she usually got stuck riding when she
was a child. What a nervous digger that horse was; everything from
small birds to large clouds spooked her. Riding Sikimí, Sarabande
felt sleepily relaxed compared to the jangled nerves riding
experience Woodland Star provided.

On a straight stretch of trail with a fine
view of the mountain that, in her world, cradled two small lakes,
Aton and Aurora, below the summit, Sikimí broke into a brief,
high-stepping trot. Good, she still knew how to follow her horse’s
rhythm and avoid bouncing like a “bag of bones,” as her father
derisively described bad riders.

When Sarabande was fifteen, she climbed to
the very top of this mountain with him several months before he
died. They had climbed easily up through the mountain ash and
alders to the base of the cliffs, where they rested and admired the
view. They ate lunch next to Lake Aton, and when they returned,
Aton was pleased with her for “troubling herself” to climb up into
the high cradle where he and his wife—long gone even then—would
rock forever in the gentle winds of eternity.

Sikimí circled the great hotel and the
hard-surfaced lot filled with cars, then followed the trail along
the shoreline of a large lake sitting here in the domain of Montana
exactly where the Judith Settlement had been hastily built in
Pyrrha in during the troubled times after Argos withdrew his army
from the mountains. Argos’ men followed a trail. Here there was a
highway, the highway she saw yesterday from the comfort of
Siobhan’s Eagle car. Now she counted three red cars, two blue cars,
and a white truck making their way along the road toward the
plains.

She held the reins, but doubted the horse
expected her to make any suggestions with them. Spruce and aspen
greeted her, though today she couldn’t transform her view of them
into brown and green swarms of bees. The valley’s slope was
relatively gentle. In the ten miles between the hotel and the
community of Babb within the domain of the Blackfeet Nation, the
elevation probably decreased by less than four hundred feet.
However, below the dam that contained the large lake, the water in
the creek was loud enough to catch her attention, as though its
voice contained a warning.

“Whoa, boy,” she said in a conversational
tone.

Sikimí stopped instantly near a bridge,
where the creek went under a major north-south highway. There were
several buildings alongside the creek. She projected her focus
toward them. Finding nothing ominous, she stood in the stirrups and
looked to her right across the widened-out creek, an intersection
and a curve in the road. All she saw was a rather large, smelly
two-part truck made up of a high, boxy front section where a driver
sat and long tubular back section that she knew contained gasoline,
the volatile liquid fuel used by cars. Siobhan told her about the
fuel when they saw a similar truck the day before. Sikimí looked
where she looked and apparently wasn’t worried about the road
ahead, though he snorted loudly at the noisy truck when it went
through the intersection heading south.

“I don’t know what water was talking about,
Sikimí. Maybe an angry moose is standing downstream,” she said.

When Sikimí turned back and looked at her,
she neck-reined him and clucked her tongue, and he began moving
south. He stayed as far off the highway as he could and moved along
at a fine trot. At this rate, they would reach the hotel at the
village of East Glacier before dinner time.

A few miles south, she saw the lake where
Aton and her father once fished—a world away, of course. They came
here for trout. Sarabande seldom came with them, because Standing
Cat maintained that fishing was for men and boys, and housework and
tending the garden was for women and girls. When she told her
mother several times that Aton and Wapiti needed somebody to clean
and cook the trout, she was allowed to go with them. But not for
long, for Aton let it slip that she had been out in the boat on the
windy lake. The last day she fished, she caught more fish than the
men, and loved the wind that was forever hurrying down the valley
from the continental divide.

There were a lot of cars on the road. Some
honked at her, “honk” being a term for the car’s horn, which when
sounded could be either a warning or a greeting. Most of the honks
she heard were greetings, followed by people shouting out the
window, “Wow, look at that horse,” or, “Hey, baby are you going my
way?” She waved and, following Siobhan’s instructions, avoided
making any eye contact with the people in the cars that might lead
them to believe she wanted to waste time discussing the weather,
who disliked and wanted to harm them, or were in desperate need of
sex and wanted to copulate with them in the bushes. Apparently,
women on the road didn’t have many options.

After they passed through a small village,
the road began to climb. Sikimí eased off on the trot into a more
comfortable ambling gait. She appreciated his consideration. It had
been years since she rode a horse, and she was already getting
sore. Every fifteen or twenty minutes, she projected her attention
along the road ahead of them. The road was always clear. Clear, but
interesting. Though the wagon masters spoke of it, she had never
traveled this way in her world—or seen such scenery. No wonder
there were so many cars filled with visitors along the highway.

Yesterday, Siobhan pointed out one landmark
after another as they drove along this same road, hugging the Rocky
Mountain Front, the “backbone of the world” where the high country
meets the grasslands. As they left the hotel in Siobhan’s Eagle
car, Sarabande tried to follow her new friend’s commentary about
ancient rock and ice. The land here began as layers of sediment at
the bottom of a sea, some of it 570 million to 4.6 billion years
ago and some of it 65 to 145 million years ago. Then water, wind
and ice carved this part of the world into the shining
mountains.

“How can you know such things?” Sarabande
had asked.

“Geology,” said Siobhan with great
authority, as though, in this world, even the children studied
mountains that had been created during the ancient times when gods
more overtly walked across the surface of the earth. “It’s a
science of the earth and how it came to be as it is.”

“I wish my mother could meet you,” said
Sarabande.

Siobhan frowned. “Why?”

They had been crossing a river then nestled
within a great stand of poplar trees. Looking out the front window,
she saw grassland stretching to the horizon. Looking out the back
window, she saw mountains that stood out against the afternoon sky
like a fortress built by creatures well beyond man’s understanding.
Yet here was a woman speaking of such things.

“Mother says the gods created women to
scrub, clean, garden, cook, knit, copulate, give birth, and rear
children,” said Sarabande with a vehemence that she usually
concealed from others. “I would like her to see that in this world,
women know what the men in my world have yet to dream about.”

“Your mother would find many kindred spirits
here.”

“Truly?”

“Women included.”

“Shame on such women.”

“I like you, Sarabande. If you were a
permanent resident of our universe, David and I would invite you to
dinner, where we would all sit within our sacred circle of box
elders and drink wine and ‘talk of many things: of shoes—and
ships—and sealing wax—of cabbages—and kings.’”

Thank goodness Siobhan was smiling.

“Apparently, we would all be drunk.”

“Perhaps,” said Siobhan, “but I am quoting
an old poem. That is to say, we would be talking about many
subjects.”

“I would like that.”

“We live on a ranch some miles south of
Kalispell on the western side of the mountains. If anyone ever asks
you where you live, it will be better for you to use the words
‘sheep ranch’ rather than the words ‘time portal’ or ‘Pyrrha.’”

“I’ll remember.”

They were quiet for a while then, content
within the silence of extravagant vistas and larger thoughts. When
Sarabande first conceived of the idea of traveling to the world on
the other side of time to find the Sun Singer, that world—this
world, now—was little more than a blurred dream, abstract but no
less dear, perhaps, than the dream of prospective children she once
shared with Yarrow. Gem had, in so many ways, carried her from
those blurred dreams to the portal where, within the magical safety
of a log cabin and Siobhan’s wise care, her first intention was
quickening from possibility to probability. As the car moved so
effortlessly between Kiowa and Browning, she wondered what she
would face in the coming days as she was borne across the plains by
the winds of destiny or fate.

“Where’s your head at?” asked Siobhan.

“Where it belongs,” said Sarabande, “unless
the Goddess of your world is rendering me invisible by
degrees.”

Siobhan sighed, though it was obviously a
sigh of humor rather than a sigh of desperation. She raised up her
legs and momentarily steered the car with her knees as she pulled
her wilting hair back away from her face.

“I can still see you,” she said, lightly.
“In fact, I’d venture to say you are becoming more substantial with
each passing hour. The question, ‘Where’s your head at?’ is a bit
of outdated slang that means, ‘Where are your thoughts?’ or
‘Psychologically speaking, how are you feeling?’”

“My feelings are shifting and turning inside
my mind like a raven diving one way and then another way on a stiff
breeze,” said Sarabande.

Siobhan looked at her and nodded. “Tell,”
she said.

“I don’t doubt the legitimacy of my journey
or my resolve to complete it, but the world here is so new.” She
ran her hand along the smooth surface in front of her. “I don’t
understand this Eagle car, much less the liquid from those
tube-shaped trucks that makes it move so fast on a hard-surfaced
highway. Siobhan, the world outside these windows looks like a
badly smeared painting. The Standing Cat part of me screams, ‘This
is insane!’ and the Wapiti part of me whispers, ‘Walk forward
without looking back.’”

“Which voice are you listening to?”

“My father’s whisper is more persuasive than
my mother’s shout.”

 


After six hours in the saddle, Sarabande was
exhausted. She had found a motel at Browning and had “checked in”
with less difficulty than she expected. The room was plain, but
clean. The café across the road was also plain and clean. She
glanced at the menu and ordered a “hamburger all the way” and
discovered that the cook had piled all manner of tangy sauces,
pickles, tomatoes, onions, and lettuce on top of the meat before
the concoction reached its “all the way” condition. The result was
tasty, though parts of it fell out on the plate while she ate it.
She used more napkins than she expected, but she was full and even
understood that she was supposed to leave some extra money next to
the water glass to pay the person who carried her plate of food
from the kitchen to her table.

The warm box of rain, which was part of a
bathtub that may have been clean years ago, contained three oddly
shaped handles with no letters stamped in their centers to serve as
hints about their use. But she persevered without freezing or
scalding herself, and now she sat as dry as might be expected from
thin towels. Naked as the day she was born, as Cinnabar was fond of
saying, after being chafed by denim all day, she sat on the edge of
the bed and peered through a narrow gap in the curtains into the
world of her future.

Even now, three years after she lost Yarrow
in the revolt against Justine, she often thought of him as part of
the future. It was habit rather than denial. They had intended to
settle east of the mountains away from the town of Pyrrha. They had
intended to grow flax. They had intended to have children and
travel to the neighboring kingdoms that clustered alongside the
eastward flowing river.

Sarabande didn’t think she lost her fire on
the day they were married. She used her talent of projection less.
Was that what Dryad meant? Yarrow didn’t like it, thought it
unnatural to be in two places at the same time, “Standing here and
seeing the far side of the hill together,” he always said. Her
projecting made him uncomfortable, so she didn’t do it often, just
as he stopped disappearing on hunting and fishing trips for days at
a time as he did when he was growing up.

With or without projection, she was
Sarabande. She shoved aside her anger over Dryad’s nagging comments
and looked outside with physical eyes.

The nearly level plains were yellow and
infinite in the remains of the afternoon sun. Raven watched her
from a bleached-out fence post outside her window. He hopped off
the top of the post on both feet, then landed again. She looked
closer to see if a dog or a cat prowled the tall grass. Quiet
Earth, not even a breath of wind, only the technology-based hum of
cars and trucks on the highway. A raven’s eyes are black, or almost
black, alongside its thick beak, and though the bird was here, just
here past the jagged tear in the window screen, she projected
closer into that darkness and felt the rough caress of his
fluffed-out throat feathers when he spoke. His voice gurgled like
the outflow of water beneath the nose of the glacier in the vast
womb below the Angel Wing. She heard a strident urgency in Raven’s
call, and—within her heart—a warning.

 


 



Chapter Three – Light
Ascending

 


A thunderstorm woke Sarabande several hours
before dawn. Uncomfortable on the sagging mattress, she hadn’t
slept well. Lightning flashes brought her glimpses of cloud tangles
flying eastward from her mountain sanctuary to a remote horizon,
where a labyrinth of red and green roads led to the Sun Singer.
Raven was gone. While that was logical, his absence added to her
general unease. She began brushing out her hair, but that didn’t
bring her any comfort.

Did Thomas Elliott send his
marsh hawk to West Wood Street with a message for his
grandson? Sarabande is traveling to see
you. Wapiti would have asked Siobhan
whether Osprey had been told, Sarabande
needs your help. She flung the hairbrush
across the room. Blast! Hypnotic visions of bees had blinded her to
the necessary realities of travel. Why had she not asked, “Siobhan,
is Osprey waiting for me?”

Last night, before she saw Raven sitting on
the post, Sarabande discovered that Siobhan had slipped a colorful
and confusing road map into the saddlebag along with an extra pair
of dungarees. When folded into a six-inch by nine-inch rectangle,
the front of the map displayed a painting of cattle rounded up by
cowboys on horses. When unfolded, one side of the large sheet
showed magnificent pictures of places to see and the other side
showed a maze of roads drawn in multiple colors. The eastern side
of the map ended where the white domain of Montana butted up
against the light tan domains of N. Dak. and S. Dak. She found the
town of Browning to the right of the green domain of the safe
mountains, and the town was connected to other towns by a red line
which, she learned, represented “Two Lanes Paved,” and it
disappeared off the edge of the map near Williston, presumably
nowhere near the cornfields of Illinois. As she looked at all the
lines, she remembered Osprey had told her about Highway Fifteen
after he was wounded. Undoubtedly, he did not know where his head
was at, for the green line on the map representing that “Multilane
Divided-Controlled Access” highway went down on the map into the
domain of Wyo. Where, as Siobhan said, it might be the long way
around. Now, she had a headache. She put the map back in the
saddlebag. Did people actually unfold maps like this with one hand
while keeping the other hand on the reins? She thought not.

She retrieved her hairbrush
and finished brushing out her hair while the darks and lights of
the deafening storm brought the empty fence post, curtains, chest
of drawers, lumpy bed coverings, and the lifeless
Staff of Intelligence in
and out of view. When her hair was the best it could be for the
moment, she selected on a pair of dungarees and a short-sleeved
denim shirt, laced up her boots, packed the saddlebags, refilled
her canteen, sat in the overstuffed chair and waited for
morning.

First light brought quiet. She went to the
restaurant and sat at a table next to the window. The cook made her
a cup of coffee and a cheese omelet. Both tasted like onions. The
buttered toast was better. She ate like a bird and watched the
clearing sky, thankful for the morning’s one mercy: Dryad was still
nowhere to be seen. Perhaps fate or destiny kept her on the other
side of the portal.

When she left the restaurant, Sikimí emerged
from a stand of alder trees behind the motel. Unlike the dripping
trees, he was dry. Night obviously knew how to take care of itself
while posing as a horse. Ears forward, he reached out for her with
his nose. She threw her arms around his neck, burying her face in
his mane. She would not allow herself to cry.

“I hope you stayed dry during that horrible
storm last night,” she said. He snorted back at her. “Sorry about
the onions. I’ll make it up to you with a juicy red apple if we can
find a better place for lunch.”

 


Sarabande felt better once they were moving.
Several boxy trucks honked loudly at them as they left the motel,
but there was no need. Sikimí stayed well off the paved roadway.
According to a road sign, the town of Cut Bank was thirty-four
miles away.

“Must be a town sitting on a river,
Sikimí.”

Nicker.

“I’ll take that to mean yes.”

Sikimí responded by breaking into a gallop
like a horse racing for the barn. The ground was much dryer than
she expected, and they moved well. If he kept this up for long, she
would have sore muscles by day’s end, but for now, Sarabande kept
her hips firmly down in the saddle and enjoyed the
rocking-a-baby-in-a-cradle ride.

A few miles down the road, she heard a loud
horn though no cars or trucks were visible. Then she saw it.
Heading west, a connected series of boxes moved along separate
metal road to the right of the highway. Siobhan had failed to
mention such a vehicle. Most of the boxes had windows, but even
though Sikimí slowed to a walk, the vehicle moved too fast for her
to see inside.

“Sikimí, does that technology object
transport people?”

Nicker.

She turned around in the saddle and watched
it disappear into the bright distance. Perhaps some of the people
she saw on the Lake Josephine launch came to the mountains in one
of these snaky objects. Hundreds of people might be sitting in
comfortable seats on the other side of those windows without a care
in the world while they raced across the plains faster than
Siobhan’s Eagle car. After the object disappeared, Sikimí settled
into an easy lope.

“Do you need to see the map, Sikimí?”

Nicker nicker.

“Good.”

She felt her stress draining away as she
rubbed his neck.

When she concentrated
diligently, she could see the red line on the map in the same
manner in which visions came to her in a quest. After all,
this was a quest, was it
not? Ignoring the wire strung to the right the highway from wood
poles, she pushed her attention northeast, then east, along the
line in the center of the paved surface past Bad Eyes Road (too
little for the map) toward Cut Bank. She sensed no danger along the
creek or in the town.

Sarabande was vaguely aware of Sikimí’s
canter and a small white car that sped past with a friendly
sounding toot on the horn.

Pushing her thoughts out farther ahead, she
saw intersections and sparse stands of trees and contained expanses
of land that had been ploughed and put into crops, as they passed
Ethridge toward Shelby, where the red line of Highway Two crossed
the green line of Highway Fifteen. The metal roadway for travelers
in the connected boxes of windows followed the highway eastward.
The Highway Fifteen intersection contained several roadway loops,
but she sensed no danger there or in the seemingly busy town of
Shelby.

“You are in such a hurry this morning, my
impetuous horse,” she said when she pulled her focus back to where
she sat, holding on to the saddle horn to remain more or less
upright in the saddle. “I have looked all the way to Shelby. I see
no trouble ahead. Do you?”

Nicker nicker.

 


At Cut Bank, she bought two red apples at a
roadside stand. Sikimí was pleased. She was famished, though it was
not yet noon. A large sign told her men found oil here. “The motor
inside this little blue car burns gasoline, a fuel made from oil
that’s been pumped up out of wells drilled deep into the earth,”
Siobhan had informed her. “We burn a kind of oil in our lamps,”
Sarabande had replied, “but this gasoline fuel is new to me. I do
not like what it smells like.” There were many tube-shaped trucks
on the road at Cut Bank.

 


When they passed between fields of yellowing
flax that looked like they were one moon past the flush of bloom,
mixed feelings hugged her closely as the thousands of fine, rough
stems rose and fell, whispering together as one like the surface of
a lake on a windy afternoon. Even from the car, Sarabande could
feel the presence of the Goddess—or Her most-favored plant in these
fields—watching over the falling petals and leaves and seeking out
the builders of countermarche looms, the spinners and weavers of
linen, and the other kindred spirits traveling the lonely road. She
was missing Gem’s harvest and she was free of Gem’s harvest, and
riding in Siobhan’s blue car east of the mountains, she had felt
lazy and guilty and far away and close to those pulling plants away
from the earth handful by handful.

 


At Shelby, the paved roads that comprised
the intersection with Highway Fifteen made slightly more sense than
they had in her vision projection of them. She stopped at a store
that sold gasoline fuel for cars and hamburgers for people. While
she ate the hamburger, a middle-aged man whose faded work shirt and
dungarees were covered with dirt came over to look at either
Sarabande or Sikimí.

“Don’t see many Friesians in this part of
the country,” he said.

“I come from a sheep ranch south of
Kalispell,” she said, hoping that he wouldn’t get too specific
about Friesian horses or “this part of the country.”

“Your people must know sheep to afford a
horse like this.” He ran his hand along Sikimí’s neck, drawing no
protest from the horse.

“We do,” she said.

“Don’t see many hackamore bridles in this
part of the country, either,” he said. Truly, the man’s tight frown
was one of complete puzzlement.

“Sikimí doesn’t approve of bits,” she said.
“He knows where we’re going anyway.”

“Blackfeet name, Sikimí. I know a number of
your people and always found them fair and honest folks.”

“Thank you.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Not sure,” she said, crumpling up the
hamburger wrapper and tossing it in the trash can they had been
leaning against. “East toward Williston or south on Highway
Fifteen. Sikimí and I are about to discuss it, right boy?”

Nicker.

“Well, I’ll be dad-gummed, you’ve got
style,” he laughed and started to turn away toward his tiny truck.
Then he shook his head, looking away as though something were just
coming to mind that wouldn’t occur to him unless he broke off eye
contact. “Oh, if I were you, I wouldn’t ride that horse on Highway
Fifteen. It’s against the law. If the cops see you, they’ll pull
you over for sure.”

“Holy crap,” she said, having nothing more
sensible to say.

“Take care,” he said.

“Did you hear that, Sikimí? That must be
what the words ‘Controlled Access’ on the map meant. No
horses.”

As she rode through the intersection on
Highway Two, she wondered what “cops” were. Like the men in the
cattle roundup picture on the map, maybe the cops used ropes to
pull people over. Then what? Sarabande wasn’t sure she wanted to
know.

 


Most of the town was past the intersection.
Even though Sikimí walked down Main Street at a reasonable pace, he
still attracted too much attention. Nobody in this part of the
country—as the man with the tiny truck referred to it—rode horses
from town to town. Or in town.

“Hey horsy.”

“Whoo hoo, ranch chick.”

“If that animal takes a dump on the
sidewalk, the cops will pull you over.”

She was beginning to dislike the cops people
a great deal. No horses on the green roads. No horseshit on the
sidewalks. They probably didn’t like bear puke, either. Once out of
town, the landscape was dotted with grassy buttes, notably on the
horizon north of the highway. Sarabande took a deep drink from her
canteen and got it tied back in place before Sikimí started to pick
up the pace.

“Not too fast, Sikimí, my lunch is fighting
my stomach.” The hamburger had contained a generous slice of onion
and, while she liked onions, they didn’t always like her. The
sleepless night hadn’t helped.

Sikimí looked back at her,
his blue eyes attentive, then walked about fifty feet away from the
highway and stopped next to some nondescript bushes. She dismounted
and vomited all over the poor shrubs. The horse stood away at a
respectful distance. She appreciated the privacy. Her stomach was
cramping up. Could it be tainted food rather than too much
onion? Tccch, the
mere thought of food poisoning made her feel drained and
weak.

Sarabande lay there a while, staying away
from the highway lest somebody, the cops perhaps, mistake her for a
dead lady. Finally, Sikimí came over and nudged her. By the
Guardian, she couldn’t stay here. Find a room somewhere.

She had trouble mounting the horse. She
found a rusted metal object in a puddle of standing water. While it
served as a stepladder, it smelled faintly of gasoline and strongly
of wet rust.

“Okay, boy, let’s walk our way toward Havre.
I’d rather do that than go back to Shelby.”

Sikimí walked, though his pinned-back ears
communicated his displeasure. He walked briskly and switched his
tail in time with his steps. Nausea flowed between her stomach and
her throat in quick waves. The waves synchronized themselves with
Sikimí’s steps. She spit a mouthful of phlegm into the cured-up
roadside grass. With every swallow, she nearly gagged on her
saliva.

A gasoline truck roared by, stirring up a
cloud of dust. The truck was long gone before she stopped coughing
and got the last stubborn particles of grit out of her eyes. Sikimí
was trotting now, as though she wouldn’t notice. His hoof beats
were louder than drums in her ears. She leaned off to the right and
threw up down the side of her pant leg.

She eased back on the reins to no effect.
“What in the damn hell is the hurry?” she screamed.

He ignored that.

Wrapping her arms around his neck as far as
she could reach, she projected her thoughts east toward Havre, some
one hundred miles away. She couldn’t find Havre. If Yarrow were
here, he would tell her not to look, not that way, though she saw
little sense in purposefully traveling blind. She couldn’t see past
Devon, a small town that seemed to be on an unpaved road north of
the highway.

“Sikimí, please.” She was begging now,
crying, too, though that angered her.

When he stopped, she dismounted and stumbled
behind the rumbling remains of an abandoned building that looked
like it could have been a doghouse or dollhouse. The horse didn’t
follow her. She didn’t care. She stilled her breathing after
spitting out another mouthful of noxious liquid rising up from her
stomach across her scorched throat. Everything within her field of
vision was either grass or sky. She dozed, slept possibly, and when
she woke, the shadows told her most of the afternoon had moved on.
The nausea had moved on as well, but not the sick, drained
feeling.

Sarabande was cold. It was fever more than
the weather, for the sky was blue and she was sitting in direct
sunlight. Standing up took effort. She coughed, but there was
nothing left to throw up. Her mouth tasted like a goat had pissed
in it. The remains of what might have been a hamburger had dried
into a crusty smear on her trouser leg and right boot.

She shuffled around the building. Sikimí was
gone. The staff, saddlebags and canteen lay by the roadside. How
could he leave her? She took a swig out of the canteen and washed
some of the bad taste out of her mouth. If Wapiti were sick and
unhorsed, he would walk. Walk she would, then. After all, that had
been her plan from the beginning: to walk. She hooked the canteen
onto her belt, threw the saddlebags over her shoulder, and walked.
The staff made a fine cane.

Fortunately, the hiking
boots fit well. Several cars rushed by without slowing or honking
at her. No derisive shouts: Hey, baby, are
you going my way? Sikimí’s behavior puzzled
her. As the sun dropped toward the horizon, wisps of ground fog
scattered across the roadway like dirty lace. The night would be
long, giving her plenty of time to sort out why the horse developed
a bad attitude after she ate the bad hamburger.

 


Sarabande walked. When she projected ahead,
she saw views similar to those she saw with her physical eyes.
Could it be that she was walking in place? No apparent danger
lurked within the twilight miles eastward toward Havre. There were
probably clean beds there and boxes filled with warm rain; would
she see them before noon tomorrow? She doubted it. If she had
blessings to count, they were that her cramped stomach contained
nothing else for her to throw up. Even the water in her canteen was
staying down.

The fog was bluish grey in the twilight,
thicker, too, for the last car that passed her was swallowed in it
before the sound of its motor died away. There was a menacing tone
in the whispering tresses of mist, as though it watched or followed
or was the desultory courier of ill tidings.

“Dryad, show yourself,” she shouted.

Sarabande dropped the saddlebags and the
canteen, and held the staff as though it were a weapon she knew how
to bring into play. Siobhan said to “intend.”

“I intend northern lights above me.” She
uttered the words as though they were sacred and commanding, and
the staff remained a cold stick from a long-dead rowan tree.

She pointed the staff at a hill fifty yards
away, holding the staff after Osprey’s manner when he commanded
lightning bolts in battle.

“Fire,” she shouted.

“Lightning,” she shouted.

A force softer than the night thumped her
between her shoulder blades. Drawing her knife, she whirled
effortlessly as Wapiti had shown her, arm tight like a bow with a
quickly drawn string.

Night had blue eyes.

“Sikimí.”

His head was low like the head of a
disobedient dog. Sarabande dropped her knife and grabbed his
neck.

“May I ride again?”

Nicker.

She slumped against him, felt his warmth,
felt his solidity, stark almost against the fog. With a deep
breath, she hefted up the saddlebags, retrieved her knife and the
canteen, and slid the rowan into the scabbard.

When she was seated she said, “I’m sorry,
Sikimí. Gallop like the wind, will you?”

As the great horse shot through the night as
swift and sure as cedar arrow, his feet barely touched the grassy
shoulder of highway number two in the domain of Montana. Thunder
rumbled far away, indistinct, yet somehow technology borne in the
labyrinth of fog. Gentle sparks of light darted within the world’s
white folds, reminding her of minnows at the edge of a lake.

When Sikimí plastered his ears back as they
crossed over a small creek, Sarabande instinctively grabbed onto
the saddle horn. The highway blazed hot with light. The fog tore
away with the screech of a Hawk Owl. Then she heard the horn. She
was neck-reining Sikimí farther off on the shoulder and was
glancing over her shoulder into the twin suns of a mammoth truck
when the earth moved.

Sikimí was hit. He screamed and twisted
front to back like a traveling performer’s squeeze box. Horse and
rider were flung into a stony barrow ditch. She heard her left leg
give way beneath her like a snapped cedar arrow. Earth stole her
breath. The truck carried itself just past her, just enough to
leave the horse in darkness, dark on dark that lay flat and moved
very little. Sikimí’s cries tore her heart.

The reeking, tube-shaped fuel truck sat. Its
headlights, somewhat dimmer now, pointed down into the creek where
the water flowed without concern. Sarabande lay on her right side
facing due east past the now-silent horse, past the truck’s dirty
red taillights, past the truck that sat within the rolling voice of
its motor as though it were a creature independent of the man who
drove it, a man she had yet to see as she tried to raise herself up
into a sitting position and failed, falling back into her pain as
she faced east past the place she would die into the great
night.

The red lights on the truck dimmed. Air
hissed. Metal parts clanked together. The motor spoke with
authority, and the truck moved. It backed along the shoulder until
its rear lights crunched against the end of the small bridge and
the remaining headlight cast a crooked glare into her eyes. The
right front of the truck was crumpled from its impact with the
horse. Now, one of the twin suns was skewed and one was dark. She
turned away from the light and saw that Sikimí lay on his side,
also facing east, and that—like her—he kept trying to raise himself
up, but his rear legs were broken and wet with blood. With a
gasping lunge, he pushed himself up on his front legs and
collapsed. His hind legs wouldn’t hold his weight.

His aura was all but gone, puddled close
around him on the ground where it mixed with his blood. Shed for
her. He had known: that’s why he hurried in spite of her upset
stomach. The staff lay far away. If she could crawl, perhaps she
could find its healing light for him. Her head hurt more than her
swollen leg.

The heavy, blond-haired man who climbed down
out of the truck was unshaven, unkempt, and carried with him a
tight aura the color of dried blood. He dragged his feet when he
walked, as though his dirty work boots were too heavy to lift. He
glanced at her as he shuffled past. Then he stood over Sikimí.

“How’d you come by a pure bred horse,” he
demanded without looking at her.

“The horse belongs to my employer, David
Ward of Kalispell.”

He looked at her the way a man looks at a
woman.

“Stolen, I’m guessing,” he said. He spat a
thin stream of tobacco juice into the grass, and then pulled out a
revolver.

“No, don’t,” she screamed.

“Somebody needs to put down this poor
bastard,” he said. “He’s got two busted legs and a trashed tendon
or two.”

The driver shot Sikimí in the head.
Sarabande winced at the gun’s sharp report. She saw a single tremor
roll through the horse from head to tail before she turned away and
was sick.

“Don’t you worry yourself about him; the
county will come haul him away before the buzzards arrive.” He
smirked as his eyes followed the outline of her breasts against the
white fabric of her light-weight summer shirt. “What about you,
squaw bitch?”

He stood over her, unzipping his
trousers.

“My leg’s broken.”

He kicked her left leg, just below the knee.
She refused to cry out.

“Help me.”

“I aim to give you what you need, you little
thief.”

When the driver grabbed the front of her
shirt, she thrust her knife into his right thigh. He ripped open
her shirt as he fell away with a howl. She wanted to cut his
throat, but he recovered his balance and punched her in the mouth.
Sarabande fell back, dazed. He wrenched the knife away from her,
then dropped it like a hot coal from a fire, and rubbed his
hand.

“Damn knife’s been hexed,” he said,
frowning, as though she should apologize for his inconvenience. He
spat on her exposed breasts. “No underwear.” He knelt down. “Slut.”
He laughed, and more of the vile, brown liquid dribbled out of this
mouth where he was missing several teeth. “You want to know what’s
funny?” he asked as he pretended to caress her like a doting
lover.

“Help me.”

“Now that is funny,” he said. “But I got a
better joke than that.” He knelt down beside her. “Danny Jenks
chews Red Man.” She slapped at his smiling face without effect. He
grabbed her wrists and pushed her down. He kissed her hard on her
bruised mouth. She bit him and he licked away the blood with his
tobacco-stained tongue.

“Now Danny Jenks chews red woman,” he
shouted, lowering his wide open mouth around he left nipple. She
felt his teeth, but he didn’t draw blood even though he kept
saying, “I love red meat.”

He stood quickly and she thought he was
already tired of her. Sated, perhaps. She focused on the truck and
the bridge and the empty highway rather than challenge him with her
eyes.

“I’m going to help you now,” he said
solemnly.

“No, don’t do this.”

“Under the circumstances, no means yes.”

When she made eye contact, he shoved his
right hand inside her jeans and pulled her up by the waist band and
belt. He carried her down into the dry part of the streambed left
by patient meanders of the water course over time. He dropped her
there. He worked his tobacco like a cow chewing its cud while he
took off her belt and unbuttoned her trousers. He was holding it
in: his anger. She saw it in his aura. He removed her boots and
threw them across the creek.

When he finished undressing her, he took a
deep breath and said, “I don’t have time to make you beg for
this.”

He fell on her like a rogue bear, heavy and
ripping into her. She hurt. At first, he watched her eyes as though
he wanted to see pain or pleading in their watering depths. Her
fingernails clawed into the sides of his neck as though her hands
acted independently. He ploughed into her again and again, and in
time he looked past her as though the hair, eyes, mouth, breasts,
vagina, thighs, and feet of the woman he battered were no longer
relevant.

Sarabande would kill him when she found her
knife. Even now, the jagged wound in his thigh bled easily. She
felt his blood on her and wanted more of it.

“Danny Jenks fucks,” he whispered. “Scrapes
your sweet ass, too,” he added when he noticed they had slid down
next to the water as his anger grabbed her between her legs and
slid her rag doll of a body over sharp stones. He was shaking her
now, shaking her as a mutt dog had shaken her cuddly rag doll apart
when she was young, shaken it to pieces and then ran off, finished,
and pissed against the tree in front of their house. She flopped
about like a stuffed flour sack—with dyed-on eyes and hair—that
could neither feel nor cry.

Her hair floated in the water. He rammed
into her again and water flowed into her eyes. She was almost too
tired to hold her head up. The hollow rumble of the truck’s motor
was never ending like the strands of fog that writhed in the pale
light of the twin suns, one dark, one bright. Though his face was
in shadow, Sarabande saw each feature clearly, the eyebrows that
ran together, the thin scar that ran from his chin to his right ear
across his unshaven face, and the never-ending hatred that held him
together.

He slapped her face again. “Stay awake, damn
it.” When he slapped her, Sarabande saw the world shatter, not into
bees this time, but hornets. The truck driver was a swarm of
hornets. She hurt everywhere from their stings, as though some
ancient imperative triggered a group action in defense of whatever
illness ran deep in his heart, this rapist called Jenks.

“What’s your name, squaw?”

The question made no sense. She glared at
him, and he slapped her for that.

“Tell me your name, you little slut,” he
shouted, “or I’ll shoot you deader than your black horse.” He
crossed his arms, then grinned when he added, “You know what they
say: the only good Indian is a dead Indian.”

“Dryad,” she said.

“Pleased to meet you, Dryad,” he said
casually.

When she winced at his personal tone, he
thought she flinched because he had entered her again. His penis
was sharper than a knife.

She projected out of her pain, turned around
in the safe darkness, and saw a flow of angry, rust-colored hornets
entering a female-shaped mass of muddy, grey, and largely sleeping
hornets. Danny Jenks had stolen her bright pink aura along with all
the tender love and compassion it once contained.

She saw the dull red hornets leap away from
the muddy, grey hornets and busy themselves in the motions required
for Danny Jenks to pull up his trousers, smooth back his hair, and
insert another wad of tobacco leaves into his mouth. A troop of
hornets, in the form of a heavy boot, shoved they grey feminine
colony of dying insects into the creek. The hornets of water
resolved into concerned butterflies, but the caress of their
fluttering wings was of little comfort.

Sarabande bled on the clay that formed the
sweeping high edge of the creek bed while the waxing crescent moon
was obscured by fog. The dark brown soil resisted because the blood
flowed without her consent. An unknown number of days ago, Gem
said, “I worry that you will be shamed.” Had Gem seen her lying
naked here in this place? The persistence of time eluded her. Was
she raped moments ago or yesterday or even the day before? She had
lost track of night and day. She did not yet feel shame for what he
did; she was too angry. Unfortunately, she had not drowned. While
she had no precise memory of crawling, she must have crawled out of
the stream. She was just cold, just badly injured, and shivering.
In time she would die of exposure.

Indeed, the frail hope suited her.

 


Due east, a fire consumed something along
the highway about two miles away. Sarabande had neither the will
nor the strength to project closer to investigate. A small store or
inn, she thought, where she might have crawled for help.

 


Danny Jenks had told her,
“Danny Jenks fucks.” He lied. Many words described what Danny Jenks
did. Fucks wasn’t
one of them because fucks
wasn’t always a crime. Yet none of the crime words
that described what Danny Jenks did—rapes, violates, attacks—were
adequate. They weren’t crude or profane enough, like
fucks. Sarabande wanted
the apt word, because without it, the despair, destruction, and an
accompanying emptiness that had replaced every sense she had of
herself as a human woman were difficult to explore within her own
heart. Were she flax, she might say, “Danny Jenks rippled, retted,
broke, scotched, and hackled my body with comb, water, mallet,
blade, and a bed of nails.” The fibers of her being were torn away
from her soul.

 


Missing significant warp and woof fibers,
the central pieces , plackets, and pleats within the living cloth
that comprised Sarabande were suddenly gaping, bunching, and
ill-fitting. Her self was no longer herself as she had come to know
it from childhood through adolescence through marriage through
widowhood through the Montana plains on Highway Two through the
last moments preceding the violence done to her by Danny Jenks.
Reality within and without were misaligned in scarcely perceptible
ways.

She did not see with any continuity what
existed from the dour world around her: prairie, grass, stars,
bridge, creek, highway, or her feet. She saw what did not exist
from her beloved world of folktales: brownies, gnomes, selkies,
goblins, leprechauns, wights, and giants.

The Judith Settlement Council of Elders,
dressed in black robes, emerged from beneath the bridge in a yellow
canoe. Each of them had words to say about her damaged goods
status.

Seth said, “when determining blame in a case
of alleged rape, the council has—since the days of brownies,
gnomes, selkies, goblins, leprechauns, wights, and giants—taken
note of the female’s readiness for sex as indicated by the
proximate clothing, place, demeanor, time of day, company, and
intoxication level of the scenario.”

Wolf said, “You wore tight-fitting clothing.
That signifies availability.”

Standing Cat said, “You were prancing in a
lonely and forsaken place without an escort. That signifies
availability.”

Stone Seeker said, “While you were not
intoxicated, you rode a horse astride after dark. That signifies
availability.”

Gem said, “Even though I warned you about a
dark bridge on a foggy night, you could not have known that this
bridge on this night on this creek were the source of potential
harm. That signifies destiny or fate without blame.”

Seth said, “You said no, but under the
circumstances, no always means yes. Men do what men do because they
are seduced by clothing, place, demeanor, time of day, company, and
intoxication level. A sign on your back reading ‘Please fuck me’
wouldn’t have made your wanton desires any more clear.”

Standing Cat said, “Have you anything to
say?”

Sarabande said, “Fuck you.”

Wolf said, “Profanity from a woman’s lips
turns a man on. It’s an iron-clad defense against a charge of
rape.”

Standing Cat said, “Daughter, since only men
know why men do what men do, only men can tell us whether we’ve
been raped.”

The council voted four to one that she was
at fault. After the canoe departed, assuming it had ever been
there, she wondered if they were right.

 


She slept and waked randomly. After the sun
warmed away her chills, she sat in the creek. The water made her
feel less dirty, but only slightly. She saw her reflection in a
small pool of standing water and cried. Both eyes were almost
swollen shut and her mouth was twisted open with welts.

Danny Jenks
was a name she would not forget. The scar on his
right cheek was clearer in her memory than the highway in front of
her face. No cars stopped. When she gathered enough courage to
crawl up out of the creek bed, she saw why. There was nothing to
see. The county—a very large truck, she guessed—had taken Sikimí
away. There were no buzzards, no marks where the truck once sat;
only a sullied aura hung over the place where violence had been
done.

Men do what men do just as mutt dogs do what
mutt dogs do. Women and rag dolls are often easy prey. Did Dryad
speak truthfully when she claimed repeatedly, in spite of Wapiti’s
detailed remonstrations about the likelihood of “magical justice,”
that a prairie fox killed the dog that destroyed her doll? If so,
it was fitting.

While Danny Jenks had taken away her clothes
to further satiate whatever was empty within him, he hadn’t noticed
the saddlebags. They lay behind a stunted Caragana bush. However,
to reach it, Sarabande would have to drag her useless leg across a
twenty-foot expanse of mixed grass and rock that was clearly
visible to the cars on the highway. She saw a car every five
minutes. Not enough time. Even if she were clothed, a wounded woman
would attract attention. But a wounded and naked woman was a
target, an excuse for men to do what men do. She couldn’t trust
fate or destiny to place a kind man or a kind woman in any car that
might cross the bridge while she was out in the open. The staff lay
a few feet away from her saddlebags and was no good to her at the
moment.

Fatigue washed over her in waves. She drank
often from the creek to avoid dehydration. Though she sat in the
shade beneath the bridge for hours, her body was dried, parched,
and badly burned. She found a green rag lying on a rock and sniffed
at it like a dog and found no overt odors or stains. Nevertheless,
she shoved it into the water and held it there for thirty
minutes.

When she was certain it was
clean, she folded it into a compress and used it to apply constant
pressure against the tears and bruises Danny Jenks left her with.
In time, the bleeding stopped, but the hurt did not. The hurt
angered her, and when she dozed in the shade, the hurt became part
of her dreams. Her dreams began when she was flung off the horse
and ended when a car or truck roared over the bridge, yanking her
out from under the stinking bulk of the truck driver. She resolved
to think of Danny Jenks as Truck
Driver because it seemed more impersonal,
safer, and less human.

Truck Driver
was a bear-sized animal with huge genitals beneath
a sagging stomach. Truck Driver
never shaved, bathed, or brushed his teeth.
Truck Driver smelled like
rotten onions. Truck Driver
ate Red Man tobacco and spat the juice on squaws.
She was a squaw, Truck Driver
said. Truck Driver
chewed on the lips and breasts of squaws.
Truck Driver had no god
and, worse yet, no humanity.

 


After dark, the chills returned. She cursed
the light breeze, but welcomed the moon’s sliver and the stars. She
hurt.

Crawling, to the extent she could call it
that, was slow. Every sharp stone between her creek bed hiding
place beneath the bridge and the saddlebags behind the Caragana
bush cut into the swollen and excessively exposed flesh of her
dragging left leg. Her private parts—as her mother called them—were
broken and changed in a way that made her feel wide open to men.
She covered her broken place with the green rag. She found her
knife and kept it just as close.

Since no cars or fuel trucks were present,
Sarabande slid out into the open. She lifted up with her arms and
pushed with her right leg. Grass spikes scraped her breasts and
stomach. Twice, she slipped on loose stones and fell on her face.
She lost the green rag. Here, now, were the lovely saddlebags. She
hugged them as a mother hugs a child.

Then she saw the saddle
blanket, black like a hole in the earth in the dim light of the
moon and stars. Like the saddle, had it not been a part of Sikimí’s
projection? She flapped it open and made of it a shawl large enough
to cover the broken place where Truck
Driver was. The blanket smelled like the
horse.

“Oh, Sikimí,” she cried, and the sound of
her own voice shocked her, so human it was in this inhuman
place.

Sarabande dragged the saddlebags and canteen
away from the road. Sweet clothes: she covered herself well—the
underwear, the polo shirt and the right shoe were easy, but the
jeans and the left shoe were impossible. Her swollen leg was too
big. She opted for a floppy pair of shorts, though she was almost
too weak to get both legs in them and pull them up. Exhausted, she
put her head down on one of the saddlebags and slept beneath the
blanket that smelled so strongly like the departed horse that her
eyes watered up before she fell asleep.

Though her sleep was
intermittent, it was not free of dreams. When she dreamt, she
fought again beneath Truck
Driver. When she waked, she was never
certain she had waked. The persistence of reality eluded her. Dream
and not-dream flowed as one stream, cold and cruel.

 


She found food.

Siobhan must have slipped the food into the
saddlebags while Sarabande wasn’t looking. Tucked in amongst the
clothes in the bag she didn’t open earlier was an assortment of
see-through sacks of nuts, dried apricots, granola, and candy. Her
mouth hurt when she ate, but she ate anyway—but carefully, lest she
awaken the remains of the foul hamburger that probably lay like
potter’s clay at the bottom of her stomach.

She remembered seeing trash on the bridge.
Apparently, people discarded what they no longer wanted by throwing
it out the windows of their cars. Between Ethridge and Shelby, a
doll with fuzzy hair and a red cap lay face up next to three paper
cups. She almost picked it up. Now she wished she’d taken the time
to rescue it.

“Holy bear puke,” she shouted, “how can you
think of dolls now?”

Seeing no lights on the
road, she made her way to the bridge. First, she found a dirty ball
of string; then she found three slats of wood that looked like they
were once part of a small crate. Even in the dim starlight, she
saw—or perhaps, sensed—a pair of black lines wider than her open
hand on the roadway in the center of the bridge. In places, the
lines were solid, and in places they were broken up. The truck
skidded here when the driver saw her in the fog; the black marks
came from its wheels. If Truck
Driver had wanted to hit her, there would
be no skid lines here, she reasoned. She wondered what this logic
signified in terms of destiny and fate.

By the time Sarabande dragged the slats down
to the creek bed, her thinking was tangled. Who or what brought her
here to be raped? Some said bad luck was punishment for bad deeds.
Some said bad luck was the will of the gods.

Gem told her, “With due care, you can avoid
your fate, but destiny is the way you’ve already written your
life’s story,” and, “I worry that you will be shamed.”

Gem seldom amplified such
pronouncements.

When she was a child, Sarabande thought Gem
said such things for no reason whatsoever other than sounding
mysterious. As she grew older, she began finding bits and pieces of
common sense, logic, and intuition hidden within Gem’s words. That
Gem knew the hidden secrets of the Earth was clear to everyone;
what was not clear was why those secrets became so muddled when
people of wisdom like Gem, Aton, and Thomas Elliott spoke of
them.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/81309
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





tmp_f9b1553e7af76b5ab7a84967870dc006_x5sBcp_html_m29bced02.jpg





