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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Mom and Dad broke the news to me over eggs and bacon.
 
   "The date is set with the movers," Dad announced while pouring his juice. "We leave at the end of next month."
 
   I put down my fork, no longer hungry.
 
   My dad looked at me. Really slowly. He does that, as if he’s seeing through me, into my head. I don’t like it; it feels like I’m one of the skeletons in the Anthropology Department where he works. But I guess it’s nice to have parents who pay attention. 
 
   Not sure why he spent so much time staring; I’m not terribly exciting to look at. Rain-straight brown hair brushes my shoulders, and I chew on the ends when I’m nervous. Brown eyes my mom calls hazel. I’m too tall. I don’t like being taller than all the other kids in my class. The boys don’t like it either. I’m not fat, but I’m not skinny. I’m never going to be one of those golden-haired cheerleaders everyone loves.
 
   "Maggie, you’ve known for months about the move, why are you acting surprised?"
 
   Yeah. I knew. But it didn’t seem real until then. I wished they’d yell out "April Fool’s!" and the move would turn out to be some sort of crazy joke. I didn’t want to move to New Mexico, to the desert, land of the coyote and roadrunner cartoons; empty, barren and ugly. 
 
   Why would we want to move there? I wouldn’t, but Mom and Dad couldn’t wait. Mom found a dream job working with rockets at a lab. For Dad, getting close to different tribes of Native Americans couldn’t be beat.
 
   After school I went to the beach. Biting cold water kept me from swimming, so I just sat on the sand and watched the waves, throwing sticks for Jack until someone yelled at me about not having him on a leash. He’s a border collie mixed up with something else pretty big, and sometimes that makes people nervous. The ocean is beautiful, big and open, and always helps me get my head in order. I thought about the move, leaving all of my friends and starting over.
 
   The timing couldn’t be worse: the summer between grades six and seven. By now everyone’s groups of friends and enemies would be set. I knew already I wouldn’t fit in, and wondered if they even had a swim team in the desert.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   "So, have you met anyone in the neighborhood yet?"
 
    
 
   Mom’s head was buried in a box, her voice muffled and funny.  She straightened up and handed yet another stack of dishes to Dad.
 
   I stopped texting Jenna, my best friend from home. My real home. "The old lady next door says there’s a brother and sister, twins, that live down the street." I pointed out the window, through the little courtyard that we had instead of a patio. "They’re at their father’s right now. She doesn’t know when they’ll be back."
 
   I slid off of the chair and scratched Jack’s ears. Jack’s a good dog, and always stays nearby when I need him. I loved him, but didn’t much care for the idea of a summer with just him for company.
 
   After lunch my folks sent Jack and me out. "You’re driving me crazy," Mom said. "Just stay out of traffic, and be nice to our new neighbors." 
 
   I stood on the sidewalk and looked around; no one riding bikes in the street, nothing. But then I saw something that looked interesting
 
   Mom and Dad had already started to tackle another pile of boxes when I ran back inside. "Can I go hiking on the trail?" 
 
   "What?"
 
   "At the end of our street there’s a little hill, and then a path on either side of a ditch. Can I go on that?"
 
   My father figured it out first. "The acequia? Sure. It may not look like it now, but a hundred years ago when people farmed all of this area, that ditch brought water to the fields from the river, the Rio Grande. It’s a common walking path now." He glanced at Mom, made sure they agreed. "Go north, to your right, and the furthest you can go is the river. All right, Miss Maggie? And try to keep Jack out of the water; I don’t know how clean it is." With that final piece of advice they returned to battle with the boxes.
 
   Great. Jack loves playing in water, but I don’t want him to drag me in behind him. Duly warned, I went searching through the boxes in my room for our hiking stuff. All of the boxes were labeled, so it didn’t take too long. I had my purple-and-black backpack and Jack wore his hiking harness with the little saddlebags. Mom thinks I’m a packrat, but I like to be prepared for anything. 
 
   In my backpack I always carry an extra bottle of water, sunscreen, a long-sleeved shirt with pockets in the front, a couple granola bars, my journal, a flashlight, a magnifying glass, a compass, and five pens, because you never know when you’ll run out of ink, and odd stuff I hadn’t cleaned out from last semester. Jack’s saddlebags are always packed with a neat collapsible dish, and flat water bags. I know it’s a lot of stuff, but we’ve needed funny bits and pieces of things even out walking the beach at home. And I don’t like going anywhere without Jack having water that’s safe to drink. 
 
   I read an awful article online last year about how sick animals can get when they don’t have access to clean water. I bought the collapsible bowl and water bags with my next allowance. I’ve been looking at a set of hiking boots for Jack too, to protect his paws from sharp rocks and the broken glass left by stupid people, but I’m not sure if he’d put up with them. He’s pretty good about his harness, so you never know.
 
   We scrambled up a little hill to get to the trail, and headed north. The trees looked old, with gnarled limbs as big as my waist stretched over the water and gray and craggy trunks. Sometimes I’d see one that looked like it had been split by lighting when young and had since grown up in two or three parts.
 
   Tall grasses and purple wildflowers overgrew the steep banks of the ditch. I tried to pick one, but sharp spines on the stem pricked my thumb and changed my mind. Cattails rose from the water, and after a while we saw ducks swimming along. A path ran on each side of the ditch, but I couldn’t see how to get to the other bank without crossing through the water. 
 
   The trees spread over us to form a green tunnel with flashes of bright blue, so much more vivid than the hazy sky over San Diego, peeking between the branches. Occasionally we saw someone on the other side of the ditch, but they passed on by with a little wave, jogging or walking, sometimes pushing one of those off-road strollers. 
 
   From the raised path I could look down into people’s backyards. You think of your backyard as private, but we could look right in. Building projects left abandoned, patio furniture still covered up, gardens that hadn’t been replanted, a little bit of everything. 
 
   And all the dogs. If Jack hadn’t been convinced before that this walk was only for his benefit, the sheer numbers of his four-legged brothers would have done it. I think everyone in Albuquerque must have dogs. Not just one dog, either, but entire packs. As we walked behind houses, they would race up to their back fence, mad as all get-out because they couldn’t reach us, barking as hard as they could. Jack strained at the leash, but I’m not sure how many of those dogs felt friendly. 
 
   A few of the yards didn’t have dogs. They were huge, and had horses or hens; one place had a little orchard. One house had peacocks, another had sheep. It’s hard to believe we’re in the largest city in this state when people are keeping sheep and chickens in their backyards.
 
   I ran my hand down the trunk of one of the cottonwoods. The bark split in little up-and-down slits over and over again, almost like a woven pattern. I put my arms out as if hugging the tree, but couldn’t reach all the way around it. Standing there with my face tilted up toward the leaves, Jack pulling on my wrist, I wondered how long this tree had been here. Dad had said the ditch had been used for a hundred years. Was the tree that old? Older even? 
 
   After about an hour of walking we stopped for a break. Jack waited for me to pour his water and drank it in big noisy slurps. He curled up next to a tree stump, and I spread the long-sleeved shirt over the bark so it wouldn’t be scratchy against my legs. Jack gazed at the world with half-closed eyes, the way dogs do, while I wrote a little in my journal, and thought a little, and then stood up and repacked everything.
 
   "Another hour, boy. If we don’t find that river by then, we’ll try again tomorrow."
 
   It took closer to half an hour to get there. The narrow path opened out onto a broad grassy area, with small trees dotting the ground. Nothing lush, nothing that looked like photos I’ve seen of rivers. Muted greens and grays painted this landscape. We followed the ditch as it led to the river, and I looked behind me every few steps to make sure I could find the way back. 
 
   Trees thickly lined the river, and small twisted bushes sprang up around them, trailing off the farther they grew away from the water.
 
   We walked to the water. It flowed sluggishly, muddy, low. You could see across the river to the other side; in places the water looked shallow enough to wade across. I stooped to rest my hand on the bank, then looked closer. The black mud sparkled in the light. I put my fingers in it and drew them across the back of my hand. It shone deep and rich. Jack came over to see what I had, and I put a streak of mud down his muzzle. Jack looked very handsome, gleaming in the sun, and I laughed watching him cross his eyes to see what I had done to him. I got my other hand muddy, then drew a mask around his eyes. 
 
   "There. You’re now the Masked Dog of the River, mysterious and dashing."
 
   Jack is the most patient dog in the world. I think if I had younger brothers or sisters, I wouldn’t torment him like this. But I don’t and, for the most part, he puts up with it. 
 
   Something nearby tickled my nose, triggering my allergies, and I had a sneezing fit. Reflexively, I went to cover my mouth like a good girl, and felt the mud from my hands smear on my face.
 
   "Happy? Now we’ll match." 
 
   Jack looked up at me with his tongue spilling out of his open mouth and eyes rolling, and I decided not to worry about my mud mask either.
 
   With jumps and wags, Jack let me know he thought it would be much more fun to walk for a while right next to the river, and I decided to let him have his way. No one was around, so I let him off the leash, free to snuffle and explore as he wanted. 
 
   The time to return home came sooner than we wanted. About where I figured we needed to cut through the trees and get back to our path, I saw a boy, crouched on the bank, almost in the water. He wore loose pants, and no shirt, and I couldn’t help but think about him getting sunburned; it happens to me so easily. Maybe his dark-gold skin and jet-black hair meant he didn’t need to worry about it so much. He looked thin and wiry, and the way he knelt I couldn’t tell his height. I saw him scoop up a great handful of black mud and put it into a little woven basket by his side. 
 
   I stood still for a minute. What do you do in a situation like that? Say something stupid like, "Hi, I’m Maggie, what on earth are you doing?" I’m never sure how to talk to new people, but I couldn’t let the opportunity to talk to the first person I had seen close to my own age slip away. I needed a few moments to figure out how to approach him.
 
   Jack had no such worries. He bounded toward the boy, stuck his broad head into the boy’s side and knocked him off balance back into the dirt.
 
   The boy yelled at Jack and I called him back. I ran forward to apologize and felt my face heat. The boy’s wrist had gotten caught in something when he fell over. He tugged at it with his free hand, but it didn’t look like he could untangle himself with only one.
 
   "Here, let me." I knelt down and reached for his hand, but he snatched it away. "Please, it’s the least I can do after my dog startled you." I held my hands out and waited. He looked at me with wide golden eyes, and then slowly put his trapped hand back into mine. His eyes mirrored his skin; they made me think of hawks I’d seen caged at the zoo.  I started working on the contraption. A frame of wood and bone held loops of string woven in complicated knots. I couldn’t imagine its purpose, but it must have gotten knocked over when Jack struck the boy. The string had tangled and tightened over his wrist. It had to hurt a lot, but the boy never said anything.
 
   I chattered while I struggled with the lines to fill up the silence. "Hi, I’m Maggie, and you’ve met Jack, and we just moved here. I’m sorry about this, I’ll be careful to just untangle it and not break it." He still didn’t say anything. Maybe he didn’t understand me. I knew a lot of people in New Mexico spoke Spanish, but I thought they would understand a little English. 
 
   I tried to think back to the phrase or two of Spanish I had picked up in California. 
 
   "Hola. Me llama Maggie?"
 
   I didn’t think that was quite right, but it should have been close enough. No reaction.
 
   Jack curled next to me while I worked, as if to make up for his bad behavior. The knotted strings made an elaborate pattern, like cat’s cradle but a million times worse. Untangling it, I saw that somehow all of the strings had pulled tight, snaring his wrist in a tangle of line. 
 
   "Almost, hold still for a little longer." The strings went back over the framework, one by one, pulling the frame together, relaxing the rest of the lines. "There." I slipped the contraption off his wrist. Throughout the whole ordeal he’d stayed silent, even though I could see the angry red marks where the lines had cut into his wrist. My own wrist hurt just to see them.
 
   I stood up, brushed off my jeans and held out my hand. "What’s your name? Do you live around here?" Maybe this could be someone to spend the summer with. But once freed, he only stared at me for a few moments with his odd golden eyes, shoved the contraption into a bag at his side, grabbed the woven basket filled with mud, and ran for the trees.
 
   Stupid boy. Not my fault he got stuck in that thing. He probably shouldn’t have been carrying it. And he shouldn’t have been so caught up in getting mud to not notice a big black-and-white dog galloping down on him. He could have said thank you. Even in another language. 
 
   As we turned for home I saw something under one of the bushes and spun back. For a moment I had seen something like a dog, but gray and tan, and somehow different, curled up, watching us with eyes way too smart to be in a dog’s head. But I saw nothing now, only a light-dappled shadow.
 
   The way home didn’t take as long. Tired out, Jack didn’t stop to investigate every smell. We paused for a while because I wanted to see the sheep a little closer. Sheep are not the white fluffy creatures you see in paintings. They looked dingy and yellow, and they smelled. Jack fought for a bit to stay when I tugged him to keep walking. Only the promise of cookies got him moving again.
 
   Looking at the house as we scrambled back down the ditch was another reminder of how far we were from home.  The new house sat low and long and didn’t seem to have any straight angles. Plain, smooth walls confronted me instead of the detailed woodwork of our Victorian house back in San Diego. 
 
   A light-brown wall curved over the top of a wooden door, enclosing a courtyard, where bricks fit together in patterns to make the floor. A few trees stood in the back, huge, with rough trunks, and thick branches sprouting light green leaves curved into sharp points.
 
   The same thick, brown stuff formed the walls of the house, softly curved, like the half-melted battlements of a sandcastle. The bright-blue doorframe around the carved wooden double door provided the one bit of color on the entire house. 
 
   Our late arrival home surprised Mom and Dad, still unpacking.
 
   "Good grief! How far did you go? And what is wrong with your face?"
 
   "Just up to the river. Not any farther. Just like you said." Jack flopped down on the cool brick floor the instant I took his harness off.
 
   I ran into the bathroom and burst out laughing. Smears of dried black mud covered my face. The pattern of my handprints wrapped up the side of my cheeks and up around my eyes. I scrubbed it off, and went back to the living room.
 
   They looked at each other, with that parental glance that never means well. I cut in again, before they could get started.
 
   "I did just like you said. It’s a perfectly safe path. And there were other people around, jogging and bicycling and stuff, so it’s not like we explored the middle of nowhere. Besides, I had Jack with me."
 
   We looked down at him, sprawled flat, tongue lolling out of his mouth. 
 
   "And I’ve got lots of questions." Questions are always the best way to deflect my folks, so I poured them out in a rush, in the hope that at least a couple would catch their attention.
 
   "How old is the irrigation canal, anyway? Did you know people have sheep and chickens and horses around here? Isn’t there some sort of rule about farm animals in a city? And what’s the big wooded area by the river? Can we get Jack a sheep for Christmas? I think he’d really like one."
 
   "The area by the river is called the Bosque, the Spanish word for woods, and most of it in Albuquerque and around the city is a nature reserve."
 
   Mom cut Dad off before he got going. "A sheep? You want to get Jack a sheep for Christmas? Why?"
 
   "Just a little one? I don’t think he’d try to eat it or anything, just run in circles around it, and herd it and . . . whatever it is border collies do. I’ll bet he’s really good at herding."
 
   Mom started shaking her head.
 
   "Please? Wouldn’t a sheep even keep the grass short? No more mowing." Dad hates mowing the lawn. I do it sometimes, and I hate mowing too.
 
   Mom and Dad looked amused. I heaved a sigh of relief, amused meant I had distracted them from the worry. "We’ll talk about it closer to the holidays. By the end of the summer you can put together a report on what types of sheep would be suitable as a companion for Jack." Dad moved to the next room to get another box out. I leaned against the wall. Typical of him to assign homework. I think he’s been teaching for too long. Someday I’ll learn.
 
   Mom came over and put her arms around me. She used to be able to rest her chin on my head, but I’ve gotten too tall. I think it bothers her that I’m almost as tall as she is. Honestly, it bothers me too.
 
   "Don’t think you’ve completely distracted your father, dear." She dropped a quick kiss on my forehead. "Now come help me put away the dishes, will you? Your father started arranging his books, and I’ll never dig him out."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The next morning, fright took the scream from my throat. I rolled over to look out the window to see what sort of day it would be, and nearly screamed. A face peered in at me, framed on either side with outstretched hands pressed against the glass. I jerked out of bed, but the face was gone by the time I reached the window, no smears left on the glass, nothing. 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Two 
 
    
 
   I checked the glass again. Not a fingerprint, not a smudge, not the faintest mark of breath. It must have been a dream, because if there had been a real person there, there would be handprints on the glass, right? It still freaked me out though, and I could feel my heartbeat all the way down to my fingers. I could still see him in my mind. A dark-brown face with large eyes under a shock of black hair. The man had grinned, and his teeth seemed sharper than normal. The brick floor chilled my bare feet and knocked me the rest of the way awake, and I scrambled for my slippers under the bed. 
 
   At the breakfast table Dad poured coffee for him and Mom. "Any plans for the day, Miss Maggie Magee?" 
 
   "No. No kids in the neighborhood that I can find." I tried to keep the misery out of my voice, but he probably heard it anyway. 
 
   "How about we do some exploring? We've got the house more or less put together, and Mom and I don't need to be anywhere today. Let's go hit some museums." 
 
   Yes, our family is geeky and we all love museums. After the usual madness of everyone getting showered and dressed, Jack and I met them at the front door. 
 
   "Maggie, we can't take Jack." 
 
   If I had thought about it, I would have known better, but Jack had been my constant companion over the last few days, so I hadn't. I went and got him a puppy cookie, and put it on his bed in my room. 
 
   "Come on, guy. Eat your cookie, take a nap, and dream of chasing sheep until we get home." He took the cookie, but followed me back to the front door with the treat in his mouth and his dark-brown eyes stabbed me with guilt at every step. 
 
   We went south into the Old Town area, parked, and walked around. A good number of the shops looked like old houses converted into businesses, and a lot looked like they had been built of adobe, like ours. One had nothing in it but paintings of saints, and someone who offered to read our fortune from tarot cards. For our last stop of the morning we went to the Albuquerque Museum because Dad said they'd have exhibits that would give all of us a better sense of the history of the area. Once inside, we stood in front of a full set of armor for a horse straight out of the Crusades, something Richard the Lionheart might have used. I finally had to ask. "Dad, just how old is Albuquerque?" His answer caught me unprepared. 
 
   "Over three hundred years, for the city that uses the name Albuquerque. A little more maybe. But that's the date the city uses for the anniversary celebration. The Spanish have been here for a long time, and the Pueblo peoples had towns and fields and farms all up and down the Rio Grande long before the Spanish arrived." 
 
   He rubbed his head. He does that when he's thinking. "Actually, you know the irrigation canal you walked up the other day?" 
 
   I made an mmm-hmmm noise, and tried to wrap my head around three hundred years of this city. 
 
   "It's probably as old as the rest of the town. So that canal and path is likely three hundred years old as well. Not exactly like the Stone Age, but close." 
 
   "Not quite." I poked him in the side. 
 
   An exhibit of artifacts from the Pueblo peoples sat in the next room, with a small model of one of their villages. Made of adobe, the smooth walls had only a few high windows and narrow doorways. Ladders led to the roof from the outside and up to different levels of the buildings. Holes led from the roof down yet another ladder to the inside. 
 
   "Dad, why build that way? It would be a real pain in the neck to go up and down all of that just to get inside." 
 
   "The fewer doors you have to a building, the better the defense can be. If an enemy approaches, as soon as you pull up the ladders you have whole parts of the house secure." 
 
   I wondered for a moment about who those enemies had been, then a pottery display along the entire far wall distracted me. The shapes and sizes varied wildly, some as small as my fist, others bigger than my outstretched arms would hold. The colors ranged from a clear bone-white to dark red, to a glistening black. Fine lines decorated some of the pots, others boasted bold figures. All of them looked like they could be picked up and used again any minute. 
 
   A delicate white vase with a narrow neck that flared out into a wide body then tapered back caught my attention. Intersecting lines in red and black within thick bands decorated the body. I could probably have cupped it in my hands, if I had been stupid enough to try to pick it up, and if it hadn't been safely behind the glass of the display case. 
 
   A mirror sat behind the shelves, so you could see the design on the backs of the pots. I had my face up to the glass with my head to the side, peering around at the patterns. As I moved my head to check out the next pot, as suddenly as a blink the face from my window appeared in the mirror. My heart jumped in my chest and I whirled around and searched the room behind me, but couldn't find him. I looked back at the mirror, panting in shock, to get a better idea of where he’d stood in the room—and could see him plainly! He smiled at me, showing all those sharp teeth. I whipped back around: I couldn't see him in the room behind me at all! And when I looked again in the mirror, it reflected only the ancient pottery and my worried face. 
 
   "Maggie? Is everything all right?" My dad waved me over to him and I nodded. 
 
   "Your mom and I are going to go look at the quilts in the next room; want to come?" 
 
   I looked through the room one more time, struggled to catch my breath, then nodded. "Sure Dad. Sounds interesting." 
 
   He cocked his head to the side and looked hard at me. I didn't think he believed a word I said. "Sounds like you're getting tired, kiddo. We'll go home and get some lunch soon." 
 
   I didn't feel tired, but how could I explain what I had seen? Or hadn't seen? 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We'd barely sat down to lunch when a knock came at the door. I looked at mom and dad, then shrugged, and went to go get it. Other than some of the neighborhood ladies who had come by with cookies the first day, no one had come to the door since we moved in. It was odd to hear the knocker booming. 
 
   I opened the door, and in the courtyard stood a boy and a girl, about my age, maybe a little taller than me. They both had thick dark hair; the boy's short hair stuck up at the edges, but the girl's fell in waves around her face and down her back. 
 
   "Um, hi." The girl stuck out her hand. "I'm Amy, and he's Mark. Our mom said we should come over and introduce ourselves." 
 
   The twins. They must be back from visiting their father. I hadn't wanted to make my first impression like this, likely with crumbs from my sandwich down the front of my shirt. 
 
   I wiped my hand on the side of my pants and held it out toward them. "Hi, I'm Maggie. Sorry; we were just in the middle of lunch." 
 
   "Not a problem." The boy, Mark, stopped looking around the courtyard and flashed a brilliant white smile. "We're going to the skate park to meet some people and our mom said we should check to see if you wanted to go with us." 
 
   Oh. Their mom said. So, they didn't really want to be here, but their mom said. As much as the words stung, this would be the first chance I'd had to meet other people my age, other than the weird boy. 
 
   "Sure. Can I have fifteen minutes to finish lunch?" 
 
   The twins looked at each other and nodded. "Yeah, just come by our house when you're done." Mark pointed down the street. They turned and left. I doubted the gate had even latched behind them before I tore through the rest of my sandwich. 
 
   As I gulped my milk, I told Mom and Dad I wanted to go out with Mark and Amy to the skate park. 
 
   "Where is this park?" Dad asked, finishing the second half of his sandwich. 
 
   "And who are these kids you're going to be meeting?" 
 
   "Actually, I don't know where it is, Dad. But I've got to go, really." 
 
   He didn't say anything, and I felt my chance to meet other people my own age slipping away. 
 
   "Look, I'm going to their house first, and I'll get more info. If we're not walking, I won't go. I have a good idea of the neighborhood now, and if we're walking, I can always just walk back if the people are weird. Deal?" 
 
   They looked at each other, then Mom surprised me. 
 
   "Walking only. Don't take Jack; he's not much of a guard dog, and I don't want you to be keeping an eye on him when you should be watching out for yourself. And only for a couple hours. Your dad and I have a couple errands we need to do, and if you're not here when we get home, you'll spend the rest of the summer inside." She smiled, but I knew she would do it. 
 
   I showed up at Mark and Amy's house a little faster than I'd said, and was relieved to find out we really would be walking to the skate park. As we headed out, we made the awkward stabs at conversation people do when they're trying to decide if they have anything in common. "What did you do at your dad's house?" "Where did you move from?" That sort of thing. 
 
   By the time we got to the park I felt like it might work out. Mark is a nut for space, and we chattered for a few minutes about the spaceport the government is building in the desert south of Albuquerque and all the rockets he's seen launched from there, until Amy smacked him in the arm to keep him from totally geeking out. 
 
   Amy is on the swim team at my new school, and told me who I would need to contact to see about being on the team for the fall, and where to find the best practice pools. We were still talking about turns and stroke times when we got to the park. 
 
   At the park I met everyone else. About eight other kids, mixed pretty evenly between boys and girls. Shorts or ripped up jeans, t-shirts and tank tops, the outfits looked the same as back home. They talked the same way, greeted each other the same . . . Maybe this move would work out; I would go from one group of friends right to another one. I could almost feel the knot of loneliness start to dissolve from where it had lodged in my chest. 
 
   But it didn't. It's possible I read too much science fiction, but you could almost see Mark and Amy being absorbed into the crowd-entity, away from me. With these people, they already had their roles, their friends. I didn't think they shut me out on purpose, but they didn't really need me around. 
 
   We sat on the concrete barrier at the top of the park, and they talked about people I didn't know, doing things I didn't know about. Every now and then someone would ask me about sharks or surfing or something equally stupid about California, but other than that I may as well have been invisible. I would have been happier with Jack, feeling vaguely lonely, than surrounded by these people who made me feel lonelier just to be around them. It didn't help that I kept thinking about that creepy face. 
 
   It had been probably less than an hour when I had enough and stood up. "Hey guys, this has been great. But I've got some letters to write and some chores to do." Amy and Mark blinked at me, like they had forgotten I existed. "Hey, we'll walk you home." It's funny; out of the crowd I really liked them both. In it, they were just a part of the group. 
 
   "Nah, I know the way." I started to back up and turned away. "Have a good day." I hadn't gotten three steps when the conversation started back up, as if my presence or departure hadn't interrupted the flow of conversation at all. When I got home Mom and Dad were still out. I put my head down on the kitchen table. I didn't feel like crying, but the disappointment stung. I'd never had to make friends in a new place. I'd never fit in here. 
 
   Jack padded up and put his big head in my lap. I scratched that little pocket behind his ears which seems to always bother him. He'd been disappointed that he hadn’t been able to go with me this morning, and now I wish I'd taken him. At least then I wouldn't have been so alone. He head-butted me, as if to remind me the day still had plenty of romping time left. And he was right. Dogs usually are, if your priorities are in the right place. 
 
   So I packed our bags, put his harness on him, left a note, and away we went. The trees along the canal were familiar friends now. Little yellow flowers bloomed next to the purple ones, and vines with bright-orange blossoms crept along the chain-link fences around the yards. 
 
   Today we went right to the riverbank. I wanted to stand and watch it roll by; let it take the last of my lousy mood with it. 
 
   I let Jack off the leash. He bounded away, and then stopped cold. He looked at me and whined. 
 
   "What is it?" I don't like anything disturbing my best bud. 
 
   I looked around, trying to see what could be bothering him, then it clicked. We were in the exact spot we'd run into that strange boy. Well, that Jack had run into him, at least. Jack snuffled at the dirt, then spiraled out from me. I watched him as he stopped next to a large flat rock I didn't remember from before. 
 
   A pattern of lines was drawn on the rock with the black river mud. The arrangement nagged at my brain until I realized the lines made the same pattern the strings had formed on that contraption once it was untangled. In the middle of the design sat a small leather bag. 
 
   I thought about it for just a moment. I mean, it wasn't mine, not really. But . . . The place, the pattern on the rock—together they made it clear this was meant for me, as a gift from the strange boy, as his own weird way of saying "thank you." 
 
   I picked it up, tugged on the drawstring, and poured the contents into my hand. 
 
   A necklace rested in my palm, three long beads of what looked to me like turquoise and abalone strung on a leather cord. 
 
   My hand clenched around the necklace, then I slid it on and adjusted the cord around my throat. I ran my hand over the cool beads, and found their smoothness soothing and restful. 
 
   Before I went home I slid the necklace off and put it in a safe pocket of my backpack. I don't like lying to my parents. Actually, even if I mean to lie to them, I'm really bad at it. I get flushed and stumble with my words, and can't keep anything straight. It's a lot easier if I always tell the truth. 
 
   I had a problem, though. I didn't know how to explain the necklace. If I told them I found it on the trail, they'd want me to file a lost-and-found report with the police. If I told them a boy gave me jewelry, they'd never let me wear it, and make me give the present back. If I told them how he gave the necklace to me, they would have a hard time believing he gave it to me by leaving the gift for me to find. 
 
   But I knew. I don't know how to explain, but I knew he meant the necklace for me, and no harm would come from my wearing the boy's gift. Like I know that Jack loves me, and the sun will rise in the east tomorrow. Just one of those things. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Three 
 
    
 
   The next day I didn't bother to look for Mark or Amy; I just did my chores and started getting ready for a walk. As soon as my folks left I got dressed and pulled the necklace out from my backpack. I fingered the smooth beads, and thought about the strange boy and the stranger trap that had caught his hand. While making sandwiches I paused, and then made a third. It would be nice to have something for the boy, if he showed up. I hate eating in front of other people, makes me feel awkward. If we didn't find him, Jack would make sure the extra sandwich didn't go to waste. 
 
   I squinted for a few minutes getting used to the brightness outside. There hadn't been a cloudy day since we moved here, a huge change from foggy mornings in California. Every day here the sky is clear blue, with wisps of clouds streaking across it. 
 
   When we arrived at the river, I didn't see the boy. I had looked forward to seeing him and thanking him for the necklace, and a little lump of disappointment formed in my stomach. 
 
   I threw sticks for Jack, then we walked north along the bank for a while. A little before noon we turned back south, and started looking for a place to have lunch. We almost arrived at the place where the scrub came all the way down to the bank, when I saw the boy again. 
 
   He sat on a fallen log and watched us walk back down. He didn't move, didn't say anything to show he noticed us, but his eyes tracked our every step. I touched the necklace, but the odd coolness of the beads didn't quite make up for his strangeness. 
 
   Even though he had watched us approach, he jumped a little when I sat next to him, as if he hadn't expected us to take any notice of him. Jack came up and stuck his head into the boy's leg. This time the boy smiled and rubbed behind Jack's ears. 
 
   "Thank you for the necklace." I brought my hand up to show him I wore it. "It's lovely. Did you make it? You didn't need to give me anything; you got tangled in that thing because of us. What was that contraption, anyway?" 
 
   The boy blinked at my wave of questions. "What you removed from my hand is a snare. A trap for rabbits." He spoke slowly, as if English pained him, and I heard an accent in his voice I couldn't place. "The gift was indeed necessary. You helped me. There is now a bond, a . . . I am not sure of the word. Something lies between us now." 
 
   My knees suddenly became really interesting and I looked at them closely for a while. I'm not sure how I feel about a boy I've met once deciding there's a bond or something between us without even talking to me about it. But you can't just look at your knees forever. Besides, Jack thought the boy was okay, and Jack is usually a good judge of character. Except squirrels and rabbits maybe. He's a little biased there. 
 
   I decided to try to start over again. "I haven't even told you my name." I stuck out my hand. "I'm Maggie. Nice to meet you." He looked at my hand, and put his on mine awkwardly. 
 
   "My name is Ash." 
 
   For the life of me I couldn't figure out his accent. It didn't sound like Spanish. I've spent my whole life hearing people speak Spanish. I didn't think French or Italian was right either. Mom and Dad have opera records, and while I'm sure those languages sound somewhat different spoken from sung, I didn't think the accent matched up. 
 
   "What were you doing with that mud the other day? Does it make clay for pots and things?" I hate those weird silences where people just sit there looking and feeling awkward. Though, come to think of it, Ash didn't look uncomfortable, simply quiet. 
 
   "No. Not a pot. I needed it for something else." 
 
   "Oh. Well," I cast around in my head for anything else to say, and pushed Jack away from the backpack. The sandwiches. "Do you want a cheese sandwich? Jack tells me it's lunchtime." 
 
   Ash looked doubtful, but I went ahead and pulled them out and handed him one. He watched me unwrap mine and Jack's before he did the same to his own. I choked a little, and tried not to laugh when he pulled apart the bread and the cheese and poked it with a finger. I've never been much of a fussy eater, but kids who are make me laugh. 
 
   He saw me eating my sandwich, and Jack wolfing down his pieces, and blushed a little. 
 
   "Don't worry about it. Everyone has a food they don't like." 
 
   "It is not that I do not like it. It is that I have not had this before." 
 
   "You've never had a cheese sandwich?" I stopped eating. The first thing I learned how to make in the kitchen was a cheese sandwich and I can't imagine not having one for lunch most days. The folks keep saying I'm going to get sick of them, but that hasn't happened yet. 
 
   He put the sandwich back together, and took a small bite. He didn't look like he enjoyed it, but he kept going, and finished before me. 
 
   "Thank you for the meal." 
 
   "Not a problem. I thought I might see you." 
 
   No answer. 
 
   "Are you from around here?" I still hoped to place his accent. 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   Well, that didn't help. 
 
   "I just moved here from California. Here is nice, but I miss the ocean. Water and waves as far as you can see . . . it's beautiful." 
 
   "I have never seen that. The ocean sounds nice." 
 
   No cheese sandwiches, never seen the ocean. Poor kid! I didn't know what to say, so we just sat for a while in silence. 
 
   I noticed a small spider on the log next to me. I hate spiders. Really, really hate them. I know they do good things for the environment, and eat other bugs, but I still can't stand them near me. I moved to flick it away when Ash caught my hand. 
 
   "You should not disturb Grandmother's children." He very carefully cupped his hands around the spider, and it crawled into them. I shuddered while he put it down on the ground, and the spider scurried off. 
 
   I couldn't imagine how to answer that. Another long silence came, and finally I felt like I had to say something to fill the emptiness. 
 
   "I miss everyone from home. I guess I'm just lonely." 
 
   I looked down at the ground. I hadn't meant to blurt that out loud, but being with Ash felt comfortable. Certainly strange, but easy to relax around. 
 
   "I understand. I have a problem as well, and I am unsure what to do about it." 
 
   "Can your mother or father help?" I shook my head at myself. He had me speaking in the same formal tones he used. 
 
   "I cannot speak with them. They have already gone." 
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry." I had never thought what it would be like to have lost both my parents. I reached over and patted his hand. "Where do you live?" 
 
   "That way." He pointed down the Bosque a bit, and off to an angle. 
 
   As I looked, I noticed the sun had moved further than I expected and checked my watch. Time for me to be getting back and start my afternoon chores. 
 
   "Ash, I'm sorry, but I need to go home now. Will you be here another day?" 
 
   "Yes." He leaned forward and touched the necklace. "You should wear that always, it will bring good luck and protect you." 
 
   I took a small step backwards, startled at his touch. "Thank you. I will. I have to go now. 'bye!" 
 
   I clipped Jack back to his leash, and we headed for home at a fast walk. I didn't look back over my shoulder. I didn't know if I'd be glad to find Ash still there, watching us leave, or relieved if he disappeared again. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   As Jack and I came out of the canal path and back onto our street, we saw Mark and Amy and some of their friends walking by. Mark flashed that stunning smile at me, and went back to talking with a group of boys. Amy waved. I went over to talk for a few moments. 
 
   "Hi, Mary," Amy said. 
 
   "It's Maggie, actually." 
 
   "Maggie, right, I'm sorry. Anyhow, I forgot to get the coach's number for you. Can you come by and get it from my mom sometime? I'm sure she'll have it." 
 
   She had forgotten my name. That's how little she had been paying attention. I felt too stunned to make an issue of it. "Sure, I'll do that." 
 
   For a moment, Amy looked embarrassed about being so absentminded, and sort of waved at the group with her. "It's just all sort of crazy, you know?" 
 
   I didn't feel like making life easier for her, but she tried, I guess. "Sure. I need to go now." I started to turn away and turned back. If I planned to have any friends at school, I should make an effort, no matter how hurt I felt. "Really. Thanks." 
 
   She gave a little wave and turned back to her friends waiting behind her. 
 
   I thought about it as we went into the house. I had a lot in common with Mark and Amy: swim team, science, and I'd soon be going to the same school. Certainly more than with a boy who didn't know about the ocean or cheese sandwiches. But I felt a lot more comfortable with Ash than the twins or their friends. They made me feel lonelier. Ash didn't. When I talked to him, he actually listened. Even when I didn't say anything, he paid attention. 
 
   Dinner could have gone better. About two bites into the salad, Mom looked up and asked, "What's that you're wearing?" 
 
   I'd been trying to figure out how to explain the necklace all evening, and hadn't come up with anything. I didn't want them to say I couldn't have it, and I knew this would be the risk of wearing it around the house, but Ash had seemed so serious about it, and I hated to hide anything from them. 
 
   "Just a necklace." 
 
   Dad put his fork down. "Yes, Miss Maggie, we can see that. Where did it come from?" 
 
   I took a deep breath and spilled it all out. "A boy gave it to me as a good-luck token and thank-you present. He got stuck in this thing the other day, and I helped untangle it, and he gave me the necklace as a thank-you gift, and he says it'll be good luck. And that's it." 
 
   I looked down at my plate. I didn't have to see them to know they looked at each other, silently discussing what to do about the necklace. For the millionth time I wondered if they hand out telepathy when you get married, or if it just seemed like it. 
 
   I kept going, in a small voice. "If I did something wrong, something to be worried or ashamed of, don't you think I could have hidden it, only worn it in private?" 
 
   I looked up, and Dad raised his eyebrow. "Maggie, at some point you'll realize doing one thing out in the open isn't a guarantee that there's nothing else to hide." He looked at Mom, who tightened her lips a little, but nodded. "You promise there's nothing we would worry about?" 
 
   I nodded my head. 
 
   "Alright, tell us about him, and we'll decide." 
 
   "His name is Ash. At least, I'm pretty sure that's his name, but he has an accent, so I'm not sure. He's my age, or a little younger. He lives close to the Bosque, but I'm not sure where. I don't see him every day, just a couple of times now. Jack likes him. Oh, and I'm not sure if he likes cheese sandwiches." 
 
   At this last point my parents broke out laughing. 
 
   "Okay, okay. You can keep it. But be careful. I don't want you going into his house, or going any place you don't know how to get back from." Mom leaned over and touched my arm. "I know it seems like we're being awful, but we just worry." 
 
   I forced a smile. I knew they loved me. It just seemed hard, not to be able to go where I wanted, when I wanted, when they just seemed to worry all the time. 
 
   The rest of the evening rolled on, quiet and peaceful. As I got ready for bed, a noise like I'd never heard rang through the house. I ran to the living room where my folks sat reading. They looked curious, but not worried, so I calmed down. 
 
   "What was that?" 
 
   And then the sound washed through the house again. Like a dog's howl, but different. Jack didn't think much of the sound either. 
 
   Dad put down his book. "That's a coyote singing. At night they probably use the same trails you take on your walks." 
 
   "They're here in the city?" I thought of the sheep I had seen in those backyards, and shivered. 
 
   "Honey, coyotes live in most Western cities. Even San Diego has them; you just never heard or saw them there. Here there's a lot more open ground for them." 
 
   I pulled Jack closer to me and rubbed his ears. "Is it just one?" 
 
   Mom shrugged. "I'm not sure. The couple of times I've heard a pack they sort of toss the song back and forth, like singing a round." 
 
   I thought of coyotes singing "Row, row, row your boat" with different ones coming in at different points, and giggled. The next time the howl started, it didn't seem so bad. 
 
   "Hon, you're going to have to get used to it. We're close enough to the canal and the Bosque that you're going to hear them from time to time." Dad stopped, and put on his concerned face. "Is this going to scare you?" 
 
   I thought for a moment. The howl didn't seem so bad now that I knew what caused it. 
 
   "No, I'm okay. But I'd be worried about leaving Jack out overnight, that's for sure." 
 
   Jack head-butted my leg, in protest to this insult of his doggie courage. 
 
   My parents laughed. "All right. If you're sure you can sleep, it's time for bed." 
 
   I read for a bit, and dozed off with the book in my hand. I woke up when Dad came in to turn off the nightstand light and put the book away. 
 
   "Thanks, Dad," I mumbled. He patted my hair. "Go back to sleep, Miss Maggie." 
 
   I rolled over onto my side, and my hand curled around the beads of Ash's necklace, and I hoped it would keep away dreams of that strange face from the window. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   Strange dreams waited for me anyway. I walked through our neighborhood, but I couldn't see any people. The trees had lost all of their leaves, and their branches made stark lacework against the sky. Large black birds hopped across the ground and filled the trees. I kept walking, but never found anyone but the birds. A cool breeze made me wrap my arms tight around my body. 
 
   A coyote's howl rolled over the empty street, then echoed from the other side, and again, and again, until the sound surrounded me. The birds jumped and squawked and flew away, cawing. 
 
   I ran to our house, and stumbled through the gate into the courtyard. Leaves lay thick on the ground, gold and copper, and I felt them crunch under my feet. An old woman stood in front of me, framed by the blue of our door. She had long black hair shot through with silver, and wore a long, black, sleeveless dress with a wide white belt. She looked elegant and cold. She stood there, and I stood there, looking at her. 
 
   She smiled and held out her hand. I didn't know if I wanted to take it. I felt like she offered me . . . something, a choice, but I didn't know what. I took a step toward her, and another step. I wanted to say something, ask her why she was in my dreams, who she was, but couldn't make my voice work. 
 
   The crunch of leaves sounded behind my back and I whirled to look. A brown-and-gray dog stood in the arch of the gate, the biggest dog I'd ever seen. Large, pointed ears, sandy fur, sleek to the point of looking lanky, a bushy tail . . . Each feature on its own wouldn't have looked out of place on any dog, but all together, they said something else. Then I saw the way he glided over the bricks, and even in my dream, I knew in my heart this was no dog, but a coyote. 
 
   The woman saw the coyote at the same time and stopped smiling. She threw her hands in the air in exasperation. The coyote took a small step toward me, and I tried to back away, but that would bring me closer to the strange woman. I put my hands to Ash's necklace. Right then seemed a fine time for some extra luck and protection. 
 
   The woman and the coyote froze when they saw my hand touch the beads, as if they hadn't noticed the necklace before. The coyote sat down on his haunches, and tilted his head to the side, as if considering it. The old woman took advantage of his distraction and strode forward to smack him on the nose with her hand. Not hard, but enough to startle him. 
 
   "Foolish old man, see what you've done?" her crisp voice cut like a breath of winter. "You have gone and scared her with your tricks." 
 
   The coyote looked back at her with a clear "Who, me?" expression in his eyes. 
 
   Then I woke up with Jack's cold nose pressed against my hand and I lay in bed for a moment to catch my breath too confused to be scared, but sure I should be. 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Four 
 
    
 
   After Mom and Dad left for work I trudged around the house, put away a few things from boxes, tried to read a book, but all in all didn't get much done. 
 
   Jack found me and grunted and whined like he does when he wants out. I stood by the back door, but he ran out, then ran right back to me to be let back in. 
 
   "You want to go for a walk, don't you?" I said, and rubbed his ears. He pranced around at the mention of a walk, so I figured I had it right. I packed his harness bags and my pack, and made another three sandwiches. Just in case. Even if Ash didn't seem to like them. But I didn't hope to see him or anything, really. 
 
   We walked up the canal toward the Bosque, but met no one on the way. I had a hard time keeping Jack from chasing after the ducks that swam in the water. He looked at me as I dragged him away, and clearly thought I never let him have any fun. 
 
   When we got to the spot where we had met Ash before, I found him already perched on the log, as if he waited for us. My stomach fluttered a little when I saw him. 
 
   "You are wearing the necklace again. Good." 
 
   I touched the smooth cool beads. "Yeah. My parents aren't sure about me wearing a gift from a boy, but they came around when I explained." 
 
   He looked puzzled for a moment, then his face cleared, as if he had decided his question could wait. 
 
   "Yesterday you asked where I lived. Would you like to see that place?" 
 
   "Um." Mom's warning at dinner last night had been pretty clear, but I still wanted to go. I decided on a compromise. "Yes, but I can't go inside the house. Is that okay?" 
 
   A tiny smile flickered across his face. He had a nice smile; I wished he would show it more often. "Yes, of course, that will be fine. I thought you would like to see it." 
 
   Jack had been running through the shrubs that grew thickly under the trees, probably chasing rabbits. I called him back to us and snapped the leash onto his pack, then Ash started off. He led me back to the same canal, but after a short distance Ash turned to the left, and then stepped through a wide split in an old cottonwood. The tree divided into two trunks low down to the ground, then grew out and up, framing an upside-down arch. I followed him, and Jack tried to dash back and forth between us. 
 
   The air grew cooler, though I couldn't see any clouds in the sky. Ash moved along silently, and I saw with a shock that he wore no shoes, but kept my mouth shut. 
 
   "How far is it?" I asked after we had walked in silence for about five minutes. 
 
   "Not far at all. We are nearly there." 
 
   His idea of "nearly there" isn't quite the same as mine, and I started to get a little nervous. Another fifteen minutes of following the side path passed. The uneasy feeling in my stomach grew, and I only continued because I knew I could get back home by just turning around and running back the path. 
 
   While we walked, I thought it strange, finding such open fields in the middle of the city. The ground became less green, more scrubby-looking. Short, twisted pines dotted the landscape. A rabbit ran across the trail in front of Ash, and Jack lunged for the poor thing. I barely held him still, and Ash had to stop and help me. 
 
   "Stay on the path. It is very important." After Jack calmed down, I wondered about that. It seemed that no one lived near enough to take offense at some accidental trespassing. Actually, I hadn't seen any people at all since we left the main path. 
 
   Without warning, Ash said, "We are here." The trail opened up to a wide flat plain with a scattering of houses. They looked like the ones I had seen at the museum: flat, featureless walls with a few scattered windows and ladders going from roof to roof. I had no doubt that more ladders connected the inside of the buildings to the roofs. 
 
   No people stirred. I heard nothing other than the crying of birds and the wind in the trees. 
 
   Although Ash continued on, Jack refused to go further. His legs quivered and his tail wrapped all the way under his tummy. I stroked his ears and he relaxed, trusting me to take care of him. 
 
   The largest cottonwood tree I had seen yet grew in an open space between the buildings. Ash led us toward it. Clumps of little tufts of long wild grasses poked through the hard-packed ground beneath its branches. 
 
   "This is where I live." He waved his arm to include all the buildings of the village. 
 
   I looked around. "Ash. This can't be where you live. Where are all the people? And nobody lives in houses like this any more." 
 
   "This is where I live. Do you have to go back right away? I would like to tell you a story." 
 
   I checked my watch. My parents weren't due home for another hour. If I was fast, they'd never know how far from home I'd come.
 
   "I can stay for a little bit, yes." 
 
   He gestured to the ground. "Please have a seat." He dropped down, completely comfortable in the shade of the old tree. 
 
   I sat cross-legged, and wished for something to rest my back against. Jack plopped his head in my lap. All of his doubts about the strange place had melted away. 
 
   I pulled the sandwiches out from my backpack and set up Jack's water. "Do you want a sandwich?" I held one out to Ash. He shook his head quickly. "No. No thank you. Please go ahead and eat, and I will tell you a story." 
 
   I shrugged, and unwrapped a sandwich for myself and one for Jack, and alternated bites for me with tearing off a bite for him. 
 
   "In this village once lived a girl named Yellow Corn Maiden. She went out to gather nuts with others from the village, and disappeared for a year. When she came back she had a baby boy with her, but told no one the name of the father, nor where she had been. The entire village scorned her, and piled trash and dirt outside her house. She carried the boy child with her everywhere, and could often be seen whispering to him as she ground meal for their dinner. She could feed him only mashed gruel, not having the foods to make the fine wafer bread given to the other children his age. 
 
   "Because of the villager's disdain for her, she could find no hunter willing to exchange deer meat for her ground meal, and struggled to trap rabbits and other small animals. The thin broths she made from her infrequent catches kept the boy alive in the harsh winter, but each year the woman grew thinner and thinner, until at last, when the boy had grown to seven summers old, she died. 
 
   "The boy buried Yellow Corn Maiden, his mother, alone, and when the four days had passed, on his own held the Ceremony-of-Not-Returning." 
 
   At that point I had to interrupt. "I'm sorry, what ceremony?" 
 
   Ash looked surprised to be stopped mid-story. "Four days after a death, it is needful to tell the dead person they must not return, must stay dead." He shook his head. "Otherwise, the dead person may come back to their homes and families, and cause great harm, even if they do not mean to create trouble." 
 
   I thought about zombies, and he continued. 
 
   "The boy continued to live in his mother's house. By that time he had learned to snare rabbits, and kept himself alive, but his life was a mean, miserable existence. 
 
   "He tried to make friends with the other children, but they had learned the prejudice of their parents, and none would speak to him, save to shout insults and throw rocks. They never let him play the ball game or throw sticks with them, and he sat on the sidelines and glared at them all." 
 
   I wanted to stop him again and ask to explain those games, and how did you play them, then decided it would be best to look them up online at home or ask Dad, rather than interrupt him again. 
 
   "Before long he decided to travel south. His mother long ago told him a powerful sorcerer in the far south had fathered him, and waited to teach his son all of his magic. If any in the village responded to his decision to leave, they only mocked him. No one noticed when he left. By the time anyone thought to check on his home it had been abandoned to the wild for many weeks. 
 
   "Seasons passed, and the village forgot the sad boy and his mother. The children he had played with had become adults with children of their own, when he reappeared in the middle of the square. He had grown straight and strong, with many parrot feathers, and much pinang." 
 
   Ash looked at me, and sighed. "Magic. Or the power to do magic. If you do not have pinang, it does not matter how much training you have, the power of the earth will not be lent you. If you have much pinang and no training for many years, and nothing to feed yourself on but bitterness and hate, it can become twisted. 
 
   "No one saw the taint in Yellow Corn Man, for that is who he would be called now, for many more seasons. He grew in the town's respect, and traded his skills at prayers and spells for meat and corn. Disregarded by all were the days when the town scorned him and his mother. All but him. 
 
   "The disaster started after the leaves fell one year. Though the winter fell no colder than usual, all of the old and the young of the villagers grew sick. Yellow Corn Man tended each of the ill ones and they seemed to improve for a short time, but always the afflicted ones would die in the night. 
 
   "The entire village could see the cost of his long vigils to help the sick, for after each death Yellow Corn Man became older, a little more bent, a bit more wrinkled. Many piled loud praise upon him for pouring all of his magic into the sick ones in an attempt to save them. The families of those who died did not join the praise. A vague feeling of wrongness surrounded each death, and the families whispered of it to each other. Most refused to listen to them, saying their words came from their bereavement, and not reason. 
 
   "No one spoke aloud until the death of a certain small girl. Her mother, who had no small amount of pinang herself, took the body into a back room, and let the moonlight rest full upon on it. She cried out, and all came to see what had so startled her. The mother discovered the girl's body to be no more than cornhusks tied together into a doll. 
 
   "Understanding burst upon them like cold rain. While Yellow Corn Man had pretended to care for the sick ones, he had stolen them away, changed them into huge black birds, and left husk dolls disguised with magic to look like each person. The enchanted husk doll would then appear to die, and the families of the victims would never know their loved ones were missing, not dead. The magic he used must have been powerful, for all could see the effort of using it drained the life from the sorcerer. 
 
   "From then on people did not let Yellow Corn Man in, but their children sickened anyway, and after the children died, their families always found a husk doll instead of a body. 
 
   "The disaster picked up speed like rocks rolling down a mountainside. Yellow Corn Man, now called Shriveled Corn Man, no longer bothered waiting for people to fall sick, or with the disguised cornhusk dolls. Not just the old or the young now, but anyone could be taken, and their family would wake to find their beds empty. 
 
   "In vain the remaining townspeople went to plead with the sorcerer, but he would not come out of his house to hear them. One by one, the people disappeared, until the last few survivors went elsewhere to try to escape Shriveled Corn Man's anger." 
 
   Ash stopped and I let out my breath. "Did they get away? Did he chase them?" 
 
   "I do not know." He looked troubled. "I hope they escaped, but I fear they did not." 
 
   "Thank you for telling me the story. I enjoyed it a lot." 
 
   Ash looked at me blankly and frowned. "That is the story of this place. You asked where the people were, and I told you. Shriveled Corn Man took them. We don't know where, or what he will do to them, or if they are still alive, but that is where the people went." 
 
   "Oh." When I'm not sure what to say, my first reaction is to chatter, so there's no awkward silence, but this left me speechless. I'd always thought people just said that, but now I knew you could actually lose the ability to speak. 
 
   "That's terrible." A good story, sure, but real? Happening now? Ash either had played a joke on me, or we had hit a language barrier without noticing, and he meant this story happened about the people who had lived here, long ago. 
 
   Yes, that made sense. Just the local legend about this place, and Ash said it wrong. Now that I thought about the story as a legend, this would be the sort of thing Dad liked to know about. 
 
   The thought of Dad made me check my watch. "Ash, I've got to go. I'm going to be late getting home, and then I'll be in trouble." I looked around the deserted town again, and tried to reestablish my bearings. 
 
   "Can you take me back to the main path? I think I can get there on my own, but I'm not sure." 
 
   Ash stood and started off the way we had come. I woke up Jack and repacked our bags, then scrambled to catch up. Ash did not speak the entire way back, carefully stepping between the split cottonwood to get back to the main trail. 
 
   I joined him there, panting a bit. "Thank you. I don't want to get in trouble; my parents might not let me walk again if I'm late." 
 
   Ash's expression cleared. "Then it is best you left now. You can get home from here?" 
 
   "Yes, we'll be fine. Thank you again." Jack and I started down the path. 
 
   "Will you be at the river tomorrow?" He called out from behind us. 
 
   I stopped. He sounded as lonely as me. I turned back to him. "Yes, we'll be there." I smiled at him. "Have a good evening." And then kept walking home. 
 
   At dinner that night I tried to tell Dad the story of Shriveled Corn Man, but I think I got a lot of the details wrong. He looked interested, but I didn't think he paid a lot of attention. When I finished he said, "Intriguing. I haven't heard that particular tale. Where did you say you read it?" 
 
   I sighed. "Dad, I told you. I didn't read it. Ash told it to me. He said that's what happened to the town he lives in, and that's why there aren't any people there." 
 
   Mom isn't usually interested in old stories, but that made her take notice. "You went to his house?" 
 
   "Only to his neighborhood. I didn't go inside, we sat under a tree and talked, and he told me the story." I thought about it for a minute. "I'd like to see the inside of one of the houses, though. They're like the ones we saw at the museum, but real, and person-sized." 
 
   Mom looked blank. 
 
   "Remember the local history museum? The houses with the ladders, and the holes cut into flat roofs? Like that, but big. I liked it." 
 
   I grabbed another roll and started to butter it. 
 
   Dad spoke up. "Honey, are you talking about a block of houses in that style, like a new development with some of those architectural elements?" 
 
   Dad really hates those brand-new housing developments. He can't understand why anyone would pay so much for a house, but not have enough room between your house and the neighbor's to be able to stretch your arms out. 
 
   "No." I shook my head and finished my bite of roll. "Not like that. A whole group of houses, and they all looked like the ones in the museum. Not lined up straight on a street, or anything, but sort of bunched up around an open area. They didn't look new to me." 
 
   Dad frowned. "I don't think there are any original Pueblo villages in Albuquerque. Maybe you found a new reenactment area, like the one we saw at Williamsburg that summer." 
 
   I shook my head again, but slower this time. I remembered the visit to the Colonial Era reenactment town, and it bustled full of actors and visitors. "I don't think that's right either. I didn't see any other people, just these buildings, and everything looked old and a little run down." 
 
   After dinner Dad pulled up a map on the computer, and even though I could follow the canal up to the Bosque, I couldn't find the side trail Ash and I had taken to get to his home. 
 
   "It should be about here." I circled a spot on the map with my finger. "But there's too many houses. We walked down a path, and I couldn't see any houses, just fields and empty land for most of the walk. All of this area has too many buildings in it." 
 
   Dad looked a little worried. "Maybe there were more houses than you remembered, or you've forgotten how to find the trail. Either way, it's a bit of a mystery, and I'm not sure I want you going out there again." 
 
   "But Dad," I sputtered, "that's not fair!" 
 
   "We'll talk it over later. I want to think about this for a bit, and ask around." 
 
   Before he shut down the computer I took a good look at the screen. I could see nothing on the map that fit with what I had seen. Nothing at all. Not just in the area I thought we had gone, but nowhere throughout our entire section of the city, certainly not within range of an afternoon's walk. I shivered a little. The map must be wrong; I knew where we had gone. 
 
   I went to bed and thought of the empty town, and Ash's story. Big black birds filled my dreams again. The coyote leapt and bounded, scattering the birds, but not hurting them. I laughed, and he stalked over to where I stood. 
 
   "Well, it's a dream. So I guess there's no point to being frightened of you here, right?" 
 
   He made several short barking noises. 
 
   I looked at him. "You're laughing at me, aren't you?" 
 
   As I spoke, he stopped with one short bark, and stepped closer. He shifted his weight and twitched, as if his skin became loose over his body, his fur turned to water. It swirled over his body, and the coyote stretched and twisted, like someone getting out of bed, and putting on a robe. 
 
   When the transformation was finished, a short man sat on the ground in front of me dressed in a vest and tattered pants. The same man I had seen at the window, and at the museum, and in my other dreams. 
 
   "Girl child, you need to learn what to be frightened of, and what not to be." His smooth, silky voice startled me. I had expected it to be gruff, like a dog's bark, but he wouldn't be out of place at a formal ball or a courtroom. 
 
   He stood up. "And what is real, and what isn't." And with that he lunged forward and pushed me backwards, and I fell over a cliff edge that hadn't been there before, and as I fell I looked down on Ash's empty village, and it never got any closer, even though I fell for a thousand years. 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Five 
 
    
 
   Waking up, even too early and in the dark, relieved me. Enough with the weird dreams. I padded to the kitchen to make a cup of cocoa and decided to go back to my room and write. Sometimes getting things onto paper forces them to make sense. But when I looked over everything I'd written, and it still didn't come together. 
 
   I drifted off at my desk and jumped about a foot when Mom tapped on my door. 
 
   "Come on, sleepyhead. Breakfast is ready." 
 
   This time I had finished with breakfast and wearing real clothes when the knock at the front door came. Mark and Amy stood there again with a tall blonde woman behind them. 
 
   "Hi, I'm Mark and Amy's mom." 
 
   "I remember you. You brought oatmeal raisin cookies. They were really good." 
 
   She laughed at me. "You have to let the raisins soak in milk overnight before you bake them. That's the secret.' 
 
   Amy and Mark looked mortified, and I shot them the "yeah, parents, they're embarrassing, but what can we do?" shrug. 
 
   "Are your parents home?" 
 
   "Sure." My mind raced. What did she want? I hadn't done anything bad enough to make her ask for my folks, had I? 
 
   Mom and Dad came out to the courtyard, all smiles. 
 
   "We're going to the waterpark today, and I wondered if Maggie would like to go with us." 
 
   I sagged with relief. 
 
   The twins' mom continued. "I wouldn't want my kids going off with someone I hadn't talked with, so I thought I'd drop by and ask, rather than send the kids over for me." 
 
   My parents didn't wait to talk about it. "Of course. Maggie, you don't have other plans, do you?" 
 
   A waterpark. Finally a chance to go swimming. It wouldn't be the ocean, but it sounded wonderful. 
 
   "Nope!" 
 
   "Then it's settled. We'll come by and pick you up in about an hour, okay?" 
 
   I raced through the house and dug out my swimsuit and flip-flops. Mom had just given me spending money when we heard the car pull up in front of the house. 
 
   "Bye!" I shouted over my shoulder as I ran out. 
 
   I had a blast at the waterpark. All three of us stayed in until our fingers and toes turned to prunes. Mark and Amy's mom lay on a lounge chair under an umbrella and read. Every so often she'd look up, count heads, and then go back to her book. Amy and I raced doing laps, and Mark swam beneath us and tried to pull us under.
 
   At lunchtime we piled around her lounge chair and got fruit and sandwiches out of the cooler. 
 
   Late afternoon came, and we dragged ourselves home, exhausted. 
 
   I could barely keep my head up over dinner, and Mom and Dad smiled when I announced I had to get ready for bed early. Not until I saw the necklace tossed on my desk did I remember I had told Ash I would meet him by the river. 
 
   All the fun of the day evaporated and left a tight ball of guilt. 
 
   I went to sleep, and the dreams waited for me. The old woman and the man stood in the open square of Ash's village by the big tree. They were arguing, and didn't notice me for a few minutes. Braver than I'd ever be in real life, I walked over to them and waited. 
 
   "How can you be so sure?" The old woman drew her hand down in a sharp cutting motion. "If we are wrong about this, a great many people will suffer." 
 
   The old man noticed me first, and shot a quick smile that seemed a little too toothy. He raised a hand to stop the woman, and pointed at me. 
 
   "Well, you arrived here again. I suppose that is something." The woman sounded bitter. 
 
   "I'm sorry I didn't meet up with Ash today. I didn't know it was important." 
 
   She got the same exasperated look that Mom gets when I've said something stupid. "You promised something, and then did not do it. Oh, you might not have said the actual words 'I promise' but you spoke an intention aloud. You spoke your word, gave your word. And then you broke it." 
 
   I looked at the ground, and dragged my foot in the dirt to make lines. Even in the dream I was in my tennis shoes. It was a silly thing to notice. 
 
   She continued, "The young man is in trouble and needs your help. And you failed him." 
 
   They started to walk away, and I took a step after them. 
 
   "Wait. Please." Another step, then two more. "Please, I need to ask you something." 
 
   They turned, the woman's eyebrows raised high in expectation. 
 
   "Is this real? I mean, are you real, outside of my dream? This isn't just my own mind making stuff up, is it?" 
 
   The man answered for them both. "If we were part of your own mind, would you not expect us to answer that we were real? How would you ever know?" He grinned, and again the sheer number of his teeth struck me. 
 
   "Besides, the answer to your question is both yes and no, so it does not do you any good, does it?" 
 
   They turned and walked away, and this time I didn't chase them. "He needs you child. Don't abandon him now." She turned her back on me and walked away, straight and stately as a queen, with her long hair spilling behind her. 
 
   The man sat in the dust and shook his head. He made a rippling shudder, and his body flowed until it became a coyote's. His silence cut worse than the old woman's words. He never spoke, and loped out of the village without even so much as a glance back at me. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   The next morning I rushed through breakfast and the washing up. 
 
   "Going off to meet Mark and Amy again?"
 
   "I feel bad about Jack not getting his walk yesterday." I laughed, trying to keep my voice light. "I've gotten him used to them by now. Maybe I'll run into them on the way back." 
 
   Mom's eyes narrowed as she picked up her briefcase. "You're not going off to meet that odd boy, are you? Maybe you should take a day off, get your room organized.  School will be here before you know it, and then you'll be telling me you won't have any time."
 
   "Mom!" I know she hates it when I stretch her name out like it has six or seven o's in it, but I couldn't help it. "That's not fair!" 
 
   Dad followed Mom out the door. "I agree with your mother. Let's see what you can have done with your room by the time we get back."
 
   Mom talks about my lack of motivation sometimes. She'd have been amazed at how much I could do to my room in thirty minutes, now that more than anything I wanted to be out and done.
 
   When my room was something I could pass off as clean I sat at my desk and thought. If I was going to find Ash and treat this seriously, it was time to make a list. I'm a stickler for making lists. I'll make one for just about anything, mostly to get my thoughts organized, but sometimes if I'm slow to get started on my chores, I'll even put the easy stuff down, like emptying the trash, just so I get to have the thrill of crossing it off. 
 
   I'd need food, and water, and if Ash was hurt some bandages and antibiotic ointment. Jack would need extra water if we walked far, and some extra food, just in case. I couldn't feed him cheese sandwiches all the time, especially if I wanted one or needed it for Ash. My compass, for sure. I thought about bringing a couple candles and some matches, but I wasn't sure about that. 
 
   I had heard that some kids fooling around before we moved here burned big areas of the Bosque. It would be years before any of that area has recovered. I held the matches in my hand for a long time, thinking about the fire damage, but finally put them in my pack. If this was important, I might need them. 
 
   I grabbed some of the sealed bags of dog food from the pantry and slid them in Jack's harness pouches. I didn't think we'd be gone long, but just in case, he would need his dinner. 
 
   On the way out I passed the fruit bowl we kept on the round breakfast table, and grabbed a couple of apples. Fruit is good for a snack or dessert, and I read somewhere about people who lost their health by not eating it for a long time. 
 
   I laughed. I was going for a hike, not walking across the country. But I packed the apples anyway. 
 
   We made it up to the Bosque in record time. Today the trail only served as a way for me to get somewhere, and we sped by all of its attractions. 
 
   I didn't find Ash by the log. I checked my watch. We had arrived earlier than when we had met him before, so I settled down to wait. Jack snuffled at me then ran off, probably to find rabbits to chase. After a while I had a thought. If we were early, then Ash was either still at home, or on the way. And I knew the way to his house now, so we should be able to find him. 
 
   I whistled for Jack, clipped the leash back on, and started back the way we came. We went as far as I thought I had come with Ash, and I started looking for the side path that branched out to the village. I couldn't find it. We went up and down the path, and never found the trail to Ash's house. We may have made some of the people nervous. A woman gardening in her backyard went inside scowling and muttering after we walked behind her fence for the tenth time. 
 
   The split cottonwood tree reassured me that we had the right spot. But no matter how often I looked, I couldn't find a break in the houses lining the path. 
 
   Jack and I went up and down the path again. Jack thought it was all a grand game, but I wished he had a little bit of bloodhound in him. Wouldn't that be cool. He could sniff out the path, like on television shows. 
 
   A crash in the undergrowth next to the canal startled me. A rabbit skittered out, across our path, and ran right toward the split cottonwood tree I had been using as a landmark. Before I could stop him, Jack pulled his leash out of my grip and dashed after it. The rabbit, with Jack in pursuit, didn't run around the tree, but straight through the wide split. Then both the rabbit and Jack disappeared. 
 
   I stopped and took a breath. Getting worked up wasn't going to do either me or Jack any good. I closed my eyes and replayed the scene in my mind. The rabbit had come from over there. I moved and stood in the underbrush. And had crossed the path like so. And then had gone through the tree like . . . 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I blinked and looked around. Jack was there, right with me, his leash trailing at my feet. The path I had been searching for all morning lay under my feet. I looked back, and could see the main path and hear the canal, right there. 
 
   I shook my head. Everything had been strange since I met Ash, why should this be any different? A screaming fit about the impossibility of what had just happened wouldn't change anything. I was here now and could keep going and look for Ash, and figure it out later. I stuffed the part of me that was yelling and gibbering into a corner of my mind, and promised myself I could have a hissy fit about it later. 
 
   I grabbed Jack's leash, and we started the long walk down the path and into the deserted village. When we got there, it was ghostly silent, and the dust blew up into little whirls of smoke. The buildings, smooth and graceful before, were ominous now, like eerie ships on a sandy sea. 
 
   We walked through the town, and saw no one, heard nothing. 
 
   "Ash?" I called out, but quietly, afraid to break the stillness. There was no reply. 
 
   Finally I heard some noise inside one of the houses. Though I searched, I couldn't find a door for that room, only a ladder leading up to the roof. I looked at the ladder, and then at Jack panting beside me. While I had seen videos of dogs climbing up ladders, I couldn't imagine how to make him do it, and I wasn't sure how to get him back down. I took his leash and harness off, and set up his bowl with some water in the shade. 
 
   "Be a good boy, okay, Jack?" He stopped slurping for a minute to look at me. "Don't run off anywhere; don't go with anyone," I rubbed his ears again. "And no chasing rabbits." 
 
   With a doggie huff he lay down in the shade, convinced I wasn't going to let him have any fun. 
 
   As I climbed the ladder I saw only leather cords lashed the wooden rungs to the uprights. I placed each foot carefully in the middle of the rungs, afraid my weight would loosen the knots. 
 
   Once I got to the roof I let my breath out; I hadn't known until then I'd held it all the way up. The rooftop was flat with a small lip around it, perfect for lazing in the sun, or counting the stars at night. I found no one up here either. 
 
   The descent through the hole into the house was like entering night. Daylight faded and my eyes didn't adjust nearly as quickly as I would have liked. I stood at the bottom of the ladder with one hand on the rung nearest my head, and waited until I could see my surroundings. 
 
   Smoke-darkened beams ran across the ceiling, poking out through the walls. Patterned woven baskets hung from the beams, with a low flat stone underneath them, and things I couldn't identify piled in corners. But no Ash. 
 
   As the gloom lightened I saw a pile of pots in one corner. They trembled, then one tumbled off the stack. 
 
   I yelped as a large raccoon strolled from behind the pots. Hunting for scraps, no doubt. Whatever he was doing, he showed no fear of me. My shoulders sagged, and I climbed back up the ladder. From the roof I saw a figure at the edge of the town. My hopes rose, and I opened my mouth to shout, but closed it with a snap. This was a stranger, taller than Ash, but bent and stooped. He shuffled around, paced back and forth as if he were looking for something, searching. 
 
   Something about that distant form chilled me, and I hurried down the outside ladder to kneel where Jack slept in the sun, and trembled for no reason I could name. 
 
   Still upset, I was more startled when Ash rounded the corner of the building and drew up sharply. He hissed his breath out and woke Jack. 
 
   "Maggie, what are you doing here?" He glanced over his shoulder, and then hurried to where we were. "The problems of my village have nothing to do with you. How did you get here?" 
 
   I turned my face away from him so he couldn't see the hurt in my eyes. "I came to find you. I thought you were in trouble. But if you're going to be like that, I'll go home and leave you to deal with it yourself." 
 
   I started to gather Jack's things, while the traitorous dog nosed Ash's waist for a new round of ear rubs. 
 
   Ash brushed my arm with his hand to stop me. "I am sorry. I am worried, and there is much here you do not know about. I should not have spoken to you so." 
 
   I sniffed, and tried to make my voice sound like Mom's when she's angry with Dad for forgetting something and not quite ready to forgive him yet. "No, you shouldn't have." But I stopped packing and looked at him. Ash looked so serious I couldn't help being worried about him all over again. Even if I was still a little bit mad. 
 
   Ash said, "Come with me. There's a place we can sit and talk without fear of being found." 
 
   Ash didn't mention the figure I had seen from the rooftop, but we left the village quietly, as if we were hiding. We went northwest into the surrounding foothills for a short distance. A rough hut made of pine branches nestled between overhanging pines near a small stream. Ash pushed the leather flap over the door open and showed me in, with Jack at my heels. 
 
   We sat on the floor in silence until I couldn't stand it any more. 
 
   "Ash, what's going on? Why are you in trouble, and who are the old people in my dreams who told me to find you?" 
 
   "Your dreams? What old people?" Ash frowned. "Tell me; tell me everything." 
 
   So I did. I told him about my dreams, and the old man and woman, and how they seemed worried, and I had seen the man in places, even when I was awake. 
 
   When I was silent again, Ash shook his head. "I believe I know who these people are, but I do not know why they want you involved in this. Coyote, the man, is a trickster. He would follow you; make you doubt your eyes. But it sounds like he is trying to help you, in his own way." Ash rubbed his own eyes. 
 
   "The old woman concerns me. I believe you have spoken with Spider Old Woman. She is wise beyond imagining. If it were only Coyote, I would think it one of his tricks. But for him to be working in concert with Spider Old Woman is unheard of." 
 
   He rose. "Maggie, I must think on this for a time. I am not sure what to do. Would you stay here for a short while, until I come back? I should not be long." 
 
   I didn't like the idea of being by myself, but there was little point in arguing if I was going to find out what was going on. "Sure." 
 
   He stopped at the door and didn't look at me. "Do you give your word?" 
 
   The knot of guilt returned to my stomach. "Yes, I do." My voice dropped to a whisper. "Ash, I'm sorry about the other day." 
 
   He waved my words away and stepped through the flap. 
 
   I sat in the tiny hut. Light streamed in through a small hole in the roof, but there was little to see. A bed made of pine needles and covered with a cloth was against one wall, a bow with a quiver full of arrows beside it. I stroked the feathers and wondered what sort of bird they had come from. 
 
   The voice in my mind that had been having fits since I stepped through the split in the cottonwood tree got louder. What was going on here? No one used a bow for hunting anymore, did they? Ash was taking my dreams seriously. How could he know who those people were? Did that mean they were real? But if they were real, how did they get into my dream from here? Who would be named Coyote or Spider Old Woman, anyway? 
 
   I couldn't keep thinking about it, needed to get back to safer ground. My mind painted a comic-book cover, featuring the dignified old woman of my dreams, but now she wore a bright blue-and-red superhero costume, climbed walls, and fought bad guys. I was still giggling over the image when Ash returned. 
 
   He carried in his arms a wrapped bundle about the size of a jar of pickles. He sat down across from me. 
 
   "I have kept this safe, this last thing he hunts for. Though he took all the people, the village will still exist as long as he does not possess this. And he wants more than anything to destroy the village utterly." He made no move to unwrap the package, but looked down at it. 
 
   I couldn't help myself. "Ash, who is he? What are you talking about?" 
 
   Ash slapped his hand into the dust. "I told you before. Shriveled Corn Man. Did you not listen?" 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man. 
 
   "Ash, that was a story, a legend. Wasn't it?" I heard my voice grow shrill and fought for a grip on something familiar, but normalcy had slipped away too quickly. I buried my hands in Jack's ruff. Jack was still Jack, ever patient with whatever life threw his way. Fine. I could be like Jack. Roll with it, look for bunnies to chase, trust it would all work out. I took a deep breath and eased it out. 
 
   Ash shook his head. "It was a true telling. Shriveled Corn Man took the people of this village. I am the last of them, and he waits to catch me. Me and this." 
 
   He held the package out to me. I took it, unsure of what I held. The bundle was heavier than I expected. 
 
   "Open it." 
 
   I pulled back the wrappings and a small clay statue of a man emerged. I held it up to look at it closer, and saw the man danced and wore a mask. 
 
   "This is the oxuwah, guardian of our village. I have thought on what Spider Old Woman and Coyote meant by leading you here, and the only answer clear to me is you must take the oxuwah and hide it in your world, where Shriveled Corn Man cannot go." 
 
   "He can't? The old people get there easily enough. Why shouldn't he be able to?" I refused to think about the implications of the phrase "your world." 
 
   Ash made a face like he ate something bitter. "Shriveled Corn Man is a powerful sorcerer, with much pinang, yes. But Spider Old Woman and Coyote are much more than that. If he has reached the height of their powers, these are dark times for more than my village." 
 
   "If the old people are so strong, why don't they stop him themselves? It would be the fastest way to solve this, certainly easier than convincing someone to help by giving her strange dreams." 
 
   "They will not interfere directly. They may hint and help and give advice, but only within limits. There are rituals to invoke that." 
 
   He smiled. "Remember the day when Jack startled me?" He reached over to lightly pat the sleeping dog. "I was collecting the black mud. It has uses in many medicines and ceremonies, and is a favored gift for Spider Old Woman. I was collecting some of it to bring to her home in the mountains. If you do not ask for her help in the right way with the right ceremonies, she cannot assist, even if she wants to." 
 
   I lowered the statue back into my lap. "That doesn't make any sense." I closed my mouth, and forced myself to relax. 
 
   I rewrapped the figurine and made a safe place for it to rest in my backpack. "So, you need me to take this back, hide it, and, then what? What are you going to be doing?" 
 
   "Every time Shriveled Corn Man uses his power he gives up a portion of his life energy. He has gone past the bounds of what is natural, past drawing on the pinang around him, and leeches from his own soul now. From that a strong man of middle years became a wretched, ancient thing. His power is his hate, but the hate blinds him. 
 
   "It will wear him down; he will search for the oxuwah and use his power fruitlessly. When it is safe, I will meet you at the river, and you can give it back to me." 
 
   An objection sprang to mind. "How long do you think it will take? In a few months, I'm going to have to go back to school, so I won't be able to go to the river every day." 
 
   "When it is safe, I will wait every day when the sun is highest until you can meet me. But I hope it will not take that long." 
 
   I stood, and stretched when Jack did. I felt like we had been in the small smoky hut for hours, and my legs were stiff and sore. 
 
   "Go, and I will see you soon." Ash put out his hand, and I held it for a minute, then pulled him in for a hug. 
 
   "Be careful," I whispered, and my throat closed up a little, thinking of how awful it would be for him, alone in this village with only an angry sorcerer and two old dream people for company. 
 
   He stepped back from me, his face flushed. Probably from the hug. Boys are like that, I've noticed. 
 
   "I will be careful, I promise. I will take you back through the village to the path." 
 
   We came down out of the foothills and snuck back through the empty streets of the abandoned village; even Jack seemed to realize there was no time for snuffling or chasing interesting smells. 
 
   At the outskirts of the village Ash paused. "Can you make it back to the tree from here?" 
 
   I looked at the path. It lay straight and even before me. 
 
   "I don't see why not." 
 
   "Good. I will see you when this is done." He waved once, then turned back. 
 
   I caught my breath for a minute. Ash was walking faster than I did, and I had been skipping a bit to keep up. 
 
   "Come on, boy. Let's go home so I can go to sleep tonight and tell those old people I've done what they wanted." Somehow that didn't sound nearly as crazy as it should have. 
 
   We started down the trail at a brisk pace. We were more than halfway back to where the split cottonwood tree marked the trail, when what I thought was a branch lying across the trail moved and raised its head to stare at us with flat black eyes. 
 
   The largest snake I had ever seen, except for the ones on television, on wildlife-in-the-jungle type of shows, faced us. And then I heard the buzzing noise of an angry rattlesnake. 
 
   I pulled Jack away from it, and must have tugged too hard, because I lost my balance. I fell toward the rocky ground at the side of the trail, and my ankle twisted and my hands tangled in Jack's leash. The huge snake disappeared before my eyes in a puff of dust as my head struck the ground. I closed my eyes at the bright burst of light, and thought I heard faint, mocking laughter. 
 
   
  
 


Chapter Six 
 
    
 
   Jack licked my face as I fought to clear the ringing in my head. 
 
   "It's okay, boy. I'm all right." 
 
   At least, I hoped so. I pulled myself up and reached down to touch my leg. That was a mistake. My ankle peeked out puffy and red from under the cuff of my jeans. 
 
   I whimpered as I crawled back to the even ground of the trail; Jack nosed me along with every wince. 
 
   A thick stick was the best brace I could find to help me. I drew myself up, and found no sign of the snake in the dust. 
 
   "Jack, did you see it too? Did I dream it?" I remembered the laugh I heard when I struck my head. "Or did Shriveled Corn Man make me see something that wasn't there?" 
 
   The thought of the sorcerer reminded me of the clay figure and I tore off my backpack to check on it. The spare shirt I had rolled it in appeared to have given it plenty of padding. I felt it for broken pieces, but the statue seemed fine. 
 
   I braced myself to walk, worried that the pain in my ankle wouldn't let me get home before dark. I tried to guess how long the path would take to hike, but couldn't come up with an estimate for my new, slower speed. 
 
   The worry was for nothing, because around the next turn, past a pale-green sage bush, the trail ended. Just ended. The trail previously had continued on to the main irrigation canal, where I would have followed it home. Now it simply stopped, and a vast expanse of open ground lay before me as far as I could see. No path, no canal, no way home. 
 
   I stood with my mouth open like a fish, then took a step off the trail into the open space. Before my foot hit the ground, a tan blur streaked by, and a lean coyote crouched before me. I stumbled backwards into Jack, hissed from the shooting pain from my ankle, and then pulled myself together. 
 
   "Coyote? Is that you, old man?" The coyote in front of me made no motion or sound of recognition, but something in his eyes made me think he was laughing at me. Jack peeked out from behind my legs, then darted back, as if he could actually hide there. 
 
   "Ash said you're a trickster. If I'm not supposed to go out there, can't you just tell me?" 
 
   I took another step toward the end of the path, but scrambled back again as the coyote—Coyote?—snapped at me. He closed his teeth on air, but I could imagine all too clearly what those long yellow fangs would feel like in my already sore leg. 
 
   I remembered Ash's warning. Stay on the path. Was something out there? Was the phantom snake nothing more than an attempt to scare me away from the trail, and into whatever danger lay out there? Did Coyote stand before me, or Shriveled Corn Man? 
 
   While I stood there lost in questions, the sun slid closer to the horizon. 
 
   "Either way, we can't go this way right now. If we don't go somewhere, we'll be caught out here in the dark." 
 
   I hoped it was the right decision, and turned my back on whoever, whatever, it was that blocked the way home. We made our slow way back to the village. We didn't see Ash, and my leg hurt too much to explore. The blow to my head hurt now, like someone stabbed me in the eye with a sharp stick. I hobbled along, one eye closed against the headache, skip-stepping to keep my weight off my bad ankle. 
 
   I stood in the middle of the village square. 
 
   "Ash? Ash, I need you, please come out." 
 
   No answer. I wanted to sit down and think about what to do next, but feared once I sat I wouldn't get back up. 
 
   I decided to climb up to Ash's hut. Earlier in the afternoon the gentle hills around his home had been inviting. Now they felt like cliffs covered with jagged stones and loose dirt. Every time I slipped, I jarred my ankle, and the pain in my head flared. 
 
   I heard the trickling of the small stream before I saw the hut, and nearly cried in relief. Jack and I pushed our way through the leather flap, and I tried to order my thoughts to explain to Ash why I had failed in my mission to get the statue out of his world. 
 
   But Ash wasn't there. The fire was cold, and the hut was entirely empty. 
 
   I dragged myself inside anyway. Where could he be? Jack flopped down next to me. I loosened his harness, and rummaged through the saddlebags on his pack to get out his bowl and water, and a packet of soft food. 
 
   "Here you go, Jack." He glanced at me, then continued his feast. "You've been such a good boy today, and what a weird day it's been." 
 
   The sunlight was about to die, and I didn't want to be alone in the dark. I brushed the ashes off the flat stone under the smoke hole, and went outside to gather up a few twigs and pine needles, and a couple larger branches. I cleared as large of an area as possible around my new fireplace, in case sparks jumped out, like they did at home once, and ruined one of Dad's favorite rugs with burn marks. 
 
   Remembering remains of the fire in the Bosque, I shuddered. Here the consequences could be more than a rug destroyed. Whole swathes of forest could burn. I was terrified of the possibilities, but I needed the light and the heat. 
 
   The twigs and pine needles caught from the match in an immediate whoosh. The flames made me feel less alone, as if they created a link between my ape ancestors and me when they first discovered fire, and huddled around it to ward off the darkness. 
 
   My folks were never going to let me leave the house again after this. They must be crazy worried by now. I wished there was a way to tell them I was okay, but there were no phones here. I got out my notebook again, in hopes that writing would soothe some of the worry. 
 
   Writing by firelight wasn't easy. When I think about all those great authors from the past who at night were confined to oil lamps or candles, I'm amazed they wrote anything at all. The flames flickered from almost bright enough, to not quite, and the shadows on the page danced, and it was hard on the eyes. 
 
   I pulled out a squished cheese sandwich from my bag, and ate it anyway. I drank some water and put the half-empty bottle by the doorframe to remind me to refill it from the stream before I left in the morning. The way my head ached, I wasn't sure how good my memory was going to be. 
 
   The crawl to the door was agony. My ankle throbbed constantly. 
 
   "Jack, we've got to do something about this." He seemed to agree with me, but offered no suggestions. I sighed. "I guess I'm on my own." 
 
   I hate going through other people's stuff. Like how Dad always looks uncomfortable going through Mom's purse, even when she asks him to get her wallet or something. But I needed to find something to wrap up my ankle. It might be too late to get the swelling down, but I could at least give it more support than my tennis shoes provided. 
 
   I found a short length of soft leather, and a braided cord. Not ideal, not the type of bandage the school nurse would have put together. But I wrapped it around my ankle anyway, tied it off, and the pain eased, even if only in my imagination. 
 
   Jack went outside, then came right back in. I looked at my watch and, yup, it's almost exactly when I usually let him out before bedtime. Jack may not have known where we were, but he knew the routine. 
 
   So did I, but I wanted to wait up for Ash. Nothing else in our routine was going to be normal tonight. I liked Ash. He seemed like a nice boy with a good heart. But I didn't want to surprise him. 
 
   Jack sprawled beside the dying fire chasing rabbits in his sleep, paws flopping in the air, nose twitching. He appeared to think this was a grand adventure. I smiled and stroked his silky ears gently, so as not to wake him. 
 
   I banked the fire. We didn't need the warmth; the hut did an amazing job of keeping the heat in. I would never have thought a house with a hole in the roof for smoke and a leather flap over the door would be so cozy. Now it made the perfect little camp. 
 
   I sat by the embers and thought about my folks, and Ash, and the mystery of Shriveled Corn Man, and what on earth we were going to do about any of it. I dozed off that way, sitting up with my bad leg stretched out in front of me. When I woke, the fire was out, and it was still night, and there was no Ash. I dragged myself over to his bed of boughs, and dropped back into sleep immediately. As I had hoped, I dreamed about the old man and woman. 
 
    
 
   *  * *
 
    
 
   They sat together under the large cottonwood tree in the village square. I ran up to them. "Please, help us! I don't know where Ash is, and I can't get home, and . . ." 
 
   Embarrassed, I broke down crying in front of them. The old man looked away, but Spider Old Woman stood and walked forward and let me cry against her dark dress. She smelled like strange plants I had never seen, exotic spices and dust. 
 
   I thought about who she was, how Ash had described her, a strange mythical being, powerful, but constrained by rituals. She didn't seem like that now, just like someone's grandmother, and she held me gently. That feeling lasted for a less than a minute. She patted my shoulder roughly and took a half step backwards. 
 
   "Enough of that. We haven't the time for such indulgences." Her voice was crisp, cold. 
 
   "Thank you. I'm sorry, but a whole lot has happened at once and I'm scared." 
 
   "We are well aware of what has happened, child. This was not the plan." 
 
   She returned to her place under the tree, and gestured for me to sit in front of them. Now that all the emotional stuff was over, Coyote watched me again. 
 
   I knelt, grateful that in the dreamworld my ankle wasn't in pain. 
 
   "Coyote, was that you at the end of the trail today? Why wouldn't you let me go home?" 
 
   He laughed, and rubbed his hand through his messy brown hair. It stuck up in all directions, worse than before. 
 
   "Girl, there was no going home for you. The path was blocked when you fell to the side of the trail. If you had tried to find your own way, you would have been lost forever. 
 
   "The land between the realm of Ash's village and your own is filled with shifting sands. Not only shifting in the wind, but between a multitude of worlds, an infinite number of realities. Here they are only a step away from one another. It is possible to learn to walk them, go from one to the next, but you have no training, and would have blindly run, lost forever, in worlds far from your home and family. Only the path is a direct connection." 
 
   "So," I stopped, and gulped. My throat tightened and threatened new tears, even as I tried to force the words out. "Does that mean I can't ever go home?" 
 
   "Of course not, child." Spider Old Woman's voice was brisk now, with none of the sweetness she had shown moments ago. "We forged the first path, we can forge it again. But we need time, and we need Shriveled Corn Man not to be a nuisance while we work. It is a delicate task, like sewing together two of the finest, thinnest veils you can imagine, without running the needle into any other fabric, even though there are countless other veils between them." 
 
   I couldn't imagine how that would work, but I could see what she was getting at. 
 
   Spider Old Woman continued, "We can do it, but not right now." 
 
   "Why can't you, I don't know, squish Shriveled Corn Man? Aren't you just as strong as him, or gods, or something?" 
 
   Coyote laughed so hard I saw his shape start to waver, flowing back and forth between skin and fur, his nose flat and small one moment, stretched out to a muzzle the next. 
 
   "What a wonderful trick that would be, if we were gods. We're not exactly gods child, just very, very old." 
 
   "Old?" 
 
   "Yes, we are old and strong beyond the strength of any living one, that is true. But with that strength comes a balance. There are many things in which we cannot directly interfere, rituals that must be kept. If we did not have boundaries, and agree to live within them, we would become no better than Shriveled Corn Man." 
 
   I thought for a moment. It made a certain sort of sense, if there was logic to magic, and crossing worlds, and sorcerers turning people into cornhusk dolls. 
 
   "But what am I supposed to do now? I tried to get the oxuwah Ash gave me out to my world, and couldn't." 
 
   I reached for my backpack, but it hadn't followed me into the dreamworld. 
 
   "Keep the oxuwah as safe as you can. Try to help Ash, but if you can't, then you must be the one to wear down Shriveled Corn Man's power, make him pull his magic from his very soul." 
 
   "How? I don't know how this works!" I said. "I have no magic of my own, I don't know how to do magic, and I don't have the slightest idea how to wear him out. I'm not the right person for this." 
 
   "The day approaches. You should go back now." Spider Old Woman rose gracefully to her feet. "We know this will not be easy or pleasant for you. But if Ash is defeated, you are the only one left we can use. There is no one else."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I was still following the old couple through the village, protesting, when I woke. Ash's bed of boughs was more comfortable than I had expected, and I had slept well past sunrise. 
 
   I sat up and braced for the headache to stab into my eye again, but it was only a dull ache, nothing compared to yesterday's agony. 
 
   "Now for the real test. How's my ankle today, Dr. Jack?" 
 
   Doctor Jack looked at me like I had gotten up on the crazy side of the bed, and went outside to do his business. He was probably right, but I didn't think there was a sane side, not as long as I was trapped there. 
 
   I stood up, and transferred some of my weight to my swollen ankle. Not quite healed yet, but I would be able to walk without the stick.
 
   I took the water bottles outside, and refilled them at the stream. I hoped the water was clean and wasn't going to make Jack and me sick as, well . . . sick as dogs. 
 
   That was much funnier to me than it should have been, and I laughed all the way back into the hut. Jack clearly thought I was still crazy, but was willing to put up with it for a little dog food. 
 
   I thought about food as he ate, and I dug out another sandwich. If we were going to be here for a while, food would become a problem. I had to find Ash. 
 
   I wrapped up half my sandwich for later, and eyed the apples. As much as I'd love one, they would last longer than the sandwiches and I should leave them alone for now. I checked out the side pockets in my backpack, and found three energy bars squirreled away from previous walks. It wasn't much food, but I was sure we'd be home before we ran out.
 
   Before I put Jack's harness on him I paused. How long could he wear it without it giving him sores? It wasn't made for all-day, every-day use. How long until the straps rubbed him raw? 
 
   I unpacked the little saddlebags and moved his supplies into my pack, then put the harness back on him. It would at least be lighter now. I didn't have room for the harness in my pack, but I feared it would fit soon enough as we ate through our supplies. I wrapped his leash around my waist and then sat in the dust with Jack's head between my hands. 
 
   "Alright Jack, here's the scoop: we're in a strange place, and there are bad people around, and we've got stuff to do. I can't be holding your leash all the time. You're going to have to be good all on your own. Stay with me, but if I say run, run away, okay? I don't want you on the leash, where it can get tangled with something." 
 
   He looked at me with solemn brown eyes. I had lost my mind, but nights of talking with the shapeshifting Coyote made me wonder how much Jack understood. And now that we were here, in this place where magic worked, did he understand me more than when we were at home? 
 
   "Right, I'm crazy. But be good, okay?" 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I walked down the slope to the village and Jack trotted beside me. The climb that seemed so steep and treacherous last night was a gently rolling slope this morning. Birds trilled, the clear bright sky soared above me, and if it hadn't been for a bitter old sorcerer wreaking revenge on a village, with me stuck in the middle and trapped in another reality, it would have been a lovely day. 
 
   As we approached the outlying houses I slowed. I wasn't sure how to go about finding Ash. With my ankle, climbing up and down ladders all day checking the inside of every room was going to be difficult and painful, if not impossible. I didn't know the layout of the village well enough to make a plan, where the logical place to start would be, what hiding places might exist. I stopped, thought about it for a bit, and then muttered apologies to my ankle and trudged back up the hill. 
 
   About a quarter of the way up, I turned back to face downhill. From this height I had a good overview, and made a quick sketch. The village was laid out in a rough oval. The houses weren't laid out on a grid like they would have been at home, but a beaten trail stretched from the path that once had come in from the split tree, and continued through to the open space with the large cottonwood, and out of the village into more hills. 
 
   I checked my compass, and the hills seemed to be east of where I was. Having a compass was a great idea, but a better one would have been to practice with it so I knew how to use it properly. 
 
   The village was at its widest around the open square, and tapered off at either end of the path. I decided I would start at the end of the path nearest the split cottonwood tree, work my way up the western side of the village, and then back down the eastern half. It wouldn't do any good to search if I was sloppy and haphazard. I'd just waste time and miss Ash in some obvious place. 
 
   As I walked back down the hill, my thoughts drifted to what I would be doing if I were at home. Breakfast smells would fill the house, and chatter with my parents about their day, and plans of what to do, maybe read a book and get dinner ready later. It would be so normal. 
 
   Mom and Dad must be frantic with worry by now. I wished I could get a message to them, let them know I was okay, just tangled up in weirdness. They would know what to do, how to fix it. My eyes got wet and sticky, and my throat felt tight. Then I stumbled on a rock, and the stab of pain through my ankle snapped me out of my daydream. 
 
   Not now. I felt like a traitor, but it would be stupid to let homesickness get me hurt. In my head, I gave Mom and Dad a hug, and tried shove all my terror and fear about what they must be going through into a little box, and then did my best to focus on where I was going. 
 
   The first house was silent. I remembered how thick the walls were, but if Ash was inside, I would hear him, or he would hear me. I'd heard that darn raccoon after all. 
 
   "Ash? Ash, are you there?" 
 
   I counted to ten silently. No answer. I wished I had chalk, but in the absence of it, I took four rocks from the ground and stacked them by the wall. At least this way I wouldn't check the same room twice. 
 
   The morning wore on, calling, waiting, stacking rocks, moving to the next house. The sun was high overhead before I got to the west side of the village. No luck anywhere. 
 
   Jack and I found a thin sliver of shade, and I poured him water, and settled down to eat the rest of my sandwich from breakfast. After two days in my backpack, the cheese wasn't very appetizing, but I didn't think it would make me sick. I decided to spend the afternoon checking the houses to the east, and if there was no luck, I'd have to begin searching the houses from the inside. 
 
   I took the wrapping off and flexed my ankle. Sore, but the last several hours probably hadn't helped much. The binding had kept me from making it much worse, I was sure. 
 
   As we finished our break, Jack's ears pricked up, and his head swiveled to the east. I closed my eyes and listened. In a few moments, I heard a low, singsong noise. At first I thought it was a bird, but then started to make out words. Not enough to understand, but a pattern in the noise. Like when the television is turned down so low you can't hear what they're saying, but you can tell people are talking. 
 
   It was like that. Someone singing, or talking, far enough away I couldn't hear the words clearly. I ducked around the corner of a house and crept toward the noise. As we got closer, we could make out snatches of speech, but not entire sentences, not enough to know what was going on. When we hid behind the next house, I was glad for our caution. It wasn't Ash. 
 
   "Where is it, little boy? Where is it? You can't hide it from me, you have no right." 
 
   The voice hissed and sputtered, and I shivered to hear how angry it sounded, even though the words themselves were calm. 
 
   No answer came, and after a moment, the voice continued on. "Talk, little wild boy. You have no rights, you have less claim than I do here. Why should you care?" 
 
   Something thudded, but no answer. I pulled Jack toward me and sank my face into his fur. I pressed his head into my stomach and hoped he wouldn't bark. We needed to get closer, to see what was going on, but I was too scared to move. Breathing in Jack's scent steadied me a bit. 
 
   I sat up, and patted him again. He butted me with his head as if to tell me to get a move-on. I crouched by the wall, and peered around the corner. One side clear. I could hear the angry voice, but it was further to the east. Not in the house, but past it. We scampered across the open space between houses, and then stopped to peer around the corner again. 
 
   There. 
 
   This was the furthest house on the east side. Past the invisible border of the village I could see an old man, walking in a circle, ‘round and ‘round along the edges of a hole in the ground. His feet whispered as they shuffled through the dust. 
 
   I looked more closely at the hole. Not a natural pit, about five feet across, and lined with adobe bricks. I had no idea how deep it was, but as I watched the old man yelling, I had a horrible suspicion of who was trapped at the bottom. 
 
   "Where is it? Little fox boy, little coyote boy—are you even a man? I knew who my parents were, and the village scorned me." 
 
   The bent figure stooped and picked up a rock, and tossed it in his hand. "They found you, and they loved you, cared for you. We starved, and scraped, and Yellow Corn Girl died, and nothing made them love us. They were her own people, and they turned their backs." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man. I peeked around the corner again and gasped. The same bent figure I had seen from the roof yesterday was hunched over the side of the pit. He was dressed in rags and tatters, his face withered, the sinews stood out on his scrawny arms and legs. The hatred in Shriveled Corn Man's voice was like a slap to the face. 
 
   "I buried her alone. I sang the four days alone. No one came, no one helped. I would have been a good leader. No one listened. So I went south, and learned so many things." He giggled, high-pitched and wavery; it was such an odd sound from an old man. 
 
   "But you! No one knew where you came from; they found you while hunting. They brought you back, made much of you, let you stay with their families. I told them you were a spirit, a shapechanger, who could not be trusted." 
 
   I risked another look at the man's face, deeply lined, eyes so sharp and black they seemed made of river pebbles. His back was curved, his legs bent, his arms thin sticks. Shriveled Corn Man wore a tattered robe, so worn through I couldn't tell what color it had been. In his hair hung feathers. Dingy now, the colors bright enough to identify them as the parrot feathers Shriveled Corn Man brought back from his journey south. 
 
   "I had returned with my strong pinang by then, gained power, gained their trust. But they didn't listen to me. They chose to keep you, gave you a family, a little sister. They sealed their own fate." 
 
   I thought about the little girl who died in Ash's story, and wondered if she had been his sister. I suppose if the village was empty, his family would have been gone anyway, but somehow, the loss of a baby sister made it sadder. 
 
   "But you!" The old man took the rock in his hand and hurled it down the pit. 
 
   I heard it hit something with a horrid, fleshy thunk, and buried my shaking arms around Jack. 
 
   "You wouldn't go. I took the rest, and you still fight me. Your pinang isn't as strong as mine, it can't be. You can't win. Talk, speak aloud; tell me where it is, and I'll stop this." 
 
   He stooped for another stone. "Or are you too accustomed to silence, little animal child?" He threw again. The wet sound, and the mental picture of what the stones had done to Ash's body, made my stomach heave while I held my hand over my mouth and hoped for silence. 
 
   "Even coyotes will yell in a trap. You'll tell me soon enough. Perhaps tomorrow you'll be tired of this game." 
 
   The voice stopped. The shuffling noises grew faint. I looked around the corner again as the man walked toward the hills, fading with every hateful step. I waited until I couldn't see him any longer, then rushed to the pit, in dread of what I might see. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Seven 
 
    
 
   I wish I had been wrong. Ash was curled up at the bottom of the hole, bruised and bleeding and his leg stuck out at an angle that made my stomach flip again. 
 
   "Ash, can you hear me?" Even with Shriveled Corn Man gone, it was an effort to speak above a whisper. Ash stirred, then looked up. His eyes didn't focus on me. 
 
   "Ash, I'm going to get you out of there, hold on." I glanced around, and limped over to the ladder next to the nearest house. Jack ran with me, and I wished he had hands so he could help me carry the heavy ladder back to the pit. I dragged the ladder along behind me, and stopped once I got to the edge. 
 
   "Watch out, I'm setting it down." The ladder didn't quite reach the top of the walls of the hole, but almost. Close enough for me to be able to reach down to help pull Ash out once he stood on the top rung. 
 
   Except he didn't climb. Ash had inched out of the way of the ladder, but now lay quiet at the bottom of the pit. 
 
   "Come on!" No response. I looked around. No sign of Shriveled Corn Man, but I didn't know when he would return. If I climbed down to get Ash, he could pull the ladder out and have us both trapped. 
 
   There was nothing else to be done. 
 
   I turned to Jack. "I'm going to pretend you can understand me, because you're all I've got. If you see that old man coming close, bark to warn me, okay?" 
 
   Even though relying on my dog to understand me wasn't the brightest thing to do, the thumping of Jack's tail against the ground reassured me. 
 
   I started down the ladder, wincing a little every time my bad ankle took my full weight. Bursts of bright red pain shot from my ankle with every step. The bottom was further away than it looked, and my shoulders sagged in relief when I stepped off the last rung. 
 
   I hurried over to where Ash sprawled. Shriveled Corn Man's rocks had battered and torn nearly every inch of his thin frame. 
 
   Ash stared blankly at me.
 
   "Hold still. Let me see." I reached for his arm to check the worst of the cuts, a long ragged tear on his shoulder blade that continued down his back. 
 
   "That horrible old man. Why didn't you stop him? What does he want?" 
 
   Ash hissed in pain, but didn't speak to me. 
 
   "Ash, what's wrong?" 
 
   He glared. 
 
   "I know you wanted me to go home. I tried, I did. But the road back home was closed. It doesn't exist anymore. I thought about going overland to see if I could find the trail closer to the canal." 
 
   Ash jerked away from my hands, and grabbed my shoulders. I could see the question plain on his face. 
 
   "I didn't leave the trail, I just thought about it. Besides," I added, "Coyote was there. He wouldn't let me go past." 
 
   Still no words. 
 
   "I said I'm sorry. Why are you angry?" 
 
   He shook his head. 
 
   "You're not angry? Then why won't you speak to me?" 
 
   I thought of the hateful old man shouting down into the pit earlier. "You wouldn't speak to that old man either. That was Shriveled Corn Man, wasn't it? What does he want from you?" 
 
   Ash's eyes met mine for a moment, then he turned to look at the backpack laying beside us. 
 
   "The statue? This would be a lot easier if you'd talk." 
 
   He shook his head again. 
 
   "Fine. Be like that. Can we at least get you out of here?" 
 
   He dragged himself over to the ladder, and I watched him pull himself up the first few rungs. The moment he put his broken leg on the ladder, he collapsed, his face white with pain. 
 
   "Maybe I can carry you?" 
 
   He looked doubtful, but as I reached for the ladder he scrambled onto my back, and wrapped his arms around my shoulders. I would have to return for my backpack in a second trip. For such a thin boy, his grip was strong, and I started to believe we could get out before Shriveled Corn Man returned. 
 
   Until I tried to climb the ladder with him on my back. I reached nearly a third of the way up when our combined weight was too heavy for me to lift any further. 
 
   We slid back down to the bottom of the pit, and I twisted so that I would take most of the impact. Ash curled over his leg, his face contorted into a silent scream. I wasn't sure how badly his leg was broken, but none of this would help it. 
 
   I heard a rustling sound and a shadow appeared at the edge of the pit. I flinched away from it, expecting the old man to throw stones at two captives now. Instead, a soft bark reached my ears. 
 
   "Jack?" 
 
   He lay at the rim, head down into the hole. I stood for a moment, amazed. 
 
   "There's no time anymore. Shriveled Corn Man is coming. You have to get up now." I zipped the pack up and slid it on over my stomach. There would be no returning for it now. 
 
   Ash pulled himself to his feet and limped toward the ladder. I turned my back to him again for him to climb on, but he shoved me away. With strength I didn't know he still possessed, he lifted me over the first few rungs, then shoved me further up. 
 
   "What are you doing?" I looked back over my shoulder, and saw he had already collapsed. Blood oozed from the gash on his shoulder and through his pants where I suspected the bone was broken. 
 
   I started back down the ladder, but he shook his head and gestured to the top of the pit again. I hung there for a moment, then Jack barked again, a little louder. 
 
   I couldn't wait. If I were trapped in the hole with Ash, there would be no one to free us. I looked again at Ash's broken body, the determined look on his face, heard Jack's anxious whine from above. With pangs of guilt I scaled the ladder, and heaved myself up out of the pit. I slid out of the pack and lay on my stomach to grab the top rung to draw the ladder up after me. The sight of Ash, motionless at the bottom, made my stomach lurch. 
 
   "Ash, I'll be back. I promise." 
 
   He didn't look my way. I thought of the last time I had promised him something, and failed. 
 
   I hauled the ladder back to the house it had leaned against, and huddled around the corner, my arms wrapped around Jack. "Good boy, such a good boy." 
 
   He licked my face. 
 
   I peered around the corner, and saw Shriveled Corn Man approaching. The next thing I noticed made me hold my breath. The lines in the sand where I had dragged the ladder stood out in stark relief and would lead anyone straight to where we hid. 
 
   "Come on, Jack. We've got to move." 
 
   We ran to the shelter of another house a little farther down, where I could still clearly see what would happen at the pit. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man walked with a funny, halting step: right foot, pause for half a breath, then left. Right foot, pause, left. I wondered what had happened, then shook my head. He was an evil old man, and anything that slowed him down was a good thing. 
 
   Even though the ladder track was proof of someone else's presence, Shriveled Corn Man seemed to notice nothing. His focus was all on the pit, and the captive within. I think the entire village could have gone up in flames, been swallowed by an earthquake—anything!—and he never would have noticed. 
 
   "Little fox boy, little deer boy, are you with me? Have you used this reprieve to think well on what you do? Have you come to a decision, the right decision?" 
 
   The wizard's voice sounded calm, even, reasonable. Shriveled Corn Man stood and waited at the top of the pit, and no answer came. No sounds, no words, nothing. 
 
   "Give it to me!" He shrieked, all pretense at sanity shattered. "Where is it? Give it to me and this will end." His voice dropped back down to a more rational tone, but I still shuddered from his outburst. 
 
   "If you don't give it to me, it won't matter. I still will have won. If you do give it to me, I might be generous. I might let you go." 
 
   The sorcerer paused, waiting for an answer that I could have told him wouldn't be coming. I didn't know Ash very well, but I knew bullying him wasn't going to get anywhere. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man stooped down to pick up a handful of small stones, and tossed them lightly into the pit as he circled it. I clenched my teeth. The wizard tormented Ash, reminding him of how easily those rocks could be hurled. 
 
   "How much longer do you think you can last, little boy? How much longer before I lose patience, and decide you aren't worth the trouble or the time?" He stopped to scoop up a handful of larger stones. 
 
   I heard them rattle down the brick walls. Shriveled Corn Man was no longer tossing the stones in, but throwing with some force. 
 
   "You can't win. You know you can't win. End this now, boy. They weren't your people. Why fight for them? You were lucky. If they had been your people, they would have treated you like trash, like they did Yellow Corn Girl, like they did me. 
 
   "The village did not mind me so much when I came back with power, did they? They brought gifts, traded good meat and meal for my spells." 
 
   More stones struck the wall, and I could hear them ricochet down the pit. I wanted to close my ears, cover my head, not hear further, but it would be another betrayal of Ash. 
 
   I had to listen, find out what was going to happen. If Shriveled Corn Man left again, I could find some way to create a sling out of things left in the houses, get Ash out, and somehow get us out of here, back to the real world, where Shriveled Corn Man couldn't reach us. But the old man showed no signs of leaving, no matter how hard I wished. 
 
   "I couldn't see the food they brought without remembering all the times we went hungry before, all the times no one would trade with us. 
 
   "Horrible, spiteful people, scorning us, and then . . ." His voice dropped to a whisper, somehow more terrible for its quiet. "You came, they took you in, they cherished you, made much of you. And what were you? Some brat abandoned in the woods, found by deer and foxes and coyotes. Lucky to survive out there, lucky to be found, lucky they found you a family. So lucky. And now it's over. You've used a whole life's worth of luck already." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man turned and wandered away. I rose to my feet, holding the wall for support. So much hatred spewed out of the old man. Even from my hiding place the force of his words hit me like a fist. I couldn't imagine what it must have been like for Ash, with all of that spite directed at him. 
 
   My hopes that Shriveled Corn Man had left were dashed. He didn't go out of sight of the pit, searching the ground. Within minutes he bent, and staggered upright with something clutched to his stomach. The wizard came closer, and I saw with a lurch that he tottered under the weight of a huge stone. 
 
   I was running before he raised the rock over his head. If I had stopped to think, Shriveled Corn Man would have thrown that rock down the pit. Ash would never be able to avoid it. It would have broken more bones, probably killed him. What else was I supposed to do? 
 
   "Stop it, you evil old man!" I screamed as I rushed forward. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man turned, grunting under the weight of the rock as he lowered it from over his head. His eyes widened as he saw me. 
 
   Now he knew I was here, and the fleeting moment of victory was over. 
 
   And then he smiled. I hope I never again see such a satisfied, horrible, evil smile. The sides of his face crept back, baring his teeth, and his eyes narrowed. It was as if I had just handed him everything he had ever wanted. 
 
   The sorcerer raised the rock again, and I realized I had overlooked the obvious. He was going to throw the stone at me, but at least I had room to dodge, a chance it would miss me. A better chance than Ash would have. I kept running toward the old man, yelling whatever came into my mind, watching for any signal to know if I should zig or zag, when the old man let out a whooping laugh, and threw. 
 
   "No!" Ash soared out of the pit, into Shriveled Corn Man. His aim spoiled, the rock missed me. My heart leapt to see Ash, then crashed into my toes again when he crumpled in the dust. 
 
   There was no ladder. The bricks were crumbling. Still, Ash got out of the pit. If Ash could save himself so easily, why hadn't he when I was trying to help him? 
 
   The old man was laughing as he rose from the ground. "So easy. All I needed was to threaten some little outside girl? Not of the tribe, not of the land, with no pinang of her own?" He shook his head, as if bemused by the concept. 
 
   Ash lay where he had fallen. 
 
   "Two more days of silence and you would have won. But you spoke, and now I have you." 
 
   I didn't know what was going on. Didn't want to know, but something was terribly wrong, and it was my fault. 
 
   Ash looked up at me, pain and betrayal clear on his face. Maybe a little relief that I was unhurt, but I probably made that up to make myself feel better. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man drew a long stick from his sash, and advanced on Ash. "You broke your silence. You have lost." 
 
   "Leave him alone!" I rushed at the old man, but he swatted me to the ground. Jack ran up and stood in front of me, growling at the enemy. 
 
   "Now go!" He struck Ash with the stick, and Ash . . . changed. It was terrible. 
 
   When Coyote changes, his form melts, shifts from one shape to the other, as easy as breathing. This was different. I could see Ash's bones crack, his skin ripple, his body twist in on itself. It looked horrible and painful, and, oh, the sound . . . Ash screamed, and I shut my eyes and clamped my hands over my ears where I sprawled in the dirt. 
 
   Then the screaming stopped. I looked up, and Ash was gone. All that was left was a large black crow who looked at me with bright eyes. 
 
   "Go!" commanded Shriveled Corn Man with a stomp. The black bird flew up, circled overhead, then winged away to the west.
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Eight 
 
    
 
   I couldn't say anything, couldn't speak, couldn't move. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man gave one more snort of laughter, then walked away into the hills. He didn't even look at me, I was so unimportant, so unworthy. And he was right. 
 
   I lay on my side, crying into the dust. Jack licked at my face, and I pulled him down to me and wrapped myself around his furry warmth. 
 
   I couldn't think. I had failed Ash, failed Coyote and Spider Old Woman. I thought of my parents, and how happy they had been to move to the new house. They would hate it here now, the too-big new house would just remind them they had lost me, and they would never know why. How long would they stay and wait for me to return? 
 
   A fresh wave of tears rolled over me, and then a clicking sound worked its way through my ears, into my thoughts. 
 
   I scrambled to sit up. The proof of my complete exhaustion, both physical and emotional, was I didn't run away screaming. Not that I had anywhere to run to. Two figures wove between the houses on the edge of the village, circling, looping, and headed my way. 
 
   After the last few days I didn't know if they were human. They looked like men, but with bodies striped in rings of gray and white, like mutant zebras gone horribly wrong. They wore tall boots of white leather, and leather kilts. 
 
   I hoped they wore masks; featureless faces topped by a shock of hair and feathered antennae. I couldn't figure out what caused the clicking sound, for they danced toward me with a smooth, shuffling step, and the leather boots looked as if they would be soft as whispers on the ground. 
 
   One figure twirled and I shuddered. The clicking noise came from the hooves of a deer, hung from their broad white sashes. Gruesome. Then I thought what Dad would say. He'd point out that in a culture that used all of the other parts of an animal for food, clothing, and shelter, I should expect them to find uses for even the smallest part. 
 
   I brushed the dust off my jeans and stood up. Thinking like Jack helped me roll with things as they came. Maybe thinking like Dad would help me solve the puzzles of what to do next. I turned to watch them, tried to keep them both in view, but they passed behind me, and I couldn't spin fast enough.
 
   They came closer, circled me, waiting. Finally I had enough. 
 
   "Stop it! I've been harassed and bullied and I don't know what all today. If you're going to do something to me, do it. If you're going to help me, help. If not, just go away!" 
 
   So, my resolve to act like an anthropologist didn't last long. I knew the words were stupid even as I yelled, but fear spoke louder than sense. 
 
   The striped figures stopped circling me and looked at each other. One shrugged, and they walked toward me. As they came closer, I could see they were men, beneath all the paint. At least, I was pretty sure they were. 
 
   "We did not intend to frighten you." 
 
   They dropped to the ground at the same time on opposite sides of me. "Will you not sit?" 
 
   I backed up a few paces so that I could see them both at the same time, and then sat back down. Jack wandered over to the one on the left, and started snuffling. He was satisfied with what his nose found, and flopped to the ground for belly rubs. The man didn't look away from me, but reached out and absently scratched Jack's fur. Jack's acceptance was a good sign and I felt myself relax, at least a bit. 
 
   "Little one, you have pushed matters along. Now you must fix things." 
 
   I sputtered. "Why me? Ash said there was no one left in the village, but you're here. Why can't you go fix things? I don't even know what's going on!" 
 
   The other one spoke. "We are the Kossa. We guard the law, and enforce it. Technically, Shriveled Corn Man has not broken the law, has not done anything for which we can punish him." 
 
   "Did you see what he did to Ash? He hurt him, and changed him . . ." My voice trailed off, and I stared at the ground. I couldn't accept what had happened—especially the thought that it was my responsibility. 
 
   "What we saw, and what you saw, were different things." 
 
   My head snapped up to look at him. "Different things? How?" 
 
   "What we saw was a challenge of pinang. It is not uncommon for one sorcerer to challenge another to a test of endurance or strength. The challenge lasts for a set number of days, during which one or the other must maintain a vow of silence. A sorcerer can use much of his energy trying to get another sorcerer to speak against his will. There are tricks and traps, visions of lost loves, dangers that may or may not be real. At the end of the time, if the attempt to force strength is unsuccessful, the attacking one is much weakened. It is a serious risk, and often a deadly game." 
 
   My voice was very small. "And if the one who was supposed to stay silent speaks? Even a little bit?" 
 
   "Then his opponent has won, and has power over him." 
 
   I didn't say anything for a long time. They sat, and waited for me to understand their words. Jack moved over to the other Kossa; now it was his turn to pet the dog. 
 
   "What do I do now? There is something I can do about all of this, right? If not, can I go home?" 
 
   The one now scratching Jack shook his head. "The path to your world is closed. You must defeat Shriveled Corn Man to reopen it. In doing so, you will also free your friend and his village." 
 
   "How do you expect me to do that? I'm not a sorcerer, I don't have magic, I don't know how anything works here. How can I defeat him?" I thought of that horrible old man and his evil smile and shuddered. I didn't want to go anywhere near him. 
 
   I waited for their response. After a long while they announced, "We do not know how you can defeat him." 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "But," they continued as if I hadn't just shrieked at them, "If you travel for three days in that direction," he pointed past the hills where Shriveled Corn Man had headed, "You will find Spider Old Woman, and she will be able to help you." 
 
   "I see Spider Old Woman in my dreams," I argued. "Can't I just ask her when I sleep?" 
 
   They shook their heads in unison, and their feather antennae swayed back and forth. It should have been funny, but I was terrified and furious, and that didn't leave room for much else. 
 
   "No. We are sure you need to speak with her here, in this world." 
 
   "But why?" 
 
   "It is how things are. Her power in dreams may not cross into events here." 
 
   "This is exactly what I'm talking about. If I don't know the rules of the game, how do you expect me to win?" 
 
   The Kossa stood; the movement of each perfectly mirrored his twin. It was a bit eerie. "There will be help. You will be fine." They turned to go. "Besides, if you want to go home, what choice do you have?" 
 
   They shuffled off in their looping dance, and I lost sight of them between the houses. I would have loved to come up with a snappy comeback, but they were right: I had no choice. 
 
   Jack wandered back to me, looking a little disappointed that his new scratching friends had left. 
 
   "Come on, boy. We should go." I started toward the hills, then noticed the shadows. They were long, and the sun was low. If we started out now, we wouldn't make the hills before dark. And it had been a terrible day. 
 
   "Maybe we should go back to Ash's hut." 
 
   A lump formed in my throat just thinking about Ash. I pushed the thought away and focused on right here, right now. 
 
   "Dinner, and some planning, and then bed for us." 
 
   We walked back to the hut; it was dark by the time we reached it, but at least I had made one good decision that day. 
 
   I munched on the apples, sweet, but not quite enough. Jack ate the last of his food without a care in the world. He flopped down to sleep when he came back inside, while I lay awake, worried about what to do about supplies. I read somewhere that people can go without food for three days as long as they have water. I wondered if we had enough containers to hold three days’ worth of water. 
 
   Finally sleep took me, and I saw Coyote standing in front of one of the houses. 
 
   I ran toward him. I should have been glad to see him, should have asked for advice, but I was too angry. 
 
   "Why didn't you warn me not to interfere? Tell me what was going on, tell me anything?" 
 
   I stopped short as he turned and walked away. 
 
   "Wait! Where are you going?" 
 
   "I am not going to stand here to be fussed at by an ignorant child. I have other places I can be, other people who ask for my help. I will not stay with someone as ungrateful as you." 
 
   I tried to get myself back together. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have yelled; I'm just upset, and worried." I took a deep breath. "And I'm scared. Please come back." 
 
   He stopped, back still toward me. "We are all worried. I thought you were clever. I thought you could solve this." 
 
   "How?" I tried to keep my voice level. My mom always says to mind my tone of voice. I never hear what she's talking about, but I'll bet it's something Coyote knows about, and would catch me on. 
 
   He turned back and walked toward the cottonwood tree where only a few days ago I had sat with Ash. "Let's go sit in the shade." 
 
   I trailed behind him, and sat when he did. 
 
   "Now. I know you want us to help. And we will, the best we can. But we can't do much from here. You'll have to come find us." 
 
   "Why can't you tell me now? You're here, I'm here. Why not tell me how to defeat Shriveled Corn Man now, and save everyone time?" 
 
   "I can tell you how to find Spider Old Woman. I can give you advice on how to survive here. But more than that must wait until we are together in the real world." 
 
   "But . . ." 
 
   "You said before you don't understand how the rules of pinang work. This is one of them. You'll either have to trust me or not. And if you don't trust me, there's nothing I can do for you, either here, or in the real world." 
 
   I stopped and thought. This was a logic puzzle. You know, one of those riddles about one guy who always lies, and one guy who always tells the truth, and you have to figure out which is which. I needed to unravel out how Coyote could help me here, and use that information to move on. 
 
   "Alright. What can you actually help me with?" 
 
   He shook his head. "Answering questions." Coyote grinned. "But that was a good try." 
 
   So it needed to be specific questions. I made a mental list. 
 
   "If we have to go find you, what are we supposed to do about food?" 
 
   "That is the easiest task. Those who lived here before will not begrudge you taking some of their winter stores. Try to borrow only a small amount from each, and few will even notice. There will be dried meat hung from the roof beams, and cornmeal in clay pots, and dried berries in baskets." 
 
   "What about water?" 
 
   "You will find skins; fill up as many as you can from the stream by your friend's hut. You will not be able to trust all of the water that flows in the hills." 
 
   "What do you mean by that?" 
 
   "Just what I said. Do not trust other water." 
 
   "What about Jack? I can't keep him from drinking when he wants to. It's not like I can explain it to him." 
 
   Coyote bared his teeth. "Your young furry friend will be fine. He will not drink from someplace he should not. I have no worries there, and I of all people should know." 
 
   He had better be right. Jack's as much my responsibility as Ash now. I could soften some of the dried meat for him, so I better take enough for two. Actually, three, since hopefully we'd come back with Ash. 
 
   "How do we find Spider Old Woman?" 
 
   "Go through the hills, as the Kossa showed you. Look for the flat-topped hill, and walk straight toward it for two days. On the evening of the second day, turn to the north, and keep going north. By the end of the third day you will find us." 
 
   "How do you know how long it will take to walk? What if I don't walk as fast as you think I do? Or faster?" 
 
   "I will look for you child, and make sure you don't stray too far from the path." He drew little lines in the dust. "I can make sure you do not dawdle along the way." 
 
   No more information then. Time for the next item of my list. "I need to show you something. Can you bring my backpack here?" 
 
   "No." 
 
   My shoulders slumped. 
 
   "But you can, child." 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "Just bring it here. You know what your bag looks like; you know what is in it. Bring it here with you." 
 
   It sounded crazy, but so did everything else. I thought about my backpack. It's nothing special, just a big black bag with purple piping, and about a million separate pockets, because I like having all my things in their own spaces. 
 
   I thought about how the bag looked, and what each pocket held, and in a short time noticed there was weight on my back. I reached behind me, and there it was. I knew it hadn't been before. 
 
   "Cool. Can I do that at home too?" 
 
   "You can try it in the dreamland there. The rules may be different." 
 
   I shrugged. Controlling the dream was a neat trick, but what I could or couldn't do in the future wouldn't help me now. 
 
   "I need you to look at this. Ash gave it to me, and said it was important, but I don't know what to do with it." 
 
   I pulled out the clay figure from where I had wrapped it in my spare shirt. 
 
   "Should I leave it here and hide it? Or take it with me? Or give it to you now?" 
 
   I started to hand the sculpture to him, but Coyote didn't reach for it. I pulled the figure back to rest in my lap, and studied it. 
 
   Blue and red paints decorated the clay. I thought the man-shaped figure wore a mask, but I couldn't be sure, not anymore. 
 
   "The oxuwah is the heart of the village. Without it, Shriveled Corn Man will never truly rule here. Only when he has the oxuwah in his custody will his victory be complete." 
 
   "Ash said something like that, but didn't explain. Shriveled Corn Man has everyone from the village either captured or killed, but he hasn't really won? How exactly does that work?" 
 
   Coyote sighed. "You are so literal, girl. Listen to what I tell you. What does Shriveled Corn Man want?" 
 
   I thought of the story Ash told me, and of the old man's rants. I spoke hesitantly, thinking aloud. 
 
   "He was angry the village didn't accept him and his mother. He was angry they took in Ash, who was also an orphan. He wanted them to accept him, to be a man of power. And he was, until they started to suspect he was making people sick." I thought more. "Power! He wants power and respect." 
 
   He smiled. "Very good. He needs total power over the village. He can hold them captive, but if he held the oxuwah, won it in a fair contest, he could also command their memories and their respect." He waved his hand toward the clay figure. "Take the oxuwah with you. You'll find a way to use it against him. He will risk much to gain complete victory." 
 
   I racked my head for other questions I could ask, but he stood before I thought of anything else that might help. 
 
   "You should go now, child. It is morning." 
 
   "Wait!" I had thought of one more thing. "My parents. Please, can you tell them I'm okay, that I'm coming home soon?" 
 
   Even if I'm not, I thought, I want them to know I'm okay. 
 
   He looked over my head into the distance, refusing to meet my eyes. "We will do what we can. They may not be willing to listen to us. The connection is not strong." 
 
   "But, you spoke to me in my dreams. Why could you reach me?" 
 
   "Do you not remember the first day you met Ash?" 
 
   I thought, but couldn't come up with anything particular. 
 
   "He was collecting the black sand. You had been playing with it earlier, and had some on your face, around your eyes." 
 
   He laughed, a warm, gentle sound, like rain. 
 
   "If it had not been for that one accident, a little streak of dirt, you would not have seen Ash collecting his sand. You would not have surprised him, worn his necklace, been a part of any of this." 
 
   I reeled in shock. So much had turned on such a tiny thing as a streak of mud? 
 
   "Wait. What do you mean I wouldn't have seen him? He was right there." 
 
   "No one from your world would have seen him. They never have before. Ash has gone between your world and ours for many years, traveling up and down the river as he willed. None has ever taken notice. The black mud around your eyes and Jack's gave you clear sight to see what was really there." 
 
   One slender thread of chance had brought me here. I felt stunned, and then laughed. There wasn't anything else to do about it. 
 
   Coyote laughed with me. "Yes, I thought it was funny too. Just the sort of trick I would play." 
 
   I stopped laughing. "But you didn't, right?" 
 
   "No, child. I had nothing to do with it. But you can see why it might be difficult for us to reach someone in your world normally." He looked thoughtful. "You could try it, you know." 
 
   "Try what?" 
 
   "You have enough pinang to shape dreams, you've proven that. Surely no one would be more connected to your world and your parents than you. Think about it." He started to walk off. "You have a long day ahead of you. The sun rises, and you'll need all the time you can get to look for food before starting out." 
 
   I scrambled to my feet and watched him turn between two houses. 
 
   "We will see you in three days." His voice drifted back to me, and I woke. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Nine 
 
    
 
   Pale early light shone into the hut. Jack chased rabbits in his dreams, and I decided to let him sleep a little longer while I filled our water bottles. I'd tried to contact Mom and Dad before I went back to sleep, but my dreams for the rest of the night had been confused and I wasn't sure if the message had gotten through.
 
   I needed to find a way to carry more food. We had extra space from where we had eaten our previous supplies; I worried it wouldn't be enough for pots and baskets. I'd figure it out when we actually found the food. I stretched, surprised I wasn't exhausted. I guess my body rested while I talked with Coyote, still my head felt like I hadn't slept at all, but lived through one very long day. 
 
   After filling the bottles I went back to the hut and ruffled Jack's fur. 
 
   "Come on, boy. We've got a lot to do." Not that he was going to be much help, but I'd relish the company. 
 
   Gathering food took the entire morning. My ankle was mostly healed, with only a slight twinge if I stepped wrong. At the first few houses I felt like a criminal, sneaking around, searching through people's possessions. I tried not to make a mess for them to clean up, even though I wasn't sure if anyone would ever be back to be angry about the violation of their privacy. 
 
   I peered inside baskets and pots, rummaged through what looked to be random piles of things, and slowly accumulated my stores. A waterskin borrowed from one home, a pair of flat, woven baskets from another, with dried berries from a third, and cornmeal from yet others. I found fewer stashes of dried meat than I had hoped. I had taken only a small piece wherever I found it but when I looked at the pitiful pile I had obtained, I went back for more. One a return trip I found a small stash of salt I happily added to my supplies. 
 
   I would be fine for a few days on corn paste mixed with water and berries, but I wasn't sure how Jack would feel about it. 
 
   The sun hung high in the sky and we were as ready as we could be. Jack had his harness back on, the saddlebags filled with water, jerky and meal. I had arranged and rearranged my backpack until I made everything fit. I didn't want to leave anything behind, and even packed a few pieces of leather from Ash's hut. They'd been useful before, they might be again. 
 
   The pack sat heavily on my back, but I knew it wouldn't be for long, especially if there was no drinkable water out there. 
 
   We started off into the hills. I don't know what to call that sort of landscape: pine trees, bent over by the wind, small and twisted; clumps of gray-green grass, and silvery sage; bushes filled with little golden flowers dotted the hills around me. Dad had called this "high desert," but like no desert in cartoons, with nothing but sand and palm trees, but it was wild and rough all the same. Broken, rocky ground sheltered tiny brightly colored lizards that darted from one bush to another, and birds raced across our path. 
 
   I hadn't put Jack's leash back on, but he stayed right by me, running ahead, running back, snuffling around at the new and interesting smells, but hanging around. I wondered if I could leave him off the leash when I got home. I didn't pay attention to where I put my feet, and before long twisted my ankle again. Not as badly, but it still hurt, and I moved more slowly than before through the wild land. 
 
   Shadows grew longer, and we needed to find somewhere to spend the night. Coyote hadn't given any advice about that, and I kicked myself for not asking. We didn't have a tent, but I had a couple of soft woven blankets from the village rolled up and tied to my pack. They would have to do for a sleeping bag. The air took on a chill as the sun went down, and I knew we had to stop soon. 
 
   In the dusk we found a rocky outcropping of a hill, enough to provide a bit of shelter. I cleared off the ground, and gratefully slid my pack off. I would need to readjust the straps in the morning, or I'd end up with blisters. 
 
   Jack flopped next to me. Earlier in the day he had acted as if this long walk was the best thing in the world. Now his eyes told me this he had enough, we could go home now. 
 
   "I wish we could, bucko." 
 
   I eased his harness off, and he squirmed with pleasure at being free. Jack trotted off, and I set up his bowl and filled it with water. I got out some of the jerky for him, and started tearing it into small strips. Soaked in water, they would be soft enough for him to eat, not that different from canned dog food. 
 
   I heard rustling in the brush, and the jingle of Jack's collar. 
 
   "Jack? What are you up to, boy?" 
 
   He didn't come back immediately. I could hear him darting about, but couldn't figure out what he was doing. Surely he didn't have that much energy to burn off before sleeping. 
 
   I stood up with the flashlight, but before I left our little camp, he trotted back toward me. 
 
   "Jack, what have you been . . . Oh." 
 
   He carried a bloody lump of fur toward me, and my stomach flipped as I recognized it as a rabbit. "Jack, what are you doing?" I stopped myself. It was perfectly obvious what Jack was doing; he was busy with a perfectly normal doggie thing to do, and at the moment, darn helpful. 
 
   He looked at me questioningly. Treating him like a puppy chewing a shoe was only going to confuse him. 
 
   "Good boy. What a good, clever boy you are." I reached over, and tried to suppress my shudder while I patted his head and ruffled his ears. "Go eat your rabbit." I patted the ground, and he lay down and started happily tearing the poor bunny into pieces. 
 
   I looked at the dried meat I had shredded for him. Jack's hunting would make our few supplies last longer, but I felt badly for the rabbit. It had never occurred to me in all of his chasing he might actually catch one. I guess he never had reason to before. 
 
   My stomach rebelled at the thought of eating the dried meat to the accompaniment of the enthusiastic slurping and cracking of bones beside me. I ate anyway. We were past the point of delicate sensibilities. Long, long past. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   By the next afternoon we both limped a bit; Jack's pads were unused to walking for hours on end. "Next time we start off to tramp halfway across unreal worlds I'll buy those booties first," I told him as we took a short rest. 
 
   But for now we had to pick our way across the ground, trying to avoid the zillion different types of plants with stickers and thorns and other sharp bits. One kind had actually poked through the rubber side of my shoe. Jack avoided most of the spines, but occasionally he'd limp, and I'd pull something out from his pads. 
 
   At a distance the hills were dressed all in shades of green; dark green shrubs, light green grasses. Not tropical or anything, but land you could grow things in. 
 
   Up close, tramping through that land day after day, you saw how sparse that grass was. Most of the ground was just that, ground. There was nothing green or lush about this land. I wondered about the village and the cornmeal I had taken from the houses; how hard it must have been to farm in this harsh climate. 
 
   You could live here, but it wouldn't be an easy life. You'd have to fight for everything. I wondered about what sort of person that would make. And I wondered about Ash, what Shriveled Corn Man had said about him. 
 
   It sounded like wolves had raised him, like Romulus and Remus from the stories of the founding of Rome. No, that wasn't right, he said foxes and deer and coyotes. 
 
   It might explain why he lived away from the others. Maybe why he was the last to survive against Shriveled Corn Man. 
 
   I thought about growing up with only animals around, and how lonely he must have felt. Then I looked at Jack next to me. Maybe not so lonely. Maybe just quieter. 
 
   Late afternoon came, and I was thinking it was about time to dig out the compass and check our direction, when Jack freaked out. 
 
   He stopped. Just dug in and wouldn't go on, even when I tugged at his harness. A low noise rumbled around us, and I realized he was growling. I bent to pet him to try to reassure him but that only made him growl louder and more viciously at whoever—or whatever—was spooking him. I couldn't believe it. Jack, the world's most laidback dog, had never snapped at anyone in his fuzzy little life. 
 
   "Jack? What's up, guy?" 
 
   He looked at me, and if he could speak, it wouldn't have been clearer. Not now. I'm busy. I stayed still. Whatever was bothering Jack, I couldn't see it or smell it. I'd have to be patient and trust him. 
 
   I waited, looking around, getting my bearings. If we were on track, we'd be turning north about here, going through that stand of dark green pines I could see as a fuzzy smear across the landscape. 
 
   I focused on them, and then Jack pushed against my legs. Not just a brush but a shove, and I stumbled backward. 
 
   "Hey, careful!" I stepped back towards where he was, and he shoved me again. He was making figure eights, slamming his shoulder and hips into my legs, pushing me. Pushing me away from the north, where I was supposed to be heading to meet Spider Old Woman. 
 
   "Jack, come on. We've got to go that way." I pointed, and looked at the pine trees, which was a mistake. With my attention distracted, he hit me again, and managed to spin me towards the south. I took a step and Jack encouraged me with a nip at my calves. 
 
   "Hey!" He was in full herding mode. "I'm not a cow!" I took one last glance over my shoulder at the pine trees. Something oozed out from the shadows, towards us. 
 
   "Jack, what is that?" He bumped me to keep moving. This time I didn't protest. 
 
   I couldn't see what was moving towards us, and that made it more horrible. It scared me and I wanted to be as far away from that stand of trees as possible. Right now. 
 
   I ran in the direction Jack had pushed me. Jack took the lead, and we sprinted through the broken landscape. Without warning, Jack stopped, nose to the ground, circling. He made a small whimper, like he didn't know what to do next. 
 
   "Hey, come here." I petted his ears. He looked at me, and I only saw myself reflected in his big dark eyes. He curled up on the ground and licked his feet. 
 
   "That thing is still after us. We're ahead, but not by much. And night is coming. We can't keep running through the dark. You might be okay, but I'll break my neck." 
 
   Jack let out a snort. 
 
   "I'm sure you'd find a perfectly good, smooth path for me. But you know I'm a klutz, and I'll trip on something." He seemed to take the point, but it was hard to tell. 
 
   "We need to find a place to hole up for the night, to hide. And isn't Coyote supposed to be helping us along this part of the way? Making sure we don't get too far off the path?" 
 
   I looked around in the purple dusk. Steep hills surrounded us, and I couldn't see any place that looked promising to stay for the night. 
 
   "Let's keep going, but we should keep an eye out for a place, okay?" 
 
   With another snort, Jack rose, cast a mournful look over his shoulder, and trotted on. 
 
   "What was that for? What?" Not surprisingly, he didn't answer, just padded away. 
 
   I hurried to follow him. No matter where I looked, it was hard to see any place that would work for shelter for the night. A cave might work, but I wasn't sure how to make sure it was unoccupied, and snakes or bears might not be much better than the thing chasing us. 
 
   I could climb a tree, but I couldn't sleep in one, and Jack couldn't climb, and maybe the thing could. 
 
   I worried until my stomach hurt, not from the constant jogging, but with a little ball of stress. If we didn't find something soon, we'd be in serious trouble. 
 
   And then there was something, off to the left. A tiny golden spark of light I never would have seen in the city, but here, in the complete blackness, it blazed like a star come to earth. 
 
   "Jack," I whispered. "What's that? Can we go there?" I'm asking the dog for advice, I thought. Even if he can understand me, and knows the answer to the question, how is he going to be able to answer me? 
 
   I shouldn't have worried. Jack looked at the light, then looked behind us, as if weighing the odds of the thing getting to us before we got to whatever safety the glimmering beam might represent. 
 
   Mind made up, he loped toward it, and I scrambled to catch up. In ten hard minutes we were there. But I couldn't understand. We had both seen the light, but now that we had arrived where it had been, all I could find was a sheer cliff face. 
 
   I backed away from the cliff, and found the light again. I inched toward it, not daring to look away for even a moment, not looking at my feet at all. 
 
   The light shone from a gap in the cliffside. I put my eye to the crack and gasped. 
 
   A room was inside, filled with light, and low benches, and tables, much like the inside of any of the rooms in Ash's village. A row of pegs on the wall held a bearskin coat. 
 
   A girl wearing a long pale dress with a wide red sash brushed her hair with her back to me. Her hair fell over her shoulder to her waist like a piece of night. Her golden skin flashed against the darkness. 
 
   I couldn't find a way to knock, and didn't like peering through the window. I stepped back from the crack a little bit, until I couldn't see through but could still see the light, still find my way back. 
 
   "Excuse me? Hello?" My voice shook, and I hoped she could hear me. "Miss? Something's chasing us. Can we come inside?" I paused, but no answer came. 
 
   "Hello? We were trying to get to Spider Old Woman, but I think we're off the path, and I don't know what's chasing us, but it's getting closer, and . . ." Horrified, I heard my voice waver. I refused to cry, not in front of a stranger. 
 
   "Never mind. I'm sorry to have bothered you." I wasn't even sure she could hear me. I wanted to bang on the stone walls, force a way in. Instead I turned around and walked away. If we were going to find another hiding place, we'd have to move fast, and we had wasted precious time. 
 
   "Wait." 
 
   I sagged with relief at her soft voice and stumbled inside the door she held open, with Jack on my heels. 
 
   As we entered I saw it wasn't a door, but only a section of the cliff, and now she sealed it tight behind her. 
 
   "I must not have closed it all the way or you would never have seen the light. If something is chasing you, let us not tell it where you are, eh?" She flashed a quick smile, and it lit up her entire face. I realized she was beautiful. Not just pretty, or made up like people you see in magazines. She looked a little older than me; her features were sharp and even. I hadn't ever seen anyone like her before, and stammered a bit trying to get my words straight. 
 
   "Thank you very much. It's been a long day." I looked around, expecting to see other people. 
 
   "Are you alone here?" 
 
   She glanced at the peg where the single bearskin coat hung. "No. My parents are out, but will be back soon." 
 
   I nodded, too tired to ask for further information. 
 
   She gestured to the fire. "Please come in, be comfortable." 
 
   We moved closer to the warmth. I took off Jack's saddlebags and harness while she watched, then slipped out of my own pack. She shook her head as I set out food for Jack. He didn't seem interested in chasing down his own dinner tonight and welcomed the jerky. 
 
   He gulped his dinner down as soon as I lowered it, then sat to lick his sore paws. 
 
   "We've gone a long way today," I explained. "He had a lot of stickers to fight." I reached over to stroke his head. Jack glanced up, then went back to work. 
 
   I petted Jack, suddenly awkward in front of this girl. How would I explain any of this? 
 
   She reached over to touch the edge of Jack's ear with the tip of her finger. 
 
   "He's a lovely dog." 
 
   "Yes, he is. Brave and wonderful too." 
 
   She tilted her head, as if listening to him. 
 
   "Has he had to be brave?" 
 
   Such a simple question. It was enough to make the whole story come spilling out of me, like water crashing down over rocks. 
 
   She sat silent through the entire telling. It took less time than I would have thought. 
 
   "So now I have to find Spider Old Woman, and find out how to defeat Shriveled Corn Man. But I'm far from where I'm supposed to be." 
 
   The girl shifted to stir the pot on the fire. 
 
   "Let me think on this." 
 
   We sat in the flickering light and I was grateful for the quiet and the company. 
 
   She stirred the pot again. "Have you eaten?" 
 
   I thought of the food in my pack. "No. I have some dried berries and cornmeal if you'd like." 
 
   "The berries would be welcome, but there is plenty of stew." 
 
   I got the berries out, and she poured them into a woven bowl with a running red pattern. 
 
   "I'll let them soak in water for a bit; they'll make a fine dessert." 
 
   She walked to a shelf set into the rock wall and came back with two delicate clay bowls. 
 
   "Here," she ladled one full and handed it to me, topped up with steaming meat and broth. "My name is Bear Girl." 
 
   "I'm Maggie." I mumbled around a too-hot sip of broth. "This is wonderful" I felt myself relax as the warmth spread through my body from the thick stew. 
 
   Jack sat up, nose quivering. Bear Girl laughed. "Yes, brave one. You may have some as well." She filled a third bowl, and we giggled as we watched him pick his way around the hotter pieces and gulp down the rest. 
 
   Another long silence as we watched Jack lick up the last of the stew from his bowl. 
 
   The quiet stretched on, and I was startled when she finally spoke. "I wonder what it was that chased you." 
 
   I shook my head. "We never saw it. At least I didn't. Jack sensed something before I did, but I felt it. It was like a strong hand against our backs, pushing us." 
 
   "Pushing you here, perhaps?" She turned to tend the fire, and I lost her next few words in the crackle of the flames. 
 
   She repeated them when she turned back around. "You said Coyote was to guide you after the second day. Do you suppose he could have been your pursuer?" 
 
   Outrage and shock leapt up in me. "Coyote? He was supposed to make sure we stayed on the path. And I was sure he said to go north. We had to run away, to the south." 
 
   Bear Girl shrugged. "It does seem like something that might amuse him. And there is a pass to the valley where Spider Old Woman lives not far from here. " 
 
   "But, then why would Jack act frightened of him? He knows Coyote, shouldn't have been scared of him." 
 
   Jack, stuffed on stew and sprawled on the cave floor on his side, gave no answers. 
 
   "Who can say with the Trickster? But it might have been him. It would have his taste to it." 
 
   "Coyote," I grumbled, then brightened. "At least we're here, and warm and safe, and in good company tonight. If it was him, maybe he meant well." 
 
   She laughed. 
 
   "I'm sure he meant to help. He often does. His version of help and anyone else's, however, may be far apart." 
 
   She took our bowls and rinsed them in a small stream that trickled through a corner of the cave. 
 
   I examined my surroundings. The cave receded off into the distance, gray and hazy; it was impossible to tell how far back into the cliff it went. 
 
   "Are you here by yourself often? It seems like it would be lonely, in such a big place." 
 
   "No. My parents are healers. Tonight there was an emergency they needed to tend to. Normally we are all here and the house seems very full indeed." 
 
   I nodded. The mother of a friend back in San Diego had been a doctor, and she always got called out at night. 
 
   "They will be home before dawn. But before they and the dawn arrive, we should find you a place to sleep." 
 
   I hadn't realized until I was lying down with the blankets over me, and Jack curled at my feet, that I had been nearly asleep where I sat. 
 
   "Thank you. You've been really nice." 
 
   "I think I will go with you in the morning to show you the pass to Spider Old Woman's house." 
 
   "Won't your parents object? If Shriveled Corn Man isn't angry with your family now, wouldn't it be best not to make him mad?" 
 
   She laughed again. "There is little he can do to us. My parents are strong." Her teeth flashed. "And so am I. I will ask them in the morning. Now, Maggie, go to sleep." 
 
   I watched her with drooping eyes as she straightened the last few things from our meal. 
 
   "Oh!" I sat up straight. "The berries. We forgot to have dessert." 
 
   "Lie down. We'll have them for breakfast. They'll be even better then." 
 
   I snuggled back down in the blankets, glad to have a friend with me, glad to finally feel safe, even if it was only for one night. I pulled the idea of a traveling companion around me like another bed covering. I loved Jack, but I was tired of the sound of my own voice. 
 
   I woke to the sound of the door in the cliff face opening. The moonlight outlined two great shaggy shapes as they shuffled in to the cave. Bear Girl ran to them, and the larger reached for her. I sat up in alarm, afraid my new friend would be torn to pieces before me. Before I could say anything, I saw the bear's arms go around her gently, and then the smaller one reached with one huge paw to pat her shoulder. 
 
   Bear Girl turned her smiling face to them, and with a shrug they stepped out of their skins, with no more effort than if I took off a heavy winter coat. A tall man and woman stood before me, and looking at their black hair and golden faces I could tell they were Bear Girl's parents. 
 
   The man glanced at where I lay, and turned back to Bear Girl, questions clear in his eyes. She led them away from me, and I heard them whispering. Why be worried about it now? I thought. So, they're people who turn into bears. Or bears that turn into people. She was kind to me, and petted Jack, and maybe that's all I needed. I drifted back to sleep to the soft sound of their voices. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   When I woke again, though I couldn't see the outside, it felt like morning. My dreams had been regular dreams, and while I had wanted to ask Spider Old Woman or Coyote what, or who, had been chasing me, I was better rested for having a normal night's sleep. 
 
   Bear Girl and her parents moved around the cave, but I couldn't tell if they had woken before me, or had been up all night talking. 
 
   I stood up, and straightened my bed, unsure of what to say to her parents. 
 
   Bear Girl's mother came over to me, and saved me the trouble of figuring out what to say first. 
 
   "Good morning, Maggie." Her face was bright and open, and it was clear to me Bear Girl would grow to look like her mother. "Our daughter tells me you have made a long journey. Come, have some breakfast." 
 
   I gestured at the half-folded blankets. 
 
   "Do not worry about those now." She had the same laugh as Bear Girl's, but darker, smoky. "There is plenty of time after we eat." She stooped to pet Jack. "And you my fine fellow, can go out for a run." 
 
   She opened the door to the cave, and Jack dashed out, and raced back in again. The wind through the door was brisk, and I could see the morning light had barely crossed the hills. "Very well; we will all go to eat, and see what we can find for your friend." 
 
   Breakfast lay on woven platters. Wafer-thin bread, with honey smeared on thickly and sprinkled with the plump berries, making bright red dots in the gold. 
 
   I tore off a piece, and tasted it gingerly. Sweet, sticky. Wonderful. 
 
   "I'll have to tell my mother about this when I get home," I said. 
 
   The moment I spoke, my heart fell to my stomach. I didn't know how I would get home. Worse, here I was, enjoying myself, while my parents must be sick with worry. I was a horrible daughter for not remembering them more often. 
 
   Bear Girl's parents looked at each other, and even through my guilt I smiled to see that the secret language of parents was the same even here. 
 
   Bear Girl noticed me smiling. "What is it?" 
 
   "Mine do that too." She looked confused. "That thing, where they're not saying anything aloud, but you know they're planning something, or talking about you, or deciding things, all done by a glance, or a raised eyebrow." 
 
   "Oh. That." She giggled. "Does it not drive you mad?" 
 
   By the time her parents noticed us, we both had the giggles. 
 
   Her father cleared his throat, and looked from one of us to the other. We took small bites of breakfast, but every time we caught each other's eye, we'd break out laughing all over again. 
 
   "So." His deep voice rumbled. "My daughter tells me you are on your way to Spider Old Woman." 
 
   He pierced me with his gaze. "Why should I let her go with you?" 
 
   I stopped eating. As much as I'd welcomed the diversion, I couldn't laugh now. 
 
   "Actually, sir, I'm not sure if you should. I'm not sure if she's told you, but I'm trying to find a way to defeat Shriveled Corn Man. I don't know if the trip will be safe, and it's bad enough that Jack and I have to go. I'll be fine if someone could just point out the way for me and give me directions." 
 
   "You are sure you will be fine? I understand you were not doing so well last night." 
 
   I swallowed; my mouth dry with remembered fear from last night's run. "No, sir. But it was a good thing in the end, and well, this is not anyone else's problem. I'm grateful for the place to stay, but I can't ask anyone to go with us." 
 
   I reached over to pet Jack, who had finished a bowl of leftover stew. "We'll be alright. Spider Old Woman's house isn't very far, is it?" My voice quavered a bit at the end of my sentence. I knew what I was saying was right, but I felt crushed. It had been nice to think we might have a guide, but I could see how selfish that would have been, to take someone else and mix them up in all of this. 
 
   I was feeling mature, an adult. I had made a decision that would be good for other people. 
 
   Bear Girl's father laughed. "Child, I would no more send you alone out there than a naked rabbit." 
 
   He placed his large hand over Bear Girl's own. "Yes, daughter, you may go with her to Spider Old Woman's home. You know the way, as we have traveled it often. But go no further, only to her home, and then come back again to ours. If you are not back by tomorrow evening, your mother and I will raise the land itself to find you." 
 
   I thought of my parents, searching for me when I was little, how they must be searching for me now, and choked back a sob. 
 
   "I'll make sure she comes back right away. As soon as we get there even." 
 
   He shook his massive head. "No; it is nearly a full day's walk, and I would not have her travel at night. Go there, sleep, and then return." 
 
   Her mother broke in. "I will put together a parcel of herbs and gifts for you to bring Spider Old Woman as a gift in exchange for her hospitality and wisdom. It is best to always give the Old Ones presents before asking anything of them."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We packed quickly, ready to leave in less than an hour. Bear Girl's mother had assembled a large basket filled with smaller ones. Bear Girl lifted it, and made a face at the weight. "Mother, what did you put in here? The entire larder?" Her light tone teased any sting out of the words. 
 
   Her mother reached out and cuffed her lightly. "Foolish girl. Just a few plants that grow here that are not as plentiful by her house. And a little of this morning's baking, so that she can take a morning off herself. And a small jar of honey, for something sweet. And . . ." She laughed. "Well, maybe it is a bit much, but I often think she must be lonely out there, and we don't visit her as often as we might." 
 
   Spider Old Woman, lonely? I thought of the proud woman in my dreams and shook my head. Maybe in the real world she was different, but I couldn't imagine her needing anyone for company. 
 
   Bear Girl reached for her coat, and I realized she would be traveling with me in her other form. I don't know why I hadn't thought about it, probably because I had only seen her as human. 
 
   She laughed at my expression. "Smile, Maggie. People say I am quite a pretty bear. And who would bother us on the trail, if one of our party can paw them into the ground?" She pulled the coat on over her shoulders, put her arms through the sleeves, and pulled the hood up. 
 
   Then, it looked like she reached down to her toes to pull up an invisible zipper. When she lifted her arms over her head again, the transformation was complete. Before me stood a small brown bear with gold streaks through her fur. 
 
   I spoke, surprised, "People are right. You are a very pretty bear." 
 
   At her "Thank you." I let out a breath. I had been looking forward to having company on the trail, and worried that in her bear shape we wouldn't be able to talk. A guide would have been welcomed no matter what, but a friend to chat with sounded wonderful. 
 
   We set out, Bear Girl carrying the basket on her back, me with my battered backpack, Jack with his harness and saddlebags. We took a few steps from the cave, then turned back. Bear Girl's parents stood at the door, arms around each other's waists, smiling and waving. We waved back, and Jack barked, then we turned and went on. 
 
   Trees clustered thickly around Bear Girl's home. Here, with the taller hills to protect them from the wind, the small pines I had seen before grew straight and tall. Slim tree trunks wrapped in white papery bark, and green leaves rustled in the slightest breeze reaching for the blue bowl of the sky. 
 
   Bear Girl saw me looking at them. "In the autumn, they turn bright gold, and looking at the hillside with the sun on it is so bright you could think it was on fire." 
 
   "Wow. I'd love to see that." 
 
   "Maybe after you defeat Shriveled Corn Man you can visit my family again. I am sure that my parents would welcome you back to our home." 
 
   I watched my feet for a few minutes, then burst out, "But I don't know how to defeat him. I don't have any magic, and I don't understand how his works." My voice dropped to a whisper, and I admitted what I'd been trying not to think about ever since we left Ash's village. 
 
   "I'm scared. Really scared. I don't want to be turned into a bird, or trapped here forever, or killed. I miss my family." I walked on for a while longer. "I want to go home." 
 
   We walked in silence broken only by Jack's snuffling, and running around us in circles. He regarded Bear Girl as a particularly large sheep to herd, and couldn't have been happier. 
 
   "I can't do anything about you not having magic." Bear Girl spoke slowly, as if thinking aloud. "But I can do something about you not knowing how magic works here, and not knowing how to defeat Shriveled Corn Man." 
 
   I stopped on the path. "What? How?" 
 
   She shrugged, an oddly elegant motion for a bear. "We have legends of people in combat with sorcerers and ghosts. Stories survive to teach us things. Maybe there will be something you can learn." 
 
   I couldn't imagine how an old story would help, but it couldn't hurt. Besides, the stories would pass the time until we reached Spider Old Woman's home. 
 
   "Once upon a time, a man died. No one killed him, there was no great wrongdoing; he died of illness. His family mourned him, and buried him, but they did not make the four days, and he came back as a ghost." 
 
   "Wait." I interrupted. "The four days. Ash told me about that—that's when if you don't tell the dead person to go away after the end of four days, he comes back as a ghost, right? The same thing?" 
 
   "Yes, the same thing." She didn't sound annoyed at being interrupted, and I was glad. I didn't want to annoy a bear, no matter how friendly. 
 
   "So, the dead man, the ghost, came back to his village. He did not mean any harm, he did not know he was dead and was confused. He went inside one house after another, and tickled people while they slept. He wanted to have fun, and meant no harm, but the people he touched died the next morning. 
 
   "No one knew what was going on. After several days of this, one man was appointed by the village to wait up all night and watch. At midnight, he saw the dead man come down from the mountain, and into a house, and tickle a young woman. The next morning, that young woman died, and the watcher told the village what he had seen. 
 
   "The elders told the watcher to come up with a way to distract the ghost from the village, and then find a way to make the ghost promise to leave them alone. He thought hard for the rest of the day, and by the time night fell, he had a plan. 
 
   "That night when he saw the ghost come down off the mountain, he took his fear and stuffed it deep inside his belly, and called out 'Friend! I am bored this night. Would you play the stick game with me? I have many fine things to bet upon.' 
 
   "And the ghost, who was also bored and who loved to gamble, agreed. Throughout the night the two men, one alive and one dead, played. They bet and lost and won piles of jewelry and furs. 
 
   "Finally, near the dawn, the live man had most of the winnings in a pile near him. The ghost was unhappy that he had lost so much of his treasures. 
 
   " 'One more throw,' he demanded, 'one more throw.' 
 
   " 'Why should I?' said the live man. 'I have all of this. What else do you have to bet against me?' 
 
   "The ghost man thought. 'I do not have anything left. You can ask me a favor though.' 
 
   "The live man smiled, for that was what he had been hoping for all along. 'If you win, you will have all of this,' and he gestured over the pile of jewelry and goods, 'but if I win, you stay in the underworld, and know that you are dead, and leave the living alone.' 
 
   "The ghost man was not happy, but the large pile of jewelry kept catching his eye. 'Agreed.' They threw the stick, one time, two times, three! And at the end of the game, as the sun was rising, the live man won it all, and the ghost had to return to his grave, never again to bother the living." 
 
   I clapped. "That was a great story." Then my shoulders slumped. "But I'm not sure how that helps me. I don't know how to play the stick game. I don't have anything to gamble with anyway." 
 
   Bear Girl shook her head. "I am sure there are some ideas from the story if you think on it." 
 
   "How close are we to Spider Old Woman's house?" 
 
   "About halfway there. Time for one more tale if you would like." 
 
   "Sure." I didn't want to tell her I thought it was pointless. I wasn't going to get any ideas from the stories, but at least they made the walking go faster, and kept me from worrying myself sick over Shriveled Corn Man. 
 
   "There is another story about a pair of brothers who annoyed Wind." She shrugged, "I do not know why, but it seems an easy thing to do. Everyone is annoyed at everyone else in the legends, and challenges are made that must be answered." She walked without speaking for a few moments, and I wondered if she was going to continue. 
 
   "The brothers challenged Wind to a display of powers, a test of skill, and he accepted their challenge, as he must. They wanted to prove their cleverness, and said he must find them, however, wherever, they hid. First they changed into a pair of ducks, and Wind had to find them among his flocks. But they changed their shapes so cunningly that Wind could not find them anywhere. 
 
   Then Wind changed his form to that of a deer. But Wind had spent so much time in the air he had forgotten how antlers should look, so the brothers spotted him easily. Three times the brothers hid, and Wind did not find them. Three times Wind hid, and the brothers found him every time, by being clever and looking closely. 
 
   "At the end of the game, Wind was incensed and wanted to dash them out of the cloud realm in which they had played. The brothers reminded him he had accepted the challenge, and they had won, and he was bound to accept defeat. They claimed all his herds and flocks as their prize, and although Wind gnashed his teeth and rolled his eyes, he could do nothing. And the brothers led all the animals down from the cloud realm into the real world, and that is where the animals come from." 
 
   She stopped, and I realized the story was over. 
 
   "Um. That was very nice." 
 
   Bear Girl snorted, sounding a lot like Jack when he's annoyed with me. 
 
   "I appreciate the stories; I just don't know how they're going to help me. I don't know any of these games, and I sure don't know how to change my shape." 
 
   Bear Girl broke in. "And you obviously don't know how to listen, either!" 
 
   We walked in silence for a while, and I wondered what to say to make her not mad at me. Nothing came to mind. She'd been trying to tell me something with the stories, and I wasn't getting it. It was like asking questions of Coyote. I wished someone would give me a straight answer. 
 
   After a few minutes, the trees thinned, and we came to a small stream. I looked up and down its path, but didn't see a bridge. "I guess we have to wade across, right?" Bear Girl didn't answer me, but shuffled down the bank a bit, so I followed. 
 
   The stream forced us to take a break, at least for a while, so I slid Jack's harness off of him and scratched his fur hard where it had been pressed down by the straps. 
 
   "Hello there!" 
 
   The voice startled us both. Across the stream, where no person had been a minute ago, stood Shriveled Corn Man. 
 
   Jack growled, and Bear Girl took a step back. I thought of the clay figure in my pack. I still didn't know how to beat him, and wasn't ready for him at all. 
 
   "Little girl, you have something I want. I have something you want." From behind his back he brought forth a cage woven of thin branches. Inside, a large bird hurled itself at the bars; its bloody wings littered the ground below it with feathers. 
 
   Ash. It couldn't be anyone else. My throat closed up, and I wanted to yell, but couldn't get the words out. 
 
   "Trade me, and it will be over. What do you care about these people and their problems? Don't you just want to go home?" 
 
   Home. I could go home, and this whole thing would be over. The offer made me think of my parents, and the words coaxed me to step towards that future without thinking. I took half a step forward before I realized what I was doing. 
 
   A sharp pain stopped me. 
 
   "Hey!" I reached to rub my ankle, and realized that Jack had nipped me. He stood in front of me now, growling. 
 
   "Its okay, Jack." I reached forward and stroked his head. "I'm not going there. You're right, as always." Unlike me, Jack had seen Shriveled Corn Man trying to soothe me with his voice, until I crossed the river to his side, where he'd have the figurine, Ash—everything. 
 
   I started to turn away. 
 
   "Wait!" Shriveled Corn Man's voice sang over the water. "If you won't trade, what about a game? If you win, you get this," and he shook the cage. "If I win, I get the statue." 
 
   I thought about Bear Girl's stories. Maybe there was a way to win; maybe I could do this after all. Maybe. 
 
   "I don't know any of your games. So I guess we can't play." 
 
   Bear Girl came towards me. "Maggie, I don't think you should even speak with him. We should wait until you meet with Spider Old Woman." 
 
   I shook her paw off my shoulder. "Isn't this what you were telling me? That I could challenge him, and win?" 
 
   "Yes, but, you need to have a plan first. This is his challenge, his game." 
 
   "It's a chance to get Ash back. How can I not take it?" 
 
   I turned back to Shriveled Corn Man who waited across the stream with a smirk on his face. "So, what game do you propose?" 
 
   "Simple, little girl." He brought forward a wooden hoop, about the size of a Frisbee. "Catch the hoop. If I throw, and you catch it, you've won a round. If you throw, and I miss it, you've won another round. We will play for three rounds, or until one of us calls the game a draw." 
 
   A game of catch against an old man who looked like he could barely totter along the stream bank. How could I lose? 
 
   "Fine. Go ahead and make your first throw." 
 
   Bear Girl sighed and shuffled back. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man flew the hoop over the water with a flick of his wrist. I watched it soar for a moment, then raced towards it and jumped, arms outstretched. My fingers brushed it, and I was knocked aside by the fuzzy bulk of Jack. 
 
   Oh, I should have known he couldn't resist a thrown hoop. Too much like the endless games of fetch back home. Then I saw Jack wasn't sitting proudly, displaying his prize, but lay on his side, whimpering in distress. 
 
   "Jack, Jack what is it?" He looked at me, and shuddered. I could feel his ribs heaving. 
 
   "What have you done?" I screamed across the water. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man was bent double, laughing. "It would have been better if it was you, but this will do, this will do." He gathered up Ash's cage, and walked away through the trees. "I withdraw from the game now. We will play another time, girl. It looks like you will be busy for a while." His hoots of laughter faded as he disappeared from sight. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I whirled back to where Jack lay, and fell to my knees, gasping. Jack was nowhere to be seen. On the ground lay a naked boy, a little younger than me, curled tightly into a ball, with fair skin and long dark hair cast over his face. I looked about wildly, searching for Jack. 
 
   Bear Girl reached the boy first, and put out a careful paw to his shoulder. "Are you alright?" 
 
   The strange boy said nothing, but moaned. 
 
   My ears twitched when I heard that sound. I knew the pitch and tone of that groan as well as that of my own voice. 
 
   "Jack. Oh Jack, what has he done to you?" I stumbled to where he lay, and wrapped myself around him, conscious of his new body, and just not caring. "It'll be okay, it'll be fine. I'll take care of you." 
 
   Bear Girl sat back on her heels. "There are stories about ensorcelled hoops created to change humans into animals. No doubt Shriveled Corn Man expected you to catch it, change into a beast, and then he'd have everything—you, the sculpture, Ash. He would have won, right here." 
 
   "But he didn't count on Jack, brave Jack." I reached to scratch behind his ears, to comfort him, and stared at the small, pink lumps that had replaced his shiny black ones. Human ears had never looked so alien. 
 
   "Maggie." A whisper. "I'm so cold." 
 
   "Of course you are." I thought for a moment. "Bear Girl, there's an extra shirt in my pack. Would you get it?" 
 
   She stood, and rather than head toward my pack, she swept her arms from her head towards her feet, and stepped out of her bear coat. 
 
   "Right, I didn't think. The zipper on the backpack would probably be tough to open with claws." 
 
   "No." She bent over us, and draped the coat over Jack. 
 
   "But, won't that, will he . . . What if he doesn't want to be a bear!" I blurted out. 
 
   Bear Girl snorted. "The coat itself will not make him turn into a bear; however, it will keep him warm." 
 
   Jack sat up, and pulled the robe tightly over his lap. "Thank you." He looked at me. "Maggie, I think I'm alright. We should keep going." He looked with dismay at his harness and saddlebags. 
 
   "Don't worry; I can carry them." I scooped up the harness and wrapped the whole mess around my pack. I pulled out the extra shirt and handed it to him. "Put this on under the coat." 
 
   Jack looked puzzled. "Why? The coat is plenty warm." 
 
   "Um. You're a boy now. If we keep the coat open, you need something on under it." 
 
   He thought for a moment. "Oh." 
 
   Bear Girl and I turned around to give him a moment of privacy. I needed to ask her about the rest of the trip, anyway. "How much longer?" 
 
   Bear Girl looked at the mountains and then the sun. "Less than an hour. The sorcerer was arrogant to come this close to her home." 
 
   I helped Bear Girl get the straps of the basket re-adjusted for her new size, then we both turned back to Jack, who crouched on the ground, huddled into the robe. 
 
   "Maggie. I can't figure out how to stand up." 
 
   Bear Girl put her face in her hands. "Walking. Your balance is different from two legs to four. Took me most of my childhood to be able to go from one shape to the other easily." 
 
   We stood on either side of Jack and pulled him to his feet. He teetered for a moment, then the three of us staggered down the trail. 
 
   "Maggie? Make that closer to two hours." 
 
   I grunted, and focused on keeping Jack upright. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   The sun was almost down before we spied Spider Old Woman's house. Made of layers of thin stone stacked on each other, the circular building had a thatch roof, and a thin trail of smoke spiraled out the chimney. What I guessed to be herb gardens lay to either side of the door, and I recognized the tall woman who stood in the entrance. 
 
   She saw us carrying Jack, and hurried up the path. 
 
   "You took your time getting here, girl. What foolishness have you gotten yourselves into now?" 
 
   My heart sank. I had hoped when we found her, the real world Spider Old Woman would be gentler than her dream self, but her words crushed that. 
 
   She took Jack away from us, and bent over him, guiding him down the path to her home, while Bear Girl and I followed, exchanging nervous glances. 
 
   When we entered the cottage, Spider Old Woman had already seated Jack on a bench, with his back resting against the wall, and had turned to stoke up the fire. In the flickering light I could see her long black hair, with one silver streak, as it flowed down her back. She wore the same long black dress with a wide white sash I had seen her in before, and low-cut slippers. 
 
   "Don't just stand there, girls; sit down, clear out of the way." 
 
   We tucked ourselves into a corner while she attended to Jack. He looked more comfortable, but my heart ached to see him in a human shape. 
 
   "Excuse me. Ma'am?" 
 
   She stared at me, then turned back to the herbs she was crushing. 
 
   "Can you change him back? Please?" 
 
   She snorted. "If I changed him back, it wouldn't be for your asking, now would it?" 
 
   I took three deep breaths to try to calm down. I failed miserably. "Ma'am. I'm not sure why you're angry with me, but Jack hasn't done anything wrong. And he's good and brave and he's my best friend in the whole world. So if you're going to be mad at me, fine. But don't take it out on him." I stopped, appalled at my outburst. "Please?" 
 
   She looked at me with one eyebrow arched. I was sure she was going to kick us out of the house, that the entire mission to see her was ruined. That we had come all this way for nothing. Then she laughed. 
 
   "At least you have spirit, girl. That will do for a start. Now get settled, and let's get something to eat, and we'll see what we can do." 
 
   We gathered around the fire, and laid down our packs, and got comfortable. She checked Jack over, and ended by giving him a pat on the head, just as if he still wore the body of a dog. 
 
   "You'll be fine, young man. But I wouldn't try to walk too far yet." 
 
   Jack laughed. "No, we discovered already my balance is awful." He held out his hand, and opened and closed his fist. "You know, I always wanted thumbs." He looked over at me, and the mischief in his eyes was the same as it had ever been. "Maggie, you know what this means?" 
 
   "No . . ." I said slowly. 
 
   "I can use the can opener myself! And work doorknobs! I've got it made!" 
 
   I fell off the bench laughing. I just couldn't stop. In the middle of planning for battle, it was the funniest thing in the world. 
 
   I hauled myself upright. "Jack, you'll also have to go to school now. Mom and Dad aren't going to let you stay home all day and nap if you're a boy." I wondered how we would break the news to them they now had a half-grown son, and shook the thought out of my head. 
 
   "Actually," Spider Old Woman handed a bowl of soup to Jack, then delivered a sharp rap to his wrist when he lowered his face to it. "Hands, Jack—you have them, use them." 
 
   He looked sheepish. 
 
   "As I was saying, you may not have to worry about that. There's a chance the spell is tied to Shriveled Corn Man, and once he's defeated, Jack will be able to change back to his dog form." 
 
   I glanced at him as he practiced picking up pieces of meat from the bowl. "Jack? Are you okay with that?" 
 
   "Hmmm? Oh, yeah. I'll be fine either way. This is fun. But I'm not so sure about the whole school thing. Later, Maggie. Eating now." He returned his attention to the food and I hid a smile behind my hand. Still my Jack, no matter what the shape. 
 
   Bear Girl brought out her basket. "My mother sent these to you with her greetings." She laid it next to Spider Old Woman, who proceeded to open each little package, and made hmms of pleasure at each one. 
 
   When she had finished, she looked up. "Your mother is a clever one. She knows my help must be traded for. I can't give you something with nothing in exchange." 
 
   I sat up straighter. "I have nothing worth giving you. I'm sorry, I didn't know." 
 
   "Are you so very sure?" Her eyes fixed on mine, and I raised my hand to my throat. 
 
   "This?" I fingered the beads of the necklace Ash had given me. 
 
   She said nothing. 
 
   "But—he gave it to me, it was supposed to protect me." 
 
   Her lips twisted, but she still remained silent. 
 
   I bit my tongue and swallowed. I needed her help, to fight Shriveled Corn Man, and to save Jack. I didn’t have a choice. I slid it over my head. "This is all I can give." 
 
   She took the necklace from my hand and slid it into a pouch at her side. "You will have my help, not only for your friend, but against your enemy." 
 
   She stood up and walked to a shelf set in the far wall. We heard her moving objects around as she muttered to herself. 
 
   When she returned, she held a carved wooden box in the palm of her hand. Dark, the wood shone as if recently oiled. 
 
   I thought she would hand it to me, but instead she sat with it by the fire, gazing at the flames. 
 
   I watched with her, and felt myself almost hypnotized by the flickering lights. 
 
   "Goodnight, children." Her voice startled me, and I realized I had dozed off. Looking around, I saw we all had. Jack had curled up in a nest made of Bear Girl's coat, and she was stretched out on the bench above him. 
 
   I rubbed my eyes. "But, I thought we could plan for tomorrow." 
 
   "Tonight you are going to sleep. Tomorrow will come soon enough, and all the planning in the world will change nothing." 
 
   I rolled back on my side by the fire. Not exactly encouragement, but I slipped back to sleep with her words in my head. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   Coyote left my dreams alone that night again, and I woke feeling clear and refreshed, but a little stiff. The fire had long grown cold, and left the morning air nippy. I pulled the long-sleeved shirt out from my backpack, and slipped it on to ward off the chill. 
 
   Jack and Bear Girl still slept, and I tiptoed outside to stretch my cramped limbs without waking them. 
 
   Spider Old Woman sat in the sun as if waiting for me, with a basket woven from twigs filled with balls of yarn next to her. "Come here." She patted the ground. 
 
   I sat. The sun felt good on my skin. 
 
   She pointed to a spot behind her home. "Do you see that mountain range?" 
 
   I squinted, and saw a hazy line in the distance. A flock of black birds flew by, and I thought of the villagers, trapped by the sorcerer, then pulled my attention back to the task at hand. "Yes, I think so." 
 
   "Best to know so. That's where you're going. Head for that, and you'll come to the base of a cliff. Turn to your right, and you'll find him. You'll be able to make the walk in half a day, especially with a light pack." 
 
   "What?" 
 
   "Leave what's in your bag, all but the statue and some water. You won't need anything else where you're going, and the weight will only slow you down. You travel like a turtle, girl, with all your things on your back." 
 
   I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. Did she just make a joke? 
 
   "I don't know." I hated to argue with her, but I didn't feel comfortable emptying my pack out. If I didn't have something, I'm sure I'd need it. 
 
   "As you wish," she sniffed. "You'll also need this." She handed me the box. "Open it." 
 
   Inside was a gray wisp of cloth, light as down, soft as fluff. 
 
   "What is it?" I ran my fingers over the cloth. The fabric was smoother than any of Mom's silk scarves, and felt utterly alien. The fabric wound itself around my fingers, making me think of a kitten. 
 
   "That, my girl, is what you came here for. Put it in your pocket, child. Time you left." 
 
   "This, this is what I came for?" I couldn't believe it. All of this, for a scarf? 
 
   "You need to trap Shriveled Corn Man, don't you? Throw the cloth over him. It is my finest, my strongest of weavings. Try as he might, struggle as he will, he will not be able to break free." 
 
   I looked at the scrap of fabric in my hands. How on earth would I be able to trap him with this? 
 
   "Can't you tell me how to trap him? I don't suppose he'll stay still while I wrap it around him." 
 
   She stood and brushed the dust off her skirt. "No; you'll manage fine on your own. You have all the tools you need to defeat him now." 
 
   I stuffed the cloth into the pocket of my shirt and scrambled to my feet, protesting. "No, no, I don't. I don't know what I'm supposed to do, how I'm supposed to beat him, anything." 
 
   Hot tears burned my eyes, and I barely choked them back. At the end, was I being abandoned? After all I'd come through, would I be left alone, with no answers? 
 
   Spider Old Woman stopped as she was about to step back into the house, and came back to me. She laid her hand against my cheek, and for a moment I could imagine her as someone who cared, someone who was worried about me. 
 
   "Maggie. I know this is hard. Your weapons are your heart, your head, and your tongue." She laughed dryly. "I've been watching you, child, even if you haven't known it. If nothing else, you can talk him to death." 
 
   "I have one more gift for you." She held out her closed hand. I reached out, and jumped to hear the click of beads as Ash’s necklace slide into my palm. 
 
   "But, the payment?" I shook my head, confused. 
 
   "You paid what I asked, as is required. It is within my rights to give you what gifts I choose." Her lips turned up, in what might have been a smile. 
 
   I smiled a little with her, and tried my best to shake off my dark mood as I saw Jack stumbling to the door. 
 
   "Maggie, look, I'm walking by myself. I'll be ready to go with you in just a few minutes, I'm sure. Isn't that great?" 
 
   I shot a look at Spider Old Woman, and saw the minuscule shake of her head. 
 
   "Jack, it's wonderful that you're getting the hang of walking on two feet. I'm so proud of you for learning so fast; I'm sure I wouldn't manage it so quickly. But," I looked into his eyes, the same eyes I'd never been able to deny, "Jack, you can't go with me. I need you to stay here. It's important. You have to be my anchor to come back. It's a part of the magic. Isn't it?" I looked at Spider Old Woman, and willed the prickly old lady to go along with my fib. 
 
   She rolled her eyes at me, but gave in. "Oh yes, Jack. You have to stay here, so that she can find her way back again. It will be the hardest job of all, and without you waiting for her, she might not make it home." 
 
   "But, Maggie, I have to go with you. I always go with you." 
 
   The tears I had fought back earlier threatened to overwhelm me again. "Jack, I know. But you have to let me do this. You let me go to school by myself, right? Well, except for that one time you chased the bus all the way there and Mom had to come get you. But I always come home, right?" I reached out and stroked his hair. "This will be just like that. I'll be gone for the day, and then you'll be here, waiting for me." 
 
   He sulked a bit, and acted entirely like he does the first morning of school every year, when I have to explain yet again that dogs didn't have to get on the bus, and he should be thankful. I thought nothing could be worse than having to fight Shriveled Corn Man. I hadn't realized leaving Jack behind would hurt so much. 
 
   Bear Girl came out, and I was glad to have the tension between us broken. "I know I have to leave to go home, but I can walk with you part of the way, right?" 
 
   I shook my head. "I have to go over there." And pointed to the range. "It's the other way entirely, and you should go straight home. I'm sure your parents are worried, no matter what your dad said." 
 
   Her face fell, and the tears I fought spilled over. I'll admit it, we cried on each other for a minute or two. I hadn't had a girlfriend to hang out with for a long time, and I didn't know if I'd ever see her again. 
 
   I stopped myself. That sort of thinking would defeat me before I even found Shriveled Corn Man. This was going to be difficult enough without my own thoughts against me. 
 
   "I promise we'll come and see you and your parents on our way back. Couldn't keep us away from that honey bread." 
 
   "If you come back," she whispered. 
 
   I glanced over at Jack, but he hadn't heard her. 
 
   I turned to Spider Old Woman, "Promise me. Promise me you'll look out for him, no matter what." 
 
   "What sort of person do you think I am?" she snapped. 
 
   I answered her honestly, too worried for politeness. "I don't know, but I'm scared of you, and scared for him." 
 
   She put her arm around Jack, tottering by the door. 
 
   "Don't worry, child. No matter what, I'll care for him. But we still expect you to return." 
 
   I got my pack and walked away from the house without another word. I didn't look back. I couldn't. 
 
   Throughout this whole trip, I'd had someone with me: Jack, Ash, Bear Girl. Now I was utterly alone. And I was worried. Worried I wouldn't be able to save everyone. Worried I'd fail. Why on earth had I been chosen to do this? 
 
   This was it, the final battle. From the movies I'd seen this should have been a glorious moment, with trumpets and armies and singing. But I was alone, and my feet hurt from all the walking, and I wanted to go home. If I didn't win, would there be any way to get home, ever? Would I even be around to know I was stuck? 
 
   Lost in my thoughts, I reached the base of the cliff before I realized it. The sheer rock reached into the sky, the top lost in the clouds above. 
 
   I looked around for any indication of Shriveled Corn Man. Nothing, no marks of man at all, only endless sagebrush and chamisa. A rabbit started out from cover, and I thought I saw a coyote loping in the distance. 
 
   Spider Old Woman said right, so to the right I went. I followed the base of the cliff, and brooded on what I would do, what I would say. There had to be a way to win. I had to believe that, believe Coyote and Spider Old Woman wouldn't send me on this mission if it was utterly hopeless. My heart, my head, my tongue. I glimpsed the coyote again. Clever. I'd have to be clever. It was all I had. 
 
   In the distance I saw a stand of twisted pine trees. Shriveled Corn Man waited for me in their shade. 
 
   I stopped, and let him to come out to me. He delayed, then scowled and came into the full sun. One point to me. 
 
   "Well, girl child. Are you here to play another game?" He snickered, and I felt sick, thinking of Jack, twisted with pain. A point to him. 
 
   I forced myself to go cold. Worry wouldn't help now. I slid my pack to the ground in front of me and held up the clay sculpture. 
 
   "Enough chatter, old man." I waved the figurine. "You want this, don't you?" 
 
   His gaze was sharp and hungry. 
 
   I put the oxuwah back in the bag. 
 
   "You want this, but you can't take it outright, can you?" I took a deep breath, and hoped I'd understood Bear Girl's stories correctly this time. The last time I had tried, it had been a disaster, but I shook the thought of that failure away. The challenge had to be mine, the rules ones I could control. I had to set the game up, and make sure I could win. 
 
   "Fine. Explain to me why you should have it." 
 
   "What do you mean?" His voice was as sharp as his eyes, cutting. 
 
   "I've made it here, haven't I? You've tried to stop me, tried to scare me, and you've failed. You can't hurt me, you can't take this from me against my will. Show me you're worthy, and I'll give it to you." 
 
   He looked at me with slitted eyes. "You'd give it to me? Just like that?" 
 
   "If." 
 
   "If what?" 
 
   "Prove to me you're worthy of the gift. Despite everything you've done, for everything you're tried, you've failed to take this. You've tried everything you can think of, and never once simply told me why you should have it, why it is your right. Impress me, make me believe your case is just, your cause righteous, to convince me you should have it." 
 
   He started to protest, and I cut him of with a dismissive flick of the hand I'd seen a queen use in a movie. "No, there is no guarantee I will play fair. But you don't play fair anyway. Stop the tricks and threats, and try to convince me of your right, of your power. If you do, you and the oxuwah will be united, as you've wanted." 
 
   I tried to center myself and hoped beyond belief he couldn't see me shaking. "That's my challenge to you. You should start talking now." 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Twelve 
 
    
 
   My heart echoed so loud in my ears Shriveled Corn Man must have been able to hear the beats. I could imagine a fairytale princess saying those words to the evil magician in a story, but not me. But they were good words, and the best bluff I could come up with. 
 
   He changed, straight to the form of a giant bear. When he roared I could feel it in my shoes. 
 
   I made myself stay calm. "You think that's going to impress me? Did you forget? I traveled here with a shape-shifted bear. Talk to me. Your tantrums won't work any more." 
 
   He became human once more, and raised his arms. He called down the lightning. I could feel the hairs on my arms lift. It struck all around me, and I knew if I moved, it would hit me. I grit my teeth, and spoke softly. I bet he couldn't hear me over the crash of lightning, and the blinding flashes tapered off. 
 
   "What did you say, girl child? Ready to give up?" 
 
   "You've wasted time with theatrics, old man. Try talking for a change." 
 
   I sat on the ground and leaned back on my arms, trying desperately to act casual. 
 
   "Why don't you take a breather and try to explain to me what's going on here. I've heard the story from other people, but never your side of it." 
 
   I regretted my words as soon as I said them. I shouldn't give him any advice on how to win this game. Then I took deep breaths and tried to act like Mom, calm and collected, in search of the facts. 
 
   He didn't sit. He paced back and forth before me, his movements harsh and rough, the limp more pronounced than before. 
 
   "They told you, did they? They told you? Did they tell you how they killed my mother with shame and neglect? Her own people, and their actions cut her sharper than any knife." 
 
   "That must have been hard on you, growing up in a village where no one wanted you, just ignored you." 
 
   I thought of my dad, always curious and sympathetic, tried to bring his warmth into my voice. I imagined my parents standing behind me, supporting me, protecting me. 
 
   "Hard? You cannot imagine how hard. The winter chief had wanted her as a bride for his own son, and when she disappeared, when she came back heavy with me, clear that she chose an unknown man over the winter chief's son, the entire village shunned her. Little more than a girl, she had no one to speak for her, to shelter her from their hatred." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man stood motionless, gazing into the distance, his voice low and even. 
 
   "She never told them the name of my father, not for all the abuse they heaped upon her. She pleaded for them to be fair, but her own family cut her off. I only remember later times, when I grew a little older, but she must have nearly died that first winter. A new mother on her own, no grain stored, no skill to trap or hunt, no one to teach her or trade meat with . . . I still do not know how she managed to survive." 
 
   I whispered, wondering, "Do you think she resented you? Resented having a baby to care for, having her life so completely changed?" 
 
   He spun towards me, all softness gone. "No! She sang to me, told me stories of my father's homeland, the brightly colored birds we would see one day when we traveled to be with him." His hand stole up to touch one of the parrot feathers in his hair, now faded and gray. "She loved me, and I loved her, and that encompassed our entire world. My earliest memories are helping her strip the meat off a scrawny rabbit, her sole catch of the day." 
 
   He smiled bitterly. "She never became skilled with the snare, so no scrap of precious meat could be wasted. For years she told me her delicate stomach could not handle meat, that she preferred just the broth. She starved herself for me. She sang beautifully, sweet and quiet, and her eyes lit on something far away. I think after a time she no longer truly saw our house, but lived in her mind in the south with my father." 
 
   I shivered, even in the sun; its warmth seemed drained by the bleakness of his story. "You must have felt you lost the only person who cared about you." 
 
   "Oh, I tried to fit in, to belong, but the children of the village were as cruel as their elders. Worse, in their careless disregard. Too much difference lay between us, and they could not be bothered to make the effort to try to understand, to try to sympathize. We were not—I was not—worth the effort." 
 
   "I know what you mean, it's horrible to want acceptance, to need that acceptance, and knowing in your heart you'll never get it." 
 
   I drew lines in the dirt, marveling that I could still feel the hurt of the day at the skate park. Did Shriveled Corn Man feel the taunts and insults of his youth even now? 
 
   He stared at me. "If you know how it feels, then you should understand, understand it all." 
 
   "Understand what?" 
 
   "Why I started with the children, of course." 
 
   I fought to hold in my shudder. "The children you took—they weren't the same children, were they?" 
 
   He looked blank, uncomprehending. 
 
   I tried again. "The children who tormented you when you were a child would be adults now, like you, right?" 
 
   "No matter, the children are always the worst. They had to be punished for what they did." His voice sounded calm, steady, sane. No telltale glint of madness flashed in his eyes. 
 
   Yet he had started his vengeance on innocent children who hadn't even been born when all of this happened. I swallowed; my mouth too dry to speak at first. 
 
   "Tell me about when you went to find your father. Did you find him waiting for you?" 
 
   He laughed, bent double with the force of it. When he finished laughing, he sat on the ground across from me, like an old friend come over for coffee. 
 
   "So you went to find your father?" I repeated. 
 
   A grunt. No good. I needed to keep him talking, keep him off balance, so no more yes-or-no questions. 
 
   "How did you find him?" I waved at the feathers in his greasy hair. "It must have been pretty far south, for there to have been parrots around." 
 
   He waved his hand at a point in the distance. "I just kept walking. My mind sick with grief; all I could think to do was find my father. South, and further south. I trapped small animals where I stopped for the night and if I found nothing, foraged for roots. Sometimes I found nothing." His mouth twisted in a bitter parody of a smile. "The years of suffering with my mother prepared me well for the journey. And everywhere I met people, I asked." 
 
   "Asked what?" 
 
   "Asked if they knew my father." 
 
   "You knew his name? I thought she wouldn't tell." 
 
   "Of course I knew. My mother never told the fools of the council, they had no need. But she told me of my birthright and sang songs of his beauty, his power, his love for her. Blue Jaguar Man was his name, but for months of traveling, I found none who had heard of him." 
 
   "When you found him, was he happy to see you?" 
 
   "By the time I found him, my path did not lay as clearly before me. Unsure of revealing myself to this strange man, I wanted to learn more about him first, so I gave as my name that of one of my tormenters from the village. Not long after I arrived, Blue Jaguar Man's apprentice died in a hunting accident, and I took his place." 
 
   A chill swept down my back, and I pulled my knees to my chest. "How . . . fortunate for you." 
 
   "Yes," he flashed a smile cold and hungry as a shark, "I found it so." 
 
   "By that time I suspected Blue Jaguar Man to be rather less than my mother had believed. Oh," the old man raised a hand to forestall interruption, "there was no doubt as to his power as a sorcerer. But a vain man, shallow. And . . ." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man was silent for long minutes, and I was afraid he would stop the story there. At length he spit it out, like a piece of rotted fruit. "I discovered him to be married, with children both older and younger than myself. Clearly, he had not been free to make those promises to my mother, but he did, for his own amusement, for his own pleasure." 
 
   "Are you sure?" I whispered. "Is it possible he fell in love with her, even if he was married? It could have happened that way." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man's face softened. "It is good of you to try to put his actions in such a light, but no." He shook his head. "I asked him once if he had ever been to the far north on one of his expeditions to collect medicinal plants. He laughed, remembering, and told me he found the plants rare and valuable, the women easy and worthless, and he'd have to make the trip again some day." 
 
   "That's a terrible thing to say!" 
 
   "See!" The old man sprung to his feet, triumph sounding in his voice. "You understand me. You will understand I had no choice." 
 
   For the first time he smiled at me, and I could see no malice in it. Just a lost old man who had a horrible time growing up and needed a friend. 
 
   And yet . . . 
 
   "You had no choice about what?" 
 
   "I had learned all I could from that old fool. He was no longer necessary. Only one thing left for me to do; a lesson for him to learn, however briefly. Nothing more to it than a sleep spell, and then a little more to be done. When the old man, my father," he spit, "woke, bound and gagged, I made sure the first sight his eyes fell upon was the heads of his wife and children, neatly arranged on the floor beside him. I tell you, I had a hard time with that." 
 
   "Anyone would," I sputtered, relieved to find some core of decency left in him. Then he continued. 
 
   "Oldest to youngest, youngest to oldest, wife to one side or in the middle? Thinking back, I cannot remember what I decided at the time." 
 
   Oh. He sounded like my mother fussing over seating arrangements at a dinner party. Oh. 
 
   "I whispered in his ear my true name, my mother's name. I waited for him to look at me, and comprehend he had brought this upon himself. Then I crushed his head with a stone, and left him there." 
 
   My mouth was too dry to speak, but it didn't matter. Caught up in his story, Shriveled Corn Man didn't even see me. 
 
   "And then I journeyed back to my mother's village. The time had long since passed when my new knowledge would do my mother any good. I could no longer tell her he would never come, no need to wait for him; we could leave, be free. Nevertheless, surely I could find something to occupy my time with in the village." 
 
   He faced me. "You must admit, you who have understood so much about me, the brilliance of my strategy. A curse of general malaise, at first only enough to bother the weak, the young, the old. The cornhusk dolls kept anyone from suspecting anything was wrong for a long, long time. The villagers never guessed that, under the guise of treating their sick ones, I had changed each person into a bird, and compelled it to fly far into the mountains, and left the doll to fool their families." He giggled, like a child playing a joke. "A village of birds, and no one suspected until the end." 
 
   My dream of streets filled with birds, from weeks ago. Had Coyote tried to explain this to me, even then? 
 
   I steeled myself. This would be the endgame. If I made a wrong move now, I would never recover. I made my voice harsh, cold. "So, now you have what, exactly? No one left to claim vengeance upon, because they're all birds? Or did you plan to rule over an empty village, with no one there to see how clever you are?" I shook, but kept going. "Oh, I know. You thought you'd play with your new bird toys, one at a time. Then they'd all be dead and you'll have nothing." 
 
   "You still don't understand!" 
 
   The sun beat on us, and I dug for some water in my pack. I sipped it, waiting for time, forcing myself to relax. "Do you want some?" I held it to him, hoping he would decline. 
 
   He eyed the bottle, then waved it away. "With the oxuwah in my power, I could restore the people to their human shapes, to live their lives in the village, working their own fields." He reached his hands to either side. 
 
   "And you would, what, torment them, play games with their lives forever?" 
 
   "They would have no choice if I held the oxuwah. When I looked for it in the council chambers, it did not rest in its usual place." 
 
   Ash. I smothered a little smile of pride in him. 
 
   "I realized the little fox boy had guessed my designs and hidden the statue from me. By claiming it for himself, I could no longer just take the oxuwah, I had to win it from him." He loomed over me. "He might have held me off at the pit, you know, if you had not interfered." 
 
   The lump of guilt I had carried for days about my misunderstanding of Ash's actions knotted my stomach tighter and I panicked. What was I doing? How on earth did I think I could defeat this sorcerer? 
 
   Out of habit I reached to touch the necklace Ash had given me. The cool, smooth beads reassured me and I ran my fingers over them, calming myself. 
 
   Ash trusted me. What I had done, I did out of concern for him. I carried no guilt for that. Guilt rested entirely on the crazy old man chattering pleasantly of murder, and trying to break my will and self-confidence. And I wouldn't let it work. Not this time. 
 
   A wave of relief washed over me. I could fix this. Time to stop beating myself up and get on with the battle. 
 
   I laughed in Shriveled Corn Man's face, and grinned to see him step back in surprise. "Then you made another mistake, didn't you? Ash didn't have the oxuwah then, I did. You didn't even think of me until later. If you had tried then and there to take it from me, I might have given it up. Who knows?" 
 
   His lip curled up in a snarl. I knew I had scored a point, and continued on. 
 
   "A fairly major oversight on your part. Potentially critical, could have really messed up all those years of planning. But, what's done is done, right?" 
 
   His face reddened, the veins bulged in his forehead, and I wondered, through my terror, if he could have a heart attack in the middle of this. Would that mean I won? I continued pushing him, unsure what else to do. 
 
   "Old man, I don't think you have anything but bluster. Do you have fine control? Can you work the subtle magics?  Can you change into something small?" 
 
   "Why would I fritter at my time and power with such minor enchantments? And why should I do anything further for you?" 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Thirteen 
 
    
 
   "What?" I froze. He had called my bluff. From the beginning, I had been afraid he would demand to see my magic, to know the strength of my pinang. I had hoped I could keep him off balance long enough to find an opening, a way to destroy him before he noticed. But now it was too late. 
 
   "I have shown you already what I can do, the breadth and depth of my powers. I have told you my story. But you have shown me nothing of your skills, of your abilities. It is your turn, girl child." 
 
   I thought frantically. What could I do? I mentally rummaged through the contents of my backpack. Pens, my journal, the compass, things from class . . . 
 
   "Fire. You summoned lightning from the sky. I can call down the fire." 
 
   He merely raised an eyebrow, and nodded for me to continue. 
 
   I dumped my backpack upside down, scattering everything and pulled the magnifying glass out from the pile and tore paper from my journal. I crumpled up the thin sheets, looked at the sun, and held the glass between them. 
 
   My stomach clenched for long minutes, as I watched for any signs of success, terrified I would fail, desperate not to lose in this gamble. Shriveled Corn Man had paced away from me, bored and impatient, when the first darkened area appeared on the paper. The smoldering black ring burst into flame, and I lowered the magnifying glass, triumphant. 
 
   The old sorcerer looked unconvinced. "Your power appears reluctant, but I grant you a victory here. The fire did come. Your enemies must be very slow though!" He laughed, and I shuddered. Everything had to be a weapon for him. 
 
   "Show me something else, something faster this time!" His high-pitched laugh rang out, and I shuddered at the sound as my mind raced. 
 
   I glanced down to where the contents of my pack lay spilled on the desert floor. I grabbed a plastic prism, left over from last year's science class, stuffed in a side pocket at the end of the semester and forgotten. 
 
   "A rainbow. I can make a rainbow appear at my command." 
 
   "What?" Shriveled Corn Man tilted his head, unclear of what I meant. 
 
   "The bridge of colors that shines in the sky after the rain." I looked about. A few clouds hung high in the sky, but no chance of rain for the afternoon. "I can make one appear right now, on the ground, without waiting for the rain to come." 
 
   He snorted. 
 
   I rotated the prism slowly, searching for the best angle to make the sunlight split into bands. The flash of color on the ground startled us both, then faded away. 
 
   "Your magic is weaker than I thought, child. If you cannot hold the spell, I will not judge this a success, and our contest will be over." 
 
   I looked up, and saw the cloud covering the sun had almost passed. 
 
   "Just a minute, I'll get it back." 
 
   And I did. The rainbow the prism cast on the ground held solid and bright for long minutes until I lowered my arm, trembling. 
 
   "Enough. Now, I've shown you my powers. You have left my last challenge unanswered." 
 
   "That would be a third act of power from me." Shriveled Corn Man countered. "If you want to see that, you must perform one more trick, and make it a good one. So far your pinang seems weak to me." 
 
   My mind lay empty, entirely out of ideas. I looked at the last few items scattered on the ground, hoping for inspiration. The small packet of salt I had taken from the village tickled a faint memory; a stunt Aunt Judy's husband Doug always did at family potlucks. I didn't know if I could pull the trick off, but I couldn't think of anything more impressive. If it worked. 
 
   "I need a moment to prepare, and I need a fly." I looked up at him and tried to raise an eyebrow. "Could you be troubled to fetch one for me?" 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man shook his head. "Tell me why I should bother?" 
 
   I willed my voice not to shake. "I can bring the dead back to life. Would that be good enough to get you to do one more trick for me?" 
 
   He nodded. "Fair enough. You'll have your fly, and one more chance." 
 
   I opened the packet of salt, and piled the grains into a small mound. When I finished I looked up, and Shriveled Corn Man stood before me with one hand outstretched. 
 
   "Your fly. Are you prepared?" 
 
   My mouth suddenly dry, I could only nod. I swallowed until I could speak again. "Put the fly in here." I held out my half empty water bottle. 
 
   He dropped it in, and I cringed as I closed the cap. If I understood how to do this, if I could make the trick work, everything would be fine. If not, I would feel terrible, even for a fly. 
 
   I turned the bottle end over end, making sure the water kept the fly covered. Before long it stopped flapping, stopped moving at all. I counted to ten to be sure the fly had drowned, and then drained the bottle into my hand. The fly lay in my palm without a single sign of life. 
 
   "Old man, would you agree this fly is dead?" 
 
   He poked it, but no response. He touched the wings, but they remained still. Surely if the fly lived it would have flitted far away. 
 
   He waited to see if there would be any reaction. At length he nodded. "It is dead. I agree." 
 
   "So now we bury it." I made a small hole in the mound of salt with my finger, then gently placed the fly in the hole and covered it with the salt. 
 
   "You may not like it, but we have to wait a while. This is serious magic, and will not be rushed." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man looked at the mound of salt with its grisly occupant, then back at me. "I will wait, but only for a short time." 
 
   We didn't speak, just looked out across the land. I tried to remember how long my uncle had waited for this stage of the trick to work, but I had never paid close attention. Now I wished I had. 
 
   I cast sideways glances towards the salt pile, and finally saw the damp mound had crusted over. 
 
   "Now, now it is ready." 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man turned to look, and I held my breath as I delicately broke open the mound. 
 
   One chip. Another tiny hole. Then the fly sprung forth and buzzed between us before darting off into the brush. I let out my breath, relieved beyond belief that the salt had done its work, had drawn the water out of the fly's body just like Uncle Doug said it would. 
 
   Shriveled Corn Man sat still, his mouth open. I knew I had to press my point home, or lose the advantage. 
 
   "Now. Are we agreed? I've performed three times, done three wonders for you. By your own saying, you agree to another show of power, do you not?" 
 
   He nodded. 
 
   "I won't ask for anything much. I just wonder if you could be a mouse, small and quick?" 
 
   "Of course I can. You wouldn't ask for anything more impressive? The cougar, bring in the rain, make night from day?" 
 
   "No, I'm sure you can do big, showy things. But, surely you're not planning to stop with one little village, are you? You'll need to be a master of the fine spell, the subtle magic, not just throwing your power around like a child having a tantrum." I saw my words hit home. 
 
   "A mouse." 
 
   "Show me a mouse, perfect in every detail." 
 
   And he did it. The change was the most amazing thing I'd ever seen. He folded in on himself and became the most beautiful little mouse, with a sleek dun colored coat and shiny black eyes, and a pink squiggle of a tail. 
 
   "Not bad." 
 
   A squeak of protest. I think he expected higher praise. 
 
   "Come here. I think you've almost done it, but there's something wrong with your left back foot." 
 
   He spun in place, trying to see it clearly. 
 
   "No. No fair trying to change that foot again before I check. Come here," I repeated, and held my left hand down to the ground, while I fingered the cloth in my pocket with the other. The living cloth shivered against my fingers, trembling in anticipation. 
 
   The mouse ran towards me, and I have to admit, the transformation was perfect. 
 
   I felt a stab of guilt as I threw the cloth from out of my pocket and over the tiny creature. The cloth clung to him, wrapped tight as shadow, thin as mist. 
 
   The shape under the cloth shuddered, convulsed, stretched. The cloth held to it, stuck fast, unfolded with him as Shriveled Corn Man returned to his own shape. 
 
   "You witch, you tricked me!" 
 
   "I'm no witch, just a girl child, remember? If I tricked you, it was only as you tricked others, old man." 
 
   His screams of rage continued, barely muffled by the cloth. Tears rolled down my face. I could see the horrors that had been done to him. He had survived a brutal childhood. Yet that couldn't justify the form his vengeance had taken, and he had to be stopped. 
 
   The body slowly stopped twitching. I stood there for long moments. He seemed to be dissolving under the cloth, but I had no urge to go check. None at all. 
 
   "Now. What do I do next?" I spoke to myself, alone in the desert, tired. In all that time I'd only thought of defeating Shriveled Corn Man, never what would come after. 
 
   "Now that the hard work is done, I'll help." Coyote stepped out from the brush with a sly smile, brushing his hair back from his face with a dirty hand. He must have been there all along, listening to the battle. 
 
   Coyote walked around the cloth on the ground, then came back to where I stood. 
 
   "Where were you? I could have used your help earlier." 
 
   "You did fine." 
 
   "I was terrified!" 
 
   "But you won anyway, didn't you?" Coyote returned to the cloth. "Take out the oxuwah," he called over his shoulder. 
 
   I pulled it out of my pack, and looked at it. I'd carried the little statue so long, I felt odd to look at it closely again. The paint on the clay looked worn, and I hoped I hadn't chipped it, hauling it all over the place. 
 
   Coyote grunted in impatience. "Give it over." 
 
   I handed it to him, a little reluctant. It had been in my care for so long, I hated to see it go to anyone else. 
 
   Coyote changed, but only part of him, just his hand. He ran one long claw down the belly of the figurine, and it split open, as if the clay was wet and fresh. 
 
   "Quiet now." 
 
   I bit my lips to keep from crying out. 
 
   He scooped the cloth from the ground, pulling what lay under the fabric with it, and then rolled the cloth up, folding it into an ever smaller, ever tighter bundle. 
 
   I would never have thought it could become so small, but when he had finished, the entire package took no more space than my smallest finger. 
 
   With a final twist, he placed the bundle in the belly of the little figure, then smoothed the clay closed. He breathed on it, and the clay hardened, with only the faintest of lines to show anything had changed. 
 
   As he finished a wind blasted out from the center of the statue, followed by a ripple of energy spreading over the desert, almost too fast to see. I shook my head, unsure of what had happened. 
 
   He handed the statue back to me. "There. Now you've given him what you promised. He and the oxuwah are united." He grinned, showing far too many teeth. "And his pinang will stay with the village, making it stronger. Not a bad ending, all around, and a clever trick. I'll have to watch my step with you, daughter." 
 
   The walk back to Spider Old Woman's house seemed to go quickly, and felt peaceful in the gathering night. I fell through the door and into Jack's arms. He patted me roughly, and I decided he still had some learning to do on how to be human. 
 
   "I'm fine Jack, really I am." 
 
   I sat up quickly. "But you're still human. I thought you'd change back." I whirled to face Spider Old Woman. "What's wrong? Is he trapped like this?" 
 
   She laughed, and gave me a quick pat. "No, child. You are so quick to assume the worst. He will change back in the morning, if he so wishes. But," and she looked right at my eyes, "you should find out first what he wishes. He may want to stay human. Can you live with that?" 
 
   "Jack is Jack. Doesn't matter to me." 
 
   I flopped back next to him. "Just as long as he's happy with his shape, I'm fine." My body felt like I'd been beaten with every lightning strike Shriveled Corn Man had thrown. 
 
   I lay down next to Jack, and Spider Old Woman pulled a blanket over me. "He really was strong, you know." I mumbled. 
 
   "What?" she asked. 
 
   "Shriveled Corn Man. He really was powerful." 
 
   "Oh yes. You've done well, child. Sleep now." 
 
   And I did. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   I woke up alone. Light filtered in from the door of Spider Old Woman's cottage, and I could hear faint voices outside. I lay quietly, staring at the ceiling, willing my limbs to get up. 
 
   So tired. But I had won. I heard people talking and laughing outside, and knew I had to get up. 
 
   I pushed back the covers and sat upright on the bench, staring into the glow of the banked fire. Over. It was finally over. Shaky, I held to a post as I stood and made my way to the door. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the bright day. The sun shone high overhead; it must have been nearly noon. 
 
   Spider Old Woman and Coyote sat under a tree. He gesticulated wildly as he talked, and she smiled and shook her head at him. All the while she kept her focus on a small piece of wood twirling from a string in her hand. 
 
   I wandered toward them. 
 
   "And then I told the deer he would have to go over to the seventh mountain from the sun . . . and no matter which one he climbed, I told him he should check his counting. Coyote's laugh boomed forth. "Never told him outright he had climbed the wrong mountain, but oh, that powerful self-doubt!" 
 
   "Old fool, don't you have any new stories? You've told me that one for more years than I can remember." 
 
   I walked closer to them, almost hypnotized by what she held in her hands. 
 
   "What are you doing?" I asked. 
 
   She looked up, surprised. "Good morning, Maggie. It is well to see you. I am spinning this wool," she gestured towards a basket filled with fluff, "into yarn so that I can weave with it." 
 
   I stepped forward, fascinated. 
 
   "Maggie!" Jack's leap knocked me off my feet, and he rolled me over. "I got you first!" 
 
   "Get off, Jack. You're too big like this." 
 
   He didn't listen, and we probably looked like a pair of puppies, wrestling in the dirt. I didn't care, the ache in my heart felt better just to see him. 
 
   He stopped for a break, breathing hard. "So, the magic worked and you came home because I waited here for you like you told me?" 
 
   I ran a hand through my hair. "Yep, couldn't have done it without you." I looked around. "What have you been doing while I slept?" 
 
   "We played over there; didn't you see us?" 
 
   We? I couldn't imagine Jack roughhousing with Spider Old Woman. Maybe Coyote in his other form? But he had been sitting under the tree, telling stories. I looked again, and saw him standing perfectly still, waiting. 
 
   Ash. 
 
   I hauled myself up and walked over to him, listening to my heartbeat in my ears. "I'm glad you're all right now. I'm so sorry for . . . well, for everything." 
 
   He reached out and touched my arm. "Maggie, all is well now." 
 
   I had to know. "Ash, did he hurt you, after the change?" I hated to remember him as the trapped bird, bloody and broken in that cage. 
 
   Ash shook his head. "That time is dark and foggy. I remember little. But I know you did all you could to free us, and look!" He spread his arms wide and smiled. "I am free. My village is free, and I thank you." 
 
   I looked at my feet, uncertain what to say, then Jack saved me. 
 
   "Um, Maggie? Can I talk to you for a minute?" 
 
   Ash smiled again and thumped Jack on the shoulder. Boys. "I am going to speak with the Old Ones now. We can speak more later." 
 
   I watched him amble over to the tree, and then I turned back to Jack. "What's up?" 
 
   Jack looked miserable. "Maggie, what do you want me to do now?" 
 
   "What?" I couldn't understand what he meant. Jack sprawled to the ground, legs splayed in front of him. I sat next to him. The tears running down his cheeks shocked me. 
 
   "Jack, what's wrong?" I reached out to pull him to my lap, to hold him close like I had since he was a puppy, and then stopped. I couldn't do that to him in his boy shape; it would be awkward, feel weird. Everything had changed. 
 
   He looked up. "See? It's all broken, and I don't know what to do. Being human is fun, but I don't know if I want to stay this way." He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. "I like being able to talk back to you, but not being able to didn't really bug me before. You usually understood what I meant. But there's all this stuff I don't know about being human, and it's all confusing. I don't want to disappoint you, though. Will you be mad at me if I want to just be me again?" 
 
   "Oh Jack. . . ." I gave up and pulled him over to me, my throat tight. "I said it before: you're you, no matter what. If you want to be a boy now, that's fine with me. If you want to go back to your old shape, that's good too." I sniffled and wrapped my arms around him tighter. "If you wanted to change your shape everyday I wouldn't care, as long as you're okay. I don't know what we'll tell Mom and Dad if you do that though." 
 
   I held his head between my hands and looked at his eyes. "You're my best friend and brother. No matter what shape you wear." 
 
   He snuffled a little. "I think I want to go back to being my old shape. Thumbs are neat, but I can't run at all on two feet." He looked at me from the corner of his eyes and grinned. "And I really don't want to force you to share your homework." 
 
   I grinned back at him and wiped my eyes while he stood. Jack reached down to haul me upright and we hugged for a long moment. 
 
   "Come on. Let's go talk to the Old Ones." He took my hand and we walked back to the tree. 
 
   Jack started in just as I opened my mouth; I guess I was too used to speaking for him. 
 
   "I want to change back to how I was before. Can you do that?" 
 
   Spider Old Woman smiled at him. "Are you sure, child?" 
 
   Jack nodded. "Yes. I want my old body back." 
 
   Coyote heaved himself up off the ground and rested an arm across Jack's shoulders. "Can't say as I blame you. I tend to prefer my other shape a trifle more than this one myself." 
 
   He guided Jack away from us. "Come on. I'll show you how to make the change, far easier than when forced on you. It's actually pretty fun." 
 
   They headed off around the corner of the cottage, and my eyes followed their every step. 
 
   "Maggie." A sigh. Spider Old Woman slapped the ground beside her. "Maggie! They will be a while. Sit by me and watch me spin for a time." 
 
   I sat, still staring towards where Jack and Coyote had gone. 
 
   "First you twirl a bit of the carded wool between your fingers to form a lead. Then you wrap the lead around the spindle." 
 
   I heard her voice, but only faintly, as if from a great distance. I dropped my head into my hands and the fit I had been keeping in a little box in my head for over a week, ever since I had stepped through the split cottonwood looking for Ash, crashed over me. 
 
   I sobbed and Spider Old Woman laid aside her spinning to stroke my hair, and Ash patted my back in awkward circles. 
 
    
 
   
  
 


Chapter Fourteen 
 
    
 
   In the next hour I started to get the hang of working the drop spindle. Then Jack stuck his muzzle against the spindle, setting it swaying and tangling the thread. 
 
   "Well, we're done with our work." 
 
   Coyote stood in front of me, and looked awfully pleased with himself. Jack grinned, his tongue lolling to the side. 
 
   I looked back and forth between them. "Why do I feel I'm going to lie awake nights and wonder what you have been teaching Jack?" 
 
   Coyote shrugged, and Jack rolled over for tummy rubs. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   The next morning Spider Old Woman woke us early. "I have other things to do; I've certainly spent enough time with all of you. Up and on your way." But she said it with a smile, and I hugged her gently. 
 
   "You did fine, girl. Do not worry about what you might have done differently." 
 
   She kissed my cheek, and bent down to scratch Jack's head. "And you, my fine gentleman, behave yourself. No picking up any of Coyote's tricks." 
 
   Spider Old Woman turned to Ash. "I will expect to see you in a few weeks. Come bring me news; I always like that." 
 
   We started away from her cottage, and I could hear her puttering inside. I missed her already. 
 
   As the three of us headed down the path, Coyote joined us. "I will go with you a while. I have things to do as well, but I may as well do them in this direction." 
 
   I didn't ask what things he needed to do, afraid he'd tell me. 
 
   None of us talked much on the walk. I think we all felt too wrung out from everything that had happened. From time to time Coyote would start to tell a story, but he could tell we weren't really listening, so he kept breaking off in the middle. 
 
   As we approached Bear Girl's cave, Coyote said, "And here I will leave you." 
 
   "What? Why aren't you coming in? Bear Girl's parents are nice, and her mom's a great cook, and . . ." I trailed off. 
 
   Coyote shook his head and smirked. "I am sure they are very kind, and I am glad they are your friends. But they are a bit too respectable for the likes of me, and I do not think they would be happy with me as their guest." 
 
   He was probably right, and I shook my head thinking of what tricks he would feel obliged to play on the serious Bear Man. So I hugged him tightly. His thin body stiffened at first, then relaxed. "You've been my friend from the beginning, even when I didn't know what was going on. I'll miss you." 
 
   He patted my shoulder. "Who says I will not be around any longer, eh? Keep a sharp eye out. I like your world." 
 
   Coyote broke away and nodded to Ash. "You, I will see soon." 
 
   Then his form melted like water, and with his sharp teeth he nipped Jack on the shoulder. Jack sprang on top of him and they wrestled, going over and around in the dust. Finally they stopped, and Coyote shook himself and loped off into the scrub. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   We found Bear Girl outside her family's cave, gathering firewood. She threw the bundle in her arms to the ground when she saw us, and grabbed me so fiercely I thought my ribs might break. 
 
   "Careful! Unlike everyone else, I've only got the one shape; don't break it!" But I laughed while I said the words, I was so happy to see her again. 
 
   Her parents greeted us at the door this time, and they seemed pleased to see us again. I had told them about Ash on our way through before, and they welcomed him. Before we knew it, they had fed us all and settled us in for the night. 
 
   After we had all gone to bed, I lay awake, staring up at the darkness where the ceiling hid. I could hear soft breathing all around me. Bear Girl to my left, Ash to my right, and Jack at my feet. Safe, surrounded by friends, I still couldn't turn my mind off. My thoughts raced around like a hamster on a wheel, replaying the fight with Shriveled Corn Man, hearing again his screams of rage and frustration when he knew he had been defeated. I shuddered under my blanket. 
 
   "Maggie." The barest whisper from my right. "Go to sleep." 
 
   "I can't. I can't stop thinking." 
 
   Ash sighed. "Then lay quietly, and I will tell you about how the first people emerged from under the ground, and spread out to all the directions of the sun, and came to live here." 
 
   His voice was low and even, and sometime after the third explorer left on his magical journey to find a safe homeland, I drifted off. 
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   In the morning I awoke to the sound of voices coming from the back of the cave. 
 
   "So, he is truly gone now?" Bear Man's low rumble would have been frightening if I didn't know what a kind man he could be. 
 
   "Yes. Shriveled Corn Man will bother the peoples no more." Ash sounded pleased. 
 
   "How did you destroy him?" 
 
   "I did nothing. Maggie fought him alone. But I will tell you the story as I have heard it from her." 
 
   I winced. I didn't want to hear this, didn't want to think about the battle anymore, so I pulled myself out of bed, folded the blankets, and went out to the front of the cave where Bear Girl and her mother knelt laughing. 
 
   When I got closer I could see they ground something between two flat stones. Maybe turning corn into flour, I wasn't sure. 
 
   "Maggie, good morning!" At a nod from her mother, Bear Girl sprang to her feet and hugged me. "Come outside, it's a beautiful day. Jack is already out playing." 
 
   We stepped into the light, and sat with our backs against the sun-warmed rock of the cliff face. 
 
   "What will you do now? When can you come back?" 
 
   I shook my head. "I don't know what to do. I never really thought past getting Ash back and defeating Shriveled Corn Man. I don't know if I'm going to be able to come back here again." 
 
   Bear Girl gasped. "But you have to! I will miss you, and it will be terrible if you are not able to visit again." 
 
   I held her hand. "I know; I'll miss you too. But I've been gone for weeks, and my parents must be horribly worried. I don't know how I'm going to explain this, much less tell them I want to leave every so often for a week to travel here. I can't seem to think." 
 
   We sat in silence for a moment, then Bear Girl started to speak, slowly, sorting her thoughts as she went. "Ash's village is a short distance from you, yes?" I nodded. "Then we can ask Ash to let me know when you will visit him, and I can ask my parents if I can visit his village at the same time." 
 
   She reached and grasped my shoulder, her face lighting with the excitement of the new plan. "I am sure they will allow it. We have not traded our medicines much with his village in recent years, and this will let us reestablish old ties and make new connections." 
 
   By the time Ash, Jack and I left, Bear Girl had talked with her parents about the importance of resuming trade with the village. She and Ash had discussed the best times for her to travel. I stood to the side, trying to get excited about seeing her again, but mostly worried about my parents. 
 
   I pulled on my pack, and she came over for a quick, final hug. "I know you are worried now, Maggie. But everything will be all right, I am sure of it." 
 
   I hugged her back. "Sorry. I just need to get home. Then we'll see what happens." 
 
   We waved to her family as we headed off across the scrublands, and in a few moments they fell behind us, out of sight. 
 
   Ash and I hiked in silence for most of the morning, content to watch Jack investigate the landscape. After a quick rest at noon, we started walking again. The scrub seemed endless, even though I knew we were less than two days from the village. Ash was tense, and by mid-afternoon even Jack stopped frolicking to jog silently beside us. 
 
   "Ash?" 
 
   He only grunted, eyes sweeping the ground ahead of us. 
 
   "What's wrong? Do you think someone else will attack us here? Aren't we safe now?" 
 
   He slowed his steps, but only for a moment. "No, we are safe. But I am worried about what we will find at the end of our journey, and wish for nothing further to delay us." 
 
   "What do you mean? You became human again, why would anything different happen to the others from the village?" 
 
   Ash made a sound more like a bark than a laugh. "Yes, I became human. I am sure they also became human when the spell was broken. But even as a bird I had been searching for the home of Spider Old Woman and was close, and so when I woke, and again was a boy, the distance I had to travel to friends and safety was short." 
 
   "Shriveled Corn Man had you in a cage the last time I saw you. He freed you later?" 
 
   "I have told you I remember little of that time. I was in a cage of branches, and the others, trapped as birds, were all around me. A wind came up, and scattered us far and wide. The cage fell over, and two of the branches broke. It was enough of an opening. I could not find the others, so went to look for Spider Old Woman. 
 
   "Then it was dawn, and I was human again. When the light was full upon the land I saw I was not far from Spider Old Woman's home. I arrived while you slept." 
 
   He never stopped walking while telling me this, didn't look at me, just pressed on towards the village. 
 
   "I still do not know what happened to the rest of my people. The healthy adults and older children should be able to make the trip from the mountains back to the village without harm. But what of the elderly ones and the infants? What of the sick? Did the same wind that blew me to you scatter them across the land, where they lie helpless on the ground now, human but with no hope of reaching home?" 
 
   He scowled, and I reached for his hand. "If that happened, we can't do anything to help yet. Worrying about what might be isn't going to help now. We'll get there, and then see how things are." 
 
   Ash would have given me the exact same advice if I had needed it. Even if I never followed the suggestion when my parents made it to me, I hoped my words eased his mind. 
 
   We didn't talk about the village and what we might find for the rest of the way. I think the possibilities frightened Ash. I hurt to see him like this, but I could do nothing else to put his mind to rest. 
 
   We stopped for dinner at dusk. We had no need for hunting that night; Bear Woman had sent a parcel full of bread and dried fruits and jerky for the trip, as well as other gifts for the village packed away in baskets. I was glad Ash was carrying it. I still had the oxuwah in my pack, but I tried not to think about the new power within the figurine, buried in the clay. 
 
   After dinner we stretched out to sleep on either side of the fire. I stared up at the stars. This would be my last night here, I hoped. But I would miss it, too. After a while it felt as if I were falling up into the sky, surrounded by stars and light. 
 
   The last day of travel went quickly, almost too quickly. As we neared the village, I could see Ash tense. 
 
   "Come on. We can't do anything about whatever has happened until we know what's there." 
 
   He scowled, and stalked ahead of me. 
 
   We heard them first, a murmur, nothing more. Then the sounds became clearer. People talking, laughing. We came out of the foothills, and the village was alive. Children ran around, adults passed each other in the streets. 
 
   Ash stood as if rooted to the ground. 
 
   "This is what you wanted, right? This is good." 
 
   He sucked air in as if he hadn't taken a full breath all day. "I was so worried; I did not let myself hope. I was prepared for anything. Anything but this." And he waved toward the village. 
 
   "What are we waiting for then?" I started walking ahead with Jack, sure that Ash would follow. 
 
   Within moments he was beside me, a broad grin covering his face. 
 
   "So, why don't we go visit whoever you were so worried about?" 
 
   He stumbled a bit in surprise at my comment. 
 
   "Come on, it was pretty obvious there was someone in particular you were anxious about. Let's go check on them." 
 
   He shook his head, and with a smile caught my hand, and we entered the village together. 
 
   As we walked through the streets, people waved and smiled at Ash, but when they saw me they looked worried. It hurt some, that they didn't trust me, but then again, they had no reason to know who I was. 
 
   Ash glanced at my crestfallen face out of the corner of his eye. "Do not worry. I will tell them what happened, what you did for them, for all of us. When you visit next they will not be shy." 
 
   The village children certainly weren't shy with Jack. He wandered between houses, and they rubbed his ears and patted his flanks, and I couldn't tell who was having a better time, him or the kids. 
 
   Most of the adults were gathered in the open square under the spreading arms of the large tree, and within moments of our arrival we heard a shout. 
 
   Ash bolted forwards toward the voice. I was left alone and panicking, but it was only minutes before he came back, tenderly guiding an old woman by the hand to where I stood. 
 
   "Maggie. This is Olivella Flower Woman. She took me into her home and her family when I was found as a child." His mother. That was whom he had been so worried about. 
 
   She smiled at me quickly, and then ran her hand down his face. "I am so glad to see you, child of my heart. I was so worried when I realized you did not wake from the nightmare with the rest of us." 
 
   We found a place to sit in the shade of one of the buildings. 
 
   "Mother, I have many things to tell you, but first tell me how you arrived at the village." 
 
   She gazed at the sky. "I have no knowledge of how long the sorcerer kept us. We flew as birds, but could not leave the hills near his camp. At night we perched in trees all around him, tethered by invisible lines, desperate to be free, even if in the shape of crows." She twisted up her face and struck the ground with her fist. "I saw you come in, days after the last villager. He trapped you and beat you and I thought the last string of my heart would break." 
 
   Ash patted her hand, and reached to wipe the single tear that fell down her wrinkled cheek. 
 
   "I cannot tell you how much longer we were kept, until at last a strong wind came up, and blew us, every last one, away from that hateful place." She closed her eyes. "I feared I would never see the rest of my people, but dawn came, and we were together, not far from the edge of the village fields, and we were human once more. 
 
   "I myself did not see, but many of the others say Coyote ran laughing at the edges of where we walked, guiding our steps. If it is so, we owe him a debt for bringing us home." 
 
   She clutched at his hands. "Do you have the oxuwah safe still? You must have hidden it from him, must have defeated him." 
 
   "Mother, I did not defeat him. It was my friend, Maggie." 
 
   Ash freed one hand to draw me next to him and I took off my backpack and drew the clay statue out. Giving it to her seemed right, a fitting closure to the circle. 
 
   "Ma'am, here it is, safe and sound. Ash can explain what happened to us, and to the oxuwah. It's a long story." 
 
   She looked confused, but cradled the figure in her lap without asking any questions. Olivella Flower Woman didn't take her eyes off Ash for a minute, and my heart lurched a little, thinking of how worried my own parents must still be. 
 
   "Ash, I'm sorry, but it's time for me to go." 
 
   He looked at me, startled. "Yes, I suppose it is." 
 
   Ash whispered in his mother's ear, then stood and walked with Jack and me through the village. People touched us gently as we passed through. Someone must have overheard Ash's words and repeated them already. The change in the attitude of the villagers towards us was noticeable. A brush on my arm, a quick pat for Jack. 
 
   There was little left to say, so we walked in comfortable silence. Halfway up the trail to the cottonwood tree, close to where the snake had attacked me, I stopped. "We can go on by ourselves from here; the trail is clear now. You should get back to your people." 
 
   "Will you come back? Will I see you again?" 
 
   I was surprised. "Of course! I'll be at the river, whenever I can." I looked up the trail towards the split tree, towards home. "Do you think I'll be able to come down the trail again, now that the war with Shriveled Corn Man is over?" I wanted to go home, but didn't want to give up this new part of my life either. 
 
   "You will always know how to find me, Maggie." He leaned forward, and for a brief moment I thought he was going to kiss me. With the lightest touch, he put his hand on the necklace I still wore. "You'll find me." 
 
   And then Ash stepped away, and Jack pranced at my feet, and it was time to go home. 
 
   The path back was an easy stroll after the hikes of the last few days. I thought about how many days it had been, and how worried my parents would be. 
 
   We stepped through the cottonwood, and the air was different, heavier. I could hear the faint sounds of cars on the neighborhood streets. A jogger went by on the path. We were home. 
 
   Fast as our feet could carry us, we ran down the canal. The sun hung low in the sky, and the early evening shadows were long. 
 
   Down the path, down the bank to our street, and we ran into the courtyard where my mother stood, hands on her hips. 
 
   "Miss Maggie! Where have you been?" 
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and thought I would never let go. 
 
   She held me tight. "Maggie. We got home, and you weren't here. No note, no message. I called Mark and Amy's house, but you weren't there either." 
 
   "Mom, I'm sorry I was gone so long." 
 
   She stopped fussing and ruffled my hair. "Well, I guess it's not such a big deal. You're usually pretty good about being home on time, and I guess one late evening in the summer won't hurt." 
 
   One evening? I felt dizzy. I couldn't figure out what she was talking about. Why was she taking me being gone for a week, no, closer to two, so well? 
 
   Mom turned back in towards the house and walked through the gate. "Come on. Your dad and I didn't feel like fighting with dinner, so we ordered in pizza. The delivery boy just brought it, and your dad is setting the table. Something else you'll have to make up for." But she said it with a grin. 
 
   One evening? I looked at the calendar when I came in. 
 
   It was the same day. Everything had happened, and I was just now coming home, and it was the same day. 
 
   Dad pulled out a chair for Mom, and bent to pet Jack who had gone straight to his food bowl, happily crunching away. 
 
   "There you are." His voice turned serious. "You know you had us worried, Miss Maggie." 
 
   "I know, Dad. I'm sorry." 
 
   "So, how was your day? Must have been pretty exciting for you to stay out so late." 
 
   I reached for a steaming slice of pizza, stretching the cheese out from the box to my plate, knowing it would drive my folks crazy. 
 
   "Exciting? You have no idea." I touched the necklace and smiled. 
 
    
 
   The End
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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Time moved in a dance of days and then the long sleep of winter arrived. My family does not have to sleep through the winter and in truth, we do not. I leave the cave of our home to watch the snow fly across the land at least, oh, once or twice every year.  But even with a bear’s coat, winter is best spent curled up and dreaming of friends.
 
   I woke slowly this year, tangled and trapped in the last of my dreams. They sang in my head, awkward and uncomfortable. Before I opened my eyes I stretched, dragged my arms against the floor using the weight of my body to pull them to their full length, then bent to stretch my legs. A long sleep, even on a well-padded mattress, always leaves me a bit stiff, despite my youth. I breathed deep and the faint tang of smoke coiled onto my tongue. Mother and Father must already be up, I thought.
 
   I stood, shook myself and padded about the cave. I did not see them anywhere, so decided they must already be out to survey the changes a season can bring. That they had allowed me to sleep in until the afternoon surprised me, an unusual treat. In the months before the sleep, they had taken my training more seriously than ever before. The question of my future had never been in doubt. I would be a healer, as they were, as all in my family had been.
 
   But two summers before had brought changes to our world and the casual teachings of previous years had been replaced with a landslide of information. Change comes infrequently to our people and our land. I think what happened that year frightened them a little.
 
   It is odd to think of my parents frightened of anything. When I was very small, I wondered if my father was slower of mind than other people. He says nothing quickly, is not fast with words or easy in conversation. Only as I grew did I realize he speaks nothing without weighing both his words and the reaction of his listener. 
 
   My mother is the sun to his moon. Her hands fly like quick bird wings and her speech runs fast and cheerful. She is beautiful and delicate of feature, but I have seen her hold down patients as they thrash in fever. Through it all she never seems to lose her poise.  
 
   For all my life I have trained to be a healer, a doctor, like them, but I hold a secret tight to my heart. A fear. Fear that I will never truly be able to be like them, never possess the solid kindness of my father, the strength and grace of my mother. Never know, as she seems to, always what to do, what to say. 
 
   And if I failed, people would die. For that is the burden of a healer.
 
   No. I stopped these bleak thoughts; I would not let my fears burst forth, not on this first day after winter when new leaves would emerge. I pulled back from the fire and mentally began to review my list of chores.  
 
   I walked over to the corner of the cave we designated for storage and reached above my head to check the level of the contents of the dark red and tan woven basket of yucca. In the spring, there would be many patients with aches and pains who called for my parents help and the pith of yucca bark makes a strong tea to help those afflicted with joint stiffness.  Besides, the plant is good for washing and I looked forward to a long soak and thorough scrub.
 
   Then I blinked in surprise. Before me a heavy paw, covered in honey-gold fur and tipped with long, curved nails reached for the woven lid.
 
   I sighed. I must still not be quite awake, to forget which shape I wore. I lowered my paw and began the shift in my mind. 
 
   I know well how the change appears to others; I have watched my parents shift from one shape to the other. A bear, black and towering, or golden and sleek, stands before you, pauses, then reaches his paws towards the sky, as if to pull down the sun. Then with a movement swift as a hawk, the paws pass in front of the face, down the center of the body and spread to the side. No slower than that, you are faced with a man or woman who seems only to be wearing an elaborate bearskin coat, which can be removed, hung on a peg, like any coat.
 
   It looks so simple. However, the shift is anything but. As a child I would spend days in bear form, forgetting how to shift into a girl, unable to hold the girl shape in my thoughts and uncomprehending of why I should bother. I have to hold the image clearly in my mind. If I fail, nothing bad happens, I simply would not change. And there is nothing wrong with staying a bear. But a bear’s paw is ill suited for some tasks. Many days, I find it is convenient to have the option of fingers.
 
   I stood, quieted my mind and thought about being a girl, wrapped myself in that shape, as comfortable as my fur. As my hands flew down my body, the familiar crackling sensation came, like lightning striking. No pain, not exactly, but a tingle that began at the center of my chest and wrapped over my skin. I wondered, as I often do, if this is how snakes feel as they shed from one skin to the next.
 
   I pushed the hood of my coat back and wrinkled my nose as I ran my fingers through my waist-long black hair. Yes. Definitely time for a bath. I checked the basket, relieved to see the contents full to the lip. I had spent the fall gathering supplies to hang and dry and did not want to spend my first day awake scouting for more plants.
 
   I filled the clay pot with water from the small spring at the back of the cave and shivered at its chill. I placed the pot next to the banked fire to warm and pulled my fur coat around me tightly. Time to go outside, at least to gather a bit more wood. My parents’ rule is to replace supplies as soon as they are used, preferably beforehand, so we are never caught short, never run out. In an emergency, such a shortage could mean disaster. I know their rules make sense, but sometimes I wish I did not have to bother, could wait until later.
 
   As I walked to the front of the cave, I frowned. That both of my parents had been gone for so long seemed more than passing odd to me. Usually we spend the first day together, talking over plans for the new season, checking over our home for any repairs that might have become necessary since fall crept into winter.
 
   Still, I was not worried over much. At sixteen summers, I often felt they fretted over me, kept me closer than needed. Perhaps this was the beginning of the year when they would allow me more freedom, a chance to be on my own. Maybe... I stopped, my hand on the door to the cave. Maybe this year I could bring up the question of when I would be permitted to move into my own quarters. I grinned and opened the seal to the door in the cliff.
 
   And the smile froze on my face. Flurries of snow drifted across my vision. Unusual, but not unheard of. Weather here is unpredictable. Snow will fall in early summer some years, not at all in others. The wind was what stopped me in my tracks.
 
   Cold, biting, the wind moaned across the desert. The sound cut me, the howls sobbed, tore at my heart. I fell to my knees at the door and stared at the desert. The dusting of snow lent the land a ghostly aspect. As I knelt, words repeated in my mind, a loop, frozen in place.
 
   The land is dying.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My parents found me collapsed by the still open door to the cliff. They must have approached from around the side of the cliff even as I came outside, for I do not think I lay long on the ground.
 
   My father scooped me up into his arms, his fur tickling my face.
 
   He placed me by the fire and my mother stepped out of her coat with swift movements and placed her hands on my forehead.
 
   "Bear Girl, what were you thinking?" She gazed at me, her dark brown eyes wide, still checking me for harm.
 
   "Mother, I am fine, truly." I stilled her hands with mine as they fluttered over me. "I do not know why I fell. I went out to get more firewood and," I stopped, remembering, "the wind. The sound of the wind..." My voice faded, unable to explain what I felt.
 
   I needed to provide no further explanation. My parents looked at each other and my mother’s lips pressed into a thin line. My father nodded and my mother turned back to me.
 
   "The wind has blown for days now, we have discovered. Our family did not hear the cry inside our home, the walls are too thick. But when your father and I left this morning, the sound shook us. We have spent the day checking on those who live near us. Many have been stricken by the wind with despair, fever and listlessness. Your father and I do not know what sickness this strange wind brings, but the illness is all around us now."
 
   My father put his paw on my shoulder. "I am sorry if we seemed angry with you. The sight of you laying motionless by the door, after we had seen so many ill, frightened us." His grip tightened. "Until the wind stops, perhaps you should stay inside."
 
   I tilted my head to rest my cheek on his paw. "It frightened me too." I straightened and looked up at him. "I think I was overcome by the strangeness, the suddenness. If I am expecting the wind, I do not believe I will fall again. If I am to be a healer, then I can not stay inside and hide."
 
   My mother bowed her head at my words and the dark wings of her hair curtained her face. "Let us speak more of this later. Your father and I are tired past imagining. This is not a favorable start to a new year." She rose and walked towards her sleeping mat.  
 
   My father started to follow her, then paused a little past me. "Daughter, would you begin to prepare dinner? We can talk more after we rest and eat."
 
   I stared after them. Whatever they had found outside must have been more terrible than I could imagine, for them to be so affected.
 
   In baskets that rested on stone ledges I found dried venison and wrinkled red berries. Baskets of ground cornmeal dangled from leather cords, part of father’s ongoing battle to keep the mice out of our pantry.  After a clay pot nestled in the ashes by the fire with the meat soaking within, I stirred water into the cornmeal and spread the mixture on a large flat rock.  A simple meal, but easy to prepare with what we had on hand. As I waited for the cakes to brown, I gazed into the fire and thought about the strange sobbing wind.
 
   The flames sparkled, gold and red and orange in turn, reached towards the smoke-hole drilled into the ceiling far above. I watched their dance, felt myself drawn in, my vision blurred by their flickering movement.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Isabel looked out through the gates that led from the small courtyard as she sat carding baskets of wool under the spreading shade of the cottonwood tree.  In the fields surrounding the mission, a ragged group of men and women scavenged the dusty field, searching for any ears of corn they could find, no matter how scrawny. By working for the mission, doing service for Fray Alonzo and the glory of the Franciscan Order, the Indians of Santa Catalina avoided paying tribute to the governor. But Isabel wondered if the people of the village truly gained any advantage in the exchange.
 
   The harvest had been poor for yet another year and Fray Alonzo had resorted to distributing rations after Mass every Sunday.
 
   A familiar shape trotting through the gates interrupted her worries and brought a deep flush to her cheeks.
 
   "Tomás!"
 
   The young dark-haired man from the pueblo flashed a brilliant smile and detoured towards her, covering the ground between them with long easy strides.
 
   Isabel put the carding combs into the basket of uncarded wool and stood, hastily brushed loose tufts of wool from her skirts and pulled her braids to lay straight down the front of her blouse.
 
   "Is there anything wrong?"
 
   He shook his head. "No, nothing for you to worry about. A while back, the Brother asked the cacique to keep an eye on the northern road for him.  Some of our people have seen what looks to be a company of Otermín’s men headed this way."
 
   Isabel frowned. "I wonder why?"
 
   Tomás no longer smiled. "The old men talk, but..." He trailed off and glanced around. "Now is not the time.  Let me deliver my message to the Brother."
 
   He stepped towards her, eyes bright. "But, first, a reward for the messenger." He bent towards her and stole a kiss, too quickly for her to duck away.
 
   She pushed him back, laughing. "Stop it!  You know you still must talk to my father."
 
   He heaved a great sigh, but still grinned and she reached forward to toss his braid back over his bare shoulder. "He will be back any day now. The caravan completes the circuit from New Spain every three years; you know it will have to pass through Santa Catalina on the way north to Santa Fe."
 
   "The caravan is late, the soldiers say." Tómas scowled.
 
   "Then it’s sure to arrive soon now, be patient," Isabel answered.  Her tone sounded light, but her lips pressed together in worry.  The journey north from New Spain took a tithe in blood, often enough that a section of the trail was commonly known as Jorñado del Muerto.
 
   Tomás threw his hands over his head in frustration. "You have said that for a month now. Ah, never mind, everything will work out." He brushed her cheek with his hand, cupped her face so she looked directly into his eyes. "But now I must deliver my message. It would be bad if the governor’s men arrive before me."
 
   She smiled; relieved the argument was averted and followed him with her eyes as he entered the cool shade of the mission.
 
   A soft caress against her ankles made her jump and she looked down to discover the fluffy tail of a large black and white cat swishing back and forth from the basket of wool at her feet.
 
   "Nicco, get out of there!"
 
   Golden eyes framed in a black mask peered up at her over a perfect pink triangle of nose. He yawned, showing off his sharp white teeth and the ridges going down the matching pink roof of his mouth.
 
   Isabel sighed and carefully detangled the cat from the basket of wool. Task completed she sat back down on the rough wooden bench, the cat sprawled across her lap.
 
   Isabel looked out of the courtyard towards the fields. The heat shimmered like flames before her eyes.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The smell of lightly scorched cakes startled me. I flipped them over quickly, burning my fingers, while I wondered what had just happened. A dream? The images of the girl, Isabel, the strange place, all were so clear. They did not have the feel of a dream, rather a memory. A memory I could not possibly have. I had sat rigid throughout, not slumped over in sleep. I felt this could not have been a dream, but what it was remained a mystery. I puzzled over the images and sucked my fingers. My parents returned from the section of the cave where their sleeping chamber lay and the concern in their eyes made me resolve to worry about my own small problems later.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
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