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Author's Note




Dear Readers,

Thank you so much for jumping on the Janey train. Janey is one of my all-time favorite characters. Not that I'm biased.

Just a head's up, this book is set in the Western United States in the late 1800s; and as such, it contains some language and bigotry that was common at the time. Not only is this included for realism's sake, but it's also integral to Janey's journey.

That said, thanks so much for reading. You guys are the best!

Happy Reading!

M.M. Crumley
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Janey Falke (norm): our protagonist

Two Stones (norm): travels with Janey

Brings the Rain (norm): travels with Janey

Wolf Heart (norm): travels with Janey

Ahanu (shaman): meddling time-traveling shaman
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BLOOD OATH
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Chapter 1
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"Well, hell and damnation."

Two words she was never supposed to say; but who the hell was going to stop her? No one. Because they were all dead.  

Janey Falke closed her eyes and tried to wake up, but when she opened her eyes once more, she was still all alone and standing in the middle of nowhere.

"How the hell does anyone know which way to go?" she grumbled to herself. "There aren't any damn trees. I miss the trees."

She knew it was odd to talk to herself. Her pa had told her it was often enough, but she just couldn't help it.

She tried to imagine that it mattered which way she went. Like if she just picked the right direction she would end up back home. Home where everything was lush and green. Home where rivers and creeks flowed and flowers bloomed. Home where she could tell north and south apart from each other. Home where Granny would nudge her over to the table and give her a big bowl of stew.

But she knew it didn't really matter which way she went because she had no real hope of ever making it home. Home was east, and so were they. She shuddered at the thought and forced her feet to keep moving westward, trying to put as much distance between herself and them as possible.

The pain in her feet increased with every step she took; and she cursed again, wondering if her ma would rise from the grave and give her a good tongue lashing for her foul mouth. Janey wouldn't mind if she did. At least then she wouldn't be all alone out here.

She took another step, flinching when her boot rubbed against the back of her heel. Her socks had already been full of holes, and the bits that hadn't had holes when she started out, did now. The boots rubbed and pinched in all the wrong places, and she wondered how Eddie had ever worn them. After all, her feet were much smaller than his.

Eddie's pale face suddenly flashed before her eyes, and she couldn't stop herself from retching in the tall dry grass.

It took her a moment to get the dry heaves under control, and she shuddered as she wiped the back of her mouth with her hand. She couldn't keep vomiting every time she thought of him. She didn't have anything left to vomit, and her stomach was starting to cramp.

"I should've just crawled out," she muttered as she pushed her tired feet to keep walking. "At least it would've been a quick death. Not like this."

Her entire body was sticky from the constant sweat, and even though she was wearing Eddie's cap, she felt like her head was on fire.

The sun was scorching hot. Even the air was hot. Her mouth and throat felt like they were full of hot sand. If she didn't find water soon…

"Hell and damnation!" she snapped. "I'm not gonna die out here in this stupid desert! I'm not!"

Secretly, she thought she probably was, but she wasn't going to admit that to herself. If she lied to herself, if she believed that she might actually survive, she would have a reason to keep walking.

She walked and walked and walked, feet aching, stomach cramping, eyes and mouth hot and dry. And every now and then, she glanced past the brim of Eddie's hat up at the sun and tried to guess how much time had passed. Why she bothered, she didn't know.

After a few more hours, she sat on the hot ground and wrenched Eddie's boots from her sweating bloody feet. She didn't care how hot it was; she would rather walk barefoot.

And what was wrong with walking barefoot anyway? Her ma had always said that only savages went around barefoot, but Janey hated shoes; and if she was going to die, she would rather die barefoot.  

She threw the boots and ruined socks behind her and kept walking, already feeling lighter. What was the point of walking if you couldn't feel the ground beneath your feet? Granted the ground was hot as hell, but at least she could feel it.

A wave of dizziness washed over her, but she just focused on putting one foot in front of the other. As far as she could see, there wasn't a single bit of shade anywhere, so there was no point in stopping to rest.

"Well, Janey," she muttered. "What shall we write on your headstone? 'Here lies Janey. Too young to die'."

She laughed softly at that thought, but then she remembered the Jenkins' baby, and she retched in the grass again.

He had only been born three days ago. He hadn't even said a word or taken a step or seen anything at all but this wretched ugliness. If anyone was too young to die, it was him.

Janey tried to take a deep breath, but she vomited again instead. If she could only stop remembering, but she couldn't.

Tears slid down her cheeks, and she snapped, "Buck it up, Janey! If you keep crying like this, you'll be all out of water!"

Anger. That's what was needed. Not grief or terror, but pure hot rage.

She hated them. She had only seen the face of one, but she would find him. She would hunt him down and kill him just like he had killed her brother. And she would take his scalp, just like he had taken Eddie's.

She held onto her anger with all her might and used it to stand once more. She wasn't dead yet, so she would keep walking. She would walk until she found them, and then she would kill them. She would kill them all.

She knew she was walking in the opposite direction, but she reasoned that she needed water before she could do anything else, and she had already gone this far.

The sun was starting to slip into the west now, ready for bed; and a thrum of fear ran through her veins. There was no shelter. There were no trees. There wasn't even a bush big enough to hide under.

She had absolutely nothing here. If she had stayed with the wagon train, she would have had food and water and maybe someone would have eventually found her. But maybe THEY would have found her. That was why she had run, and that was also why she wasn't following the wagon trail.

She had heard someone say that an Indian could track a person over any surface, even rock, so she wasn't sure how much it mattered that she wasn't following the trail. But she also didn't figure they were out looking for her because they didn't know she was alive.

Her eyes were drawn once more to the sun, and she tried to measure the distance to the horizon, tried to guess how much time she had left. She knew there wouldn't be a moon tonight, so as soon as it got dark she would have to stop walking.

She had slept outside plenty of times before. Sometimes sleeping outside was the only sure way of avoiding Pa's fists, but this was different.

Back home she had had trees, and she had known the animals. She was friends with the raccoon and the porcupine and the turkey. But here? Here she had nothing, knew nothing, and was afraid of everything. She didn't even know how to make a fire to hold the darkness at bay.

Pa was right. She was useless.

She frowned and grumbled, "No, I'm not."

She wasn't dead, was she? But he was. Dead, scalped, and lying out in the burning sun while the vultures stripped the meat from his bones. Served him right. In her mind, she kicked his corpse one more time. Nah, make it two or three or ten.

She kept kicking him until she didn't feel like kicking anymore, and then she shrugged and let the image fade away.

She wished that she had kicked him a few more times in reality. She wished that she had broken his nose and his ribs, but she had been too scared to stick around. She had kicked Will and Sol too, because they deserved it, but not Eddie.

She had dragged Eddie into the shade of the wagon, closed his eyes, and covered him with a blanket. She should have buried him, but she had been trembling in fear, and she had sort of panicked.

In true Janey fashion, she hadn't thought out anything; she hadn't even thought to grab food or water. She had simply wanted to get as far away from the wreckage of the wagon train as possible.

She had grabbed Eddie's extra set of clothes and Pa's gun belt from under the wagon seat, and then she had run. She had run until she couldn't run anymore before struggling out of her dress and into Eddie's clothes, sobbing as she did.

She couldn't believe that Eddie was dead. He wasn't always nice to her because he had to impress Pa and Will and Sol. But when they weren't around or when they weren't looking, Eddie and she would sometimes play a game in the woods or she would keep him company while he fished.

He had taught her how to swim, how to whistle, and how to whittle. He had tried to teach her to fish, but she had refused. He had made fun of her for that, but he hadn't told the others how much she had screamed when he had thrown the fish guts in her face.

Somehow those kind moments made the mean ones even worse. When Eddie was mean it hurt more than when Pa slapped her or knocked her into the wall, but she still loved Eddie; she still considered him her only brother. Only he was dead now, and she didn't have him or anybody else. She was all alone.

She glanced at the sky again, trying not to panic. It was getting darker, but she kept walking anyway. There was nowhere to hide so she would walk for as long as she could before giving up for the night.

"If I could go back and do it again," she muttered, just to kill the wretched silence, "I'd make sure not to burn the damn biscuits."

She sighed heavily and said, "It's hard to believe that I'm still alive because of some stupid burnt biscuits. I wonder how many times burnt biscuits have saved my life. Surely not every time."

She tried to count all the times she had burned the biscuits, but she couldn't. She just didn't have the patience for cooking. There were too many interesting things going on all around her. There were butterflies and ladybugs, sparrows and chickadees. And the plants. So many plants.

Pa had always said it was useless to know the names of things, but that hadn't stopped her. She had gone to visit Granny any time she could get away, and Granny had taught her all kinds of things. She had taught her to read, she had taught her simple math, and she had taught her about plants and what they did.

But all of Janey's knowledge really was useless now. Just like Pa had said. She didn't see a single plant that she knew from back home. Back home she could have gone into the woods and never come out. She knew all the plants to eat and the ones to stay away from. But here? All she knew was that the things with the short spines were called cactus and the ones with the long spines were called yucca. And as far as she knew, she couldn't eat either of them.

She didn't know why Pa had dragged them out here in the first place. Who would want to live here? It was barren. And ugly. And way too open. She felt terribly exposed, and she hated it.

As soon as she stopped moving, she would just be sitting out here where anyone could see her, and there was nothing to stop them from tracking her down during the night.

She shuddered as she imagined what it would feel like for a knife to pierce her skin. And she wondered if it would hurt more or less than a fist to the face.

She didn't suppose it mattered as long as she was dead before they scalped her. That would definitely hurt more than a fist.

She shook her head angrily, trying to shake off her fear. She wasn't going to die. Burnt biscuits had saved her, and she wasn't going to let them down.

In truth, it hadn't exactly been the burnt biscuits. It had been the snake in the grass. She had never seen a snake like that, with its oddly-shaped head and the rattle at the end of its tail. She had wanted to get a better look so she had left the biscuits cooking and tried to sneak a little closer.

The snake hadn't seemed to like that for some reason. It had gotten all agitated, curled up, and started shaking its rattle like crazy. That's when Janey had noticed the fangs. She had never seen a snake with fangs, but she couldn't figure that fangs were a good thing, so she had quickly backed away.

But by then, the biscuits were already burned, and she had known she was in for a beating. So she did one of the things she did best. She hid. And that was why she wasn't dead like everyone else.

Hiding was one of the only things she was really good at. And she needed to be good at it because everything she did made Pa mad. He hated that she was a girl, and since she was a girl who really wasn't good at women's work, he hated her even more. Ever since Ma had died, he had yelled at Janey and beat on her twice as much for not being able to cook a damn thing.

She tried. Because if she didn't, he would beat on her even more. But nothing ever turned out right. She was as useless as the day was long.

A shiver coursed through her as she realized that the sun was gone, and she wished that the day was as long as she was useless, then the sun would have never set.

Another shiver slid through her. And it wasn't just a shiver of fear.

How had it gone from being so hot to being so cold?

She wrapped her arms around her chest, but it did little to keep the cold from her. She felt like a fool for not grabbing a blanket. And some food and water; anything that would have kept her alive.

"At least if I die, I'll be way out here far away from them," she said softly.

Families were always buried together. There were long rows of Smiths in the cemetery back home, and the graves were marked with names like mother, father, son, daughter. There was a line of Kochs as well. She knew some Kochs who were still alive; and she thought as a whole, they probably wouldn't mind being buried together; but she couldn't stand the idea of being that close to Pa for all eternity.

As it was, there was just one lonely Falke grave back home. And the marker just said 'Mrs. Falke, wife of Silas Falke'. That was it. On the other side, it had Ma's date of birth and the day she had died, but as a marker of someone's life, Janey felt it was a bit lacking. Ma had deserved more than "wife of Silas Falke." After all, Ma had been able to cook, clean, and darn socks.

Janey wondered what would happen if no one buried her. Would the vultures eat her flesh and the coyotes gnaw on her bones? And then what? Would she just sit here, stuck in the hot sun for the rest of time? Was Pa sitting by the wagon train, yelling at her to come back?

She didn't know, and she didn't want to know. She refused to die. 

She squinted, trying to make out the shapes in the darkness. She thought they were just more of those short useless bushes, but she couldn't be sure.

She hated not being able to see. They could be watching her right now, waiting for the right moment. There could be a coyote stalking her, waiting to jump out and eat her. Pa's ghost could be right behind her. She turned quickly almost expecting to see him; but as far as she could tell, there was nothing there.  

She wanted to walk all night. She would feel safer if she was moving. But she kept tripping, and fear was making her shiver so she finally sat down and pulled her legs under her.

She glared at the darkness surrounding her, trying to identify the blobs, but she couldn't be sure of anything, so she finally closed her eyes tightly and tried to imagine she was in her woods, in her tree.

She could see the fireflies in her mind, flitting around in the meadow. She heard an owl hoot. She heard the soft pads of the fox's footsteps. She heard the sounds of the night insects, and in seconds she was lulled to sleep by the singing of the crickets.

She dreamed of long white fangs and burning biscuits. She dreamed of her terrible fear. She felt the cramped space of the wagon above her. She heard the shrieks of fright; she saw the blood; she saw Eddie's dead eyes, over and over and over.  

She woke with a terrible pain in her neck, and she opened her eyes, blinking at the brightness of the morning. At first she couldn't remember where she was, but then she did.

"Hell and damnation," she growled as she stumbled to her feet.       

Her stomach ached, and her mouth felt as dry as the dirt beneath her blood-crusted feet, but she wasn't going to prove her pa right. Not today.

"I'm not useless," she said aloud. "I'm not. He's dead, but I'm not. Not yet."

And turning her back to the sun, she started walking.

She walked for hours, the hot sun glaring down on her. She had never hated the sun before, but she did now.

Her tongue was thick, but she kept talking, trying to keep herself sane.

"When I find civilization, I'll take a bath. Well, I should probably eat and drink something first, and then take a bath. But what next?"

Janey almost stopped walking, but she kept going as she thought it over. What could she do? She was a girl and not a terribly skilled girl at that. She burned the biscuits, wasn't really good at cooking anything else, couldn't sew a straight line if she wanted to, and she hated wearing dresses.

She knew why they made girls wear dresses too; so it was easier to catch them. She couldn't run very fast in a dress, it was harder to climb trees in a dress, and if she wasn't really careful, part of it would always stick out when she was hiding and give her away.

She wasn't ever going to wear a dress again. Not ever. Only they would expect her to because girls didn't wear pants. It would be the first thing they tried to do. Shove her into a dress.

She tried to imagine this they, the people who saved her from dying on the trail. They would ride out of nowhere and what?

Take one look at her and ride off.

No one would want her. No one ever had. Except for Ma, and she was dead. And Granny, but she may as well be dead because she was miles and miles and miles away, and Janey would never see her again.

Tears pooled in her eyes, but she blinked them away because she couldn't afford to cry anymore; she needed all the moisture she could get.

She paled as a terrible thought occurred to her. What if someone did want her? What if they wanted her the way nasty Old Man Finnegan did? She hated Old Man Finnegan. He gave her creeps from the top of her scalp to the bottom of her toes. In fact, if she had to choose between dying and Old Man Finnegan, she would choose dying.

It was a pointless train of thought though because what were the chances of anyone finding her? No one knew she was missing. And even if they did, this desert was endless. No one could possibly find her out here. No one except for the people she didn't want to find her.

No, she had to believe that some wandering white man would discover her. Otherwise why was she still walking through the endless heat? And why had she bothered staying alive? She had to believe. And when that white man came along, what would he do with her? 

She glanced down at her clothes as a thought occurred to her. The only reason she had grabbed Eddie's clothes was because she had known it would be easier to run in pants, but now that she thought about it, why couldn't she be a boy?

She was skinny, even for a girl, and she didn't have a womanly form to speak of. If she cut off her hair… She grimaced at the thought because her hair was the one thing she liked about herself. It was dark brown, or mahogany Granny said, and it waved down her back like a river. But she couldn't keep her hair and be a boy.

"Boy, girl, boy, girl," she mused as she walked slowly forward.

She remembered Eddie taunting her because she had been born a girl instead of a boy. She remembered Pa telling her how useless girls were, how useless she was. She thought of all the things Ma had never let her do because she was a girl and girls didn't do those kinds of things. And she remembered all the woman's work she had had to do because she was a girl.

"Boy," she decided firmly.

Janey stopped walking and pulled out her whittling knife; then she took off Eddie's cap and ran her hand through her long hair. It felt cool between her fingers, and tears rose to her eyes at the thought of losing it.

She had to cut it now though, before someone found her; otherwise she would never pass as a boy.

She blamed the Indians for this too. She was losing her hair, her one good feature because of them. They were stripping it from her, just as they had stripped Eddie's hair from him.

"I hate them," she hissed. "And I'll kill them."

And as a boy, she really could too. She would survive, and she would hunt them down, and she would shoot them all dead.

She pulled Eddie's killer's face to her mind, and she stared at it while she cut off one hank of her hair at a time. It took her awhile to get through it all, but when she was done there was a pile of shiny mahogany locks lying on the dirt.

Her head felt light, and she hated it, but if losing her hair was all it took to pass for a boy, she didn't regret it one bit.

"That's that," she said, proud that her voice was still so strong; and then she started walking again, leaving the pile of hair behind her.

This was perfect because she hated her name anyway. Jane sounded very proper. Like a very good girl who always kept her hands clean and never spit and never did anything bad. Jane was the type of girl who never got beaten for showing up at the table for breakfast in the morning. Jane was the type of girl who knew how to sew and cook and clean; and Jane was always half-smiling, like a saint from one of the windows at church.

Jane was not at all like Janey. Everyone still called her Jane though. The only one who called her Janey was Granny. But Janey still hated it. It was a girl's name, and girls were useless and weak.

But she didn't have to be Jane anymore. She could be someone else.

"So, am I a Jim? No. Fredrick? Yuck. I need something easy that I'll actually remember. Too bad they didn't name me one of those boy-girl names like Samantha or Josephine."

Janey stepped over a large hole in the ground, wondering vaguely if it was home to one of those odd barking animals and kept walking.

"What about Billy? Too plain. Robert? Too serious."

The names she knew from Granny's books were too peculiar so she tried to think of all the men and boys she had ever known. She really hadn't known that many, and she didn't want any of them as her namesake because she hadn't liked any of them.

No, that wasn't true. There had been one man. He had lived deep in the woods, and she had stumbled across him a few times when she had been hiding there. He had always been nice to her, but she didn't know his name.

"So what about Jesse; it's close to Janey." She frowned, remembering something, and muttered, "But didn't Pa say something about an outlaw named Jesse something or other. What if I look just like him?"

She imagined herself getting hung for crimes she hadn't committed and shuddered.

Thinking of names was helping her ignore her empty stomach and terrible thirst. She had no idea how long she could go without water, and she hoped she didn't have to find out.

"What about… Jake. It's kinda like Janey. Jake, Janey. Jake, Janey." She shrugged. "It's as good as anything else. Jake Falke. Not bad."

Just then, she stepped into a hole, fell, and landed on her face.

"Damnation and hell!" she snapped before pushing herself to her feet and wiping the dirt from her mouth. "I hate this day! I hate this place! I hate this stupid dry grass!"

She kicked the prairie grass and kept walking, making a list of all the things she hated.

"I hate shoes; I hate houses; I hate wagon trains; I hate Pa. Wait, he's dead; can I still hate him? Ma would say you shouldn't hate the dead; well, she'd say you shouldn't hate anyone, but she's dead too, so what does she know? I imagine I can still hate Pa."

That made sense to her, so she kept going. "I hate Will and Sol; I hate Eddie when he's with them, I hate walking here through this… this… dry hot hell!"

That made her think of things she missed, so she started a new list.

"I miss Granny. I miss green. I miss violets. I miss moss and big oak trees. I miss shade. I miss water. I miss Ma's biscuits."

She started crying again, so she forced herself to stop and began counting her steps instead. She stopped at four thousand and fifteen. Her pa had always said girls didn't need to know how to count, and for once she agreed with him.


Chapter 2
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Janey glanced at the bright blue sky and wished for just one cloud. But there weren't any. Not even the hint of a cloud. She normally liked the color blue, but not today. Today she would sing and dance if it was grey and cloudy, and she hated dancing. At least the proper kind. She didn't mind the dancing she did when she was all alone.

A wave of dizziness washed over her, followed by nausea. How she wished she had brought some food and water. There had been plenty of it because the Indians hadn't taken anything at all except for the scalps, which confused her.

Why had they attacked if they didn't want anything? They hadn't searched for money or weapons. They had just killed everyone, scalped the men, loosed the animals, and ridden away.

That was another thing she didn't understand. Why had they let the animals go free? They hadn't taken the animals with them, but they hadn't left them tied up to suffer either. It was confusing.

"They're Injuns; whadda you expect?" Eddie snarled.

Janey screamed and hurled her body sideways. She only managed a step or two when her foot slipped on a patch of loose dirt, and she fell to the hot ground.

"Eddie!" she gasped, fear and terror rolling through her.

Eddie was dead. Wasn't he? But he couldn't be, because here he was.

Eddie rolled his eyes and said, "I didn't even hit you. Yet. Get up."

Janey obeyed without question, eyes never leaving his glistening bloody head.

"Why didn't you bury me?" he demanded. "And I didn't say you could have my clothes. Pa's gonna whip you."

She looked frantically all around her, searching for Pa, but she didn't see him anywhere.

"I didn't… I couldn't…" she stammered.

"Why aren't you dead?" he went on. "You should be the one rotting in the sun. Not me."

She was rotting in the sun; she just wasn't dead yet. But she was certain Eddie was dead, certain she was just imagining things. If only she could imagine something good.

"What are you doin'?" he asked, tone accusing.

"Walking."

"Why?"

"I'm thirsty."

"Only an idiot would walk off into the desert with no water," he snorted. "No wonder Pa hated you."

A wave of anger passed through Janey. She had felt such waves before, but she had always pushed them aside because she knew better than to stand up for herself. But Eddie was dead, and she was sick of him calling her stupid.

"Pa's dead," she snapped, heart pounding with fear even as the words left her mouth. "And so are you."

She wouldn't have been so brave, but she knew he was dead. She knew it. So whatever this was, it wasn't Eddie.

A wave of fear pushed away the anger as a horrible thought took hold. What if this was Eddie's ghost? It looked just like him; it talked just like him; and it swaggered just like him.

"I don't believe in ghosts," she muttered just as Eddie snapped, "Right here, ain't I?"

"In a manner of speaking," Janey allowed.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Eddie growled. "Why you always got to be so highfalutin? Pa should've never let you go off with that witch. She put all sorts of strange ideas inside your stupid head."

"Granny isn't a witch!" Janey snapped. "And you're dead. Just a figment of my imagination. Mr. St. John said the heat could cause such things, and that's why he warned us not to wander away from the train."

Eddie smacked her over the head; and although she didn't feel anything, she still flinched.

"You're so dumb," he muttered. "What happened to your hair?"

"I cut it off."

"Why? You look stupid. Are you trying to pass for a boy? 'Cause you don't. You're too damn scrawny and weak to pass for a boy. Where're my boots?"

"I threw them away," she whispered, worry filling her. Did she still look like a girl, or was Eddie just being mean?

"You did what?!" Eddie growled. "Those were my boots; go get 'em."

"No."

Eddie smacked her again, and even though she tried to fight it, she still flinched.

"Those were my best boots," Eddie snarled.

"You're dead, and they gave me blisters."

"Prove it."

"Prove they gave me blisters? Look at my damn feet!"

"No, you stupid halfwit! Prove I'm dead."

"Prove it?" she whispered.

"Yeah, prove I'm dead, and I'll leave you alone."

"For real?"

"Have I ever lied to you?"

"Yes."

"Well, this time I'm not."

"Fine; I'll prove it," she snapped.

She didn't believe him, but what did she have to lose? If he was a ghost, he would try to hit her again, but she wouldn't be able to feel it. And maybe he really would leave.

Janey picked up a rock and held it in her trembling hand. She didn't believe it was Eddie; but whether it was or not, she had never tried to hurt anyone before, and she wasn't sure how to go about it.

"Go on!" Eddie prodded. "What the hell you waitin' for?"

She didn't know, so she threw the rock at Eddie's face, holding her breath and sighing with relief when it sailed right through his head.

"You think you're so smart," Eddie growled just before he faded away.

Janey closed her eyes, glad Eddie was gone and glad it hadn't been Pa. She didn't know if Eddie had been a ghost or just a figment, but she didn't suppose it really mattered. Granny had always said that just because you didn't believe in something didn't mean it didn't exist, but Janey hoped with all her heart that ghosts weren't real. Because if they were real, there was nothing to stop Pa from coming after her.

She exhaled softly and started walking again. She was beginning to wish that she hadn't thrown away Eddie's boots. They had rubbed all over, but the ground was so hot that she felt as if her feet were on fire.

"Just one cloud," she begged. But not a single cloud appeared.

She walked silently for a long time even though she knew it was pointless. There was nothing out here, and she was reaching the end of her strength. Her feet were dragging, her chest was tight when she breathed, her head felt like it was in a bucket of mud, and her tongue was so thick that it was difficult to talk.

Maybe if she hadn't cried so much. Maybe if she hadn't vomited so many times. Maybe if she had actually eaten breakfast yesterday. But she had cried, and she hadn't eaten.

She could feel her body starting to stutter, like an old man on his last legs. And contrary to what everyone thought, she wasn't an idiot. She had seen enough people die to know what it looked like.

A shadow passed overhead, and she glanced up, hoping it was a rain cloud, but it wasn't. It was only a hawk, soaring free through the sky above her. 

She shifted her eyes to the blurry horizon, wishing  she had had a different life. She imagined that she had been born a boy to anyone other than Pa. She imagined a father who taught her things. One who didn't hit her. It was a nice dream, but it was just that. An imagining.

But maybe if she held onto it, if she pretended it was real right up until the moment she died, she wouldn't be so sad. She could imagine a whole different life with a ma and pa who loved her.

She tried to do just that, but she wasn't sure what it looked like. She didn't know what love was; she had never seen it.

It was disappointing, but not as disappointing as dying. Her only consolation was that she wasn't dying a useless girl. She was going to die as Jake. So that was at least something.  

She squinted slightly, trying to make out the dark line on the horizon. It hadn't been there a moment ago, but her eyes weren't focusing quite right anymore, and she couldn't tell what it was. Maybe, just maybe, it was a line of trees along a river. Or maybe it was just another figment. Maybe she was already dead. She pinched herself. Nope. Not dead yet.

She kept walking, and the dark line came closer and closer.

She was certain of it now. It was a line of trees.

"Hell and damnation!" she croaked.

She frowned and wondered if she should have said something else, like "water and trees!" or "I'm saved!"

It didn't matter though. Either way, there were trees, which meant water, which meant that she wasn't going to die.

Soon she could actually see the individual tree trunks, and she almost laughed with joy; but then she froze, terror coursing through her body and fear fixing her in place.

They had found her. How had they found her?

She watched, absolutely horrified, as three men rode towards her, long black hair blowing in the breeze, skin so much darker than her own. She glanced around hurriedly, but there was nowhere to run and absolutely nowhere to hide.

She would have to stand and fight. There were only three of them, and she had Pa's guns. She was pretty sure there were six shots per gun, so that was four bullets per Indian. Assuming she didn't miss.

"Oh, hell," she hissed. "I should've asked Eddie to teach me to shoot."

She fumbled with one of the guns, trying to pull it from its holster. When she finally got it out, the men were close enough for her to see their faces. She didn't recognize any of them; none of these men had killed Eddie, but that didn't mean they hadn't killed the others.

"Stop!" she yelled. "Stop, or I'll shoot!"

One of them held up his hands and spoke softly. "Do not be afraid, Lost Bird. We will not hurt you."

"You will! You'll kill me just like you killed them!"

Janey couldn't hold back the memories any longer. She heard the pounding of horses' hooves, the screaming of the women and children; she heard guns fire; she heard the moans of dying people, people she knew. And she saw Eddie's eyes widen as the arrow slammed into his chest.

Tears poured down her cheeks.

"I have to kill you," she muttered. "I have to. You killed them; I kill you. It's fair."

The leader dismounted before saying, "I have killed no one, Lost Bird."

"Stop calling me lost!!" Janey screamed. "I'm not lost! I found the water, didn't I? I'm not lost, and I'm not useless! I'm alive, and I'm staying that way!"

Her hands were shaking, but she managed to find the trigger with one finger.

"I did not kill your people," the leader said solemnly. "I will not hurt you."

"Even if you didn't kill them, you're an Indian, aren't you? You kill white people; it's what you do!"  

He frowned, and one of the men on horseback said something in a language Janey didn't understand, but the leader shook his head and said, "I do not kill anyone because of skin. I kill them because of heart."

Janey blinked, struggling to understand his words. He wasn't trying to kill her, that much was clear, but maybe he wasn't trying to kill her because she had a gun pointed at his head.

Her head was so hot and heavy that she was having trouble thinking. She had to kill them, didn't she? They were Indians. Pa would say she did. Pa was dead though. She didn't have to do what he said anymore. She didn't have to obey him. He wasn't here to hit her.

The gun wobbled in her hand as she tried to work it out. Pa wasn't here, but that didn't mean anything. Indians had killed Eddie, and these were Indians. They would kill her too, wouldn't they? Pa said all Indians were savages. He said they killed anyone they could. He said they liked to kill.

She blinked blearily, trying to focus. The man in front of her didn't look like a savage. He looked concerned. But why?

He stepped closer and said gently, "If you have to kill me, Lost Bird, you will need to pull back the hammer."

"What? Hammer? Whadda you mean?" Janey asked in confusion, looking at the gun in her hand. "Hell and damnation! I can't even kill an Indian. I am useless!"

The man laughed loudly before saying, "Come; let us get you water."

At the word water, the gun dropped from Janey's hand. She would deal with the Indians later. She could kill them in their sleep if she had to, but right now, water. Sweet, sweet water.

The man held out a skin full of water, and Janey grabbed it. She took one huge drink, gasping when the man took it back.

"That wasn't enough!" she snapped. "I'm thirsty!"

"You will be sick," the man said. "More in a minute. Come, ride with me. I will take you to the shade."

Janey frowned. Not killing an Indian was one thing. Taking water from an Indian was one thing. Touching an Indian? Pa would kill her.

The Indian had already mounted and was holding out his hand. Janey stared at it for a moment, but then she came to the conclusion that Pa was dead and she wasn't. She was her own master now; she could do whatever she wanted. Including touching an Indian.

She picked up her gun, shoved it back in the holster, and stepped forward, taking the man's hand and holding her breath as he swung her up onto his horse in front of him.

"Breathe, Lost Bird," he said softly.

Janey breathed. She had never ridden on a horse before. It wasn't any higher than riding in the wagon, but it felt higher. She felt like she was miles and miles above the ground. The horse moved with a slow, regular rhythm, but it felt too fast to her. She suddenly felt sick again and had to focus all her energy on not throwing up. She didn't want to vomit on the nice man's horse.  

Nice man? When had he become a nice man? He was a means to an end. He had given her water, and he was taking her to the shade. That was good. She could always kill him later. After more water. And some food. And maybe after they took her to a town.

That seemed a little like something Pa would do though. Use someone before discarding them like a dirty rag. But these were Indians. Surely they would do the same to her. Surely that was their entire plan, to use and discard her. How though? She was a pathetic and useless white girl. What could they possibly want from her?

Her mind was much too fuzzy to follow that train of thought though, so she just focused on not falling.

Her eyes wouldn't stay open, and for just a moment everything went black, but then they were in the cool shade, and the man was lifting her down from the horse and lowering her onto the sweetest smelling grass she had ever smelled.

With some effort, Janey buried her nose in the grass and inhaled deeply. She had never thought she would smell grass again, and it smelled even better than she had remembered. And she had never realized how much she loved shade.

She heard the Indians talking in that language again and looked up frowning. All of them had dismounted now, and she suddenly felt very small. One of them looked angry, angry enough to hit her if she was close to him.

She glanced around, trying to figure out how fast she would have to run to get away. There was nowhere to go though; and anyway, she wasn't Janey anymore. She was Jake. Jake didn't run; he fought.

And if only she had the energy to stand, she would fight. She would figure out what the hell the hammer was, and she would kill them all.

After I have some more water, she thought when the nice man handed her the water skin again. The water was soothing to her cracked tongue, but she only took a sip or two before lowering the skin and staring at him.   

He had squatted beside her, and now he said, "Tell me what happened, Lost Bird."

"Stop calling me that," Janey ground out, voice hoarse. "It's annoying. My name is Jake."

She wouldn't have normally dared talk like that to anyone, not even an Indian; but she was nearly dead, and she was sick of being Janey. She was Jake now, and Jake said what he wanted.

"I do not think so," the man replied with a soft laugh.

"What, don't I look like a Jake?" she demanded.

"Not particularly."

She glared at him, wondering if he somehow knew she wasn't a boy. But did it matter if he did? He wasn't white. Just because she hadn't fooled him didn't mean she couldn't fool white people. Granny had always said that people saw what they wanted to see, not what was actually there. Maybe this man wasn't like that.

It didn't matter what he saw though. She was Jake.

She took another drink, easing the ache in her throat before saying, "I thought it was a pretty good name. Jake Falke. It sounds strong, don't you think?"

"I will call you Lost Bird for now."

"I hate that," she spat. "What's your name?"

"Two Stones."

"That's not a name."

"It is my name."

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why Two Stones?"

"Because that is what I am named."

Janey frowned and muttered, "This is a stupid conversation. Why're we having it?"

"Because you do not like your name."

"I don't have a problem with my name. I don't like being called 'Lost Bird'."

"But it is your name."

Maybe she would kill him right now.

She shook her head in disgust. Who was she kidding? She wasn't going to kill him. He was nice. If he turned out to be mean, she would kill him then. But in spite of the name thing, he had already been nicer to her than her own pa ever had.

"What happened?" Two Stones asked again.

She drank more before answering him.

"Our wagon train was attacked," she said trying to deepen her voice. "Everyone is dead. Except me," she added softly.

"See, that is why you are lost."

"This again?" Janey grumbled. "Fine, but why am I a bird?"

"Because you flew away," he said, winging his hand through the air like a bird.

Janey stared at him, annoyed that his logic made sense to her.

"My name is Janey," she said stiffly. "Call me Janey."

"Gaaane," Two Stones said, eyes twinkling with what she could only guess was humor.

"No, Janey," she growled.

"Gaeene."

"No, Janey."

"Jeene."

"No! Janey," Janey ground out. "It's not a hard word to say. You haven't had a problem saying a single English word, and you're struggling with 'Janey'? JANEY. J-a-n-e-y. Janey."

"Jubalie," he said very slowly.

She could see she wasn't going to win this.

"Fine," she sighed. "My name is Lost Bird. Happy?"

He smiled widely and said, "Well met, Lost Bird."

"Well met, Two Stones," she ground out, ignoring the laughter of the other men.

The tightness in her chest was beginning to ease, and she took a deep breath. She still couldn't quite believe that she wasn't going to die. She had survived her pa; she had survived the Indian attack; she had survived walking through the blazing hot prairie without food or water. She would survive this whole Lost Bird thing too.

For a while no one spoke, and she continued to drink one drink at a time. After a bit, Two Stones handed her some dried meat; and she ate it slowly, feeling relief when her stomach began to unclench.

When her head finally stopped spinning, she asked, "Why're you helping me?"

"Because you are lost," Two Stones replied.

"But I'm white," Janey felt the need to point out. "And you're… Indians."

Their faces darkened at that, and Janey wished she hadn't said it, but she didn't understand why they hadn't let her die.

"If you found a lost Indian child you would leave him to die?" Two Stones asked gravely.

"What? No!"

Two Stones shrugged as if Janey had answered her own question, but she hadn't. She didn't like to see animals or people suffer. Of course SHE would help someone. But these men were Indians. And she was white.

The blood slowly drained from her face as a terrible thought occurred to her. They were men, and they knew she was a girl. Was that why they were helping her?

She felt a wave of panic and again tried to gauge how far she would have to run to escape them. But running wouldn't do her any good. They had horses, and she didn't. And if she tried to steal one of their horses… Well, she just didn't see that working out.

She watched them watch her, and she looked for any signs or clues that they were like Old Man Finnegan. But their faces were open and frank. She saw no disgust or hatred, no emotion that pointed to something darker, something twisted. If she hadn't known better, she would think they honestly wanted to help her.

"But I do know better," she muttered to herself. "No one ever wants to help me."

That wasn't precisely true; not really. Granny had never turned her away, and she had never asked for anything in return for her lessons, her food, or her shelter. And every time she had seen the old man in the woods, he had shown her something special before going on his way. She smiled, remembering the meadow full of butterflies he had led her to once. It had been so beautiful that it had taken her breath away.

"Is it possible?" she mused while searching Two Stones's eyes for any sign of duplicity.

She saw nothing. It was as if she were staring into the eyes of a deer or a raccoon. He sought to hide nothing. He had no ill intent.

"I'm not a child anyway," she said loudly.

"What are you then?" Two Stones asked.

"I'm a… a… Well, I'm nearly an adult, really. Thirteen is very close to grown."

"Indeed. So since you are not a child, we should leave you be?"

Panic flared again, and Janey nearly jumped to her feet as she yelled, "NO! You can't leave me out here! I'll never survive! There's nothing to eat; there's no water, no shade. It's hell!"

One of the other men finally spoke, saying, "There is food all around you."

Janey glanced from side to side.

"Where?" she finally demanded. "I don't see anything."

"Try the grass," the third man said.

"The grass? Do I look like a horse? Never mind; don't answer that."

The men chuckled softly, and Two Stones added, "And the yucca, as you call it, on the plains is full of fruit."

"Fruit? Whadda you mean?"

"We will show you, Lost Bird. You do not need to be afraid."

Janey thought she very much needed to be afraid. She was all alone, because she didn't count Two Stones and the other two; her family was all dead; she was miles and miles from her home; and she was apparently going home with Indians. She didn't want to though. She would rather climb one of the trees and stay in it forever.

"But I'm not Janey anymore," she hissed to herself. "I'm Jake. Jake isn't scared. Jake wants to see what's out there. It'll be an adventure. Or a quest, like in one of Granny's stories."

Two Stones and the others were looking around curiously, and Janey said, "What're you looking for?"

"Whoever you are talking to."

"I'm talking to myself," she said.

"Yourself? Do you answer?"

"Sometimes; all the time really," she said with a shrug.

"Is it a good conversation?"

"Well, I guess; better than with Eddie."

"Eddie?"

Her vision blurred, and all she could see was his pale dead face and his hairless head, and she fought the urge to vomit. She very much felt that Jake didn't vomit. It wasn't manly and all that stuff.

"Breathe, Lost Bird," Two Stones said softly.

She breathed deeply as she stared into Two Stones's concerned face.

"He is… was… He was my brother," she managed to say. "He's dead."

"I am sorry."

That did it. That was all it took. In spite of the fact that Jake never cried, Janey did. Tears started streaming down her cheeks, blurring her vision, and her chest grew tight. She heaved wracking sobs, sobs that she couldn't stop no matter how hard she tried. If she could only forget about Granny and Eddie, the green forest of her home, and the busted open skull of the Jenkins' baby, maybe then she could stop crying.

She didn't want to cry; crying was useless. It had never once helped her or made her feel better, but she couldn't seem to help it. Every time she wiped away the tears, more came.

She gasped in alarm when a pair of strong arms suddenly lifted her.

"Put me down!" she screamed, beating out blindly with her hands.

"You are safe, Lost Bird," Two Stones promised her. "You are safe."

And in spite of her struggles, Janey found herself settled on Two Stones's lap. He wrapped his arms gently around her sobbing frame and crooned softly in her ear, "Cry; you will feel better."

She didn't want to cry, but she suddenly felt too tired to fight it. And as much as she wanted to yell at Two Stones for touching her, she had never felt quite so safe and warm in all her life. So she did the only thing she could. She buried her face against his chest and cried until she had no more tears to shed.

When all her tears were gone, Janey was so weak and her eyelids were so heavy that she simply couldn't move. Through her haze of grief and weariness, she felt Two Stones lay her down on the soft grass and cover her with something soft and warm.

"Rest, Lost Bird," he whispered. "We will guard you."

And then the world went black.


Chapter 3
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When Janey woke, she felt as if she had stuffed her head inside a bag of cotton. Her mouth was dry, her face felt swollen, and her head ached. This was why crying was useless. She always felt worse afterwards.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her head. It was early morning, and she blinked blearily into the sun, trying to remember why she was sleeping outside. She couldn't though, and she also couldn't remember her dreams. Which was very strange. She always dreamed, although they were usually more memory than dream, and she always remembered her dreams when she woke.

She rubbed her eyes and tried to remember why she had been crying, and then she did. The grief was still there, but it had dulled. Her anger was bigger now, pushing her grief to the side, outgrowing it. Maybe Two Stones and these Indians hadn't killed Eddie. But somewhere out there was an Indian who had; and Janey, or more properly Jake, was going to find him.

She finally noticed Two Stones and the others sitting around her in a half circle, and she waved a very small wave.

"What now?" she muttered to herself. "Do I just say 'good morning; thanks for saving my life and what not'?" She shrugged her shoulder and muttered, "Sounds a little uninteresting at best. What would Jake say?"

"Who is Jake?" Two Stones asked.

"I'm Jake, remember?"

"No; you are Lost Bird."

Janey sighed and struggled not to roll her eyes. Ma hated it when she rolled her eyes. On the other hand, Ma was dead so Janey could do whatever she wanted. Ma wasn't here to chastise her; Pa wasn't here to beat her; and her brothers weren't here to catch her.

Janey could curse all day and all night if she wanted to. She could roll her eyes; she could climb trees and run around barefoot. She could drink out of the damn blue cups. If the blue cups were here, but they weren't, so she would settle for rolling her eyes.

With a rebellious toss of her head, she rolled her eyes. It felt a little strange so she tried it again.

"Are you feeling ill?" Two Stones asked.

"No, I'm… Never mind," she sighed. "Anyway, I'm Jake. You may call me Lost Bird, but to everyone else, I want to be Jake."

"You don't look like a Jake," one of the other men said firmly.

"Well, I'm sorry; that's the name I came up with, and I'm fond of it, so it's Jake."

"But you're a girl," the third man said.

"I realize you realize that," Janey grumbled, "but I'm honestly hoping other people won't."

"Why?"

Janey didn't like talking to the other men because she didn't know their names, and they felt like strangers to her. She already kind of liked Two Stones, not that she would ever admit it.

"What're your names?" she asked.

The younger one stood and said, "I am Wolf Heart."

"That's way better than Lost Bird," she muttered irritably.

The third man laughed before saying, "I am Brings the Rain."

"Do you really?"

"What?"

"Bring the rain?"

"I can."

"That's incredible! Can I see it?"

"I only call on the rain when I or my people are in need."

"Oh. Well. I'd still like to see it."

"Maybe someday you will," Brings the Rain said with a wide smile. "You seem much better today."

She was better. Her head was clear, her throat and mouth no longer hurt, and her feet were nearly healed. All she had needed was some water, some food, and another nap.

"I heal quick," she said softly.

"A very good thing to have," Two Stones said. "Why do you want to be a boy?"

She had hoped they would just let it go, but she was beginning to think they weren't the let-go-of-things type.

"I thought about it a lot," she said, "and it's like this. Boys are free, you know? Girls don't spit," Janey said, doing her best imitation of her ma's voice. "Girls don't climb trees. Girls don't run. The list goes on and on and on. I'm not very girly anyway so what in the world would I do as a girl? I can't sew; I can't cook; babies terrify me; and I don't like sitting in silence."

There really wasn't anything she liked about being a girl. Except for her hair, and it was already gone.

They were staring at her oddly, so Janey went on, trying to explain. "I mean, I like me! I don't have a problem being me. And really, most boys stink, like actually stink, so I'm glad I'm not a boy. I just wanna pretend to be a boy."

She paused, but they still didn't say anything. No one had ever just let her talk before. In fact, she hardly ever talked to anyone but herself. The silence stretched, and Janey finally kept talking just to fill it.

"No one would want me as a girl, you know. I'm just not useful, but maybe as a boy I can be useful." Two Stones raised an eyebrow. "And safer," Janey quickly added. "A girl, all alone, that's terrible. Who knows what would happen to me? But a boy? Not so terrible, right?"

"Maybe; maybe not," Wolf Heart shrugged.

She didn't know what to say to that, didn't even know what he meant. Of course it was better and safer to be a boy. There were no downsides as far as she could see.

"Anyway, I'm Jake now," she said firmly. "That's who I am. I'm going to learn to shoot these stupid pistols, and I'm going to hunt down the Indian who killed my brother."

"Are you sure this is the path you wish to take?" Two Stones asked quietly.

"Yes! Didn't I just say so?"

"We can take you to Indian village. They take you in, treat you as their own; you would need not fear being a girl."

Janey stared at him as she replayed his words in her mind. She hadn't been mistaken; Two Stones had said what she thought he had said.

Take her in? Treat her as their own? She studied them carefully, searching for signs of deceit.

Besides the Indian who had killed Eddie, she had only ever seen one, and these three looked very different, but she was certain they were Indians. Their faces were not white faces. Their skin was dark brown with a hint of red; their hair was jet black; and their clothes were just different. But in spite of their differences, they were offering her shelter, a place, peace. She didn't understand it, but there it was.

She could say yes. She could go with them; she could grow back out her hair, and she would live. But Jake… Jake didn't want to. Jake wanted revenge. And Jake just wanted to be Jake for a while and see how it was.

She shook her head slowly and said, "No; I want to be Jake."

"As you wish," Two Stones said, and Janey was sure there was a note of sadness to his tone.

"What now?" she asked fearfully.

Would they leave her here all alone?

"You have no one?" Two Stones asked.

She almost gasped at his question because for a second it seemed cruel, but then she realized he was merely asking the question. Did she have someone who would make sure she didn't die on the prairie?

She shook her head.

"We will take you with us," he said.

"But… I want to be Jake," she insisted.

"Yes. That is your choice. We will help you learn what it means to be Jake. We will help you with your journey and what you seek."

Janey frowned. Two Stones said things oddly, and she couldn't be sure what he was really saying, but she thought he was saying he would help her.

She knew better than to ask though so she just smiled and said, "What now?"

"We get you a horse."

She paled and said, "Must we?"

"If you were girl, no; but boy, must have your own horse."

"Fine. But can it be a short horse?"

"We will see," Brings the Rain said with a loud chuckle.

"Hell and damnation!" Janey snapped. "You're just trying to kill me the long way!"

Two Stones shook his head and said, "You must learn to ride."

"That's too bad because I've so much practice walking."

Two Stones smiled at her before asking, "Do you want to be a white boy or an Indian boy?"

"What?"

"How do you wish to be trained? As if you were an Indian or as if you were white?"

Janey frowned at him. Maybe the heat had affected his head. He looked sane enough, but you never really could tell about people.

"Um… I'm white," she finally ventured.

"So?"

"Well, I assume I should probably stay white. You know?"

"If you wish."

She hated how he said it. Like she was somehow disappointing him. She didn't know him. He didn't know her. How could he possibly have any expectations of her? She was starting over. No expectations, no rules, just Jake and revenge. And apparently Two Stones, Wolf Heart, and Brings the Rain.

"Well," she said briskly. "Shall we get to it?"

"Would you not like to rest a little longer?" he asked.

"No."

She had never been much for sitting still. There were Indians to be killed, and she couldn't do it from here.

"As you wish," Two Stones said with a shrug.

Janey rolled her eyes and snorted, "I don't know how of all the people I got stuck with you."

"Would you like me to leave?"

"Hell and damnation!" she exclaimed. "No!"

She was terrified of being out here all on her own. Jake thought that was a little bit chicken, but even he was willing to admit that he was lost.

Two Stones chuckled and stood; and before long, the men had put out the fire, packed their supplies, and gathered their horses. Then Two Stones mounted and held out his hand to Janey.

Janey didn't move.

"Are you coming, Lost Bird?" he asked.

"You don't… That doesn't… There's no saddle," Janey stuttered.

"So?"

"Aren't you going to fall off?"

"I haven't yet."

"But you could."

"Not really."

"But there's no saddle."

"So?"

Janey almost screamed with frustration, but before she had the chance, Two Stones reached down and grabbed her, swinging her up behind him on the horse. With a loud yelp, Janey wrapped her arms tightly around Two Stones's waist.

She squeezed her eyes shut and started talking to cover the sound of the horses' hooves on the ground.

"Is it always this hot here? I mean, it's hot. Or maybe it's just dry. I'm not sure which. Home is so moist and lush and green. This is just so… so…"

"Lost Bird?"

"Yes?"

"Be quiet."

Janey gulped and shut her mouth. She was used to being told to shut up. But Two Stones hadn't said it in a mean way, like he would throw her off the horse if she didn't behave. He had just said it. Almost like a request. And since he was the one guiding the horse, Janey thought just maybe, even though Jake didn't like the idea, she just might keep her mouth shut.

Janey kept her eyes closed for a long time even though they weren't going very fast. She didn't like the way the horse moved. It was bumpy, and it was awkward holding onto Two Stones. She didn't usually touch people. Especially not for so long. She wished she could let go, but she was terrified of falling.

After a while though, she couldn't stand the not knowing anymore so she opened her eyes. She closed them immediately because she was so high off the ground that it made her feel sick.

She suddenly realized that she was cowering against Two Stones's back, and she frowned. She was still acting like Janey, but she wasn't Janey anymore; she was Jake.

Jake was Janey's total opposite. He was excited to ride a horse. In fact, he had always wanted to. Jake was off on an adventure. A mission. A mission of revenge with some adventure along the way. Jake had never had a mission. Mostly because Jake hadn't existed before yesterday, but still.

Janey forced her eyes to open and looked around, using Jake's strength and excitement to shove her fear to the side. This wasn't that high really. She had been higher than this plenty of times. She slept higher than this when she stayed in the woods overnight. Of course, trees didn't move, not like horses did.

The horse suddenly started going faster, and Janey gasped, gripping Two Stones tighter. The horse went faster still, and before Janey knew it, they were practically flying. She tried, but she couldn't close her eyes like she wanted to because they were glued open in absolute terror.

She had never gone this fast before, not ever. It was terrifying. But it was also exciting. She tried to relax her grip, but she couldn't. Jake was having the time of his life, but Janey was still terrified.  

After what seemed like forever, Two Stones slowed the horse to a walk again.

The scenery was much the same. It was flat, and there was very little green even though they weren't far from the riverbed. It seemed barren to Janey. And absolutely endless.

When the horse finally stopped moving, Janey looked around expectantly, but everything looked exactly the same as it had an hour ago.

"Why're we stopping?" she asked.

Two Stones hopped down, lifted her off the horse, and placed her gently on the ground. Janey's knees buckled, but Two Stones caught her right before her face slammed into the dirt.

"I can't feel my legs," she gasped.

"Rub them," Two Stones said. "Feeling will come back."

Janey ran her hands down her leg and yelped in pain. "Hell and damnation!"

"Why do you keep saying that?" Wolf Heart asked, offering her some water.

"Because I'm not allowed to."

"Allowed? I do not understand."

Janey took a drink and went back to rubbing her legs.

"Ma says I can't say 'hell' or 'damnation'. And a whole heap of other words, but I don't like any of those," Janey thought to add. "Pa'll whip me if he catches me saying them. But they're both dead now so there's no one to stop me. See?" she asked with a grin.

Wolf Heart's brow was furrowed, and he said, "But why 'hell and damnation'?"

"I dunno. I like the way they sound. 'Sides Ma always said I'd go to hell if I cursed, and I figure I'm already damned 'cause this sure feels like hell to me."

Wolf Heart laughed loudly.

"I don't know why you always laugh at me," Janey grumbled. "I hate it when people laugh at me."

Wolf Heart sobered quickly and said, "I am sorry, Lost Bird. I mean no offense. I am not laughing at you. I am… enjoying your… words. Yes?"

Janey raised an eyebrow. She had no idea what he meant. But he seemed sincere, so she nodded.

She rubbed her legs one last time and struggled to stand. Tingles ran up her legs, and she flinched.

"I hate that," she muttered. "I'd rather walk."

"You will get used to it," Two Stones said.

"The pain? Why would I want to get used to it?"

"No," Two Stones said with a smile. "Riding."

"Oh." Janey shrugged. "It is kinda nice. I've never gone so fast before."

"We can go faster."

Janey paled and said, "I'm not ready for that. To be honest, I'm still pretty terrified. It's Jake who likes it."

Two Stones shook his head before saying, "Do you have anything you might like to tend to, Lost Bird?"

"What?" she asked.

Granny tended the plants, but she was pretty sure that wasn't what he meant.

"Something you might like to do before we begin to ride again," he said vaguely.

He seemed to be struggling, and she wasn't sure why, but then she realized what he was driving at. And now that he mentioned it, all that bouncing really had made her need to go, but when she looked around she realized that there wasn't a single tree to hide behind. Just big smelly bushes.

When she had been with the wagon train, she had always waited until after dark or she had dropped far behind the train and then ran to catch back up. She didn't have either of those options now though, and she suddenly felt very exposed and small.

"Look, Wolf Heart," Two Stones suddenly said, pointing away from Janey. "Is that an eagle? I cannot tell from here."

Janey looked where he was pointing but didn't see a thing.

"I do not know," Wolf Heart said. "What do you think, Brings the Rain?"

"Need an old man to help you out, do you?" Brings the Rain replied, turning to look.

Janey frowned. Maybe the heat had gotten to all of them because they were acting a bit touched.

It suddenly occurred to her what they were doing, and after rolling her eyes at her own foolishness, she quickly ran in the other direction, looking for the tallest bush.

She could still hear them talking as she ran.

"It's a vulture," Brings the Rain said.

"Old man, your eyes must be bad," Wolf Heart replied. "That's a hawk."

"I still say it's an eagle," Two Stones said.

Janey giggled as she ducked behind a bush. Now she kind of wished she was wearing her dress. Then she wouldn't have to pull down her pants to go pee. Just another way boys had it better than girls. They could pee standing up. She peed as fast as she could then ran back to join the men.

"All of you are wrong," she said loudly. "It's just a cloud."

"So it is," Two Stones agreed. "Let's go then."


Chapter 4
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They rode for the remainder of the day, only stopping occasionally; and every time they stopped, Janey feared that the feeling would never come back into her legs, but it always did.

When Two Stones finally stopped for the night, it was already dark, and Janey was clinging to his back like a piece of moss.

"How can you ride in the dark?" she whispered as he lifted her off the horse.

"Storm Burst knows where he goes."

"You let the horse lead?!"

"Yes."

She felt the urge to scream, but she just muttered "hell and damnation" under her breath and started rubbing her legs.

The others had a fire going and something cooking by the time Janey could walk again.

"What is that?" Janey asked, gesturing at the spit when she sat beside Two Stones.

"Bird."

"Oh."

Janey had only seen one bird all day, and she hoped they weren't eating that bird. It had been kind of chubby with a curl on its head, much cuter than a chicken. Chicks were cute, but full-grown chickens were much too pecky for Janey's taste, and she didn't mind eating them.

She thought about refusing to eat it, but when Two Stones handed her a bit of the hot meat, it smelled absolutely delicious; and Janey suddenly realized how hungry she was.

The bird was already dead, so it wasn't as if she would be doing it any good by not eating it. And anyway, Jake didn't give a damn how cute the bird was. Janey closed her eyes and took a bite. It was better than chicken.

"When does my training start?" she asked around a mouthful.

"After trading post."

"Trading post?"

"We must get you horse."

Janey didn't respond. A trading post meant white people, and that meant she didn't have to stay with the Indians. She could go back to civilization, take a bath in a tub, form a militia, and hunt down the Indians who had killed Eddie.

"More?" Two Stones asked, interrupting her thoughts.

Janey stared at him, not entirely certain that she had heard him correctly. No one had ever asked her if she wanted more. Not even Granny.

Pa and the boys always ate their fill. They were men, and men needed their strength. But Janey always went hungry unless she was in the woods where she could eat as many berries and greens as she could stand.

"More?" Two Stones asked again.

Was it a trick? If she said yes would he laugh and rip the meat away? She narrowed her eyes and said "yes" very softly just to see what Two Stones would do. Without a word, he handed her more meat.

Janey gazed at the meat in her hand. She didn't understand him at all.

Maybe she had passed out from the heat, and she was dying. Maybe this was a dream. She had never dreamed about something that hadn't happened, but maybe the heat had induced another figment. She pinched herself as hard as she could. It hurt like hell, and nothing changed.

She ate the meat thoughtfully, wondering why on earth they were being so nice to her. Did they really not want anything from her? That just didn't make sense. They had to want something. Everyone always did.

When she was finished eating, Two Stones tossed her a blanket, and fear raced down Janey's spine. She hated sleeping out in the open. What if they were attacked? What if a coyote smelled them and came looking? What if it rained?

She suddenly laughed and said, "Ridiculous! I doubt if it ever rains here."

With that oddly comforting thought, she wrapped the blanket around herself and fell asleep.

Janey woke to the sound of soft singing. When she opened her eyes, she saw Brings the Rain standing just beyond her, facing the sunrise. He was singing something so beautiful that it brought tears to Janey's eyes even though she couldn't understand the words.

But it felt very private, so she turned and crawled a few feet away before standing. They weren't paying any attention to her right now, so she might as well find a bush and get it over with.

She groaned as she stood upright. She hadn't even known she could hurt in so many places. She didn't think she had ever hurt so badly in her entire life, which was saying a lot since Sol had once pushed her out of the hay loft. She had only broken her wrist, which wasn't too bad considering the time Pa had broken at least three of her ribs.

At least this ache eased as she moved; and by the time she was done with the bush, she almost didn't even hurt anymore.

She breathed deeply, appreciating the crisp scent of the morning air. It was hard to believe that it would be hot as hell in a few hours. She missed the constant temperatures of her home. Maybe when she was done killing the Indians, she would go back, but as Jake not Janey.

A whisper of discomfort filled her at the thought, but she pushed it to the side. Home was home. And she belonged there, not here.

The sight of a snake curled beneath a rock in front of her forced all of her tumultuous thoughts to the side. It looked just like the snake she had seen when she had burnt the biscuits, the snake that had saved her life; and she wondered if this one also had the strange rattly tail and fangs.

"Good morning, Mr. Snake," she said cheerfully. "How are you?"

She stepped closer. The snake didn't move so maybe it was sleeping, and she could get a good look at it without disturbing it. She stepped a little closer, but she wasn't watching her step and something snapped beneath her foot. The snake immediately sprung up, tail buzzing, fangs dripping.

"Oh, hell," Janey whispered.

Strong arms grabbed her and ripped her backwards just as the snake lunged forward and struck the air where she had just been. The snake coiled again, and Janey gasped, but Two Stones leaped backward once more, and soon they were far away from the snake with the buzzing tail.

"What were you doing?" Two Stones chided when they were back by the campfire.

"I wanted to see the snake. I wanted to know if it had the strange tail like the other snake I saw. The snake that… well… the…"

"What?"

"The one that saved my life," Janey muttered.

"Explain," Two Stones ordered.

Janey didn't want to, but Two Stones stared at her and she started talking. "I saw a snake, and I went to look at it. I burned the biscuits, so I hid. That's why I'm not dead."

Two Stones looked confused, but he shook his head and said, "Snake dangerous. Stay away. Poison."

"Damnation," Janey gasped. "That explains the fangs."

"You have new name," Two Stones said.

Janey cringed and asked, "What is it?"

"Finds Trouble."

"I like Lost Bird."

"Not name."

"Jake."

"Not name."

"Janey," she said desperately.

"Gaaane?"

"For crying out loud! You can't just go around changing my name!"

"You did."

"Fine. Finds Trouble sounds better anyway," Janey growled.

"Here, Finds Trouble, eat," Brings the Rain said, handing her a bit of meat.

"Really? Just like that?"

"What?" Brings the Rain asked with a smile.

"He just changed it two seconds ago!"

"It fits you."

Janey snorted and quickly ate her breakfast. What did she care if they changed her name? She was ditching them as soon as they reached the trading post. They were nice and everything, but they were Indian, and she was white. Couldn't they see that? Besides they knew she was a girl, and she would rather travel with someone who didn't.

"Chew with your mouth closed," she muttered as she chewed her food. "Never use your fingers; always sit up straight. Don't spit, don't cross your legs, don't run, walk with your head high and shoulders back. Hell and damnation, I hate rules," Janey grumbled. "I'll walk however I want, thank you very much!" she added angrily.

And to prove it, she spit into the fire. When she looked up, she found them watching her with amusement.

"What?" she snapped. "You never seen anyone spit before?"

"Sure," Wolf Heart said.

"Just never seen anyone spit so bad," Two Stones added.

"Whadda you mean bad?" Janey growled. "How can there be a bad way to spit?"

"You only made it this far," Brings the Rain said, gesturing with his hands.

"Well, it was my first time. How far can you spit?"

"All the way over there," Two Stones said, pointing.

"Prove it," she snapped.

She hated that she sounded like Eddie when she said it, but she just didn't believe him.

Two Stones suddenly spit, and it flew past Janey's face and landed with a splat on the ground behind her.

"Hell!" Janey exclaimed, looking back and forth for a moment. "You have to teach me to do that!"

"Can't teach someone to spit," Two Stones said with a shrug. "You either can or you can't."

"That's not true," Janey said irritably.

"Prove it," Two Stones replied.

"But… I… You know I can't prove it! That doesn't make sense."

"It does."

"Doesn't."

"Are you ready to go, Finds Trouble?"

"Stupid name," Janey muttered as she stood. "I'd almost rather be called stupid or clumsy or halfwit or useless." She frowned and said, "On second thought, Finds Trouble has a note of danger to it. It's really not that bad once you get used to it."

Two Stones chuckled softly, but she ignored him and waited for him to mount so that he could pull her up onto the horse behind him.

It seemed as if they rode forever and ever and ever and ever and ever. In reality, it was just another day before Two Stones said, "We reach trading post by nightfall."

Janey wasn't sure yet what that meant for her. Two Stones had said they would train her, but she didn't believe them. Why would three men, Indian men at that, take in a useless white girl? She has asked herself this question over and over and over, and she still hadn't come up with a suitable answer.

White men had a use for white boys. They used them to fetch things and carry things and drive cattle around the meadows. Will, Sol, and Eddie had been useful.

But Janey? She couldn't even cook biscuits. Why would anyone want her?

She had this strange feeling though that Two Stones did want her because he seemed to grow sadder the longer they rode, almost as if he knew she wasn't going to stay with them. But why would he care? He had just met her, and he didn't even call her by her name.

And the names he did call her by made no sense. She had only been sort of lost, and she didn't find trouble that much.

But she was certain she would cause them trouble if she stayed with them. They had said they would train her and help her, but why would they bother? Surely they had better things to do. Crops to tend, tasks to finish, whatever it was that Indians did all day. Or maybe they didn't. Maybe they didn't have anything else to do at all.

"Well, hell," Janey muttered.

"Why?" Two Stones asked.

"Why what?"

"Hell," he said.

"Oh, no reason," Janey replied, blushing just a bit.

They both lapsed into silence again, and Janey continued to mull the problem.

The men had hardly spoken at all since she had met them, but they had always been kind. She didn't know anything about them other than the obvious. Their names and the fact that they were Indians. It was hardly enough to trust her life to them.

She hadn't gotten that warning tingle up her neck like she did sometimes when she was near someone, but that didn't mean she should stay with them. She was sure there were plenty of people in the world who wouldn't cause her neck to tingle.

Granny didn't cause her neck to tingle. The old man in the woods hadn't. There had been a few people in town that hadn't bothered her. She hadn't much liked anyone on the wagon train, but that didn't mean anything. She didn't like most people.

The point was they were Indians and she was white. And they knew she was a girl. She had to leave them.

"There it is, up ahead," Two Stones suddenly said.

"What?"

"Trading post."

"Oh."

Janey suddenly felt very scared. Except when she had been in her woods, she had never been on her own before. And she had known every nook and cranny of her woods; here she was totally lost. Lost Bird really was a better name.

She peeked around Two Stones's shoulder and saw a towering wall looming in the distance. It didn't look like what she had imagined a trading post would look like. She had imagined something cheerful and bustling with life, but this looked dirty, dark, and angry.

It was surrounded by raw dirt and nothing else. There were some trees stretched out behind it because the trading post was near the river, but there were no trees beside it, in front of it, or near it. It was just as plain and barren as the land around it.

Janey hated it on sight, and she felt a little ill just at the thought of going inside. Would she have to sleep in there? She hoped not. She would rather sleep on the prairie than in that hideous structure.

And what if they knew? What if her pants and short hair didn't fool anyone? What if they all knew she was a girl pretending to be a boy? What would they do to her? Would they shove her in a dress and force her to work in the kitchens like all the other women? Would they laugh at her recounting of what happened to the wagon train? Would they pat her on the head and tell her to be a good girl?

Or would they beat her for running away? Would they beat her for fun? Would they shove her in a dress and use her for something else?

"Breathe, Finds Trouble."

"I can't," she whispered.

"We are here. We will protect you."

From a fort full of white men? She somehow doubted that. They were as helpless as she was. They were as lost as she was. She should have just died. It would have been the sensible thing to do.

Jake didn't think so though, and Jake was pretty certain he could carry this off. All he had to do was pretend to be Eddie. Arrogant and self-assured.

Janey had never been self-assured, but she had seen it often enough that she thought she could fake it.

Jake could do this. He would convince everyone that he was a boy, and then he would convince them to ride out in search of the men who killed Eddie.

A small group of Indians were just leaving the fort, and Janey scanned their faces, heart beating quickly, but none of them was the man she was looking for.

Too bad it hadn't been that easy. She could have just jumped from the horse, pulled her gun…

She sighed heavily when she realized that she didn't know what to do after that. She still didn't know what the hammer was; and by the time she figured it out, she would probably be dead.

Jake might think he was ready, but he didn't know anything about anything. Not yet.

The open gate suddenly loomed in front of them, and Janey gripped Two Stones a little tighter as they rode through it.

"Breathe, Finds Trouble," he said again.  

She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath.

They stopped just inside the courtyard, and Two Stones swung down easily. Janey waited for him to help her, but then she remembered she was Jake. He wasn't going to help her. She was a boy. She had asked for this.

With a sigh, she slid unsteadily down the horse's side. She stumbled when she hit the ground, but she managed to keep herself from falling flat on her face.

Her legs ached, but she didn't rub them like she wanted to. Instead she pretended to be Eddie. Arrogant and too good for anything.

A soldier had already approached Two Stones, and he was demanding to know their business there.

"We come to trade," Two Stones replied.

"What do you have?" the solider asked grumpily.

"Skins."

"And what do you want?"

"A horse for young Jake here and some gear."

The solider swung around and glared at Janey before snapping, "Who are you?"

Janey was used to being yelled at, and she almost blurted out her real name, but at the last second she remembered that she wasn't Janey anymore.

"Jake," she said quietly. "Jake Falke," she added a little more firmly.

Her heart was hammering in her chest, but the soldier didn't question her name and didn't seem to notice that she was anything other than the boy she was pretending to be.

"How'd you end up with these natives?" he sneered.

Janey frowned at him, not particularly liking the way he had said it.

"Lost my gear crossing the river," she replied quickly. "They helped me get here."

"Well, you're here now," the soldier said firmly. "And we need able-bodied men. The pay's not terrible; room and board included."

Janey almost laughed. Stay here? In this fort? No. Not ever. She would rather go back in time and crawl out from under the wagon and die with Eddie.

She looped her thumb through one of her belt loops like she had sometimes seen Eddie do and said carelessly, "Can't. Pa's waiting for me further west."

"How're you planning to get there?" the solider demanded.

"Two Stones here offered to guide me."

"I'm warning you, boy, Indians don't do anything for free," the soldier said firmly. "They're not trustworthy."

That strange little tingle ran down Janey's neck, and she felt the hairs stand up. She almost growled, but managed to stop herself.

"We've worked out a trade," she said.

"It's your scalp," the soldier retorted.

Janey wished she knew how to use her guns. If she did she would shoot him right now. And then she would kick him. He was no different than Pa.

Two Stones, Wolf Heart, and Brings the Rain had been nicer to her than anyone else she had ever met. And they were just standing there, listening to this idiotic soldier talk bad about them, because, because… Because they didn't have a choice. What could they do?

Janey studied the soldier with narrowed eyes and said firmly, "I was with Pa the last time we traded, and I know the current rate for skins."

That was a lie. Janey didn't know anything about skins or trading, but she had heard Pa and others talk about shorting Indians when they traded with them, and she was sure these army men weren't any different.

She could hear her ma lecturing her about lying and how if she lied she would wind up burning for all eternity, but she didn't care. She had lied, and she would do it again because Two Stones couldn't protect himself here. He wasn't white. But she was.

She grinned lazily at the solider, ignoring the rapid beating of her heart and the fear that was making her stomach clench. She was Jake. Jake wasn't scared of soldiers or guns or anything else for that matter.

"This way," the soldier grunted as he headed towards one of the doorways.

The courtyard was lined with doorways, and Janey knew from Eddie's recounting of one of the trading posts they had visited along the way that each of the doorways would lead to a different room or shop. He had said that it was like a tiny town built into the fort's walls. Janey had always wanted to see what he meant, but now that she was here, she wished she was anywhere else.

The solider led them inside and introduced them to a small man with tiny glasses perched on his sharp nose.

"These natives have some skins to trade," the soldier grumbled. "White man rates."

The little man sputtered a bit, but the soldier pointed at Janey, and the man stopped sputtering and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil before asking sharply, "What have you got?"

Wolf Heart laid a large bundle on the counter, and Two Stones started pulling out skins and showing them to the little man. Janey tried to pay attention; after all she should really learn these things if she was going to be a man, but her eyes drifted over to the window that looked out into the courtyard.

There were two men standing there, talking to another soldier, and Janey's heart skipped a beat when she saw them.

There was no mistaking the taller one. He held himself like a sleeping panther, which was at complete odds with his sophisticated manner and dress. But it couldn't be him. The Indians had killed everyone. So if Mr. St. John was alive, did that mean Pa was alive too?

"Stop being stupid," she chided in a whisper. "I kicked him a dozen times; I think if he was still alive he might have spoke up."

Brings the Rain gave her an odd look, and she grimaced. She really should stop talking out loud to herself.

She wasn't wrong though. And her eyesight was perfect. It was the leaders of their wagon train, Mr. St. John and Mr. St. Paul. But why weren't they dead? The Indians had killed everyone, hadn't they?

Janey closed her eyes and surveyed the carnage for a moment in her mind. All the wagons had been there because they hadn't broken camp for the day yet. That meant everyone should be there. Everyone. She had seen lots of bodies, but she hadn't counted them, hadn't looked at all of their faces. She had been in too much of a panic.

How could Mr. St. John and Mr. St. Paul have escaped? And were they going to hunt down the Indians who had done it?

Janey almost walked out to greet them, but she stopped herself. They wouldn't know Jake, and they might not remember Janey. If she approached them though, she would have to do it as Janey, and she wasn't Janey anymore.

After a moment's thought, she slipped through the door and leaned against the wall, slouching her shoulders like she thought Eddie might and straining to hear what they were saying.

"We're just passing through," Mr. St. John said. "But we need some supplies. We have some things to trade."

The soldier pointed towards the building that Janey was standing against, and Janey had to focus all of her intention on her feet to keep them from bolting.

Jake wasn't a coward; he didn't run.

As far as Janey could tell, Mr. St. John hadn't mentioned the wagon train so maybe he didn't know that everyone else was dead.

With a casual laziness that she didn't really feel, she walked back inside the store, figuring they were coming this way, and went to stand near Wolf Heart.

When Mr. St. John entered, another clerk came out to greet him. "What sort of items do you have to trade?" the new clerk asked in a nasal tone.

"Just some odds and ends," Mr. St. John said, his strange accent making the words seem almost fancy.

He pulled out a satchel, opened it, and started to lay things on the counter. Janey swallowed a gasp when she saw her pa's watch and her ma's silverware. They were the only nice things Pa had owned, and he had kept them in a box in the wagon. She also recognized the Jones boy's harmonica and Mrs. Wilbur's necklace, but she couldn't place anything else.

The clerk looked at Mr. St. John with narrowed eyes and said, "These are some odd bits and things."

"We ran into a wagon train. They needed some supplies, but this was all they had to trade," Mr. St. John replied nonchalantly.

Janey could feel those strange hairs on the back of her neck starting to bristle again. That was a lie. A full-on, blatant lie. Which wouldn't bother her all that much except those people were dead, rotting in the sun; and Mr. St. John had stolen from them.

She wondered if it was really possible to steal from a dead person, and she decided that it probably wasn't, but she still hated him.

"I'd like to get a good price for them," Mr. St. John said.

There was something about his tone that caught Janey's interest, but she couldn't be sure what was different about it.

The clerk seemed to like it though because he said, "Certainly, sir."

Janey watched them from the corner of her eye as they conducted their business, but Two Stones was finished before Mr. St. John.

She didn't want to lose track of them so when they walked back into the courtyard, Janey said, "I need to… um… stay here for a minute."

Two Stones nodded sadly before saying, "So you are staying?"

"What? No!" Janey swung around to face him and burst out, "You said you'd train me!"

"Yes, but you said you needed to stay here."

"Ugh! No! Not here!" Janey exclaimed. "I hate this place. Did they give you a good price for the skins? I don't actually know anything about skins. I was just bluffing."

He smiled widely and said, "A very good price."

"Oh, good. I figured they might try to short you, you being an In…"

Janey trailed off and stared at Two Stones. What did it mean to be an Indian anyway? His skin was darker than hers. His hair black and straight and very long for a man. But his eyes were kind. He was gentle. He was… He was Two Stones. Damn if she didn't already like him more than she had ever liked anyone else. So that was that. Apparently, she was going to travel with Indians.

"I want to go with you," Janey said earnestly. "If you'll take me."

"Yes," Two Stones said with a grin. "Finds Trouble is always welcome."

"Figure out a new name," Janey growled. "I hate that one."

"But you are Finds Trouble."

"Yeah, yeah. Don't you have a horse to buy or something?"

Two Stones chuckled, and he and Brings the Rain walked towards another portion of the fort. They might call it a trading post, but it was a fort. There were cannons up on the walls, and the courtyard was crawling with soldiers. This was precisely where Janey would have come to report the attack on the wagon if she had known it was here. But she hadn't.

She could still report it, but what good would that do? She didn't actually know which Indians had attacked the wagon train, and she was beginning to realize that one Indian was just the same as any other Indian to most people. She certainly didn't want Two Stones and the others to get hurt.

But that didn't explain why Mr. St. John and Mr. St. Paul hadn't reported it. After all, they were the leaders of the wagon train. All those families had trusted them, put their faith in them, and they had betrayed them. Something very odd was going on.

"I'm going to wait over here," Janey said before walking back to stand by the clerk's office. Wolf Heart followed without protest.

They waited awhile, and finally Mr. St. John and Mr. St. Paul left. Janey started to follow them, but Wolf Heart stopped her with a hand to her arm.

"Wait," he said softly.

They watched Mr. St. John walk into the mercantile. After another little while, he came out again and left the fort altogether.

"We have to follow them," Janey hissed. "I need to know where they're going."

"Wait," Wolf Heart said.

"Wait? But they'll be gone! And then I'll never know!"

"Patience, Finds Trouble."

"Hell and damnation! I hate that name."

"Earn a better one."

"Earn it?"

"Yes."

Janey rolled her eyes. She may as well get used to it then because there wasn't any way she was going to get a better one if she had to earn it.

She wanted to run after Mr. St. John, but she waited. Wolf Heart had been male longer than she had, and he probably knew some things she didn't. But it chafed. She had thought now that she was Jake she wouldn't have to take orders from anyone. But Jake still didn't know how to take care of himself.

"I hate this," she muttered.

"Patience."

"Patience smacience."

"What?"

"Nothing," she grumbled.

Janey really didn't mind waiting. She was scared of Mr. St. John for some reason; she always had been. But Jake wasn't. Jake wanted to demand answers. It was because of Jake that she was still standing here. If it had been up to her, she would have run the second she saw St. John.

Pa was right; she really was useless.

It wasn't long before Two Stones and Brings the Rain returned with a horse and a large bundle. Janey was relieved to see that the horse wasn't overly tall and, unlike Two Stones's horse, it had a saddle.

Wolf Heart said something in their language, and Two Stones nodded.

"That's rude, you know," Janey spat. "I don't understand whatever-it-is."

"I know," Wolf Heart replied with a smile.

Janey had a sudden urge to punch him in his shiny white teeth, and she paled slightly at the thought. She had never punched anyone. Was that who Jake was? Did he just walk around punching people? She hoped not. She hoped Jake was better than that.

"We'll walk the horses out," Two Stones said.

"We'd better. I'd hate to die inside this nasty fort," Janey muttered.

Two Stones laughed loudly before collecting the other horses and leading the way through the gates and back outside. A soldier watched them leave, and sweat beaded on Janey's back from the weight of his gaze. Did he know? Would he stop them? Would he shout any moment now, telling them to halt?

He didn't though, and Janey heaved a sigh of relief once they were on the other side of the fort's walls. She had always preferred being outside and free. And although she didn't have any particular hatred of towns, there was just something about that fort that made her skin crawl.

"We'll camp down by the river," Two Stones said, heading that way.

Janey looked around for the wagon train leaders, but she didn't see them. They were long gone.

"Figures," she sighed. "And why didn't I think to grab the watch and silverware? Stupid."


Chapter 5
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As soon as they approached the river, Janey could see that several men were already gathered there; and her heart quickened when she realized it was probably Mr. St. John.

"Patience," she hissed to Wolf Heart. "You could have just told me."

He shrugged.

Two Stones paused and said, "You white. They white. So you ask if we can camp together for the night."

But what if Mr. St. John recognized her?

"I can't…" she started to say. "Oh, hell and damnation; I have to do it," she huffed. "Jake would."

Two Stones shook his head in exasperation, but Janey ignored him. She rolled her shoulders and tried to stand like Eddie. Then she walked right up to Mr. St. John's camp, her stomach rolling with fear.

Mr. St. John stood as she approached, and Janey nodded and said, "Evening, mister. My guides and I are headed west, I thought if it was alright with you, we could camp together for the night. Safety in numbers and all."

Mr. St. John looked past Janey at Two Stones and the others, and she had to force herself not to look away when he met her eyes again.

"And your guides," he drawled, "are friendly?"

"Of course," Janey laughed. "We've been hunting together, and we're gonna meet up with my pa in a bit."

If she didn't go to hell for cursing, she was certainly going to hell for lying. But really, what should she say? The truth? Not likely.

"All right then," Mr. St. John said with a nod.

Janey stopped herself from heaving a sigh of relief and said, "Thanks, mister. Mighty kind of you."

She waved Two Stones forward before quickly surveying the other men with Mr. St. John. Besides Mr. St. Paul, there were five men, and all of them had been traveling with the wagon train.

Anger bubbled inside of Janey. No wonder everyone had been slaughtered. The men they had trusted to protect them had been gone, doing who knows what.

Jake opened his mouth to say something stupid, but Janey stopped him and said casually, "You headed west too?"

"As it happens, we're headed back east," Mr. St. John replied.

"Seen any trouble?"

"Not a bit," he said, lips curving into a grin.

Liar. He had seen a heap of trouble. What was he playing at?

Wolf Heart tapped Janey's arm and gestured behind him. Two Stones had already built a fire a bit away from Mr. St. John's party, and he was cooking something on a spit.

Janey turned back to acknowledge Mr. St. John, and her heart skipped a beat when she found him studying her curiously.

"Thanks again," she said hurriedly before rushing over to the others and sitting down beside Two Stones.

It took her a moment to steady her heart, and then she glanced back up, heaving a sigh of relief when she saw that Mr. St. John had returned his attention to his own men.

She hadn't been convinced that he wouldn't recognize her, but she guessed being a useless girl was an advantage in this case. Mr. St. John had never showed the least interest in her.

Two Stones handed Janey a chunk of meat, and she took it gratefully, wondering offhandedly when they had had time to hunt. She hadn't noticed them hunting, but she had been thinking most of the day.

While she ate, she watched Mr. St. John's men and pondered how she might get more information from them. Mr. St. John was pretty tight lipped, but maybe if she just sat here and listened she would overhear something worthwhile.

She listened carefully throughout the entire evening, but the other party never said anything of interest. As night fell, she began to suspect that this hadn't been her best idea. She was certain that St. John was up to something villainous, and it was just now occurring to her that they were outnumbered by St. John's men.

Maybe Finds Trouble was a good name for her after all. Or a good name for Jake anyway. Janey would be hiding somewhere far away if it were up to her.

"Two Stones?" she whispered.

"Yes, Finds Trouble?"

Not gonna argue with that, she thought before saying, "Maybe we should keep watch tonight."

"We always keep watch."

"Oh, well that's good then."

"Go to sleep."

Janey wasn't sure that she could. It was driving her crazy not knowing why or how Mr. St. John was still alive. She had never particularly liked him, but since she never liked anyone, she hadn't paid it much attention. She had avoided him just like she had avoided everyone else in the wagon train. The only other person she had ever talked to was Mary, but Mary hadn't really talked back.

The memory of screaming rose to Janey's mind, and she knew that one of those voices had been Mary's. The Indians hadn't scalped the women, but they had killed them. They had killed everyone. Even the children. Why? Why had they killed them? And why didn't Mr. St. John care?

Two Stones nudged her slightly, and she finally lay down and stared up at the stars. In spite of the presence of Two Stones and the others, she truly felt lost.

She had rejected the white man in favor of Indians, and that didn't make sense to her. Were they really going to help her hunt down other Indians? Maybe they didn't like the other Indians anymore than she did.

She knew who she needed to kill, but she couldn't let go of the idea that Mr. St. John was bad. She just didn't know how or why.  

Fear started to crowd her once more, so she pushed her thoughts to the side and silently recited one of Granny's fairytales, the one about the seven ravens.

She felt very much like the girl in that story, running from the sun and the moon and trying to save her brother. Only Janey's brother was dead. In the story, everything had worked out in the end, but she couldn't take any comfort from that since Granny always said that life wasn't at all like a fairy tale. When Janey had asked her what that meant, Granny had fixed her eyes upon her and said firmly, "There are very few chances of a happily ever after in real life, child. And the good man, the wise man, he doesn't always persevere."

If a good and wise man couldn't always persevere, what chance did Janey have?

Janey didn't remember falling asleep or even being asleep, but all of a sudden, she was blinking and it was morning.

She quickly sat upright, irritation filling her when she saw that Mr. St. John's party was already packing up. By the time she had stood and rolled up her blanket, they were already on their way to wherever.

"Well, that was pointless," Janey muttered as she ate the whatever-it-was Two Stones handed her. It wasn't meat; it was some kind of plant, but she didn't recognize it. It tasted all right though.

"What lacked point?" Brings the Rain asked.

"That! I didn't find out anything!"

"What did you want to find out?"

"Those men! They were part of the wagon train. The leaders and their men. I don't understand how they're still alive. Where were they? Why aren't they dead?"

"That is curious," Two Stones said.

"Sometimes it's a little annoying trying to talk to you," Janey sighed.

"Why is that?"

"No reason," she grumbled.

"Today we begin your training."

Janey shrugged. That was nice, but now she was thinking about Mr. St. John. She wanted to ride after him and demand answers. But that wasn't a good idea for two reasons. One, she didn't know how to ride. And two, she had a feeling he was up to no good.

"Who is Jake?" Two Stones asked.

"What?" Janey replied, confusion filling her. She hadn't been paying attention, and she wasn't sure if Two Stones had said something before that.

"Who is Jake?" he repeated.

"He's me; I already told you that."

"No," Two Stones said, shaking his head. "Who is Jake?"

"I don't understand."

"Who is Janey?"

"What? Janey is me! Hey! I knew you could say Janey!"

Two Stones grinned at her, before saying, "You are Janey, but you want to be Jake. Who is Janey? Who is Jake?"

"Ohhhhh," Janey muttered. "I think I see what you're asking."

"What about Janey do you want to change?"

"Why didn't you start there?" Janey demanded.

Two Stones shrugged, and Janey rolled her eyes before saying softly, "Janey hides." She didn't understand why she was telling them, but she kept going. "She runs away. She's weak and useless."

Brings the Rain shook his head and said, "Janey is not weak or useless. You are alive because of Janey."

This was getting strange. And confusing. She was Janey, but she was Jake. Or maybe she was nobody.

"Keep going," Two Stones said.

"Janey can't protect herself," Janey whispered softly. "And she's scared."

That was much easier to say than "I'm scared."

"Jake is strong," she went on. "He's capable. He can take care of himself. He says what he wants to say, he spits when he wants to spit, and he doesn't give a damn what anyone else thinks!"

"So Jake is brash?" Two Stones asked.

"If he needs to be."

"Is he kind?" Brings the Rain questioned.

Was he? Was Jake kind? She didn't want to be like Eddie, Sol, Will, or Pa. She didn't want to be mean. She didn't want to hurt people or things that were smaller or weaker than her. But she didn't want to be afraid anymore either. She wanted to be confident and strong. Could she be both kind and strong?

"Are you afraid?" she whispered.

Two Stones smiled sadly and said, "There are many things I fear. Many, many things. A wise man knows much fear. But he is also brave. And he does what must be done."

Janey tried to really think that out and understand what Two Stones was saying. He had said he was afraid, but he was also kind. Her pa had never seemed afraid. And he was not kind. But she didn't want to be like her pa.

"I'd rather be kind," she admitted. "Like you."

"That is good," Two Stones said.

"But can I be kind and kill?" she asked.

She felt that you were either kind or vicious enough to kill, and if that was the case, she needed to be vicious.

"You think I am kind?" Two Stones asked.

She nodded.

"Why am I kind?"

"Because you… Because…"

She couldn't seem to say it all even though she knew. He was kind because he had saved her, he had given her water, he had offered her more meat, and he was gentle. He was kind because in over two days, he hadn't hit her or even raised his hand in her direction.

But that wasn't all. She knew Two Stones was kind because of his eyes. Pa's eyes had been hard and cruel. Old Man Finnegan's eyes were hard and cruel. The preacher man's eyes gleamed. St. John's eyes were cold. Two Stones's eyes were nothing like any of theirs. His eyes were warm and open and kind.

"You just are," she finally managed to say.

"I have killed many men," he stated.

Janey paled and whispered, "You have?"

"I have," he said.

She didn't believe him. She couldn't imagine him hurting anyone or anything. Not really.

"So yes," he said. "You can be kind and kill."

Before she could argue, Two Stones tossed her a pair of boots.

"What are these?" Janey asked.

"Boots."

"I get that, but why?"

"You ride horse; you wear boots."

"No. I am not putting these on. I hate boots, and I hate shoes; shoes are stupid."

"You will not think that when you step on cactus first time."

Janey flinched. She already knew how much cactus spines hurt because Sol had pushed her into a stand of them a few weeks ago. It had taken her forever to get all the little spines out, and she had had to wait until it was dark to do it. But she had also walked for two days straight without stepping on a single cactus so she wasn't that worried about it.

She was finally free, and part of being free was not having to wear shoes. Ma wouldn't yell at her; the preacher man wouldn't make a sermon out of her; and Pa wouldn't cuff her upside the head.

"I'm not wearing them," she said. "I can't feel anything when I wear shoes."

"You want to be white," Two Stones pressed. "White men wear boots. Cannot ride a saddled horse barefoot. Anyway, cactus hurt feet."

Janey really didn't want to wear the boots. She loved going barefoot even if the ground was hot and even if she might occasionally step on a pricker of some kind.

"No," she said firmly.

"Must."

"Won't," Janey stated.

"Feet get sore."

"Don't care."

Two Stones looked at her sternly before saying, "If you will not wear boots you must at least wear these." And he threw her a pair of leather shoes that looked like long socks with thick leather soles.

"What are these?" Janey asked.

"Moccasins."

Janey looked at Two Stones's feet. "Like what you wear?" she asked.

"Yes."

Janey frowned as she stared at her options. She didn't want to wear the hard uncomfortable boots because she hated not being able to feel the ground beneath her feet. But she was white, and boots were for white boys. Eddie would have worn the boots; he wouldn't have looked twice at the moccasins.

She grinned and said, "I'll wear the moccasins."

"Good," Two Stones replied.

"If you wanted me to wear the moccasins," Janey growled, "why'd you bother with the boots?"

"I wanted you to choose the moccasins," he replied.

Janey sighed and glanced back at the silhouette of the fort. It wasn't too late. She could walk back and volunteer. But then she would have to stay inside of the fort, and it had made her feel like she was shut up inside of a closet.

Furthermore, she hadn't liked the way the soldier had treated Two Stones. Like he was less.

As a girl, she knew what that felt like. She knew what it was like to be less. To have no voice. To have no freedom. So no, she wouldn't go back to the fort.

She had only ever met four kind men, and three of them had been Indians. If she compared that to the number of white men she had met over her life, her choice was clear. She was white, but that didn't mean she couldn't stay with Two Stones. After all, he had invited her to stay.

For the first time in her entire life, someone actually wanted her.

She pulled on the moccasins, relieved to find that they not only fit her feet but also moved with her feet, just like she was wearing a very sturdy pair of socks.

"Time to ride," Two Stones said.

Janey paled.

"Hell and damnation," she hissed. "I don't wanna die today."

"Then don't," Brings the Rain said.

Janey snorted. As if it was that easy.

"Come meet your horse," he added.

Janey followed him to the horse she had thought was smallish yesterday. Now that she was going to ride it, it looked gigantic.

She had never been allowed near the horses, and she had never crossed Pa on his own territory. If he said not to use the blue cup, she didn't use the blue cup. It had never kept her from being beaten, but she knew better than to give him extra excuses to hit her.

"You must name her," Brings the Rain said.

"Doesn't she already have a name?"

"You will give her new name."

There was an awful lot of renaming going around.

"What if she likes her old name?"

"Name the horse, Finds Trouble."

"Oh, fine."

It was stupid to be scared of a horse. She had never been scared of animals before. She had made friends with foxes and raccoons, squirrels and even a bear once. But she hadn't been going to ride any of them.

Horses were supposed to be nice. Unless they weren't, and then they bucked you and killed you. Or at least broke your leg.

"Does she buck?" she asked nervously.

"All horses buck."

"They do?"

"Yes, and kick and rear and bite."

"They bite?!"

"Not if you treat them with respect. Ask permission to ride her."

"Um, from you?"

"No, from her. Ask her."

"Why?"

"Wouldn't you like to be asked?"

When he put it that way.

"But I don't want to ride her," Janey pointed out.

"But you will," he replied.

Janey sighed and said, "Can I have a minute?"

Brings the Rain didn't answer, just walked off leaving Janey alone with a horse that needed a new name. Janey walked around to the front of the horse, hoping it didn't really bite.

"Hi," she said softly. "My name is Janey… Well, it's Jake. I'm Jake right now, but my name is Janey. Unless you ask Two Stones. Then it's Finds Trouble. But I prefer Jake."

Janey felt silly, which was silly. She always talked to animals. Just not like this.

"Do you have a name you prefer?" The horse watched Janey silently; its huge brown eyes blinking slowly. "I like your mane," Janey said softly. "I had to cut my hair," she added.

The horse didn't respond. Not that Janey had expected it to. Animals never talked to her. Not like they did to Granny.

She took a cautious step towards the horse and reached out her hand. Jake wasn't scared of horses, and he wanted to touch it, so she did. She trailed her hand down its velvety soft nose, and then she stepped back again, and said, "I'll just say some names, and you nod when one suits you, alright?"

Janey sighed with resignation when the horse didn't respond or even nod. If only Two Stones had gotten her a nice horse.

Janey studied the horse and tried to imagine what it was named. It was a buckskin; that much she knew because it was dark tan everywhere but its mane and tail were black.

"How about Sue?" Janey suggested. Nothing. "Apple? Sugar Cube? Bessy? Tan?" The horse didn't seem interested in any of those names, so Janey went on. "Mary? Anne? Maryanne?" Nothing.

Janey sighed again. "This is gonna take all day if you don't cooperate. Eliza?" The horse moved her head, and Janey jumped. "Do you like Eliza?" she asked breathlessly.

The horse didn't respond, just lowered her head and took a bite of grass.

"Well, hell. I thought we had one." Janey suddenly grinned widely and said, "How about Hell and Damnation? Do you like that?" The horse looked up at her with what Janey felt was a stern look. "What?" Janey snorted. "Who's gonna stop me?" The horse went back to eating. "I like it," Janey announced. "Hell and Damnation it is."

"Are you sure?" Two Stones asked from behind her.

Janey jumped and ducked at the same time.

"I am sorry, Finds Trouble," he said gently. "I did not mean to frighten you."

"I'm not frightened!" Janey snapped. "You just… You know… snuck up on me is all!"

"I think she looks like an Eats Grass."

"What kinda name is that?" Janey snorted. "All horses eat grass. Besides, you told me to name her, and I did."

"Long name."

"It's Hell for short."

"If you insist."

"I do."

"Get on."

"Get on what?"

"Get on Hell and Damnation."

"You must be kidding!"

"No."

"What the hell makes you think I'm gonna get on a horse named Hell and Damnation?"

"You named her."

"It was Jake's idea."

Two Stones looked at her sternly and said, "Mount the horse."

"Why?"

"So you can learn to ride."

"I don't wanna."

"Have you changed your mind then? Do you not want to seek your brother's killer?"

"No; I haven't changed my mind."

"Then get on the horse."

"Fine," Janey growled.

She wasn't doing it because he had told her to; she was doing it because he was right. She could hardly hunt down Eddie's killers if she had to walk everywhere.

It didn't matter if she was scared. Janey was always scared, but Jake wasn't.  

She stared at Hell and Damnation, suddenly wishing she had named her Eliza. She couldn't believe she was going to ride a horse. Pa had always said girls had no business on horses. She hoped he wasn't right.

She had no idea how to get up on a horse, but if she remembered right, she was supposed to put one foot in the dangly thing.

"What's that part of the saddle called?" she asked, pointing.

"Stirrup."

"I put my foot in there, right?"

"Yes."

"Alright. Hold still, Hell and Damnation. You're right; that is a long name. I'll call you Helly."

She heard Two Stones sigh, but she didn't pay him any attention. He didn't like her names, and she didn't like his. They would just have to deal with it.

She couldn't believe she was about to entrust her life to a horse that wouldn't talk to her. Not that any animal had ever talked to her, but still. Janey stepped forward. Helly didn't move. She stepped forward again. Her heart was beating like mad.

"I'm Jake," she muttered to herself. "Jake likes adventure. Jake wouldn't care if he did break a leg."

Janey did, but since Janey wasn't around anymore, she would get on the horse.

She patted Helly awkwardly on her neck and said, "Pretty horsey. Yes, you are. If it's alright by you, I'm going to ride you," she said. "Please stand still," she added.

Janey gripped the saddle, stretched to get her foot in the stirrup, and pulled herself up. It wasn't easy. But it was no different than climbing a tree. Not really.

As soon as she was in the saddle, she gripped it with both hands and glanced down at Two Stones.

"Now what?" she whispered.

"You forgot the reins," he said.

"Reins?"

"The long leather straps," he replied. "You must have reins. Dismount. Pick up reins; mount again."

"You could have told me about the reins before I got up here," she pointed out.

"Yes."

"It's a good thing you're so nice," Janey grumbled as she slid from the saddle and grabbed the reins. They were tangled, and it took some effort to straighten them out, but a moment later, she was in the saddle again, reins clutched in her hands.

"And now what?" she spat, figuring there was some other thing she had forgotten.

"We ride," he said.

"Which way?"

"Back."

Janey paled and whispered, "Back where?"

"To the wagon train."

"I don't wanna."

"Want to know who did it?"

"Yes."

"We go back."

Inside Janey was screaming "no", but her mouth opened and Jake, that traitor, said "Alright, let's go."

In seconds, Two Stones and the others had mounted. As Two Stones headed east, Wolf Heart said, "The reins are how you turn and stop Helly. To get her to go, tap her side with your heels. Just once."

Janey didn't really want Helly to go. She was sitting on a horse, and she hadn't fallen off yet, but if she made Helly move, she wasn't sure what would happen.

She held onto the reins with all her might, closed her eyes, and tapped Helly with her heels. Helly moved. It was so much scarier without Two Stones to hold onto.

"How do I stop?" Janey hissed.

"Pull back gently on the reins."

Janey pulled back, and Helly stopped.

"How does she know?" Janey asked.

"She's been trained."

"Well, I've been trained not to spit and curse, but I still do it."

"Your name Finds Trouble," Wolf Heart chuckled.

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"Everything."

Janey shook her head in disgust. "If I actually knew how to use my guns, I'd shoot you in the foot."

Wolf Heart laughed again. "Let's go," he said between chuckles.

Janey sighed. She had kind of hoped he wouldn't notice that she hadn't started moving again. She tapped her heels softly, and Helly moved forward.

"Relax your legs," Wolf Heart advised.

"I can't. They're holding me in the saddle."

"They are not. Relax your legs."

"Fine."

Janey breathed deeply and tried to relax. She had always wanted to ride a horse so she didn't know why she was being so silly about it. She could do this. Besides that, she was Jake Falke, and Jake Falke wasn't scared of anything.

With a long exhale, she relaxed her entire body, the way she did when she knew she was about to get hit.

"Good," Wolf Heart said.

Janey's mouth dropped open in surprise. Was he actually telling her that she had done something well? He couldn't be. She never did anything well.

Janey shook off her confusion and looked out past Helly's head. She still felt as if she was way too far from the ground, but since she wasn't the one doing the walking Janey could pay a lot more attention to everything around her. And she could see that Brings the Rain was right.

It wasn't completely barren. There was life everywhere; it was just different than the life she was used to.

"Can you really eat yucca fruit?" she asked.

"You ate it this morning," Wolf Heart replied.

"Oh. Well, it was pretty good."

"Yes."

"What else can you eat?"

Wolf Heart spent a few minutes pointing at plants as they passed them. Some he told her his name for. Some he told her the white man's name for. Janey filed away everything. She would ask more questions later, when she could actually study the plants, but it was a good start.

"Faster now," he prompted.

"What?! Why?"

"Do you ever want to get there?"

"No. Yes," she sighed. "How?"

"Tap your heels again."

Janey held her breath and tapped her heels. Helly sped up. It was bouncier than her walk had been, and Janey could feel her teeth snap together.

"Relax," Wolf Heart said.

Janey rolled her eyes and relaxed her entire body again. It wasn't as easy this time. Bouncy hurt.

"Move with Helly," he said.

"Isn't that what I'm doing? She's running or whatever, and I'm going with her."

"No," Wolf Heart said with a loud laugh. "She is moving forward, and you are trying to stay put."

"Hell and damnation, this is hard," Janey muttered.

Maybe horses weren't for girls after all. No, Pa wasn't right. She wasn't useless. She wasn't stupid. She could ride a horse. And she could ride a horse better than Eddie if she tried. Too bad Pa wasn't alive to see it.

Never mind. She was glad he was dead.

She relaxed again, trying to move forward with Helly, trying not to hold back. It took a lot of concentration, but eventually it was easier than it had been to begin with.

But then Wolf Heart said, "Faster."

"Damnation!"

I'm Jake, Janey told herself. Jake is strong. Jake is bold. Jake is… everything Janey could never be.

She tapped her heels, and Helly leaped forward. Janey gasped and grabbed a hold of the saddle in fear.

"Let go of the saddle," Wolf Heart said.

"It's keeping me on," she ground out.

"It's not. Let go."

She didn't have to obey him. She was pretty certain he wouldn't hit her if she kept gripping the saddle, but he also knew more about riding horses than she did. So she closed her eyes and released the saddle; and just as he had said, she didn't fall.

They rode for a while at that pace before Two Stones slowed down, and they walked again for a bit.

When they finally stopped to give the horses a break, Janey dismounted shakily and fell to the ground. Her legs felt all wobbly, and she knew that she must not have been as relaxed as she had thought she was.

"Thanks, Helly," she murmured. "I still have a lot to learn, but you did good." Helly nuzzled her shoulder, and Janey smiled and said, "I like you too."  

When they were ready to ride again, Janey mounted with ease and grinned cockily at Wolf Heart.

"Jake's got this," she said.

And she really did. She was a quick learner. It was one of the reasons Granny put up with her. She never had to explain anything to Janey more than once.

They continued to ride, and Janey soon grew bored. The landscape never seemed to change, Wolf Heart really wasn't much for talking, and she got a little sick of talking to herself.

She tried to remember everything Granny had taught her about plants and healing, but it was hard with the hot sun beating down on her head. She couldn't imagine living like this. Riding day in and day out. Never being in one spot for long. She liked staying put, and she would have stayed put if Pa hadn't dragged her out here.

Why had Pa dragged her out here? She never had been able to figure that out. He was always saying how useless she was. Why hadn't he just left her with Granny like she had asked? And why weren't Mr. St. John and the others dead? Why hadn't they reported it?

These questions whirled around and around her head, and before she knew it, they were stopping for the night, and she had spent the entire afternoon trying to unravel mysteries she couldn't possibly unravel.

As soon as she realized that they had halted, Janey slid off Helly, sighing with relief to feel her feet on the ground again.

"You must remove the saddle," Wolf Heart said.

Janey frowned. Being white wasn't really all that great. After all, Wolf Heart and the others' horses were already grazing.

"How?" she asked.

Wolf Heart showed her which buckle to loosen first.

"You're Indian, so how do you know all this?" Janey asked as she undid the buckle.

Wolf Heart shrugged, but didn't answer.

"There really aren't that many buckles," Janey said with concern. "Is this really all that's keeping me on Helly?" Wolf Heart nodded. "And it's enough?!"

He shrugged, and Janey wasn't sure if that was a yes or a no. She wished there were fourteen more buckles, maybe even twenty.

"How do you stay on your horse?" she demanded.

All they had was a blanket. No saddle and no buckles.

"Just do," Wolf Heart replied.

"That's not an answer," Janey grumbled.

When the buckles were undone, Janey pulled the saddle from Helly's back; and the moment it was free, Janey fell backwards onto the hard ground with a thump, the saddle on top of her.

"That was heavier than I thought it would be," she wheezed.

Wolf Heart chuckled as he pulled the saddle off of her and helped her to her feet. "Rub Helly down, then come eat."

"Rub her down? With what?"

"Grass."

"Oh." Janey grabbed a handful of grass and started rubbing. "I'm sorry," she said to Helly. "I had no idea the saddle was so heavy. I guess I should've chosen to be an Indian boy. It would have been easier on both of us."

Helly snorted.

"But I'm white," Janey said emphatically. "I don't figure you can just up and change your skin color like you can your name."

Janey blushed when she realized that she had already changed her name and her gender. Would it really have mattered if she had changed her race too?

"Oh, well; it's too late now," she stated. "Jake picks a horse and rides it, if you know what I mean."

Helly snorted again, and Janey smiled. Maybe Helly wasn't so bad. Helly might not talk to her, but at least she was listening.

"Alright, Helly, go eat."

Helly wandered off towards the other horses, and Janey joined the others by the fire, surprised to see that they were already cooking several small game animals.

"When did you hunt?" Janey demanded.

"Today," Brings the Rain replied.

"But I didn't see you."

"You live in your head," Two Stones said. "See nothing in front of face."

"That's not true! I saw lots of things," Janey insisted.

She couldn't remember anything just at the moment, but she was certain she had seen at least one of those barking animals.

"That be good name for you. Lives in Head. But I like Finds Trouble better," Two Stones mused.

"You can't change my name again! I just got used to Finds Trouble!"

"We see."

Janey growled at him. If he changed her name again, she was going to scream. He smiled widely and held out a piece of meat to her. She considered batting it away, but she was hungry, so she took it and began to eat.

"There's only one thing I miss about Pa," she sighed.

"What?"

"He made a mean cup of coffee."

"That seems to be going around," a voice she didn't recognize said from beside her.

Janey glanced to the side, screamed, and scrambled frantically to her feet. A man was sitting right beside her, and he hadn't been there a moment ago.

She suddenly remembered that she was Jake, and she stopped screaming and stuttered, "Who… What… Where? I don't…"

He smiled widely before saying easily, "Me. Some say magic. Anywhere. I know."

Janey shut her mouth, too scared to open it again.

"What is it you need, Old One?" Two Stones said cautiously and with great respect.

Old one? That didn't make any sense. The stranger had grey hair, but he didn't look any older than Wolf Heart did. She was certain he was also an Indian, but his features were very different than Two Stones's and the others'.

The man pulled a pipe from his pocket and lit it before saying slyly, "Why must I need anything? Can't I just visit?"

"I do not know," Two Stones replied. "Can you?"

"Certainly. Sit, Janey."

Janey sat. Mostly because she was shocked that he knew her name, not because he had told her too.

"So you enjoy coffee, do you?" he asked conversationally.

Janey nodded mutely.

"The kind with bite?" he asked.

She nodded again. Her pa's coffee was so strong it sometimes poured itself.

"That is good to know."

"Why?" she whispered.

"I like to know things." He blew out a huge smoke ring and watched it drift over the fire. "What are you doing?"

"Eating," she said.

"No. DOING."

"I don't understand."

"She seeks revenge," Two Stones offered.

"Why?"

"Why?" Janey snapped, feeling those little hairs prickle once again. "They killed my brother! And I'll kill them."

"Revenge never plays out like you think it will," the man said, tone soft and sad.

"It's pretty simple, isn't it?" Janey snapped. "You do to them as they did to you."

"I suppose."

And then he was gone. Not got up and walked away gone, but just gone. Janey opened her mouth. She shut it. She opened it. She shut it again.

"Who… I mean… What… How…"

"He is an old one," Two Stones said.

"I don't think so," she snorted. "He can't be much older than Wolf Heart."

"No," Brings the Rain said, shaking his head. "Older, much older. Some say hundreds of years."

"That's ridiculous!" Janey laughed. "People don't live that long."

"They don't just disappear either," Two Stones said sharply.

Janey opened her mouth. She shut it. She opened it again. "But…" She shut it.


Chapter 6

[image: ]

Janey didn't speak for a long time. She couldn't fathom someone living for more than seventy years, a hundred at the most. But she also couldn't fathom how Mr. St. John was still alive. In fact, there were a lot of things she simply didn't understand.

Just a week ago, she had been walking alongside their wagon as it rumbled slowly, ever so slowly, over the empty plains. At least she had thought they were empty. There must have been Indians somewhere.

She tried to remember those last couple of days, tried to remember if she had seen Mr. St. John and the others, but she had been so busy looking after her own skin that she hadn't paid attention to anyone else.

Pa and the boys had always slept around the campfire at night, but Janey hadn't. She had slept up under the wagon. It was tight and uncomfortable, and Janey always woke hurting all over, but it was safe. Pa would never get on his knees to look for her, and that was part of the reason he never found her.

Janey smiled grimly, only now realizing that for nearly a week she hadn't hidden from anyone. She hadn't had to. Pa was dead. Sol and Will and Eddie were dead. And all those people in the wagon train who had never helped her were dead.

She glanced across the fire at Two Stones. The flames flickered oddly across his face, making him seem very sad and alone. He barely knew her, and she knew next to nothing about him, but somehow she knew that he would never hit her. How she knew, she didn't know.

It wasn't because she was Jake though. She had a feeling he didn't much like Jake. But regardless, Jake or Janey, Two Stones would never hurt her.

Her eyes moved to Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain. And she knew, she just knew, that neither of them would ever hit her either.

But why? Why wouldn't they hit her? She was just a girl. She was smaller than they were and weaker. It would have been easy for them to hurt her, and there was nothing she could have done to stop them.

"Why are you helping me?" she asked.

Two Stones looked up and said, "Why not?"

"No; that's not an answer. Everyone has a reason; no one just does something. Why are you helping me?"

"You need help."

"Yes; but why you? Why not drop me off at the trading post and be done with me?"

"That is not help."

"Maybe not, but why? Why aren't you home? Why aren't you hunting or something?"

"We have no home."

Two Stones said it so sadly, so full of grief, that for a moment Janey couldn't respond.

"What do you mean?" she whispered. "You said you'd take me to your village."

"I said we would take you to a village. Good people. Not our people."

"Where are your people?" Janey asked, dreading the answer.

"Gone," Wolf Heart said.

His voice was a whisper, but Janey felt it like a shout.

"Where?"

She shouldn't ask, but she had to know.

Two Stones made a slight gesture with his hands and said, "Some die to sicknesses we do not understand. Others join different tribes, but most of them killed, land taken, home gone. Just us. Just us."

Immense sorrow filled Janey at his words. She could feel their pain and their anguish; and she wished she hadn't asked. She knew what it was like to lose her land, her home, and to have everything stripped away.

"Who?" she asked.

Two Stones smiled sadly. "Our people lived in the east, as you might say; land beautiful, plenty to eat, much to hunt."

"So we did it?" Janey whispered.

"You were not there."

"No, I don't mean… I mean WE, white people. We stole your land; we killed your people."

Two Stones lifted a shoulder and a frustrated look crossed his face. "You do not understand," he said. "Not ALL white men took land. Some white men. Not all white men bad or evil."

"How can you say that? How can you even stand to look at me? We killed your family!"

Janey was beginning to feel a little panicked. They must hate her, deep down; how could they not?

"No!" Two Stones said, voice harsh.

Janey jumped, but managed to resist the urge to scramble to her feet and run.

"You did not," he went on in his normal tone of voice. "You did nothing. You must stop seeing things in color."

He paused, face pensive, and studied the fire for quite some time before saying, "I have met good white men."

"You have?" Janey asked doubtfully.

"Yes!"

"I haven't." Janey paused and really thought about it before saying, "Alright, that may not be true. I've met lots of people I haven't liked, but I honestly don't like that many people. I don't actually know if they were good or bad."

"You cannot just look at someone and say 'skin color wrong; man is bad'," Two Stones said.

"Can't you?" Janey demanded.

"No," Two Stones said with a frustrated sigh.

"What can you do then?"

"You look at what man does. That says whether he is good or bad."

"I suppose," Janey said doubtfully.

"Not all Indians good. I've killed many bad men, red skin. I've killed many bad men, white skin."

She still found it hard to believe that he had killed anyone, let alone another Indian; and she wondered if he was lying. But no, his eyes were too clear, too honest. He wasn't lying, which meant that he had actually killed both white man and Indians.

"Why are you helping me?" she asked again.

"You are lost, and you need help. We are…" Two Stones paused, a troubled look on his face.

"Also lost," Brings the Rain said gently.

Janey's face lost all color. She was being led around the desert by lost Indians. She opened her mouth to scream at them, but then she realized what Brings the Rain was saying. They weren't lost physically, not like she was. They were lost in a different sense. A sense she could also understand. They had lost their place in life, and she was giving them purpose.

She smiled awkwardly and said, "Well, I do need you. I'm lost; and if that's not enough, I like to find trouble. I mean, without you to keep me safe, I don't know what I'd do."

Two Stones smiled slightly, and Janey faked a huge yawn.

"Big day," she said around the yawn. "All that riding and stuff; I better go to sleep."

Then she laid down, for once feeling quite safe; and after a few minutes of silent crying for lost places, she fell into a dreamless sleep.

When Janey woke, she felt like she had rolled down a hundred sets of stairs.

"I hate riding," she groaned softly. "When your own feet take you, you don't hurt all over."

"Yes, but it takes you much longer, and your feet don't thank you," Two Stones replied.

"So I have happy feet," Janey shrugged. "I'd rather have sad feet."

Two Stones chuckled before saying, "Will you shoot today?"

"Does it hurt less than riding?"

"Shouldn't hurt at all… If you do it right."

Janey finally sat upright and looked around. Dawn was just breaking, but they were all three awake and watching her.

"You don't need to do that, you know, watch me. It's kinda creepy."

"We like to make sure you don't find trouble in your sleep," Two Stones said.

"As if," Janey snorted.

It wasn't actually so farfetched. When she dreamed, she did sometimes wander.

"I haven't been dreaming," she murmured. "Isn't that strange?"

"No," Brings the Rain said.

"But I always dream."

"Gave you dream snatcher."

"What?"

"When you fall asleep, I put dream snatcher under your head. No dreams."

Janey raised an eyebrow and looked under her head. Sure enough, there was a round wooden hoop lying there, skinny cords crisscrossing it like a spider's web. There was a rock with a hole worn through it and two feathers hanging from the center of the frame. If she wasn't mistaken, which she rarely was about birds, they were hawk feathers.

"Why?" she asked, running her hand lightly over the feathers.

"You see bad things. Shouldn't have to see again in dreams."

She had seen bad things. Many bad things. And she had seen them again and again and again. She had actually worried that she would never be rid of Pa, that he would haunt her at night, following her around, calling her useless and stupid and clumsy, beating on her whenever the mood struck.

Tears welled in her eyes, and she dashed them away.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Is it… I mean…"

"It is for you," Brings the Rain said.

"Thank you."

"Here," Two Stones said, throwing her a saddlebag. "I got you a bag at the post."

Janey opened the bag and saw that Two Stones had gotten her another shirt and a pair of pants, as well as a coat. How could they be so kind, so generous, and so without deceit? She didn't understand them, and she was beginning to think she never would.

"Thank you," she murmured, wondering how much it had all cost.

She had been so focused on St. John that she hadn't even questioned it when they had gotten Helly for her. No one had ever bought something just for her. Her clothes had been fashioned from her ma's castoffs; her horrid shoes had come from the church. Her blankets had been old ones that weren't fit for anyone else because she wasn't good enough for anything nice.

But Two Stones had bought her a horse and a saddle and moccasins and clothes. They weren't castoffs; he had purchased all of those things just for her.  

She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the tears from her eyes. She kept her eyes trained on her lap so they wouldn't see that she was crying, and she carefully wrapped the dream snatcher in the shirt and placed it in the saddlebag.

When she was certain she could speak without making a fool of herself, she put the saddlebag to one side and said, "So how does this shooting thing work?"

Wolf Heart said something in their musical language, and the other two laughed loudly.

"You know I hate it when you do that," Janey muttered.

"That is why I do it," Wolf Heart said cheerfully.

"Teach me to shoot so I can put a hole in Wolf Heart's foot," Janey snapped.

Two Stones laughed again before saying, "Must give word you won't shoot Wolf Heart."

"What makes you think my word is worth anything?" she snorted. "People give their word all the time and then do whatever they want."

Two Stones sobered and said, "That is very true. Between us, you must trust us and we must trust you. If you say you will not do something, we believe you."

"Well, hell," Janey said. "That's putting a lot of pressure on someone, don't you think?"

Janey had never known anyone to keep their word, and it was hard to believe she would be any different. But it shouldn't be too hard not to shoot Wolf Heart. After all, she didn't actually want to hurt him.

"I won't shoot Wolf Heart or any of you," Janey said. "Unless you start it," Jake added.

"Good enough," Two Stones nodded.

Janey quickly ate, excited to learn to use her guns. She was ready to kill someone, someone bad, someone who had it coming.

At least she thought she was. She didn't really know what it meant to kill someone. She had never even punched someone, let alone taken a life.

"What's it like to kill someone?" she asked softly.

"That very much depends on why you do it," Two Stones replied.

"Did you… Why did you kill?"

"I have killed for revenge," he said.

"And?" she pressed.

"It is very different than killing to protect."

"Different how?"

Killing was killing, wasn't it?

"When you kill for revenge, it is about you," Two Stones said. "When you kill to protect, it is about others."

"Oh," Janey said softly.

She knew without asking which one he thought was better, but she had to kill for revenge. Otherwise, why had she tried so hard to stay alive?

She didn't ask any more questions, and when she had finished eating, Wolf Heart beckoned for her to follow him. They walked a bit away from camp and past the horses before Wolf Heart spoke.

"You'll aim at that dead cactus," he said pointing.

Janey suddenly realized that Wolf Heart wasn't carrying a gun. He had a bow, a very full quiver of arrows, a small axe-like thing, and several knives hooked to his belt, but no guns. She thought about it for a moment and realized none of them had guns.

"Why don't you have guns?" she blurted out.

"Don't need."

"Wouldn't it be faster?"

"No."

"Wouldn't it be more… deadly?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Bullet little piece of metal. Makes small hole."

While he was speaking, Wolf Heart had drawn and shot an arrow. Janey hadn't even seen it fly through the air, but she did see the enormous hole it ripped through the dead cactus in front of them.

"Oh…" she breathed, suddenly very glad he was on her side.

She kind of wished she had picked Indian training when she had had the chance, what with the heavy saddle and the arrows and what not. But what was done was done.

"You have cartridge guns," Wolf Heart said, interrupting her thoughts. "Not as accurate or dependable as cap and ball, but quicker."

She looked at him blankly, unaware of the difference between the two.

Wolf Heart pointed to her gun belt and said, "See, you have many cartridges ready to go."

"Those are cartridges?" Janey muttered. "What do they do?"

"We will start at the beginning," Wolf Heart said with a  chuckle.

"I think that might be best," Janey admitted.

Wolf Heart talked slowly as he showed her a cartridge and explained exactly what it was.

"You mean I'm carrying little cans of fire around my waist?" Janey asked, feeling the blood drain from her face.

"In a way," he acknowledged.

"What's to keep them from exploding on me?" she demanded.

"Something has to hit the top rim," Wolf Heart said, "which will cause a spark and explode the powder."

"So what's to keep something from hitting the rim?" Janey asked in distress. Wolf Heart shrugged. "You don't know?" Janey demanded. He shrugged again. "Fine!" she snapped. "I picked white, and apparently white people are stupid enough to carry around little explosives on their belts."

Wolf Heart grinned and began to name the parts of her gun, explaining what each part did. He showed her how to load it, how to pull back the hammer or cock it, and how to pull the trigger.

"Never point a gun at someone unless you plan to kill them," he said firmly.

"Why not?"

"There's no point. Either you are going to kill them or you're not. No middle ground."

Janey shrugged. She had seen lots of people point guns at people they had no intention of shooting. But they always came out looking like idiots, so maybe Wolf Heart had a point.

"If you don't plan to kill them, use your words or your fists."

Janey looked at her fists. She was small, always had been, and she was afraid she wouldn't be able to hit worth a damn.

"I'm too little to hit," she said.

"Learn to hit a different way," Wolf Heart replied. "But today is for shooting. Hitting for another day."

Janey shrugged. If she had a gun, she didn't know why she would need to hit anyway.

Wolf Heart told her to remove the cartridges and reload the gun so she did. Then he showed her how to sight down the barrel at her target.

Once she had sighted in on the cactus, he told her to pull the trigger; and she did.

A horrible noise tore through the silence of the prairie, and Janey screamed. She didn't mean to; she just did. When her shock wore off, she was disgusted with herself. She wasn't that girl anymore. She was Jake, and Jake didn't scream. It wasn't manly.

"I'm sorry," she mumbled, feeling stupid.

"The first time I heard a gun I thought the spirit of thunder himself had come down to earth to destroy us," Wolf Heart said.

Janey held the gun gently and cast a sideways glance at Wolf Heart. His face was grim, and she knew he was remembering.

"And it did," he said softly.

Not the spirit of thunder though. White man. White man and their loud guns had destroyed Wolf Heart's people.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

Revenge was all well and good, but what she really wanted to do was stop bad people from killing. She didn't want people to be sad, not like she was and not like Wolf Heart was.

But to kill bad people, she needed to learn how to shoot, so she took a deep breath and sighted down her barrel, trying to imagine that it wasn't a cactus, but a bad man.

This time she expected the noise and the kick, and when she pulled the trigger, she didn't even flinch.

"You're too far left," Wolf Heart said.

"How can you tell?"

"I watched the bullet."

"Impossible," she stated.

Wolf Heart shrugged, and Janey frowned. No one could watch a bullet, could they? She sighted again, adjusting to the right. Her bullet grazed the cactus.

"Hell and damnation," she muttered. "He watched the damn bullet."

She adjusted a bit more, and that time her bullet smacked the cactus in the very middle.

"Good. Very good," he said.

She grunted, still not really sure how to respond to his compliments.

"Remember how much you adjusted," Wolf Heart advised. "It will always shoot that way."

She shot again, and her bullet sliced through the middle of the cactus again.

"Enough for now," Wolf Heart said. "You must use cartridges sparingly. Two Stones was only able to purchase one box."

"What now?" Janey asked as she put her gun back in its holster.

"We ride."

She had been afraid of that.

And so they rode. It was easier than yesterday. Janey's soreness was already gone, and she wasn't scared of Helly anymore. Helly was too calm and sweet-natured to be scared of. Hell and Damnation wasn't really an appropriate name for her, but unlike Two Stones, Janey didn't think it was proper to change names all the time.

Once more, it seemed as if they rode forever and ever and ever and ever, but it only took them another day to reach the hardened wagon trail that had scarred the prairie.

Just seeing the trail again made Janey's heart start to pound. She had been free for days now, and she didn't want to go back. She didn't want to see the wagon train again, and remember who she really was.

And she didn't want to see their rotten, half-stripped corpses. She imagined there would be flies. Lots of flies. And maggots. She imagined coyotes and vultures and all types of creatures feasting on their flesh.

And it would smell. Whenever Pa butchered something, he just threw the parts out behind the barn, and the smell permeated the air for weeks. This would be even worse. Infinitely worse.

She should have at least buried the Jenkins' baby.

"You should've buried me," Pa's voice snapped. "Damn disrespectful brat."

She fought the urge to flatten her chest against the saddle. He wasn't really here. It was just his voice. Haunting her.

It was nothing new. She heard Pa's voice all the time. Calling her names, yelling at her, laughing when she fell from his blows.

The only difference was that this time, it really was just a voice. He couldn't beat on her anymore. She knew that, but she was still scared.

She hardly noticed when Two Stones led them off the trail into the tall grass.

"We camp here for the night," Two Stones said. "We find wagons tomorrow."

Janey nodded numbly, suddenly terribly unsure of why she was doing this. Why was she going back? Why did she care about revenge? She had hated Pa, and she was glad he was dead.

They should turn around and head back west. She had once read a newspaper article about California, and it sounded nice. She would like to see the ocean. Granny had said there was nothing like the ocean. She had said that if she had known what America was like, she would have never left England in the first place.

Maybe California would be like England. All four of them could go there, and they could just wander around and be lost together.

She could still be Jake. She could still be a boy. A perennially young boy. She would have to move around a lot to make it work, but she could do that. She might even learn to like it.

Jake refused to run though. He was mad; and he wanted revenge more than anything else. Janey might be scared; Janey might want to run and hide; but Jake was ready to kill someone.

And they were already this close. There was really no point in running now.

She had just finished rubbing down Helly when Two Stones said, "You help with food."

"That's a terrible idea," Janey laughed.

"We all help. You help too."

She glared at him for a second, but this was the first time he had ever asked her to do something, and he wasn't demanding that she do it. He was merely asking her to help. She might prickle at the idea, but even Jake had to admit that it wasn't very fair to expect them to do all the work. It seemed a little white.

Furthermore, she owed them. Not only had they saved her life, but they had also taken her in and provided her with a horse and clothing. If Two Stones wanted her to help, she would help.

"How do I help?" she asked.

Two Stones gestured around and said, "What can we eat?"

Janey had no idea. If they were in her forest, yes; but here? She didn't know any of the plants except for yucca.

She glanced around skeptically, pausing when her eyes caught sight of a yucca plant. It looked different than the first one she had ever seen because in addition to the spikes there were long stems growing up from the middle and the stems were covered in strange bulb-like things.

"Yucca?" she asked.

"Good. Go get some."

Janey shrugged. If Two Stones wanted her to get some yucca, that's what she would do. She walked towards the plant, glad to be on her own two feet again. Helly could certainly cover more ground than Janey could, but if she was riding Helly right now, she wouldn't have seen the lizard near her feet.

She knelt down and studied the lizard curiously. She had never seen it, but Granny had once told her that lizards could grow new tails, and Janey thought that anything that could regrow a part of themselves was amazing.

The lizard suddenly zipped off between the plants, and she ran after it.

"Where're you going, Mr. Lizard?" she asked. "Or are you a Mrs.?"

She wanted to catch it, just for a second to look at it, so she made herself very small and walked very quietly. Once she was certain she was close enough, her hand flicked out like a frog's tongue and grabbed the lizard by its body.

She was just lifting it to look at it when the lizard's mouth opened and it snapped, "Let go of me, human child!"

Janey screamed and dropped the lizard. In seconds, Two Stones was there, but Janey couldn't stop screaming.

"What's wrong?" Two Stones yelled.

As soon as Janey saw the fear on his face, she stopped screaming and stammered, "I'm sorry. I… I… Is it hotter than normal?"

"What? No. What's wrong?"

"I… I… Oh, hell and damnation; I must be losing my mind."

"Tell me!" Two Stones snapped.

"I… I saw this lizard, and I love lizards so I followed it."

"Naturally," Two Stones ground out.

"Then I caught it, just to look at it, and… and…"

"Out with it."

"It… It spoke to me. I swear it did. I know that's crazy. Sometimes animals speak to Granny, but not like that! They speak to her in a vision or a dream or something, you know? This lizard, it opened its mouth. It opened its mouth, Two Stones, and it SPOKE!"

"What did it say?"

"It said… It said… 'Let go of me, human child'."

Two Stones started laughing, and Janey watched him with irritation, not sure if he was laughing at her because he thought she was crazy or what. Not that she blamed him. She didn't even believe herself, and she had seen and heard it happen.

"Where is the yucca?" Two Stones finally asked.

"What yucca?"

"The yucca you were supposed to get for us to eat."

Janey blushed a deep red. "That yucca. Well… Still on the yucca plant I imagine."

"Go get it."

"Yes, Two Stones."

Janey found the yucca plant and plucked off as many of the bulb things as she could carry. She didn't know what else they had to eat, and she was certainly hungry.

While she was picking, she occasionally laid the inside of her wrist against her head to see if she had some kind of heat sickness, but she didn't feel hot.

She must have imagined it. That was it. She was always imagining things. She had once imagined a brownie dancing with a squirrel under an acorn tree. So she must have just imagined the lizard saying something, but it hadn't.

She had almost convinced herself of this by the time she reached the fire and handed Two Stones the yucca fruit.

"Wanders Off met one who speaks," Two Stones said to Brings the Rain.

"One who speaks? That is rare. What was it?"

"A lizard," Two Stones replied.

"Interesting," Brings the Rain said.

Janey watched them in confusion. "What're you talking about?" she finally asked.

"You."

"But you said… Oh, hell, you changed my name again, didn't you?"

"I did," Two Stones said with a grin.

"Why? I don't wander off that often…"

Janey stopped. It was a pointless argument. For one, she did wander off. All the time. For two, Two Stones wasn't going to change his mind. If he had renamed her, so be it.

"Fine," she grumbled. "One who speaks?"

"An animal with the gift of speech."

"Oh. So I didn't imagine it?"

"Did you?"

"I didn't think so, but then I did; because, well you know, but now…"

"I once met a talking owl," Wolf Heart said.

"I met a talking porcupine," Brings the Rain said.

"Are there lots of them?" Janey asked in surprise.

"No," Two Stones said. "Very few."

"But how come I could understand it? Surely it wasn't speaking English. I mean, that wouldn't make any sense at all."

"Animals speak the first language," answered Brings the Rain.

"First language?"

"The language all man spoke in the beginning, when all men were brothers and lived together in harmony."

"Oh."

Janey had no idea what he was talking about, but she didn't want to admit it, so she just nodded. But then she thought of something else.

"But I don't speak this first language."

"No, but your spirit recognizes it."

Janey raised an eyebrow. That all sounded like a bunch of hogwash to her, but the lizard had spoken. She had seen it; she had heard it; she had understood it. So maybe… just maybe…

"Eat, Wanders Off. Then sleep. We ride early."

Janey growled softly. Just when she got used to Finds Trouble, she had to go and "earn" a new name. She wondered how often he was going to do this. It had only been a handful of days, and he had already given her three names.

She ate silently, still annoyed, but when she fell asleep, her dream snatcher tucked under her head, she was grinning.


Chapter 7
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Janey was awake long before Two Stones came to shake her. She had heard Brings the Rain singing, but she hadn't even listened because all she could see was Eddie's dead and mutilated body.

She didn't speak at all, and she didn't eat either. She was too sick to eat. She was going to see Eddie again today. The mere thought made her stomach roll, and she fought the urge to vomit.

Up until now there had been so much going on that she had managed not to think about Eddie and the others much. But now that they were drawing near, she could think of nothing else.

She had terrible visions of Eddie's face, eyes pecked out, flesh half gone. In her mind, the Jenkins' baby had been ripped to pieces by coyotes, and Mary was bloated like a dead cow Janey had once seen.

Even worse, when she walked among the corpses, sometimes Pa was missing. She worried that Pa was too mean to die. Maybe after she had left, he had crawled to his feet and started following after her, intent on beating her until she was Janey again.

Janey mounted Helly in a stupor and rode after Two Stones. With every step, her palms grew sweatier. With every step, her heart beat faster. With every step, her pa's voice grew louder and louder until it was all she could hear.

"You useless girl! Why didn't you do somethin'? Steal my guns will you! Lemme teach you a lesson 'bout stealing!"

Janey flinched as his fist flew at her head, gasping as she slipped in the saddle and shying when Wolf Heart caught her and pushed her upright again.

"I'm sorry," Janey mumbled. "I… I…"

Why was she still so timid? She wasn't that girl anymore. She didn't have to be that girl. So what if Wolf Heart had touched her? He hadn't hurt her. He had caught her to keep her from falling.

"Thank you," Janey muttered. "I was daydreaming."

"Not a good idea to daydream on a horse."

"No, I suppose not. Please don't change my name."

"I won't," Wolf Heart laughed.

"And don't tell Two Stones."

"I won't."

"Good."

They continued to ride in silence.

The sun grew hot and fierce, and sweat rolled down Janey's neck. The heat was adding to her feeling of sickness, and she wished there was a lake nearby so she could jump into it and leave all of this behind her.

If she was a mermaid from one of Granny's stories, she could go anywhere. But only if she was in the ocean. A lake was just another trap; it wasn't actually big enough to escape in. She would eventually have to leave it, and then she would have to keep going forward. There was no escape this time, no running away.

"I'm Jake," she whispered under her breath.

Jake didn't want to run, and he didn't give a damn about lakes or mermaids or escaping from the hard realities of life. He wanted to run right at them.

Jake was so damn stupid.

Janey's breath caught in her throat when she recognized the lone stand of trees up ahead. It was a landmark for the trail, and it was where they had stopped that last night. She knew because she had climbed one of the trees all the way to the top. It was the tree with the big y in its branches.

She scanned the area below the trees, brows furrowing in confusion. The wagons should still be there, but she didn't see anything. Where were they?

She tapped Helly's side, hurrying her along. All this time she had wanted to drag her feet, but now she had to see. She rode past Two Stones and kept riding until she reached the trees. Then she dismounted and looked around in confusion and dismay.

"What is wrong?" Two Stones asked.

"It… This… I mean… It was here, Two Stones! I swear. I'm not crazy. They were here. This is where we camped; it was! The wagons, the people, everything was here when I left. Where is it? I don't understand."

Janey felt like running and hiding, and she hated it. She didn't run and hide anymore. She stood her ground. She fought. She did what needed to be done.

She knew she hadn't actually done any of those things, not yet; but she would. Jake would.

She began to pace, mind hot with confusion; and she watched as Two Stones examined the ground carefully. He stepped forward several steps, knelt, touched the earth, moved forward, and touched the earth again. He sniffed the dirt here and there, and Janey watched him in dismay, wondering if he was just as crazy as she was.

She suddenly remembered Eddie and glanced around frantically. There was nothing; there was no one, but she still ran to the place where their wagon had been. Nothing was there.

Had it all just been a trick? Some sort of elaborate ruse to get rid of her?

No, it hadn't been. She remembered the blood; she remembered the smell of it. And she remembered the bloody skin of Eddie's head and the hole that was torn through his chest. She remembered the Jenkins' baby's smashed skull.

The memories were so overwhelming that she began to heave violently.

"Stop," she gasped between heaves. "You're not that girl."

She forced herself to stop and wiped the back of her mouth with a shaky hand, glad she hadn't eaten.

She knew they were dead. So where were they? They hadn't just gotten up and walked away. They hadn't buried themselves.

She jumped when Two Stones touched her shoulder, then reminded herself that it was all right. He wasn't going to hurt her.

"Burned," Two Stones said. "Everything was burned."

"Even Eddie?" Janey gasped.

"Bodies moved. Taken somewhere; then buried maybe."

"Why?"

"Make it look like didn't happen."

"But the Indians… They left. I saw them leave. I don't think they were planning to come back."

"Not Indians."

"How do you know?"

"Boot tracks."

Janey thought that over. She was white, and she was wearing moccasins; an Indian could easily wear boots. But why would they want to?

"But why?" she asked again.

"Don't know. Very strange."

Janey felt cheated. Now she would never know who killed Eddie. Now she would never know what had happened and why. All the evidence, all the clues, everything was gone. Burned, buried, lost.

She realized she was crying and tried to stop. She hated crying. It was so useless. It wouldn't help her find Eddie's killer. It wouldn't help her figure out what to do next. It would just make her head hurt and her eyes blurry. Besides, Jake thought crying was silly.

"What now?" she asked plaintively.

"Search the area. See if we can find anything."

Janey nodded, wiped the tears from her eyes, and started walking from side to side, looking for anything that might help.

While she walked, she tried to figure out what had happened, but the only thing she could think of was that Mr. St. John had done it for some reason. But why? It didn't make any sense. Nothing made any sense.

Now that Two Stones had said it, she could see that the ground where the wagons had been was burned. Which was just another thing that didn't make sense. She had seen a house burn before, and there had been something left over, char, ash, bits of boards. There was nothing here at all though, just a dusting of black ash coloring the ground.

And now that she was looking, she could even see spots of rusty brown-red coloring the dirt, and she knew that it was blood. She could see the exact spot where Pa had lain dead and scalpless.

She imagined that his body was still there and kicked the dirt with her heel. She was somewhat relieved the bodies were gone because she hadn't wanted to see them again, especially not after sitting out in the blazing sun.

But now she really was lost. She had no direction and nothing to keep her going. She was Janey, and she didn't want to be Janey.

"Look here, Wanders Off," Two Stones called.

Janey quickly ran to his side, wondering what he had found.

"Do you see the tracks?" he asked.

Janey glanced at the ground. She could see the bare trace of something in the dirt, but it didn't tell her anything. She was used to looking at animal tracks not people tracks.

"Yes?" she said carefully.

"What do you see?"

"Um… boots?"

Two Stones tsked. "I already told you that. But there is more. See?"

"Um…" Janey looked; she really looked, but all she saw were some boot prints in the dirt. "No."

He tsked again. "You truly are a white boy. Any Indian boy would at least be able to tell me how many there were."

"Um… two?"

"No," he replied. "Use your eyes."

"I am," Janey sighed. "But you know I'm a girl, and girls are basically useless."

"If you say that again to me I will give you a new name, one you really won't like." He pointed at two different prints. "See the difference in size?"

Janey didn't, but she nodded.

"There are three different sized boots. So that's at least three. But these two walked differently. One put his weight on the front, the other on the back."

Janey nodded, still seeing no difference whatsoever.

"This man here had a piece of something stuck to his boot, and it made his track different."

"Alright?"

"So that's five. This one dragged his left foot ever so slightly. That's six."

Janey frowned. Could he really tell all that just from some dirt?

"And this one," Two Stones said triumphantly, walking to the left and pointing at the ground. "His boots had a larger heel and a different shape."

"Alright?" Janey said again, waiting for the moment when he said something she understood.

"So it was seven men. Six men carried the bodies to a wagon and loaded them up. The seventh man watched."

"How the hell can you tell that?"

"I just told you how."

"But the wagon and the bodies?"

"See the wagon tracks here?"

Janey did, and if she recalled the Jenkins' wagon had sat there. She remembered because it had been right under the tree she had climbed.

"The tracks heading to the wagon are slightly deeper than the tracks going the other way," Two Stones pointed out.

"You cannot be serious."

"Why not?"

"Because no one can tell all that from some dusty boot prints."

"I can," Two Stones said.

Janey sighed, knowing it was pointless to argue.

"And Mr. St. John and his crew are…" Two Stones prodded.

"Seven men!" Janey gasped.

"Exactly."

So she was right. Mr. St. John and the others had returned to the wagon train, looted it, and destroyed the evidence. But why? It seemed like a lot of work when they could have just blamed it on the Indians.

"Why?" she asked.

"I don't know."

"Damnation, Two Stones, how does this help?"

"This is your revenge," he shrugged. "How does it help?"

Janey didn't know. All she knew was that there was a little more going on than she had thought. If Mr. St. John wasn't doing anything shady, he would have reported the attack at the fort, but instead he had covered it up, and he had hidden the bodies away like they had never existed.

Those hairs on her neck were suddenly screaming. How dare he? And then to steal from them and make a profit from their deaths?

She suddenly hated him, and she vowed to practice more with her guns so that when she saw St. John and the others again she could shoot them dead.

Wolf Heart approached with an arrow in his hand which he held out to Two Stones. Two Stones looked at the arrow for a long time before sighing heavily.

"I know which tribe," he said softly.

"You do? Where are they? Let's go now!"

"You are not ready," Two Stones said. "You know nothing."

"I know how to shoot; isn't that enough?"

"No. You do not know how to use a knife, how to shoot in motion; you do not know how to gallop. And you do not know how to weigh your decisions."

"Weigh my decisions? What does that have to do with anything?"

"Everything."

"Just come right out and say it!" Janey snapped. "I don't know how to interpret your crazy talk."

"You think revenge, and that is all you see," he said.

"What else is there?"

"The truth."

"What is the truth?" Janey demanded.

"I do not know."

"Then why are we talking about it?"

"Because you need to find truth, not revenge."

"Hell and damnation! Are you helping me or not?"

"You are not yet ready."

"Ready for what?" Janey spat.

He made no response, just studied her sadly.

"Two Stones!" she screamed. "Tell me what I'm not ready for!"

"Anything," he said before turning on his heel and walking back towards the horses.

Janey gasped, suddenly feeling very hurt. It felt as if Two Stones had punched her in the gut and called her useless all at the same time. She didn't understand it. He hadn't even said anything, not anything she had understood anyway.

And why did she care what he thought? He was just some lost Indian who didn't have anything better to do than wander around with her. Maybe she didn't need him after all. Maybe she could find her revenge on her own.

"He is right," a voice said from behind her.

Janey screamed, but only for a second before she clamped her mouth shut and turned slowly, having some idea of who she would see.

"How do you do that?" she snapped.

"Do what?"

"Pop up like that?"

The stranger Two Stones had called old one shrugged and said, "Magic, I suppose."

"I don't believe in magic."

"Don't you?"

"No."

"Is a butterfly magic?"

Janey started to say no, but then she remembered the meadow. She had never felt more alive than when she had stood there, surrounded by butterflies, hearing their little wings flap. The air had been vibrant and shimmery. And in that moment, she knew she had believed in magic, if only for a second.

She shrugged and said, "Who are you?"

"Getting right to the heart of the matter, aren't you?"

"Why do you do that?" she demanded. "You're talking in circles and riddles just like Two Stones."

"Habit."

She frowned at him before saying, "But who are you?"

"That is a very personal question."

"Fine," Janey sighed. "Don't tell me. Do you at least have a name?"

"Certainly."

Janey waited, but he didn't offer it. She was beginning to wish she had died right here with everyone else. It would have been easier.

"Why are you here?" she demanded. "And why is Two Stones right?"

"You look with one eye."

Janey wanted to scream. She hated riddles and answers that were more like questions. If they were going to criticize her, they should at least tell her why in a way she understood. She had never had any trouble at all understanding why Pa was mad at her.

The man pulled out a long pipe and slowly lit it. Janey watched with irritation and waited for him to say something that made sense. He didn't.

"Are you really old?" she asked to fill the silence.

"Yes, quite." He puffed a smoke ring into the air. "Try opening your eyes," he said before disappearing into thin air.

Janey's heart stopped beating for a moment. She hadn't been looking the first time he had done it, but this time she had been staring right at him, and he had just… disappeared. Like he hadn't been there at all. How could anyone do that?

Magic, she heard him say. Magic, magic, magic.

Suddenly it was all just too much. She had lost her lousy family; she had almost died, twice; she had wandered aimlessly, expecting death; she had been rescued by Indians, which had terrified her; she had seen Mr. St. John alive; she had learned to ride and shoot; she had met the old one; her name had been changed; Jake had been born. She felt as if everything, the weight of everything, was pounding down on her and trying to rip her apart.

Her feet started running, and before she knew it she was all the way up at the top of the tree. Her breath was coming sharply, and she knew if she didn't slow it down, she was going to vomit again so she closed her eyes, focused on the soothing wind, and breathed.

She tried to breathe out all her fear, all her terror, all the unknown. She tried to breathe in freedom, because for once in her life she was free. No one, not even Two Stones, could tell her what to do. He could ask, and she might do it, but he didn't own her. No one did.

There was a sort of elation that followed that realization, but she was still scared. She had never thought about what she would do if she was on her own. And even if she had, it would have been as Janey, not Jake. The whole world was open to her if she could just figure it out.

Jake had freedom that Janey could have never dreamed of. If he wanted to ride west, he could. If he wanted to pan for gold, he could. He didn't have to worry about Old Man Finnegan or women's work. He didn't have to worry about anything.

Except magic.

She had never believed in magic, not really, but there was no other explanation for what the old one could do. He was there, and then he wasn't. How? And what else could he do? Could anyone do magic? Could she do magic?

She dismissed that idea immediately because if she could do magic she thought she might have noticed by now.

So what made the old one different? And what did he mean when he had said try opening your eyes? For that matter, what had Two Stones meant when he had said she needed to seek truth, not revenge? What was truth, and what difference did it make?

She looked down at where the camp site had been and imagined all the wagons as they had been and imagined the people walking to and fro. She heard Sol shout at Eddie for something. She heard Pa shout at Sol. She heard the Jenkins' baby cry. She heard Mr. Jenkins yell at Mrs. Jenkins.

She was so used to Pa yelling all of the time that it hadn't seemed odd; but now that she thought about it, there had been an awful lot of yelling. And beatings. And fear.

Traveling with Two Stones and Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain was like a breath of fresh air, like a touch of spring rain, like the silky feet of a caterpillar walking up her arm. Two Stones might get frustrated and sometimes bark at her, but he didn't yell. Not like Pa. When she was with them she wasn't scared. She wasn't always walking on the balls of her feet, watching for the next blow.

Pa, who should have loved her or at least cared for her in some way, had hated her, beat her, yelled at her, made her feel useless and stupid and small.

By comparison, in just a few days, Two Stones and the others had made her feel more capable and powerful than she had ever felt. Like she could actually do something. Like she was something. They didn't treat her like a child or a mere girl or an idiot. They treated her with respect, even though they had every reason to hate her.

She had only lost Eddie. They had lost everything. Their home, their place, their people, everyone they loved; and she was sure they had loved.

She realized that she was crying, and she didn't know why; she just couldn't stop. She was crying for Two Stones, for Wolf Heart, for Brings the Rain, for everything they had lost, for the sorrow in their eyes. She was crying for the Jenkins' baby who had never had the chance to see a butterfly. She was crying for herself because she didn't know what to do.

After a while, she wiped the tears from her eyes and looked out around her. The sun was setting, and it was beautiful. The sky was banded with orange and purple and blue; and beneath it, the entire prairie looked like waving gold. It was absolutely breathtaking. She hadn't often seen the sunset back home because the trees were always in the way, but here, she could see all the way to the horizon.

She took it all in as much as she could, eyes glancing from side to side; but before long the sun had disappeared, leaving darkness in its wake.

It felt a little eerie now, empty and hollow. She had been so upset earlier that she hadn't much thought about being here; but now that it was dark, she wished she had left the tree earlier so they could be far, far away. She supposed they would have to camp here now, but the very idea gave her chills.

She climbed down swiftly, suddenly fearing that Two Stones had left her; but he hadn't. They were waiting silently at the base of the tree, circled around it, facing out towards the endless prairie.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to be up there so long."

Two Stones gave her a small smile, stood, and said, "Let's ride."

"What?!" she exclaimed. "It's dark! We can't ride in the dark!"

"Why not?"

"It's dark!" Janey yelled.

"Bad spirits here. We ride."

Chills raced down Janey's spine. Was Pa here? Wandering around, looking for her to beat on?

"Let's go," she said, running towards Helly, glad to see that she was still saddled.

She swung into the saddle with ease and waited for Two Stones to lead the way. Her heart was pounding, and sweat rolled down her back. If there was magic, there could certainly be spirits.

She shuddered as she remembered how one time in the woods a terrible sadness had overcome her and she had wept for no reason. Just cried and cried and cried. Finally, she had crawled towards Granny's and after she had gotten several feet or so, the tears had just stopped. Almost as if something was using her to cry.

Granny had told her that it had been a spirit, but Janey hadn't believed her. She hadn't believed half of what Granny said. But now… Now she wasn't so sure.

Without warning, the air turned icy cold, and Janey started to shiver. She could barely see through the dark, but she saw Two Stones move forward, and she tapped Helly's sides, urging her after him. Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain flanked her, and soon they were moving swiftly through the dark away from the barren place, the place full of death.

Before long, the cold fingers Janey had felt gripping her neck dissipated, leaving her feeling shivery, but no longer frightened. She wasn't scared of the bad spirits anymore, but she was terrified that she was riding through the black night with no clue where she was going.

"How do you know where you're going, Helly?" she whispered.

"She sees better than you," Wolf Heart said.

"How do you know?"

"Just do," Wolf Heart replied.

Janey rolled her eyes. Apparently Wolf Heart didn't know how he knew, he just thought he knew, which wasn't really knowing. But she hoped he was right because she couldn't see a damn thing.

Since she didn't want to think about riding through the dark she thought about what Two Stones and the old one had said.

"Open my eyes," she muttered. "Open my eyes. But they are open."

Janey widened her eyes as far as she could, but all she could see was more dark.

"Maybe he didn't mean it that way."

She closed her eyes, then popped them right back open. What was she thinking? She was riding a horse; she couldn't close her eyes.

She looked around at the absolute darkness and suddenly laughed. She couldn't see anyway, so what did it matter if she closed her eyes?

She closed them again and went back to that day. She burned the biscuits. She hid under the wagon. She heard the yells and the screams. She felt the terror in her belly. She saw Eddie die. She saw the Indians ride away, leaving death behind them.

She frowned and went back to the beginning again. The screams. No, that wasn't quite right. Before the screaming had started, there were yells; but Janey hadn't paid any attention because there was always yelling. She tried to focus on it, tried to hear what they were saying. She couldn't make out the words, but one of the voices was familiar to her.

One of the wagon train men, Mr. Peter, was yelling. She recognized his voice because he had yelled at her once for getting in his way.

Mr. Peter yelled. Others yelled back. Then the screaming started and the sounds of terror. There was a gunshot or two. Then Eddie died, then the Indians rode off, then everything was silent.

Janey blocked the noises from her mind, went back to the beginning, and watched everything all over again.

She stopped watching Eddie die and watched the face of the Indian who had killed him. His face was stern. There was no joy, no happiness, no jeering; not like Pa had always shown when he was beating someone. There was only a resolute look, a hardness, a seriousness.

Janey watched his face over and over again, and every time he killed her brother, she watched his eyes. They looked intent, and they were full of grief. Terrible grief.

She had seen that look before. It was a look of loss. She had seen it on Two Stones and Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain. It was such a look of pain that it hurt Janey to see it, so she let the memory go and opened her eyes.

The darkness seemed even vaster now, and she blinked a few times, trying to see through it. When that failed, she glanced up at the sky, gasping when she saw the stars. The stars had never been quite so bright. She had always been surrounded by fires and people, and out here there was nothing but the muted clopping of the horses' hooves. There was no light, no laughter, no shouts. Nothing to take away from the absolute beauty of the sky.

She reached out her hand towards a star, wishing she could touch it.

"That one looks like a butterfly," Wolf Heart said, pointing above Janey.

She watched his hand move in the darkness, tracing a group of stars.

"It does!" she gasped. "It's beautiful."

"I am sorry," he said.

She shrugged. It was dark, so she could be honest.

"I feel freer than I have in my entire life. Like a butterfly broken out of its cocoon," she said softly. "I didn't really like Eddie. Not anymore. He was just as mean as the rest of them."

And it was true. He had waited longer. Been kind to her longer. She could still feel her absolute shock when he had hit her for the first time. The pain of the blow had been nothing compared to the pain of his betrayal. The only person who had ever loved her had slammed her head into the wall so hard that the plaster had cracked.

And all because she had asked him where he was going.

For a moment, she lost herself to that memory, but then she pushed it aside and said softly, "There was a part of him I liked. The part that played with me in the mud. The part that made silly jokes about the preacher man when no one else was around. The part that loved me," she whispered.

She sighed heavily, still missing him, still missing the part of him that had gone away.

She didn't say anything more, and neither did Wolf Heart. They just rode in silence, watching the stars pass overhead.

After what seemed like forever, Two Stones finally stopped. Janey hadn't realized she was gripping Helly so tightly with her legs, but when she tried to dismount her legs felt weak and wobbly.

"I'll take care of Helly," Wolf Heart offered.

"No," Janey said. "I can do it."

She wanted to drop to the ground and sleep, but Helly was Jake's horse, and Jake took care of his own. She rubbed her own legs briskly, then removed Helly's saddle, and rubbed her down.

"Thank you, Helly. You do have amazing eyesight." Helly nickered and rubbed her nose against Janey's face.

"Eat," Brings the Rain said when she sat in front of the already cheerful fire.

"I don't wanna."

"Eat. Your body needs food."

Janey shrugged, took the meat he offered her, and ate in silence.

"Sleep now," Two Stones said.

Janey nodded and lay back on her saddlebag. Her eyes flickered closed, but then they snapped open. She needed to remember. She needed to remember everything, every last detail. She needed to follow each footstep.

She cast a careful glance at Two Stones, then tossed her saddlebag, dream snatcher and all, behind her and curled up on her side in the grass.

She fell asleep, and for the entire night she followed herself on the wagon trail. She watched herself get hit by Pa, by Sol, by Will, by Eddie. She watched herself hide. And then she stepped back and started watching everything and everyone else. She watched, she listened, and she counted.

When she woke, she didn't feel like she had slept at all; and for a moment, she couldn't remember where she was and what had actually happened.

She smelled the delicious scent of coffee, and a terrible fear gripped her heart. He couldn't be. She had kicked him. It hadn't been a dream.

She peeked through one eye and heaved a sigh of relief when she saw Two Stones looking into the fire.

"Coffee?" she asked, sitting up and rubbing the ache in her head.

"The Old One brought it for you."

"Really? That was nice of him."

"Maybe."

Janey wasn't feeling up to that kind of conversation, so she just filled a cup with coffee and buried her nose in it.

"It smells perfect," she sighed. "He knows just how to make it."

"He said he borrowed it."

"Borrowed?" Janey asked. "Like stole?"

"Perhaps."

Janey took a sip. She didn't care if he did steal it. It was the most perfect cup of coffee she had ever had. It made Pa's coffee look weak. She drank the entire cup and poured herself another.

"If it's alright by you…" she said hesitantly.

She paused. She had never been able to make the choice before. She had run when she had needed to run, stayed hidden when she had needed to hide, but she had never said, "This is what I want." She could now though because she was Jake, and Jake was assertive and strong.

"I'd like to find the Indians who attacked the wagon train," she said firmly.

A look of disapproval flitted across Two Stones's face, so Janey rushed on. "Just to talk, to begin with. I mean, I want to know what they have to say. I've been thinking a lot. Trying to see things with both eyes open, if you will, and I think things aren't quite as simple as they seem."

"That is the first time you have spoken wisely," Two Stones said.

"Really? The first?" she demanded. He nodded, and Janey frowned, but then she thought of something. "Does that earn me a new name?" she asked hopefully.

"No; only first time, not habit."

"Well, hell."


Chapter 8
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The very notion of talking to the Indians who had killed Eddie made Janey feel sick, but she was convinced that something deeper was going on. Something that she couldn't quite grasp.

And she needed to know what it was. She could still kill them after she had talked to them. There was no rule saying she couldn't; and even if there was, Jake didn't care about rules.

"Today we gallop," Two Stones said as he mounted.

"Gallop?" Janey replied. "What's that mean?"

"Go really fast."

"Haven't we been going fast?" Janey asked worriedly.

The others just laughed and rode off toward the east.

"I hate it when you do that!" Janey snapped.

She ran to Helly, quickly mounted her, and tapped her sides. Helly began to walk leisurely.

"We have to go fast today," Janey told her. "Whatever that means."

Two Stones was already far ahead, so Janey tapped Helly again and again and again. Soon Helly was tearing over the plains, and Janey was screaming; but just a little, and part of it was with elation. She forced her body to relax, forced herself to breathe and allowed Helly to move for her.

The wind whipped past her face, making her eyes water. She felt wildly out of control, but it was beautiful; it was wonderful; and for the first time in her life, she felt completely free.

When she eventually caught up with the others, she yelled, "Is this as fast as we can go?"

Wolf Heart shook his head, and Janey's eyes widened. She couldn't imagine going faster; it would almost be like flying. She closed her eyes, just feeling the wind, and smiled. Suddenly she let go of the reins and held her hands out to the sides. She felt just like a bird soaring over the plains.

When she opened her eyes again, Two Stones was looking at her with irritation.

"What?" she yelled.

"I'm thinking of a new name for you," he hollered back.

"No! Please don't!"

"We will see."

They rode, only stopping to let the horses rest every now and then. And then they rode again.

They rode until after dark, and when they finally stopped for the night, Janey ate whatever they gave her, thinking as she did.

"When will we get there, do you think?" she asked.

"When we get there," Two Stones replied.

"Uh-huh. And when do you think that might be? Tomorrow?"

"Maybe."

"I know how to shoot now," she threatened.

"You gave your word."

"I did," Janey admitted. "But I think anyone would agree you started it."

Two Stones chuckled softly before saying, "Go to sleep."

"Fine, but only because I already wanted to," Janey snapped.

She curled on her side, pushing her saddlebag away so the dream snatcher wouldn't be near her.

And she walked her dreams again. Over and over. Reliving every moment on the wagon train. Listening to every conversation, noticing anything out of place, and feeling every hit.

When she woke, dread had settled in her stomach so heavy that she could barely breathe.

She watched Brings the Rain sing to the sun, wishing she knew what he said, wishing he really would bring the rain so it could wash everything clean and she could begin again.

"Do you have a knife?" Brings the Rain asked as they ate their breakfast.

"A knife? Just a little one." Janey fumbled with her pocket and pulled out the knife Eddie had given her. "I use it to whittle."

Wolf Heart said something in that infernal language again, and they all laughed. Janey fought the urge to throw the knife at his head. Mostly because throwing it at his head was something Eddie would do, and she wasn't Eddie; she was Jake.

"Here," Brings the Rain said, handing Janey a much, much larger knife, one in a leather sheath that would attach to her belt.

"Oh… But why?"

"Gun fine, but what happen if you run out of cartridges?"

Janey paled. She hadn't thought of that, and she quickly counted the cartridges in her belt.

"But I have thirty! What're the chances I have to shoot thirty people?"

"How many Indians were there?"

"Seventeen," she said without thinking.

Two Stones looked surprised. "How do you know?" he asked.

So this was what it felt like to know something that someone else didn't. It felt good.  

She smiled slyly and said, "I counted."

Two Stones raised an eyebrow before saying, "You don't yet know how to shoot in motion, so you probably miss fifteen times."

"That's a lot!" Janey exclaimed. "Why would I miss that many times?"

"Because you do."

"I do not!"

"It is wise to have more than one weapon," Brings the Rain broke in. "Your gun is one weapon, your knife another, your hands and feet another, your mind another."

"My mind?" Janey asked incredulously.

"Certainly," Two Stones said. "I have won many a fight using my mind. Your mind is your most powerful weapon."

That didn't make any sense at all to Janey. Pa had been bigger and stronger, and that was why he had always won. She had never landed a hit on Pa, not until he had been dead.

"But the strong one always wins," she argued.

"No. The strong one always thinks he will win."

Brings the Rain stood. "Hit me," he said.

"I can't do that!" Janey sputtered.

"You cannot or you will not?"

"Um… both?"

"Why?"

"I don't know how to hit, and why would I want to hurt you?"

"If you do not know how to hit, you cannot possibly hurt me," he replied.

There was some logic to that, so Janey stood, attached the oversized knife to her belt, and approached Brings the Rain. She punched at him, but he batted her hand from the air as if she were an annoying fly.

"You are right. You do not know how to hit," he said.

Janey rolled her eyes. She had said she didn't; what did he expect?

"Try like this."

Brings the Rain made his hand into a ball and swung it down like a hammer. Janey flinched slightly as his hand came nearer to her; but, in the end, he stopped a few inches from her head.

"You try," he said.

Janey did as he said, but he still batted away her hand.

"Spread your feet," he said. "You're off balance."

She didn't understand what he meant; but before she could ask, Brings the Rain pushed her lightly. She started to fall sideways but quickly moved her feet to keep her balance.

"Good," he said. "Again."

She twisted her hips, memorizing her pose, and then she swung her hand down like a hammer, feeling abrupt surprise when her fist hit Brings the Rain's arm. She had never hit anyone before, not ever; and she jerked her arm back, feeling shame and anger.

"It is much different to hit someone to protect yourself or others than to hit someone for pleasure," he said softly.

"Is it?" she asked, hoping it was true.

"Yes. Let's ride; we will work more this evening."

Janey nodded, glad she didn't have to hit him again. She saddled Helly, talking softly as she did. "You're really fast; I had no idea. Pa and the boys had horses, but they didn't ever go fast. Can you believe that? How could they not? Maybe someday you'll show me how fast you can go."

Helly snorted in what Janey felt was a very mocking way. "What? You don't think I can handle it?"

When Helly nodded, Janey gasped and dropped the buckle she was working on. "Can you understand me?" she demanded. Helly shrugged.

Elation filled Janey. She was finally doing it; she was talking to an animal. She was talking to Helly, and Helly was talking back. Not in words, not in visions, but in noises and head movements. She smiled widely and hugged Helly tightly around the neck.

"Oh, I think I love you, Helly!" she whispered, laughing with joy when Helly nickered softly in response.

An animal had finally talked to her. This was the best moment of her entire life.

Janey mounted and followed after the others. For a long time, she just basked in happiness, but then her mind began to think of the moment she knew was coming. She knew they would reach the Indians today, and she didn't know what to say or do when they did.

Was she really just going to ask them why they had killed everyone? Did it really matter why? Two Stones and the old one seemed to think that it did. Not that she cared what they thought.

Or maybe she did care, but it wasn't going to stop her from doing what needed to be done. If the Indians needed to be killed, she was going to kill them.

She paused her thinking long enough to watch a big black bird fly overhead. She was certain it was a raven, but she had never seen such a big one before.

Lots of things seemed bigger here. The space was bigger and wider. She could see for miles and miles, and sometimes it felt very strange, very exposed. But she was beginning to see all the life she had missed to begin with. She saw lizards and snakes, with fangs and without, and insects and spiders of all types.

There was a huge variety to the grasses, and how could there be so many types of cactuses? There were little birds swooping from bush to bush. There were big birds soaring overhead. It was lovely, in a very dry, somewhat brown sort of way.

Far off in the distance, she could see a line of trees curving, and she knew there was a river up ahead. She hoped that Two Stones stopped beside it because she wanted to dip her head into the water and feel the shade of the trees on her skin. She didn't know how Two Stones and the others stood it. They weren't wearing hats of any type, and they were facing the sun, drinking in the sunlight. She envied their dark skin that didn't seem to burn.

Her eyes followed the trail of trees along the river, and her heart jumped, then pattered quickly. She could see smoke and the semblance of structures, although they were different than anything she had ever seen. Maybe they were those teepees Pa had mentioned. He had said they were worthless, just like the people who made them. And then he had punctuated his words by aiming a backhand at Janey's head.

She shook that memory away and focused on the strange tents up ahead. This was it. She was going to meet Eddie's killer. She was going to look him in the face and ask him why. Why had he done it? Why the Jenkins' baby? Why?

And if he didn't answer truthfully or right or in a way that made sense to her, Jake was going to kill him. It didn't matter that she would surely die afterwards, because Two Stones was right, she didn't really know how to shoot. There was no way she could take out an entire village before they killed her. But she would get him. She would get Eddie's killer.

The nearer they rode, the more worried Janey grew. The part of her that was still very much Janey wanted to turn tail and run. But the part of her that was Jake had to know, needed to know.

A man, but not the man who had killed Eddie, rode out from the village and greeted Two Stones. They spoke quickly in words Janey didn't understand; although she could tell they were not the words Wolf Heart so often used. After a long conversation, the man nodded, and they followed him into the village.

At first all Janey could do was stare. It was a teepee village, but Pa had been wrong. The teepees weren't worthless at all. They were beautiful, perfectly ordered, and lined neatly along the river. Sticks stretched high above, and animal hide wrapped the sticks all the way to the ground creating a… a funnel. They looked like upside-down funnels. Funnels covered in colorful paintings.

Women were working, doing all manner of different things. Children were running and playing. But the men were gathered together in the center, waiting for Janey. She swallowed her fear and tried to calm her queasy stomach.

There was so much fear inside of her that it was getting hard to remember that she was Jake.

"I'm Jake," she whispered frantically. "Jake Falke. Bravest white man around."

When they reached the group of men, Two Stones and the others dismounted; and Two Stones approached a tall serious-looking man. Janey struggled to slide off of Helly, too scared and distracted to dismount properly.

As soon as her feet hit the ground, she saw him. He was standing right beside the tall man, looking exactly as she remembered, his eyes still full of grief. Two Stones was saying something, but Janey didn't hear, she couldn't understand his words, even though he was speaking in English.

"Why?!" Janey cried out. "Why?" She strode across the grass, ignoring the others, ignoring the weapons in their hands. She walked right up to him, looked him in his grief-filled eyes, and asked again, "Why?"

He met her gaze, but didn't answer her.

"You killed them!" Janey screamed. "You killed Eddie! You killed the Jenkins' baby! You smashed his skull in! Tell me why or I swear on Ma's grave I'll shoot you right here and now!" Janey suddenly realized that her gun was in her hand, the hammer was cocked, and her finger was on the trigger.

She heard Two Stones hiss behind her, but she ignored him. She felt the other Indians move towards her, weapons in hand, but she didn't care. It was only her and him.

A voice spoke, but it wasn't his voice. It was the voice of the man beside him, the tall man. She didn't look at him, but she heard his words.

"When a nest of poisonous vipers is found near your camp, you destroy it for the safety of your people. You do not consider if there are young ones. A child of a poisonous creature will grow to be poisonous. As such, the entire nest must be destroyed."

Janey felt his words like a blow.

"But I'm not poisonous," she whispered.

She wasn't. She wasn't Pa. She wasn't Eddie. She wasn't Ma. She was Janey. Just plain Janey.  

"Then perhaps you were not born of poison," he said.

"But what if I was?"

"I do not know. A bear cannot choose to be a deer. But a man can choose to follow a wise path. Or a woman."

Eddie's killer was still staring at her. Her gun was still pointed at his chest, her finger still on the trigger. He hadn't said a word, not one, in his own defense. She wished he looked evil or mean so she could kill him and get it over with. But he looked neither.

She dropped her gun to her side.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I really want to kill you."

Not because he was an Indian, but because he had taken away the only person she had ever loved.

"I want to take your scalp the way you took his," she spat.

"And I want my wife back," the man said, voice completely bleak.

Hell and damnation. Everything was falling apart or into place, depending on how she looked at it. She didn't want to look at it at all, but it was all right there, glaringly obvious and making her terribly ill.

"Excuse me," she muttered as she turned to the side and vomited until her chest hurt.

When she could breathe again, Two Stones touched her shoulder gently. How she knew it was Two Stones, she didn't know, she just did.

"Come, Wanders Off. Chief Eagleclaw will speak with us." Janey nodded. Her mouth was too dry and rotten feeling to speak.

Two Stones handed her a skin of water, and she drank gratefully, feeling the full weight of Jake's disapproval. Vomiting in front of enemies. How could she have shown weakness like that? How many times had she heard Pa tell one of the boys never to show weakness?

She spit to the side. What the hell did that stupid old man know? He was dead and good riddance too.

She drank enough water that her mouth felt normal again, and then she followed Two Stones into the chief's teepee.

It was warm and dark inside, but she didn't mind so much. She had felt cold ever since she had seen Eddie's killer. The tall man, Chief Eagleclaw she assumed, was sitting in the center, the killer on his right and another man on his left. Chief Eagleclaw gestured for her to sit, and she did, too weary to take offense at being told what to do. Two Stones and Brings the Rain sat beside her, but Wolf Heart was nowhere to be seen.

"You are from the wagon train," Chief Eagleclaw said.

Janey nodded mutely.

"You are alive."

"Yes; you missed me."

He acknowledged her sarcasm with a slight nod. "Why are you here?"

"I wanted revenge," she said, staring at the killer again. "He killed my brother. He scalped him. I hate him."

"Wanted?"

"I'm trying very hard to see with both eyes." The chief lifted a brow, and she shrugged before saying, "Just something someone suggested I do."

"What do you see?"

"I see that things aren't quite as they seem."

"What do you want now?"

"Answers."

"To what questions?"

"Why?" she demanded.

"Wagons have passed through our lands for years. We have no choice but to let them. Otherwise, the white chief will send his army and trample us under his feet." Two Stones nodded his agreement, and the chief continued. "We stay away, but sometimes trouble comes to us.

"The white man hates us. What we have done to make this so, I do not know." The chief's voice was filled with sorrow. "Your wagon train crossed into our land several weeks ago."

Janey wanted to cover her ears. She didn't want to hear anymore, but she had to, she had to know.

"Since then, several of our people went missing. My son's wife was out gathering food and never returned." The killer's face was like stone now. "Several boys were down by the river, fishing. Gone. Two of our warriors went out to hunt. Also missing. We searched, and the trail we found told us all we needed to know. White man."

Janey wished her face were any other color. She wished she had shaved her hair to the scalp. She wished she had ridden west to California.

"We tracked for days. And what we found was…" He paused, then said, "I would not speak of it, but you must know."

Janey waited, breath caught in her throat.

"We found only broken bodies. Bodies without hearts, without eyes, without blood."

Janey fought not to vomit again.

There was silence in the teepee for a long time. Chief Eagleclaw couldn't seem to go on, but he finally did. "We brought them home, but their spirits, how their spirits must mourn."

Tears streamed down Janey's cheeks. This was so much worse than what she had imagined. So much worse.

"And then we hunted for the dark ones who had murdered them. We came upon the wagon train, but we did not know. What if wrong white men?"

Chief Eagleclaw's voice had grown lower and harder, and now he said, "We asked several questions. The one answering was angry. Started shouting. And then my son saw it. One of the women was wearing his wife's necklace. More words were said, but nest of vipers, yes? Must all die so their evil did not spread. And so we killed them all, or so we thought."

Janey had never felt so ill in all her life. She understood the why, and she wished she had never asked. She closed her eyes, trying to blank her mind, trying not to see the killer's sorrow, trying not to cry. The only thing it did though was make everything more vibrant, so she opened her eyes once more and saw that the chief was watching her intently.

"What now, child?"

"My name is Jake," she managed to say.

"I do not think so."

"Really? Why is that not believable? The men at the fort believed it. I have short hair; I have pants on; what's not boyish about that?"

"You have the spirit of a girl."

"Well, hell; that's just about useless, isn't it?" Two Stones elbowed her in the side. "Sorry," Janey muttered. "My name is Janey. J-A-N-E-Y. Apparently, it's a very difficult word to say," she grumbled.

Beside her, Two Stones chuckled softly.

"And actually, you missed more than me. Mr. St. John and seven of his men weren't there. You only got Mr. Peter and Mr. Luke." She paused, something itching at the back of her mind. "Their names are a little strange aren't they?"

She made a list of them in her head and studied them thoughtfully.

"Huh," she murmured.

"What is it?" Two Stones asked. "And I thought there were only seven men."

"We only saw seven men," Janey said, eyes seeing a memory instead of the tent.

She already knew she had counted correctly, but she checked anyway.

"There was an eighth man," she said after a moment. "Mr. St. Clair. It's so obvious. How did I not notice it before?"

"She has a tendency to talk to herself," Two Stones said to the other men. "And answer. And argue."

"No; don't you see?" Janey insisted. "Their names. They're all the names of saints. They don't all have the saint in front, but Granny knows all about religion, and she said that everyone in the Bible who didn't do something bad is called a saint. Peter and Luke, see? And I'm sure the other men had saint names too; I just can't remember what they were. I'll dream on it."

"What?" Brings the Rain demanded.

"I said I'll dream on it. My point is ten men were leading, protecting, whatever you want to call it, the wagon train. Two of them are dead. Seven of them are traveling together. And the eighth is… I don't know where he is."

She glanced at the killer who was looking very angry now, probably because of something she had said, like maybe he hadn't killed his wife's murderer after all.

"May I know your name?" she asked.

"Why?"

"I'm getting sick of calling you 'the killer' in my mind."

She had the full attention of everyone in the teepee now, and she wasn't sure she liked it. No one had ever listened to her before. Not once. That wasn't entirely true. Granny had listened when Janey had told her there was a mouse in the pudding jar, but that was the only time.

The killer studied her warily before grunting, "Roaring Waters."

"Roaring Waters, that's better. I'm Janey, but I think I already said that. Although if you called me Jake, I wouldn't mind," she added hopefully.

"Janey," Chief Eagleclaw said firmly.

"Fine," Janey muttered. "It's still better than Wanders Off."

She could see they were waiting for her to go on, but she didn't really want to. She didn't want to reveal everything she knew. Saying it out loud made it too real.

But Roaring Waters deserved to know. His wife had been murdered, and he had every right to seek revenge. Not like Janey. Janey didn't need revenge. She was glad Eddie was dead. If he was still alive, she would kill him herself.

"Well?" Two Stones said with irritation.

"Well what?" Janey replied.

"What else do you have to say, Withholds Much?"

"Really?" Janey sighed. "Withholds Much? Can't we just pick a name and stick with it? Wanders Off was growing on me."

"Chief Eagleclaw is waiting."

"Look, I didn't exactly withhold it; I hadn't figured it all out yet. I have to remember, you know. I have to dream."

"What do you mean?" Brings the Rain asked.

"I'm sorry. I love the dream snatcher, and I will use it. But right now I have to dream so I can walk back through."

"Through what?" Chief Eagleclaw asked.

"My memories. That's how I knew there were ten members of Mr. St. John's crew. That's how I knew there were seventeen Indians who attacked the wagon train. It's all in here," Janey said earnestly, tapping her chest. "I just have to look for it."

Two Stones was staring at her like he had never seen her before.

"That is a powerful gift," Brings the Rain said softly.

"Maybe," Janey allowed. She usually saw it as a curse, although it had helped her learn a number of her pa's tells. It just wasn't enjoyable reliving her own life night after night after night.

"What else did you see?" Roaring Waters demanded.

Janey wished that she had kept her mouth shut because she didn't want to keep talking, but she did.

"I'm still piecing it together," she admitted. "But I can say this much. The people in the wagon train weren't random. They were picked for some reason or other. At least the men were."

She hadn't been. She was just a girl, just Janey. Whatever Mr. St. John's plan had been, it hadn't included her.

"All the men, even the boys, were part of it, whatever it was. So you weren't wrong. It was a nest of vipers, and I'm sorry."

She couldn't talk anymore, couldn't deal with them staring at her and wondering if she was a viper too, so she stood and quickly left the teepee. She practically ran through the camp towards the river, and when she reached the river's edge, she followed it, walking far, far away from the Indians' village.

Once she couldn't see the teepee sticks anymore, she started ripping off Eddie's clothes. She had to wash; she had to get clean. She was tainted. She was tainted because her pa was her pa and Eddie was her brother, not to mention Sol and Will. She was tainted because she had mourned Eddie and she was wearing his clothes. She swallowed a gag as she dropped the last bit of clothing on the bank, and then she ran into the river.

The water was frigid, but that was perfect. She didn't want to feel. She wanted to be clean and numb. She grabbed a handful of sand and started rubbing her skin. She rubbed until it hurt too badly to keep going, and then she rubbed sand through her hair, over her face, and between her toes.

She hated them. She hated them all. Pa, Eddie, Will, Sol, Mr. Jenkins, Mr. St. John, Mr. Peter, all of them, even Mrs. Jenkins, because she knew Mrs. Jenkins had been the one wearing Roaring Waters's wife's necklace.

Janey's teeth began to chatter, so she dipped herself one final time and walked up onto the bank. When she reached the pile of her clothing, she wrapped her arms around her chest and glared at Eddie's clothes with disgust. She would never wear those clothes ever again. She would burn them; that's what she would do. But not right this moment because she wasn't sure how to start a fire out of nothing like Two Stones did.

She shivered as the breeze bounced off her wet skin. She really needed to start thinking things through more. She was cold and wet and naked, but she wasn't putting on Eddie's clothes, not for anything. So what was she going to do?

She heard a throat clear behind her and turned slowly, hoping it wasn't Two Stones or the old one, and felt an acute rush of relief when she saw it was only a young Indian girl. The girl was holding an Indian girl's dress in one hand and the clothes Two Stones had purchased for her at the fort in the other. Janey pointed towards the boy clothes.

She wasn't done with Jake yet. He had work to do. He had to hunt down some vipers and kill them.

The girl handed her the clothes, and Janey quickly dressed. She pulled on the soft moccasins, ridiculously glad she had chucked Eddie's boots. Then she stared at the rest of it. She would keep Pa's guns, and she would use them. She would use them to kill St. John and the rest of the saints. There would be a certain kind of rightness to that, she thought as she strapped the guns and her knife into place.

"Thank you," she said to the girl. The girl nodded. "Do you see a big stick around here?" The girl pointed past Janey, and Janey turned to see a rather large stick lying on the ground. She grabbed it, used it to pick up Eddie's clothes, and then she started walking back towards the village.

Two Stones was waiting for her at the edge, and she could see the disapproval in his face. She wasn't stupid. She knew Two Stones thought she should be Janey. But she couldn't. Not now. Maybe not ever.

"I need a fire, Two Stones."

Two Stones nodded and set to work building a fire, and soon Eddie's clothes were burning. She wished it was Eddie instead.

"How did you know about the men?" Two Stones asked.

Janey wanted to say "just do", but she knew she couldn't. Two Stones deserved better than that.

"I… Eddie," she said softly. "A few days before the Indians attacked, he disappeared for a while. St. John had told us to never wander off, so I was worried about him."

Janey felt so stupid, so silly. She had been so busy trying to escape Pa with so few hiding places that she hadn't paid much attention to what was going on around her.

"He'd wandered off before, or so I thought, but he was gone longer this time. When he got back… Well, anyway, he had a knife, different than any knife I'd ever seen. It had an antler or bone handle and a stone blade. I wasn't thinking, and I asked him where he got it. He said he found it. But he said it with such a smirk."

Janey's eyes were closed, and she watched Eddie's lips turn up mockingly at the corners. She watched him threaten her with the knife. She felt the tip of it pierce the skin on her neck, and she shuddered slightly.

"But that wasn't all," Janey whispered. "He had blood down the front of his shirt." She could see it; it was right there, bright red and fresh. "And it wasn't his. It wasn't his."

She opened her eyes because it was too hard remembering the bright gleam that had been in her brother's eyes and the hard edge to his words.

"That's how I knew," she said, poking the fire with a stick to make sure the clothes were completely destroyed.

She had somehow forgotten the dread and fear of those last several days on the trail. The further along they had gone, the stranger things had become, the more aggressive and violent the men, the more wild. She had forgotten the unhinged look of their eyes, the oddness of their actions. But she was remembering now; she was remembering it all. 

"What now?" Two Stones asked.

"We find St. John," Janey said vehemently.

"And then?"

"We kill him."

Two Stones nodded, and that was that. Janey somehow knew he would go with her, he would train her, and even though it wasn't his fight, he would fight right alongside her.

"How do we find them?" Janey asked, hoping Two Stones had some ideas, because she certainly didn't.

"We ask the spirits."

"I'm sorry; what?"

"We ask the spirits."

"I'm gonna need a bit more than that."

Two Stones chuckled and said, "I will ask the spirits. You find Brings the Rain. You are not yet a fighter. Certainly not a killer."

"You don't know that. I was ready to kill Roaring Waters. All I needed was just a hint, a bit of bad, and I would've have done it."

"But you did not. Perhaps you can yet learn to be wise."

"I wouldn't bet on it," Janey muttered, thinking ruefully of how she had gone off to bathe without a change of clothing.

She hadn't thought it through when she had pointed her gun at Roaring Waters's heart either. She had just been so mad.

And she hadn't thought for a second when she had run from the wagon train, but then she had been scared.

Granny would say something along the lines of, "You got to rein in those feelings, girl. The more they run away with you, the wilder you get." And Granny wouldn't have been wrong; Granny never was.

Janey found Brings the Rain and Wolf Heart at the edge of village with the horses.

"Two Stones is going to ask the spirits something or other; I'm a little unclear on what; but he says I need to train."

Brings the Rain nodded, but Wolf Heart was frowning at her.

"What did I do?" Janey asked.

"You didn't listen."

"I didn't? To what?"

"What was the one thing I told you?"

"You've told me lots of things, not just one."

"I said, 'don't point your gun at someone unless you're going to kill them'," he growled.

"Oh… that." Janey had forgotten all about that. "If it helps, I did actually plan to kill him."

"But you didn't."

"Well, no."

"So you didn't."

"But I did."

"But you didn't."

"No," she admitted.

Wolf Heart grumbled something under his breath in his own language, then stomped off towards the river. Janey watched him go with a grimace. She hadn't listened to him, and now he was mad at her.

"Wolf Heart's anger will not last long," Brings the Rain assured her.

"Are you sure?" Janey asked, suddenly very anxious.

What if Wolf Heart didn't talk to her anymore? That would almost be worse than if he had just slapped her around a few times.

"He was afraid for you, that is all."

"Afraid? Why?"

"You did not see, but if the chief had not stopped them, you would be dead now."

She had seen; she just hadn't cared. But Wolf Heart cared, and she didn't know what to do with that. No one had ever cared before.

"Why?" she demanded. "Why does he care? You only just met me. I'm white; I'm careless; I wander off; I say things I shouldn't or don't say what I should. Why? Why not leave me?"

"We like you."

Janey stared at Brings the Rain looking for any sign of humor or sarcasm, but his eyes were sincere. He was sincere.

"Why?" she whispered, completely aghast. "I'm a girl, a useless girl; I don't know anything. How could you like me?"

"You are a girl. You are not useless. You know many things, and you are wise enough to admit what you do not know. Hit me."

"What?"

"Hit me. Like I showed you."

Janey rubbed her hand over her eyes to clear them. She wasn't crying; it was the wind blowing some smoke into her face was all.

When she could see reasonably well again, she made her hand into a fist and swung it at Brings the Rain. He brushed it away.

"Too slow. Let's try a different hit."

He held his hand up, palm out, fingers bent. He punched quickly, tapping her on the arm with the heel of his palm. And this time she didn't flinch because she knew he would never hurt her.

"Why can't I just punch like normal?" she asked, balling her hand into a fist and striking out.

"Not enough power; hurt your fingers. Do this."

He punched palm out again. Janey tried it, finding it a much easier way to hit.

"Again."

She punched at him, and every time he batted her hands away. He pushed her once; and she stumbled, then grinned, when she realized he was telling her to spread her feet for balance.

She tried to increase her speed and punched quicker and quicker, trying to hit his hand, his arm, anything.

"Better," he praised.

She went faster, and finally it happened. One of her punches slipped through and landed on his arm. She gasped and pulled back her hand.

"No," Brings the Rain said. "Follow it through. Punch all the way through me."

Janey didn't ever want to punch all the way through someone. She really didn't want to punch anyone at all. But if Jake was going to kill St. John, Jake needed to learn to fight, shoot, and use his knife. Jake needed to learn to kill.

Janey punched again. And again. And again.

It was nearly dark when Brings the Rain finally said, "Good; enough for today."

Janey nodded, rather exhausted from punching, not to mention from all the other stuff that had happened that day. She was ready to fall into bed, well, into dirt anyway, dream snatcher in hand, and sleep for days.

They walked quietly back to their camp, and found Two Stones waiting for them.

"So?" she asked as she sat beside him.

"Spirits say you are not ready."

"What?"

"Spirits say need time; then kill Mr. St. John."

"Hell and damnation, Two Stones! Are you making this up?"

"No. Spirits do not lie."

"The spirits are stupid!" Janey snapped, standing and pacing away.

"Careful. You wouldn't want the spirits to take offense."

"So what are you saying?" Janey demanded.

"We travel; you learn to be… Jake." Two Stones said it with such an irritated tone that Janey almost laughed. "In time, you will be ready, and then the spirits show me where to find Mr. St. John."

"Let's just call him St. John. It's easier. And that's a stupid plan. I mean, we're just gonna wander around?"

"Yes."

Janey sat back down and rubbed her head. Spirits or not, Two Stones wasn't wrong. She wasn't ready. She could barely punch Brings the Rain without feeling sick. She had never killed anything in her entire life, not knowingly anyway, not even a fly.

She desperately wanted to find St. John. She wanted to know why. Why had they done it? She needed answers to so many questions, and he was the only one who could give them. And naturally, she needed to kill him. Because he was evil. Because he had chosen her pa. Because he had taken her from her home.

But she understood. She could barely land a punch on one man who was just standing there. How could she possibly kill eight men all at once? She needed more training if she was going to win.

"Fine," Janey grumbled.

Two Stones grinned widely. "You may earn a new name yet, Withholds Much."

She groaned and said, "I was hoping you had forgotten that one."

"I never forget. Roaring Waters approaches."

Janey turned and watched Roaring Waters warily. She didn't hate him anymore, but did he hate her?

"May I sit?" he asked stiffly. She nodded, and he sat across from her. "What will you do?" he asked.

"Well," Janey said. "I had planned to go kill St. John and the others, but Two Stones says the spirits say I'm not ready yet. So I guess I'll wait and kill them later," she grumbled as she cast Two Stones an irritated look.

"My people are moving soon, and Father says I must go with them. He says I have had my revenge, and I must leave it be." Roaring Waters stared at the fire. "My wife is dead," he whispered. "How can I leave it be?"

The grief emanating from him was so strong that Janey felt ill; but she didn't know what to say to ease his grief, so she said nothing.

"I must go with my tribe; they need me." He looked at Janey, black eyes stark, angry, and sad. "We are nothing to each other, you and I, but you travel the path I wish to travel. I must ask you…"

He paused here, and his eyes burned into hers.

"When you find them," he finally said, voice pleading, "when you kill them, take their scalps with my knife so it will be as if I were there, as if I were the one to avenge my wife."

As he spoke, he held out a knife towards Janey, but she didn't touch it because she knew it was the same knife that had taken Eddie's scalp.

Roaring Waters couldn't be serious. He was asking her to do the impossible. He wanted her to scalp someone, and she could barely punch.

She looked from the knife to him, and his eyes were so bleak that it hurt her. She understood him. She understood the need for revenge. He needed this. He needed her to do this. If she didn't do this for him, he might never be whole again.

"Yes," she heard herself say. "I will. With your knife, I will do it."

She had never made an oath before, but she knew it was binding, knew she must not break it, knew she was damned either way.

The knife was suddenly in her hands, and Roaring Waters was gone. The air felt cold where he had been; the knife felt cold in her hands. Janey felt cold, and she wished she could have said no, but she couldn't, not faced with his tremendous grief.

"I don't think that was wise," she whispered.

"Perhaps not," Two Stones agreed.

"I had to; he needed me to."

"Perhaps."

She slowly drew the knife from its sheath. There wasn't a speck of blood on it, but she could still see it glinting in the sunlight when it had sliced the scalp from Eddie's head. Bile rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. Eddie had deserved to die; he had deserved to be scalped, and so did St. John. And since Roaring Waters couldn't do it, she would.

Janey stood and attached the knife to the back of her belt. It seemed heavier than it really was, and she knew that part of it was the weight of the oath that was now attached to it. 

"What do we do now?" she asked Two Stones.

"We eat; we sleep; in the morning, we ride."

"Chief Eagleclaw sent you gifts," Wolf Heart said from behind her.

"Wolf Heart! You're back!" Janey exclaimed happily.

He sat beside her and said, "Where would I go?"

"Away. I don't know. You were angry."

"Now I am not."

"Really?"

"Really."

He didn't look angry. He looked like Wolf Heart.

"But what if I point my gun at someone again and don't kill them?" Janey asked.

"I will take away your guns and give you a stick to carry instead."

"Oh. Well, that's not… You know… I mean… They're my guns," she said.

"Still," Wolf Heart shrugged.

"Fine. I'll try to remember, but it's not easy you know, when you're in the heat of it, blood rushing, heart pounding. It just seemed like the thing to do."

"No," Wolf Heart said.

"Oh, fine."

Secretly, Janey was pleased. Wolf Heart wasn't mad at her. Two Stones wouldn't leave her. Brings the Rain liked her. Her. Janey. Not, Jake. They didn't seem to care for Jake at all, but Janey they liked, and she could live with that.

"What did he send?" Janey asked.

Wolf Heart handed her a leather bag, and she opened it. There were several boxes of cartridges, some dried meat, a pouch of something rather nasty looking that she recognized as pemmican, and a floppy white man's hat. She had burned Eddie's cap, so she was very glad to see it.

"Do I tell him thank you?" Janey asked, not really wanting to see the chief again, not wanting to face his stern grief.

"I gave him thanks for you," Wolf Heart said.

"Good," Janey replied, suddenly very glad they had been the ones to find her and not some white man.


Chapter 9
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When morning came, Janey, Two Stones, and the others rode west, leaving the village behind them. As they rode away, Pa railed against her in her mind, yelling and screaming at her to stop being so damn useless and do something right for a change.

"Kill 'em!" he ordered, voice thick with hatred.

"No," she whispered. "I won't."

"You useless girl," he spat.

She knew she had failed him. After all, she had come face to face with Eddie's killer, and she hadn't killed him. But she couldn't; she wouldn't. Eddie had deserved to die. They had all deserved to die. She only wished she had been the one to do it.

The next month passed quickly, if somewhat brutally. She spent hours and hours trying to hit Brings the Rain and failing, except when she didn't fail, which wasn't very often. And when she finally managed to land a hit twice in a row, he started teaching her how to do a knee kick as well.

Even more hours were spent with Wolf Heart, using sticks as knives. He taught her how to strike, where to strike, and how to block. She died every single time they fought, but every day she was faster on her feet and quicker with her strikes.

She shot one bullet every day, and she always hit her mark. Always. Even when Wolf Heart made her run back and forth or from side to side.

And every evening, she and Two Stones explored the surrounding area searching for edible plants. He was a patient teacher, and she always listened carefully.

Every night she fell to the ground utterly exhausted; but instead of sleeping, she dreamed the night away, looking for clues and searching for answers. She rewatched every day she had spent with the wagon train over and over and over, but she still didn't discover anything that explained what exactly St. John's purpose had been.

As the days passed, she grew stronger and leaner and quicker; and Jake became more and more of who she was. She was learning how to fight, how to survive, how to live, and, most importantly, how to not be useless.

"How come we never run into anyone else?" Janey asked one day as they were riding slowly through a field of sagebrush.

"Don't want to run into anybody," Two Stones said.

"So there are people out here, you're just avoiding them?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Maybe bad, maybe good, don't want to find out."

Janey couldn't argue with that. This had been the best month of her entire life. Why ruin it by meeting up with other people?

"Do you think I'm ready yet?" she asked.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Just not."

Janey sighed. Two Stones said that every time she asked. Maybe he was right, but she couldn't wait forever. What if St. John and his men really did go back east? What if they killed more people? What if a hundred other things?

But for now she would wait because even she knew that Jake needed more practice. He still wasn't great at hitting, and he was only so-so with a knife.

Besides that, for all of Jake's loud talk, she wasn't convinced that he had it in him to kill. And not just to kill, but to scalp.

"How do you scalp someone?" she asked.

"What?" Wolf Heart demanded.

"Scalp. How do you do it?"

"I do not scalp."

"You don't scalp?" Janey asked incredulously. "Why not? I thought all Indians scalped."

"Some tribes do," Brings the Rain said. "Some tribes do not. We do not."

"But why not?"

"We don't need trophies," Wolf Heart snorted. "We remember our kills well enough without."

"Oh."

"Why?" Wolf Heart asked.

"I may have, sorta, promised Roaring Waters I'd scalp St. John and his men, so it would be like he avenged his wife."

"You what?!"

"I mean, I kinda had to," Janey said. "You didn't see his eyes. I had to."

"You did not," Wolf Heart insisted.

"I did."

"You didn't."

"But I did."

"The point is," Two Stones broke in. "She did. So that's that."

"So how do you do it?" Janey asked again, not sure why Wolf Heart was upset.

"Just give the hair a yank and cut at the front. It'll come right off. Just like skinning a rabbit," Two Stones said.

"Oh, well that's not hard then." Janey paused for a moment, thinking, then said, "How do you skin a rabbit?"

"Have you ever actually killed anything?" Wolf Heart demanded.

"Um, no."

Wolf Heart muttered something in his own tongue, and Brings the Rain laughed.

"What?" Janey snapped.

"Tomorrow you will hunt," Wolf Heart said.

"Do I have to?"

"If you cannot kill an animal, how can you kill a person?" Wolf Heart growled.

"The animal didn't ask for it; the saints did," she replied.

"There's some wisdom to that," Two Stones said.

"I don't wanna kill an animal," Janey went on. "I like animals. They're nice to me. But I don't like people, at least not that many of them; and I don't mind the idea of killing a few."

"It's not as simple as you seem to think," Wolf Heart said.

"Why not? Bad man, dead man."

"She is happy," Two Stones said. "Let her be."

Wolf Heart grumbled something harshly, then rode off to the side.

"Why is he mad?" Janey asked.

"He has trouble seeing you for what you are," Two Stones replied.

"What am I?"

"We have yet to see."

Janey rolled her eyes. Why couldn't Two Stones ever just say what needed to be said?

"We may as well stop here for the night," Two Stones added. "Wolf Heart will find us."

Janey dropped to the ground, a little surprised at how easy it was.

"Looks like you get grass for supper again, Helly," she said. Helly nodded. "I know you like grass, but still, a little variety would be alright, wouldn't it?" Helly shrugged.

"Fine. But I'd like a little variety. I swear we're just going in a circle, but every time I ask Two Stones, he says, 'why would we go in circle?'" Janey rubbed Helly down with grass and grumbled, "I'm not stupid. If you travel west, then south, then east, then north, then west again, that's a damn circle." Helly nodded her head. "See? You get what I'm saying."

"The cactus fruit is ripe," Two Stones said.

Janey rolled her eyes. That was Two Stones's way of saying, "Limps when Walks, go gather some cactus fruit." Why she still had that name, she didn't know. She had only limped for an hour or two. Two Stones should try falling into a prairie dog hole and not limping afterwards.

"Yes, Two Stones," she said mockingly. "I'd love to go get some cactus fruit."

"Good."

"Humph." Janey stomped off to look for a nice cactus; and as she walked, she muttered to herself. "I don't understand why we're just wandering around out here. I could go for a change of scenery. I wouldn't mind seeing those mountains up close. Never seen a mountain like that. But no. Let's go in circles until the spirits say not to."

"It is not wise to mock the spirits," a somewhat familiar voice said beside her.

She cringed and looked slowly to her left, not really all that surprised to see the old one walking beside her.

"Do you watch us or something?" she demanded. "How do you always know where we are?"

"I believe it's called a crystal ball," he replied, lips curving into an amused grin.

"What?"

"How are things?"

"Terrible! We're just wandering around. And don't tell me we're not going in circles! 'Cause I know damn well we are!"

"You are."

"See! I told you. And every time I ask Two Stones if we can go kill those lousy saints, he says, 'not ready yet'."

"You've shown progress."

Janey shuddered and said, "How much do you watch me? Do you watch me sleep? How do you watch me? I don't suppose you'd stop if I threatened to shoot you?"

"You wouldn't be the first to threaten, and certainly not the first to shoot."

"What?"

"But no, I do not watch you while you sleep. I just peek over every now and then to see how you are doing."

"Will you tell Two Stones I'm ready?"

"No."

"Will you get me more coffee? It was perfect."

"I'm glad to hear that, but the man I borrowed it from was a little put out with me."

"So?"

"I would rather not get shot again this year, if you don't mind."

Janey did mind. She missed coffee. But before she could say so he was gone.

"Hell and damnation! I do not like that!" She glanced all around, but he wasn't anywhere. "Oh, well. What was I doing? Oh right, cactus fruit."

There was a big cactus in front of her so Janey walked towards it, but just as she reached out her hand to pick a fruit, a small blue butterfly landed on a nearby flower.

"Aren't you pretty?" Janey said as she sat on the ground and watched the butterfly flit around. When the butterfly finally wandered off, Janey closed her eyes. Sometimes when she was quiet and still, when her mind wasn't hammering at her, she would close her eyes and the most amazing thing would happen.

The darkness would start to glow. And as it glowed, it turned into millions of butterflies, all different shades of blue, opening and closing their wings, reflecting the glow. She could hear their little wing beats. She could see the little hairs. And she was there. In that meadow, surrounded by butterflies. Surrounded by life. In her mind, she reached out a hand, and the butterflies landed on it, covering it completely.

"I see you found the cactus fruit," Two Stones said from behind her.

Janey sighed and said, "Yep. Didn't wander off, not really; didn't find trouble, unless you count that strange old one."

"He was here?"

"See, didn't withhold anything."

"What did he say?"

"Same old, same old. He's just as cryptic as you are; except he did say one thing." Janey jumped to her feet and snapped, "We are going in circles! I knew it! Why?"

"Easier," Two Stones shrugged.

"Why?"

"Just is."

Janey growled, resisting the urge to kick him in the shin.

"Fruit?" he said.

"I heard you!" she snapped, completely forgetting about the spines as she reached out to grab a cactus fruit. "Youch!"

"Cactus have spines."

"Yes, I know," Janey snarled before ripping the spine from her hand.

She kept picking until her shirt was full of fruits, then she walked quickly back to camp, trying not to get distracted by anything.

Wolf Heart had returned, and there was an animal roasting over the fire. Janey tried to never look too closely at what they cooked because she would rather not know which of the prairie's adorable animals they were eating.

"Here," she grunted as she dropped the cactus fruits next to Two Stones.

"Put them in the embers to burn off the spines," he said.

Janey sighed before digging a little pocket at the edge of the fire and putting the cactus fruits inside of it.

"Why are we going in circles?" she asked again.

"Because."

"Fine, don't tell me."

Janey ate silently, fuming about anything she could think of. She was angry at Two Stones; she was angry at the spirits; she was angry at Brings the Rain because it was so damn hard to land a hit; she was angry at Wolf Heart for being angry. But most of all, she was angry at herself for not being ready, and she would never forgive herself if she didn't fulfill her oath and kill the saints.

"Something's coming," Brings the Rain suddenly said. "Surround the horses."

"What?" Janey said, shaking off her stupor.

"Protect the horses," Brings the Rain said again.

The others were already on their feet moving towards the horses, and Janey glanced around, searching for the danger. She didn't see anything though. What was coming? And why did they need to protect the horses?

"Limps when Walks!" Two Stones barked.

"Coming!" Janey called, jumping to her feet and running after them. They had pushed the horses together and were circled around them so Janey stepped between Wolf Heart and Two Stones.

"What is going on?" she hissed.

"White man call dust devils."

"It's not even windy," Janey pointed out.

"Different kind. The kind that kills."

"What?"

It wasn't that hot, was it? Janey thought it had been an altogether coolish sort of day. There had been a breeze, although there wasn't one now, and Two Stones didn't look feverish.

An odd screeching noise suddenly sliced through the air; and Janey froze, eyes searching frantically for whatever had caused it. A cloud of dust swooped over a bluff, and then she saw them. They looked like dust devils, but they weren't.

She could see the malicious faces twisted together from sticks and twigs. She could see the teeth. She had never seen anything so horrifying or so unnatural in all her life, and she couldn't help it; she screamed.

The devils were rushing down the slope towards them now, towering high above everything else, twigs and stones ripping everything in their path to shreds, and Janey wanted to run. She wanted to hide. But where would she go?

Just as she had made up her mind to run as fast as she could, Wolf Heart stepped in front of her, arrows flying swiftly from his bow. Janey stared, transfixed, as his arrows slammed into dust devil after dust devil. And every time an arrow hit its mark, the dust devil surrounding it exploded, filling the air with debris.

Before long the whirling stopped and the whooshing died down. Dust hung thick in the air, but Janey could see that they, whatever they were, were gone.

"What?" she whispered. "I mean… What… I mean… Hell and damnation! What were those things?"

"Bad spirits sometimes take forms," Brings the Rain said solemnly.

Janey paled. She didn't like the sound of that. "So those were ghosts?"

"Bad spirit doesn't have to be of a dead man. Can be animal, tree, or others."

"Others?"

"The others. They live in the unseen space."

This was just too much for Janey. She had to accept the dust devils, or dust demons, whatever they were. But others that lived in an unseen space? What did that even mean?

"I need… I just… Anyway," she mumbled as she began to walk unsteadily away from their camp.

She hadn't gone far before she dropped to the ground. Her entire body was shaking. She had never seen anything like that. Hadn't known anything like that existed. But they did exist because she had seen them, and what had she done? She had cowered in terror. She would have run and hid, except Wolf Heart had protected her.

She spat on the ground in disgust. No wonder the spirits didn't think she was ready. She was useless.

She had been training. She knew how to use her guns; she knew how to use her knives; she knew how to punch. But she had forgotten everything as soon as the first scary thing had come along. She had screamed and hidden behind a man so he could protect her.

She wasn't supposed to be Janey anymore. She was Jake. But right now Jake was too embarrassed to make an appearance. She didn't understand it. Why hadn't she been Jake? And how could she possibly hope to kill a man if she couldn't even stand up to a pile of damn dirt?

"There is no shame in fear," Two Stones said as he sat beside her.

"It wasn't fear; it was cowardice," Janey hissed. "I was gonna run for it and hide."

"Sometimes hiding is a very good plan."

"Hiding wouldn't have protected Helly," Janey spat. "Those things, those demons or bad spirits, would have torn her to shreds."

"Yes."

"I failed."

"I do not think that is true."

"I didn't even draw my gun," she snapped. "I am useless. Just a scared useless girl."

Two Stones tsked and said, "I hate that you make me do this, Not Useless."

"But I am!"

"No, I am naming you Not Useless."

"What?!!" Janey shrieked. "That's a stupid name! And it doesn't make sense, 'cause I am!"

"Can you ride a horse?"

"Yes, but—"

"Can you shoot?"

"Yes, but—"

"Do you ever miss?"

"No, but—"

"Can you punch?"

"I guess, but—"

"Can you knife fight?"

"Maybe, but—"

"Can you find food here?"

"Yes, but—"

"Can you find water?"

"Sorta, but—"

"Can you remember every detail of your life by dreaming it?"

"Yes, but—"

"Can you be wise?"

"Maybe, but—"

"There are no buts," Two Stones said firmly. "You are useful. Stop telling yourself you are not."

"But—"

"No! Most men do not survive a dust devil attack. They are vicious, terrible creatures. They haunt the plains, shredding bison and deer, antelope and men, anything they can find, to the bones. They do not eat, but they kill. They are evil, and there is only one way to kill them."

"How?" Janey whispered.

"By shooting, with arrow or bullet, the little black bit that is their center, their heart."

"How do you know that?"

"Someone once told me."

"Oh. But I still think—"

"No," Two Stones stated. "You are not done. Jake is not yet done. You are growing; you are changing. You will not always make the choice you wish to make, but you will always learn."

Janey didn't know about all that. She had a weakness in her character. She wasn't brave. She was a runner and a hider, not a fighter.

"Does a butterfly begin a butterfly?" Two Stones asked.

"No."

"No, and neither do you."

"Wait, what?"

"You will figure it out," Two Stones said as he clasped her shoulder. "You will find your wings yet."

Janey stared after him as he left, wondering if lots of Indians spoke in riddles or if it was just Two Stones and the old one. Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain didn't talk a lot, but when they did, at least Janey usually knew what they were saying.

She walked slowly back to camp, still feeling annoyed. She didn't bother eating or training; she just lay down on a patch of grass and went to sleep.

All night she relived those moments, watching herself cower, watching Wolf Heart step in front of her, watching the dust demons tear down the slope towards them.

She slowed it down and watched again. She watched the demons open their gaping mouths, she watched their bodies rip the cactuses and sagebrush to shreds. She watched Wolf Heart and the other's arrows slam into their black demon hearts. She saw the dust devils rear back and explode, showering the earth with sticks and rocks and bones.

She watched herself scream. She watched herself decide to run. And then she watched it again, slowly changing it, slowly moving her arm, slowly drawing her gun and stepping up beside Wolf Heart, stepping up beside him and shooting two of the nasty things right where it hurt. And she felt satisfaction when she watched them explode. Because that was the way it should have been.


Chapter 10
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Janey woke, knowing she could do it. She had seen herself do it. She just had to try harder. She had to push past the fear. She had to find all the parts of her that were frightened and scared and weak and kill them.

And Two Stones was right. She had to find all those voices in her head, all the ones telling her she was useless, and kill them too. Because she wasn't useless. She was here, she was alive, and she had more skill and ability than her pa had ever had.

And every time Pa reared his ugly head, she was going to tell him to shut the hell up. She had never been able to defend herself when he was alive, but there was no reason why he should still be haunting her.

Brings the Rain's voice infiltrated her thoughts, and she sat up to watch him. He was facing the east, his face bathed by the sun, and he was singing softly.

She wished she could understand him; but even though she couldn't, she thought it was the most beautiful song she had ever heard. His song was pure, like a lake of crystal water, and his voice was like a flowing brook. She couldn't stop listening.

She could still remember the stuffy Sunday mornings she had endured when Ma had dragged them to church. They had been nothing like this. The sun had filtered through a stain glass window of a tortured saint, casting everything in odd shades of reds and yellows. The air had been stale, the voices raised in song had been flat without any life at all, and the preacher man had always screamed about hell and how all the followers of Satan would burn forever in everlasting fire.

Janey hadn't believed him. He was full of lies, and here's how Janey knew. Granny had been branded a witch long ago, and she dared not show her face in town, but whenever someone was really, really sick, they would sneak off to Granny and she would heal them; and she never asked for anything in return.

Sometimes the preacher would get on a rant and call fire and brimstone down all over Granny. Not that Granny ever knew or cared for that matter. But once a month, the preacher man would come to Janey's house to eat, and he would praise Pa up and down, saying what a wonderful member of the community he was, what an upstanding example for the followers of God, and that's how Janey knew.

If there was a hell, her pa was in it right now. If there wasn't, she was glad she had kicked him so many times and she hoped his wicked spirit wasn't wandering around looking for her.

"He sings to our people," Wolf Heart said softly, interrupting her thoughts.

"It's beautiful."

"He asks them to remember us when we come, to welcome us."

"Why wouldn't they?"

"Because we will not die on our ancestral land."

Janey frowned. She didn't have ancestors. Or she did, because everyone did, but she didn't know who hers were. No one had ever told her. When she died would she wander aimlessly, searching for them?

"Eat; then we will fight," Wolf Heart said.

She quickly ate, then joined Wolf Heart in a small grassy area. After he handed her the stick knife, she closed her eyes and felt the knife in her hand. She felt the breeze on her face.

And she let go.

She let go of Janey. She let go of Janey's fear and Janey's thoughts. She held onto that moment, the one she had changed, the one where she had taken her place beside Wolf Heart. And she reminded herself that she could do it. She could be strong.

Then she opened her eyes and lunged, striking with an intensity that she had never had before, a wild instinct that was unpredictable. Wolf Heart blocked her time and again, but he was losing ground, and he never lost ground. She pushed forward, stabbing quickly and at anything she thought she could hit.

Wolf Heart grunted when she stabbed her stick into his arm, and he quickly switched hands as if his arm was wounded. She ignored the thrill of her small victory and kept pushing forward, slicing towards his arms and his hands.

He continued to retreat, but then he suddenly stepped around her; and she halted, feeling the touch of his stick knife beneath her ribs.

"Very good," Wolf Heart said, a note of surprise in his voice. "Again."

Janey nodded, trying not to think, trying not to get in her own way, trying to just let her body take over. She attacked with a soft hiss, trying to push Wolf Heart back, trying to off-balance him, trying to land a solid hit. His knife grazed her knuckles, and she switched hands, pushing all of her anger into her movements.

She would learn to do this so she could kill St. John.

Just as she was stabbing towards Wolf Heart's arm, she saw him move forward and his arm rise slightly. She ducked as if a punch was coming towards her head and popped up inside of his arms, her knife at the base of his throat.

He froze, face stunned; and she grinned.

"Again?" she asked.

"Again," he said.

Janey didn't land any more kill hits because apparently Wolf Heart had been holding back. He killed her several more times, then he smiled and said, "Enough. You did very well."

"You still killed me," Janey replied with a wide grin.  

"You are a worthy enemy," Wolf Heart said solemnly.

"I want to be St. John's worst enemy."

"Someday," Two Stones said. "But not today. Today we ride."

"Today's the northern part of the circle," Janey muttered.

"No; today we go north."

"That's what I said," Janey growled.

Two Stones chuckled, mounted, and started riding towards the north.

"Hey!" Janey yelled. "I haven't gotten Helly saddled yet."

"You had best hurry then," Two Stones called back.

"Well, hell," Janey snapped as she ran for Helly. "Come on, girl. Two Stones is leaving us behind. I gotta get you saddled." Helly shrugged. "I don't think so," Janey retorted. "If I rode bareback what would I hold on to?"

Janey threw the saddle over Helly's back and quickly buckled all the straps. Then she hooked on her saddlebag and jumped into the saddle.

"Come on, Helly! Let's go!"

Helly jumped forward quickly and started running flat out after Two Stones and the others.

"Whohoo!" Janey yelled, laying low over Helly's neck. Within a minute, she had caught up with them, but Helly ran right on past them towards the distant blue mountains.

They rode and rode, and the wind whipped Helly's mane into Janey's face. Helly leaped sagebrush and small cactus stands, and her hooves pounded on the dry ground.

There was such a freedom to the moment that Janey almost believed she could fly. Like if she just let go and lifted her arms, she would soar into the air like a hawk.

She had once laid in a meadow and watched a hawk soar for what seemed like hours. And she had wondered what it would be like to be up so high and to be able to see everything. There was nothing hidden from hawk, and she wished she had hawk's vision so she would know what to do.

But since she didn't, she would have to depend on Two Stones to lead her. It chaffed, but only a little.

"Better stop, girl," Janey whispered after a while.

Helly shied to the right, but slowed down bit by bit until she was walking.

"That was incredible!" Janey said as she looped the reins over the front of the saddle and held out her hands to the side. "You were flying!"

When the others finally caught up, Janey moved to ride beside Two Stones and said, "I've been thinking, and I wonder if St. John and the others aren't some type of religious sect. That would explain their strange names. I mean, I can't imagine ten men with saint names just ended up together."

"How do you mean?"

"I don't know, but don't you think… Doesn't… Well, doesn't what they did seem kinda human sacrificy?"

"Yes."

"I mean they took the hearts and eyes and blood. That's strange. Whadda you think they did with it?"

"Ate it."

Janey felt her blood freeze. "What?" she whispered.

"There are some tribes who eat the hearts of their slain enemies to gain their strength."

Two Stones's words echoed through Janey's mind, and she was suddenly standing in front of Eddie again. He had the stone knife in his hand, and she was saying something to him, but she didn't care about her.

She looked at the spots of blood on Eddie's shirt, and then she looked, she really looked at his face, searching it for signs. She only found one. A dark brownish-red spot at the corner of his mouth. She opened her eyes just in time to leap off Helly before she vomited.  

Eddie. Her Eddie. The little boy who had carried her to see her first litter of piglets. Eddie, who had sneaked her a piece of cake after the first time Pa had hit her. The only one who ever smiled at her. The one who had washed her off in the creek after she had played in a mud puddle so she wouldn't get into trouble. Eddie. Who had grown darker and meaner every year until he wasn't much different from Sol and Will.

He had been there. He had watched or helped kill those people. And then he had ripped out their hearts and their eyes and eaten them.

She heaved again and again, trying desperately to push away the image and the knowledge, but she couldn't.

When she finally forced herself to stop, she turned bleary eyes to Two Stones.

"Where is he?" she croaked. "Where is St. John?"

"You are not ready."

"Damn it! I know I'm not ready! But I have to kill him, Two Stones. I have to."

"The time will come."

"I hate you right now."

"You do not mean that."

"No, but I wish I did."

Janey wearily grabbed her saddle and pulled herself into it. Then she motioned for Two Stones to lead the way, and she and Helly followed after him.

She passed the day numbly, barely noticing when they stopped to rest the horses. She could barely eat animal meat, and the thought of eating a person made her sick inside. She didn't know why they had done it, but she knew now that she would never stop. Not until St. John and all of his men were dead.

After they had stopped for the night and Janey had taken care of Helly, Wolf Heart approached her and said, "Come."

"Come?" she replied. "Come where?"

"We are hunting."

Her stomach rolled. She didn't want to hunt, and she cast a desperate look at Two Stones. But if she was expecting him to stop it, she was disappointed.

"If you do not want to hunt, tell Wolf Heart that you do not want to hunt," Two Stones said with a shrug before turning his attention to something else.

Janey turned back to Wolf Heart. He raised an eyebrow, and she knew what he was thinking. He was thinking that if she couldn't kill an animal she couldn't kill a human.

She honestly didn't see the connection, but since he had apparently killed both animals and humans, she would go with him and she would see what happened.

"Quiet," Wolf Heart murmured as they left the camp.

Janey focused on her feet and imagined that Pa was looking for something to hit as she followed Wolf Heart through the grasses.

It didn't take long for Wolf Heart to pause and gesture in front of them. Janey looked past him, grinning when she saw the rabbit munching on the grass. And then she paled when Wolf Heart gestured towards her gun.

He couldn't expect her to kill that bunny. It was cute. And just sitting there. It seemed very unfair.

Wolf Heart gestured again. She shook her head. His eyes narrowed.

"Can't we eat something ugly?" she hissed. "Or mean?"

Wolf Heart glared at her and gestured once more towards the bunny. He wasn't going to let this go. Which was fine. Jake needed to learn to kill. And Jake didn't give a damn about bunnies.

Janey stepped softly past Wolf Heart and pulled her gun. She knew that if she shot at the bunny, she would hit it. And she knew it would die.

She aimed carefully, because she didn't want to hurt it, and pulled the trigger. The explosion had never sounded so loud before. It tore through the prairie like a thunderclap, and she saw the bunny jerk and drop.

She had done it. She had killed a living creature.

Jake crowed a bit, but Janey didn't. Janey vomited.

And then she ran.

She ran back to camp and past it. As far as she could run without being too far away from them. She wasn't running away from them; she was running away from the dead bunny.

She knew that she had eaten bunny a thousand times in her life. Her brothers had often hunted rabbits. She had eaten rabbits and birds of all types. Chickens, pigs, deer, raccoon. She had eaten all of her friends. But why? Why had she eaten them? And did that make her just like Eddie? Just like St. John?

She gasped when a hand touched her shoulder, but she immediately calmed herself.

"You must learn to hear," Brings the Rain chastised.

Janey ignored that and said, "Why do we have to eat meat?"

"We will grow weak without it."

"But why?"

"Because that is how the mother made us."

"That's stupid," Janey exclaimed. "I don't wanna eat that bunny! It's no different than eating a person!"

"It is," he replied.

"How?"

"That is a question that each must answer for themselves. Just know that if you want to be strong, if you want to defeat St. John, you must eat meat."

Janey sighed. It always came back to that. It was always a choice, always a balance. She wanted to argue with him. She wanted to say that he was wrong, but she knew he wasn't. Pa had beaten the stuffing out of her so badly once that she had limped off into the woods and stayed there for days and days.

She had made up her mind to stay forever. She had even discovered a tunnel through a blackberry bramble that led to a perfect little hideout. She had been going to live there. Far away from Pa, Ma, and the boys. They didn't need her; they didn't like her, so there was no point in going back.

She had wondered briefly what she would do when her clothes wore out, but she made up her mind that she could steal clothes when she needed to. She figured the townspeople owed her that much.

She had had a lovely time. She had walked around and talked to all the animals. She had pretended she was a bear, and she had eaten berries, greens, and roots. She knew that bears ate bugs and other things too, but she couldn't make herself do that, so she just ate the plants.

It might have been perfect except for she spent the nights shivering because she didn't have any blankets and she didn't know how to make a fire. That alone wouldn't have driven her back, not yet, not until winter; but as the days wore on, she grew hungrier and more tired even though she was eating until she was full.

She hadn't known then why she was weak. She hadn't known anything. She had just known that if she stayed out there in the woods, she would eventually be too weak to climb the trees, and so she had gone home.

And she had gotten beaten for running away. But Ma still fed her. It wasn't much, but it was enough. Enough to give her the strength to keep going.

"I'll eat it," Janey said firmly. "But I refuse to hunt."

"That is fine for today," Brings the Rain said. "One day you may find that you need to hunt."

She hoped not. She knew she was being stupid, but she couldn't help it. She felt that if she ignored the part of her that didn't want to kill animals she would become too much like Eddie, and she couldn't stomach such a thought.

"Shall we fight?" Brings the Rain asked.  

"Sure," Janey grumbled.

She stood and followed him back to the small clearing beside their camp. He faced her and gestured for her to attack.

Janey closed her eyes and let her anger and frustration fill her to the brim. She let it wipe out everything else that was her, and she used it. She struck out with a wild flurry, feet and hands moving at the same time.

Brings the Rain blocked her, but he couldn't block everything; she was simply too fast. She felt her fists make contact with his arms over and over again, but then he unexpectedly grabbed her arm and pulled her to him, trapping her. She struggled uselessly, feeling a frisson of panic.

"You are fast," Brings the Rain said, holding her tightly. "But your hits lack the weight to hurt a man."

"I'm trying," Janey gasped as she struggled to break free.

"I am bigger than you; I will always win."

Terror burst through Janey's mind, melting her anger.

"Unless you learn to make your hits count."

He released her and stepped back.

"What do you mean?" Janey demanded, annoyed that the terror had gotten in.

"With a knife you can fight like a wolverine, and your every blow will hurt. But when you are using your fists, you must be more focused. If you rain blows on my arms, what good does it do?"

Janey thought about it before answering. "I can break your arm?"

"Can you?"

"Can't I?"

"No."

Janey found that surprising. Will had once broken her arm, but she had only been five, so maybe it was different.

"Doesn't it hurt?" she asked.

She knew from experience that it did, but maybe it didn't hurt him. Maybe it only hurt girls.

"Yes, but it doesn't make my arm useless," Brings the Rain explained. "I can still hit you back. You are smaller than every one of St. John's men, and you always will be. You must be smarter than them if you want to win."

Janey saw his point, and she said, "Alright. How do I fight smarter?"

Brings the Rain grinned as he said, "Use your size and speed to your advantage; don't waste energy with useless hits; let them wear themselves down trying to hit you."

"So hit me," Janey said.

She held onto her anger, but she tried to imagine that Brings the Rain was Pa and that he had cornered her and was going to beat on her until she collapsed. She watched his chest, looking for that twitch, that tell, and when she saw it, she ducked, striking with her palm when she came up.

He grunted softly as her hand connected with his stomach, but she was gone before he could try to trap her.

"Good," he said with a grin. "Again."

They fought until the sun sunk into the horizon, and then they sat around the fire and ate the bunny that Janey had killed.

She ate without speaking, forcing the meat down. She would eat because she had to be strong, but that didn't mean she had to like it.

When she was finished eating, she stared at the fire for a while, thinking.

"St. John came to the house to see Pa," she said suddenly. "I remember because I opened the door for him, and his eyes scared me."

It hadn't just been his eyes that terrified her. It had been his size and his demeanor. It had been the way he had looked at her. She remembered heaving a sigh of relief when he had dismissed her. 

"It was just a little bit after Ma had died," Janey went on. "He and Pa talked for a while, and when St. John left, he looked pleased with himself. The next week Pa started selling stuff."

Janey could still feel the shock and anger she had felt when he had said they were leaving. For once she had argued with him. She had begged to stay with Granny, but all she had gotten for her trouble was a black eye. She had thought about running away, but she had known she wouldn't survive in the woods, and she was more scared of Old Man Finnegan than she was of Pa.

"There were twenty-five families to begin with," she said.

Janey could remember all of their faces, if not their names. And she could remember the shy, quiet children.

"Once we crossed over into Indian territory, some of the men, the saints and some of the others, would disappear, sometimes for days on end."

Janey had hated those days. They were long, boring, and treacherous.

"When the men returned most of them would seem excited and cheerful, but there were usually one or two who weren't. Instead they looked… haunted.

"And then the next day, those men, the ones who had looked sick, would be gone. Them and their families and their wagons. And St. John would say they had given up and headed back home. Eight families 'left' until there were just nineteen families in the train," Janey muttered.

"I can't say I know precisely what they were doing out there, but I can guess. I don't want to, but I can. So anyway. We're gonna find the saints, beat the truth out of them, kill them, scalp them, and be done with it. Sound good?"

"Yes. But you must be ready," Two Stones stated. "Otherwise you will fail."

"Fine," Janey sighed. "You let me know when I'm ready. Just don't take too long. I don't want them to get away."

"We're going to the mountains," he said.

"We are?"

"Yes, it is time for new arrows."

Janey shrugged. She didn't care why they went there, just so long as they stopped going in circles.

That night she dreamed her fight with Wolf Heart. She watched his arms move. She watched his knife strike. And every time he won, she figured out how she could have stopped him, and she did it.

After she had beaten him several times, she fought Brings the Rain. She watched his hits; she memorized his tells; and she ducked and hit with accuracy.

When she woke, she was ready to fight again.


Chapter 11
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They rode, and every day the mountains grew closer and darker and taller. And every day, Janey grew faster and cleverer and more adept at fighting.

She was beginning to believe that she could actually kill the saints someday, but even without Two Stones saying it, she knew she wasn't ready yet.

They rode, they fought, they ate, and they laughed. It was the most splendid adventure, and Janey wished it would never end. She had never been so free. She had never been liked by anyone. She had never been so comfortable, so relaxed, and so safe.

Two Stones and the others never talked much about themselves, and Janey didn't ask because she hated that look they got in their eyes when they talked about their people.

She didn't talk much about her family either, but for different reasons. Instead, if she wasn't training or thinking, she recited fairy tales to them, sometimes going as far as to act them out, and she often spoke of Granny and the things Granny had taught her.

She had always been pretty skeptical about Granny's stories, but now she was wondering if there had been more truth to Granny's stories than she had ever realized. After all, she had seen the dust demons with her own eyes. So maybe Granny wasn't as daft as everyone thought she was.

"So are there other things besides dust demons?" Janey asked Two Stones as they rode one day.

"Yes."

"Like what?"

"Many different things, different forms."

"So tell me."

"You would rather not know."

"I asked, didn't I?"

"Still," he said.

"Still nothing, just tell me!"

"I do not know the white man names."

"Oh, hell, forget white man! Just tell me!"

She was starting to wonder if there were things behind every bush, hiding in the shadows and creeping up behind her. Her neck tingled, and she glanced over her shoulder, but there was nothing there. At least not anything she could see.

She had sometimes seen moving shadows in the forest back home, but she had always convinced herself they were just that.

The one time she had asked her ma about creatures in the woods, she had received such a tongue-lashing that she had never brought it up again. But her ma was dead, and she knew now that those shadows she had seen might have been more than just shadows.

Two Stones still hadn't said anything; so Janey said, "There are talking animals. Are they bad?"

"Not inherently. Although they can be."

"But dust demons are always bad?"

"Yes."

"What next?"

"There are ancient spirits."

"What are they?"

"Old, old animals, sometimes the first animal, sometimes not."

"What do you mean first animal?"

"Such as the father of all horses or the father of all snakes. Although the snake father is dead. I do not know about the horse father."

"Why is it a father? Why not a mother?"

"It just is. The mother is the earth."

"Oh." Janey didn't see any reason to argue with that so she said, "What happened to the snake father?"

"They say the dark itself spoke to him, raising him from his sleep with vengeance in his heart to kill. He destroyed town after town until the White Coyote stopped him."

"White coyote?"

"White man, runs with coyote."

"Do you make this stuff up?" Janey laughed.

"No."

"White coyote; that's ridiculous. It sounds just like a fairy tale. What else?"

"Can't talk now; we're riding," Two Stones said as he urged his horse into a run.

"Can't talk now; we're riding," Janey mocked as she tapped Helly with her heels. "He always says that when he doesn't wanna talk about something."

A chill feathered its way down her spine, and she glanced behind her once more, but there was still nothing there.

The world was a much different place than she had ever known. Or maybe just different than she had believed. Granny believed in all sorts of things, but Janey had never taken her seriously.

She started reviewing her conversations with Granny, trying to remember odd things she might have said. Granny believed in spirits. She talked to the elements, and she called them earth, water, fire, air, and spirit. She talked to animals. She sang to the tree spirits. She left out a plate of bread and honey on every full moon. For the fairies, she said. Janey had always thought the bears ate it, but what if she was wrong?

She hissed under her breath. It was so frustrating to be plagued by so many questions and not have answers. She felt a little adrift and out of place; but at the same time, everything felt more right than it ever had before.

When they stopped for the night, she was exhausted from all of her endless thinking. She rubbed down Helly, and after Two Stones asked her to do so, she wandered off in search of greens and anything else edible. She stayed away from snakes with fangs, but she stopped to look at everything else, still endlessly fascinated by everything there was to see.

"I notice your fighting has improved."

Janey shook her head in annoyance before turning to face the old one. She glared at him for a second, then said, "I'm not going to talk to you anymore unless you tell me your name." She suddenly remembered one of Granny's stories, laughed, and said, "Or is this a whole Rumpelstiltskin thing? If I know your name do I somehow have power over you?"

"There is some merit to that," the old one chuckled. "My name is Ahanu."

"See that wasn't so hard, was it? My name is Janey. I mean Jake. Or Not Useless, if you listen to Two Stones."

"That is a good name," Ahanu said. "Well earned."

"It's alright, I guess," Janey shrugged. "He's given me ten different names; I'm not sure how he keeps them straight. Are you a fairy?"

"No."

"What are you?"

"A man. To begin with."

"What does that mean?"

"The weather changes."

"What?" Janey questioned as she glanced around. "It's still summer."

"Yes, but the cold, it is coming. It does not really affect you, but still, it is wise to keep watch."

He was gone before Janey could even form a question.

"Definitely not a man," she muttered, picking leaves from a plant she recognized. "Annoying, that's what he is. Why does he bother? Just popping in to say hello and 'the cold is coming'. Who does that?"

She grabbed a few cactus fruits as she walked back to their camp, and then she dropped everything into Two Stones's lap before going to fight Wolf Heart.

She balanced her stick knife in her hand, then said, "What else is there?"

"We are fighting, not talking," Wolf Heart said as he moved quickly towards her, his stick knife slashing in the dying light of the day.

"We're riding; we're fighting; when do we talk?" Janey muttered, dodging his strike.

But she was too slow, distracted by all her thoughts, and his knife grazed her neck.

She sighed, closed her eyes, and pushed aside her thoughts. With effort, she forced Janey to fade away, and when she opened her eyes again, she was ready.

Wolf Heart lunged, and she leapt to the side, slicing at his arms as she did. She kicked out with her foot, catching him just below the knee, and when he stumbled slightly, she jumped on his back and stabbed her knife into the side of his throat.

She dropped back to the ground, surprised when Wolf Heart's shoulders began to shake.

"Are you alright?" she asked in concern, worried she had stabbed him too hard.

But Wolf Heart was laughing.

"Fighting you is like fighting a slippery eel," he said. "I never know where you're going to end up."

Janey shrugged. She didn't know where she was going to end up either.

"Again," he said when he had stopped laughing.

That night, Janey let herself sleep. Re-walking memories all night was exhausting.

And in the morning, they rode.

Without warning, the prairie disappeared, replaced by hills on top of hills, covered in shrubby oaks and short evergreens. And rocks. The only thing that didn't change was the heat of the sun.

For days, they rode through dry hills until one afternoon they crested one final hill and a valley lay beneath them, filled with so much green that Janey felt as if she had gone home.

"It's beautiful," she whispered.

They rode into the valley, and Janey gasped with delight. There were flowers everywhere. All kinds of flowers; flowers she didn't know. Purple and yellow and pink and white.

"Look at all the flowers," she said happily.

"I didn't know Jake cared for flowers," Two Stones said.

Janey blushed. Two Stones was right; she wasn't acting very Jakish. She had never once heard a boy talk about flowers or butterflies. They didn't say things like beautiful and cute and lovely. They just grunted and made other odd sounds. But she loved flowers and butterflies and animals and all the lovely colors. She loved it all. Jake would just have to learn to live with it.

"Jake likes flowers," she said firmly. "He just wouldn't go around picking them and making daisy chains."

Two Stones laughed, but he didn't say anything further about flowers or Jake, just left Janey to her thoughts.

She knew that she was making up Jake as she went along, but she thought he was taking shape nicely. He was strong; he knew how to fight now; and he liked flowers. He was just the kind of boy she might enjoy; in fact, she was certain that he was the only boy she had ever enjoyed; if she didn't count Two Stones and the others.

It wasn't fully dark when they stopped for the night beside a cheerful, bubbling brook.

Janey took care of Helly, and then she sat down beside Two Stones on the bank of the stream.

"Fish will be a nice change," he said.

"I guess," Janey replied.

Fish made her think of Eddie and thinking of Eddie made her feel sick.

"They are happy to feed you," Two Stones said.

"How do you know?" she demanded before grumbling, "Oh, forget it."

"I will answer."

"You will?" she asked in surprise.

"Yes."

He didn't go on, so Janey said, "Well?"

"I hunt, but first I ask. I ask the spirit of the fish if I may take so I may eat. I ask the spirit of the yucca if I may take so I may eat. I ask the spirit of the deer if I may take so I may eat."

"And the answer is always yes?" she snorted.

"I do not take more than I can eat. I do not kill more than I can eat. I do not kill for the pleasure of it. I do not kill or take what I will not eat. The spirits give to me because I honor them."

"Unlike us," Janey muttered.

"You are not them."

"I'm white, aren't I?"

"Color is not the truth of anything. Heart is truth," Two Stones said firmly.

Janey grunted, stood, and wandered off along the stream bank, looking at everything as she went. She watched the fish swish their tails; she watched the water bugs skim across the surface of the water; and she watched the clouds roll in overhead.

Thunder cracked, and she yelped. It had been so long since she had heard thunder that it seemed foreign. Suddenly the sky broke open, and rain poured down. Janey laughed out loud, dancing in circles and swinging her arms wide, opening her mouth to catch the drops.

She ran through the long grass, feeling the rain pound on her head. She spun in circles, but then she just stood there and let the rain wash her clean. She hadn't felt clean since Eddie had died. Even though she washed herself at every opportunity, she still felt tainted and wrong. In the rain though, she felt sparkling and pure.

It rained and rained, and she danced and danced. Eventually though, the sun broke through the clouds, and the rain pattered to a stop. Janey turned to face the sun and let the warmth of it soak into her wet skin.

She walked slowly back to the others, smiling as she brushed raindrops off the long stems of grass.

When she reached them, Two Stones had a small fire burning, and several fish were baking in the coals.

"How did you do that?" Janey asked.

"Do what?"

"The fire," Janey said, gesturing. "Everything is soaking wet."

"Just do," he said with a shrug.

"Just do," Janey mocked.

"Jake enjoys dancing in the rain too?"

"Yes. Jake enjoys everything I enjoy," she stated. "That's just the way he is."

"Hum."

Janey rolled her eyes. Two Stones could push and prod, but Jake wasn't going anywhere. He was part of her. She needed him.

She ate her fish, breathing in the fresh scent of rain and thinking of home. Back there she had known her trees and her plants, but she was beginning to know her trees and her plants here as well. Back there it was green all the time, but this spot right here was green and beautiful and the mountains towered over it, making everything seem small.

Back there was Granny, but Granny didn't love. She had just needed young legs to find and gather plants. That was all. Back there was Old Man Finnegan and the preacher man and a whole town full of people who had never done anything to help her.

And suddenly she was glad. What had seemed a terrible thing wasn't so terrible after all. She had lost nothing of value, and she had gained three items of incredible worth.

She smiled at Two Stones and said, "I like you."

She had never said those words to another human being, and it felt good to say them. It felt right. 

"And you, Brings the Rain and Wolf Heart. I like all of you," she said happily.

"I like you too, Not Useless," Two Stones said solemnly.

"Hate your names; like you," Janey stated.

"Hate Jake; like you," Two Stones replied.

Janey laughed and said, "I know you do. You know what I'm gonna do tonight?"

"What?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Sleep without my dream snatcher so I can relive riding into this valley over and over and over again." She smiled, feeling very satisfied with herself. "And then I'll dance in the rain again. And I might even have this conversation again."

"You will be very tired tomorrow," Brings the Rain pointed out.

"It'll be worth it," Janey laughed as she kicked off her moccasins.

She ran barefoot through the grass, twirling in the last light of the sun. This was one day she wasn't going to mind reliving. And she would have it forever.

In the morning, Janey woke with a grin.

"Did you enjoy your night?" Two Stones asked.

"I did! Did you?"

"When I kept watch, the moon rose and bathed everything in silver light."

"Oh." She had forgotten that they always kept watch. "I can keep watch," she offered.

"Can you?"

"Of course. I've stayed awake all night before, just to be safe."

"You will watch in early morning, after Wolf Heart," Two Stones said.

Janey nodded. She didn't really want to keep watch, but she would. Not only was she one of them, but she was also Jake, and Jake always did his part.

They rode across the valley towards the hulking mountains, and by the end of the day they had reached the base of the range. Janey tried to see the mountain peaks that she knew where there, but all she could see was pine trees and another tree she hadn't seen up close before.

"What's that tree?" she asked.

"Aspen."

"I like it."

"Good medicine."

Two Stones was always saying that about one plant or another, and Janey wondered how he knew so much if he had lived back east like she had.

"What's it good for?" she asked.

"Pain. Bark is the strongest. Leaves will also do. Boil and drink."

"Anyone in pain?" Janey asked hopefully.

"No," Two Stones said.

"Not me," Wolf Heart declared.

"Or me," Brings the Rain said.

"Well, hell; how're we gonna know if it works?"

"Just does."

Janey rolled her eyes.

"Gather some pine needles," Two Stones added. "We will make a drink from them."

"Alright," Janey said as she hopped to her feet and ran up the slope to collect some needles.

At the base of the tree, she paused, suddenly recalling something Granny had told her. "Always ask the spirit before you collect something," Granny had said. "You don't want to make the spirits mad."

Janey hadn't paid any mind to Granny at the time because the idea of plants having a spirit was strange to her. But just yesterday, Two Stones had said that he not only asked the spirit of the fish but also the spirit of the yucca. So Two Stones also believed that plants had spirits.

She might have been inclined to dismiss Granny, but she was less inclined to dismiss Two Stones.

Janey trailed her hand over a clump of pine needles and wondered if there really was a spirit inside of the tree? And why not? There was a spirit inside of her, and the tree was just as alive as she was.

She certainly didn't want to take anything without asking first. That was the kind of thing Pa would have done.

"Um… Tree spirit, or pine spirit, or whatever you are," she murmured. "May I have some needles to make a drink? Please?"

Janey waited for a minute, unsure if she should expect an answer, then she picked a large handful of needles.

When she turned, Wolf Heart was watching her.

"That tree," he said, "has sweet smelling bark."

"How can you tell?"

"It is pale red."

Janey ran up to the trunk and sniffed deeply.

"Oh, you're right!" she gasped. "It smells wonderful! Aren't you going to smell it?"

Wolf Heart joined her at the base of the tree and sniffed the bark.

"Oh!" Janey cried. "Try this crack right here. It smells absolutely wonderful!"

They stood there for a while, sniffing deeply, until Two Stones yelled, "Where are my pine needles?"

"Where are my pine needles?" Janey repeated. "In my hand!"

Wolf Heart chuckled, and Janey ran back down the slope and handed Two Stones the needles.

"Didn't wander off," she said. "Didn't find trouble. Just got the needles. I'm very useful that way."

"Still not renaming you."

Janey growled softly before turning to Wolf Heart and saying, "Let's fight."

She was beginning to enjoy fighting very much. Brings the Rain and Wolf Heart still won most of the time, but she was learning. Every day she landed more hits and more strikes. Every day she won at least once, sometimes more. Every day she became more confident. And every night she rewatched it all, over and over, teaching herself to move differently and what to watch for.

She and Wolf Heart fought until the sky was dark. He won twenty-three times. But she won six times, which was very, very good.

She thought about the saints while they ate. She had been mulling the same questions over and over, and she would continue to do so until she had some answers.

How had they chosen people for the wagon train and why? Had St. John somehow known Pa? Pa wasn't rich, so he hadn't chosen him for money. The families had all been from different areas, not even all the same states. Janey was sure they had all been chosen, but she couldn't see any connection between them except for one. The men had all been violent.

But why would anyone go through all the trouble of picking a bunch of violent men and taking them out into nowhere land? On the other hand, it wasn't as if there were a lot of human sacrifices available back east, but no one would care if a few Indians went missing. Pa had once said that the government encouraged it, something about the Indians had to move out of the way so the white folks could come through.

But why human sacrifices? Why the eating? Why the violence? She realized now that St. John had weeded out the men who didn't have the stomach for it, and it made her sick that her family could stomach it, that she was born of Pa, that she was born of a man who could eat human flesh.

She tried to force away such thoughts so she could finish her food, but she couldn't.

"They always say things like 'blood will tell'," she said anxiously. "Is that true? Will blood always tell?"

Two Stones frowned at her. "What are you asking?"

"Pa's blood is inside me. Does that mean he's inside me? His evil? His violence?"

"Everyone chooses their own path," Brings the Rain said earnestly.

"Eddie used to be sweet and kind, but he turned mean," Janey pointed out.

"Eddie was weak," Two Stones stated. "He did not have the strength to be good. It is easy to be evil. But you, you have the strength to be good."

Janey hoped that was true. She didn't ever want to wake up one day and realize that she had turned into Eddie or Pa.

Janey was in the middle of watching herself kill Wolf Heart with her wooden knife when someone shook her awake. She surged upright and lunged the other way, fear and instinct driving her.

"Janey," Wolf Heart hissed. "It's me!"

Her name filtered through, shocking her into stillness, and she glanced around in confusion. Why was it still so dark?

She glanced up at the sky and gasped. There were stars everywhere, just hanging in the sky over their heads. They were so bright and so big that Janey thought if she reached far enough, she might be able to touch them.

"Are you sure you are able to keep watch?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Watch? Oh… right… Watch." Janey shook her head in irritation, realizing now why he had woken her. "I can do it," she said. "What am I watching for?"

Wolf Heart grunted in exasperation before saying, "Anything that doesn't seem right. Noise, shape, anything."

"This would be easier if I knew what else was out there. Do dust demons wander at night?"

"Sometimes."

"Hell."

"Go back to sleep; I will keep watch."

"No! I can do it," Janey insisted, jumping to her feet. "See? I'm awake; I'm watching."

Wolf Heart grunted something under his breath, but he lay on the ground and was still, so Janey started circling them. They didn't keep the fire going at night, so the only light was from the stars overhead.

She had never really minded the darkness before. Beautiful things were revealed in the darkness. Lightning bugs, glowing mushrooms, animal eyes.

But she had only ever been in her woods after dark, and she knew her woods better than she knew the back of her hand. She didn't know this spot at all.

An owl hooted nearby, and Janey jumped.

"Stop it," she hissed, disgusted with herself. "You've slept in the woods time and again; and you were never, ever scared. Sometimes the woods are the only safe place."

Besides that, Two Stones and the others were here. If she needed them, they would wake.

She completed her circle, turned and circled the other way. She didn't see or hear anything. That wasn't precisely true; she heard lots of things, but nothing unusual.

She really wished they would tell her what else was out there. How could she identify it if she didn't know? She supposed if something scared her, she could just shoot it. But what if it was only an animal? Then she would feel terrible. If only she had a torch or a lantern.

Something tickled at her memory, and she closed her eyes, searching for it. She discarded memory after memory, trying to find the right one. She finally found it, and she watched it, then slowed it down and watched it again and again.

Some of the men had been gone, Pa among them, and so Janey was keeping watch, trying to see when he would return because she never let Pa sneak up on her, not ever. It had been dark, but all of a sudden she had seen light out on the plains and figures moving. She had been too busy looking for Pa and trying to read his expression to pay attention to anything else. But now that she looked, she could see that something was very wrong.

There was a strange reddish light all around them, but they weren't carrying torches or lanterns. Instead the light was coming from small floating balls. Floating balls of red light.

She felt stupid for even thinking such a thing, but her memory never lied. Something very strange was going on, something involving the saints, and she was going to find out what.


Chapter 12
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When morning broke, they ate a quick breakfast, mounted, and rode up the mountain until they reached a long and sheltered valley.

"We stay here," Two Stones announced when they stopped. "Make our arrows."

Janey didn't mind. It was beautiful. Trees surrounded them on all sides, but behind and above the trees, a grey mountain towered, reminding Janey of a stern old man. She rather liked the look of him, which was saying a lot.

A small stream ran through the valley, and grass and flowers blanketed the ground. Butterflies flittered about; bees buzzed; and best of all, it wasn't burning hot.

It was strange not to get up in the morning and leave, but the others kept Janey so busy that she hardly had time to think about it.

For several days, she and Two Stones collected aspen sticks from many different trees. Once Two Stones was satisfied with the number they had collected, he told her to scrape the bark from them. When she finished one stick, Two Stones would take it from her and rub the stick with fat before heating it over the fire. Once the stick was hot, he rolled it over a log to straighten it; and Janey watched in fascination as the pile of straightened sticks grew.

She had seen them heat their arrows and roll them before, and when she had asked, Two Stones had told her it was to ensure a good hunt. He hadn't told her that it was how they straightened them. She was too interested in the process to be annoyed with him though; and she wished, just a little bit, that she had chosen to be Indian instead of white.

While Two Stones straightened the sticks, Brings the Rain fashioned arrowheads out of stone.

"Can I do that?" Janey asked.

"Takes many cycles to learn," Brings the Rain replied. "Will not help revenge. Go fight."

And so she fought Wolf Heart, but soon he was busy piecing the arrows together bit by bit, and Janey was left to her own devices.

She explored the area all around their camp, laughing with glee when she discovered a patch of raspberries. The raspberries were plump and red, so she picked as many as she could fit in her hat and carried them back to camp.

Two Stones looked up with surprise when she offered them to him.

"What?" she said. "They're raspberries."

"I know," Two Stones said.

"What is it then?"

"That is the first time you have gathered food without being asked."

Janey's face turned hot, and she opened her mouth to protest, but she couldn't. She never did anything without being asked. There were a dozen excuses she could have made, but instead, she just said "sorry".

Then she went to find some greens as well.

It wasn't that she didn't want to help them. She did. And they weren't Pa so her unwillingness to help unless she was asked didn't make sense.

Pa had never asked her to do anything. He had demanded; and if she didn't obey, and quickly at that, he beat her. He liked it when she disobeyed, so she hadn't. Not ever. She had done everything he required of her without fail. He had still beaten her if he could catch her, but she never gave him a reason to do so.

Two Stones asked practically nothing from her and had given her everything. He and the others had pledged their lives to her; they had promised to help her, and they were. She was ashamed that she had done so little for them in return, and she resolved to do better. She would gather food, and she wouldn't complain about it. And she would learn how to help them. 

With her new resolve in mind, when she returned to the camp, her pockets full of greens, she asked Two Stones to teach her how to make a fire.

The next morning, Two Stones cleared a large section of ground and began stacking stones on top of each other.

"What are you doing?" Janey asked.

"Protecting you from the snow."

"What snow?"

"The snow that is coming."

That sounded too much like what Ahanu had said, so Janey didn't bother to respond. If Two Stones wanted to be cryptic, so be it. She liked watching him though. He spent hours picking stones and placing them just so, and gradually the stones began to take shape.

Wolf Heart was still busy with the arrows, so Janey fought Brings the Rain that day.

And the next.

And the next.

One day, after she had fought Brings the Rain and gathered some food, she sat and watched Two Stones build. There was a circular stone wall now, about the height of her shoulders. She didn't exactly know how, but Two Stones had assured her that it would eventually be a small house.

She didn't like the idea of staying inside of it because there were no holes for light to come in, not even a door. Two Stones had explained that the roof would have an opening for light to come through and for smoke to leave through. And he had told her there would be a ladder on the inside so they could come and go as they pleased.  

She imagined it like a dark cave, and she had never much cared for caves. A cave was like a big closet. There was no light, and there were no exits.

Once Two Stones had the wall the way he liked it, Wolf Heart helped him position four upright logs in the center of the hut. The four logs reached far into the sky, so Two Stones built a ladder to reach them, and then he built a square frame on top of them and started constructing his roof.

"You're like a spider," Janey told him as she watched him position log after log in a circle around the roof.

"A spider?"

"You build and string and weave everything together until it's something beautiful." Two Stones raised an eyebrow, and Janey smiled at him. "And," she added, "spiders build a cocoon sack in the winter so they don't freeze." She gestured towards his half-finished cottage. "See? Cocoon."

"Hum."

"I like spiders," she said.

"Some say they are creatures of darkness."

"Then they don't understand them," she shrugged.

"How so?"

"Spiders create beautiful works of art, sometimes every day. Then they wait patiently for their effort to pay off."

"You could learn from the spider."

Janey rolled her eyes and said, "I'm being patient, aren't I? I haven't asked you if I'm ready for three days now. Am I ready?"

"No."

"I knew you would say that," she grumbled.

"Then why did you ask?"

"You never do know."

Two Stones chuckled softly before returning to his attention to his roof. 

Wolf Heart eventually finished crafting all of the arrows, and that evening as they sat around the fire, he said, "Tomorrow we hunt."

"We as in you and you and you?" Janey asked hopefully.

"No. We as in you and me."

She had been afraid of that.

"Don't you remember what happened last time?"

"I do," he replied.

"I might vomit on your moccasins," she pressed.

"They clean."

Janey rolled her eyes and said, "I really don't want to."

"You want to kill many men, but you refuse to kill a deer," Wolf Heart said, tone irritated. "If you cannot thrust your knife into a deer's neck, how will you thrust it into a man's?"

It wasn't that he didn't have a point, but in Janey's mind they weren't the same thing. One was a bad man, a man who hurt other people; the other was an animal who was just eating grass and hurting no one.

"I'll go with you," she said.

Wolf Heart grunted irritably, stood, and walked away.

By now she knew that he would come back, but it still worried her when he left in anger.

"He is often mad at me," she said softly.

"He is not mad at you," Two Stones replied.

"That was mad," Janey insisted.

"He is angry, yes. He is not angry with you."

"What is it then?" she demanded.

"He is angry with your path."

"Oh."

"And he is scared, and that also makes him angry."

She understood that only too well, but she did not understand why Wolf Heart should be scared.

He was a man. He was strong. He could shoot arrows faster and better than she could shoot a gun. He could kill her over and over and over again. There was no reason why he should be scared.

"Why?" she couldn't help herself from asking.

"He is scared for you," Two Stones said. "Sleep now. He will want to hunt early."

She lay down without another word, but she didn't close her eyes. Instead she stared up at the stars, quickly finding the stars that formed Wolf Heart's butterfly.

No one had ever been scared for her before, and she wasn't sure if it was a nice feeling or a bad one.

Unless she counted Two Stones's increasingly irritated "you are not ready," they hadn't once tried to stop her from seeking revenge or whatever this was. And they had been training her this entire time, training her to fight, training her to be strong, training her so that she could kill St. John. Why would they do that if they were scared for her?

She didn't understand them, and she was afraid that she never would. After all, they were Indians, and she was white. They were men, and she was just a girl.

When she finally fell asleep, she watched herself hunt with Wolf Heart before. She watched herself shoot the bunny, and she watched herself vomit.

She tried to change it. She tried not to vomit, but for once the dream wouldn't shift to suit her.

She woke feeling queasy.

Maybe Wolf Heart was right. Maybe one was exactly like the other. If she didn't have the stomach to kill an animal, maybe she would never be able to kill a man.

She stood so she could take over the watch, and then she paced, trying to set her resolve. She knew she needed to eat meat to be strong, but the similarities were too strong. They were asking her to kill an innocent creature and consume its life.

Wasn't that exactly what Pa and Eddie had done to the Indians? Killed them and eaten them?

What made animals any different?

She resolved that like Two Stones she would ask for permission first, and she would honor the spirit of the deer or the spirit of whatever it was Wolf Heart decided they would hunt.

By the time the sun rose, she was still queasy, but she had made up her mind that she would do this. She would do it to set Wolf Heart's mind at ease. If she could kill an innocent creature, she was certain she would have no trouble at all killing a man who was not innocent. 

She didn't eat with them, instead she just sat and stared at the fire, waiting for Wolf Heart to be ready.

When she could stand the silence no longer, she said, "Why does anything kill anything? Why aren't we all like the deer? Just grazing and causing no one any trouble?"

"Balance," Two Stones said.

Janey sighed and said, "Can you just say what you mean for once without making me guess at it?"

"How many rabbits have you seen?"

She snorted and said, "How the hell would I know? A bunch?"

"How many cougars have you seen?"

"One," she replied with a frown.

"In its lifetime, a cougar eats many rabbits, but nothing eats the cougar, yes?"

"I guess," she said.

"There are more rabbits so that the cougar might be fed."

"But why can't the cougar just eat grass?"

"Because he is a cougar."

She should have known better than to start up a conversation like this. Two Stones was being just as ambiguous as always.

"Never mind," she muttered. But then she said, "What about humans? There are loads of humans. More than rabbits and cougars alike."

"Man is very foolish." He paused before adding, "All man is foolish, but white man in particular turns his back on the earth and seeks his own pleasure first. He pays no mind to how much he increases or how much destruction he causes."

She fought the urge to scream. It wasn't that she didn't understand what he was saying; she did. But he hadn't answered her question at all. Why did anything need to eat anything else?

"Ready?" Wolf Heart suddenly asked.

"No," Janey grumbled, but she stood and followed him into the woods.

"There is a spot the deer visit in the morning," he said as he walked. "We must be quiet."

She knew how to be quiet. It had taken her some time to figure it out, but she had learned every creaking board inside their house, and she had learned to walk in such a way that no one ever heard her. By the time she was seven, she could sneak in and out of the house past her pa's chair without him ever noticing. So neither of them made a sound as they trekked through the woods.

After a while, Wolf Heart held up his hand, and Janey swallowed a gasp as she looked past him and saw a herd of deer grazing in the woods beyond them.

Her heart clenched when she saw the baby deer, spots nearly faded. She didn't want to do this. She didn't want to kill one of them.

"I'm looking for a buck today," Wolf Heart whispered.

And then he turned up the slope and continued moving into the forest.

Janey followed him, relieved that they weren't going to kill one of the momma deer or their babies.

She didn't see the connection at all between killing one of them and killing a man. It wasn't as if she was going to kill women and children. She was going to kill eight bad men, and that was all.

It was quite some time before they came across a buck, and Janey wished that they hadn't. It was a beautiful creature with a long proud neck and a glorious set of antlers.

Janey frantically began to beg the spirit of the deer to run, but it didn't. It just stood there proudly, king of all it surveyed, until Wolf Heart's arrow pierced its chest.

The deer startled and began to run, but Wolf Heart's shot was perfect, and within seconds the deer stumbled to the forest floor.

"Come," Wolf Heart said.

Janey didn't want to. She wanted to run. But how could she scalp if she couldn't even skin?

Wolf Heart was speaking softly under his breath in his own language, and Janey knew without asking that he was thanking the deer. But the deer was dead. She didn't much see the point of thanking it now.

When they reached it, Wolf Heart rolled the deer onto its side and made a small cut towards the back of its belly.

Janey's stomach began to roll.

He looked up at her and said, "Cut upward. With your blade tipped up so you don't cut the insides."

She swallowed quickly and moved to do as he had told her to. She knew she didn't have to do this. He wouldn't make her. He wouldn't beat her. He would just look at her with those expressive eyes of his, and that was almost worse.

And she needed to prove to herself that she could do it. That Jake could do it. That Jake could see and touch blood without throwing up.

She took the knife Wolf Heart offered her and, with a deep exhale, she started cutting.

She followed all of Wolf Heart's instructions, and she managed to completely gut the deer without gagging once. She managed it the same way she managed Pa's beatings. She went to the meadow in her mind and watched the butterflies flit.

When she was done, Wolf Heart put the organs in a leather sack and handed it to Janey. Then he grabbed the deer by its antlers and started to drag it back towards their camp.

Wolf Heart gave the organs to Two Stones before hanging the deer from one of the nearby trees. Then he showed Janey how to skin it, and she did.

It took her quite awhile to finish, and by the time she had, she was completely exhausted.

"There," she said as she shoved Wolf Heart's knife back into his hand. "I did it. I'm never doing it again; so don't even ask."

With that, she stomped off into the woods, following the stream downhill for a while, then she sat on the bank and used sand to scrub the blood from her skin.

She knew she was crying, but she didn't care. She had hated every moment of that, and it made her wonder if perhaps Wolf Heart was right after all. Maybe she really didn't have what it took to kill anyone.


Chapter 13
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Janey was still worried when she woke up the next morning; and while she paced during her watch, she thought about the deer and what might happen when she finally came face to face with one of the saints.

She imagined several different scenarios, and none of them played out in her favor. In one scenario, she even managed to kill one of the saints, but she started vomiting afterwards, and the other saints killed her while she was heaving.

There was no question in her mind that she had to keep going. She had to kill the saints. She had promised Roaring Waters that she would, and she wasn't going to be the type of white man who didn't keep their promises. So her only option was to grow stronger and harder and learn to kill without feeling any disgust.

After they had eaten their breakfast, Janey sat back, pointed up the slope, and said, "What's up there?"

"Where?" Two Stones asked.

"There!" she said, pointing once more.

"The mountain top."

"What's it like?"

"I have not been."

"Let's go then."

"You may go."

"Don't you want to see?"

"Take water and food."

"I guess not," Janey muttered, rolling her eyes.

"I will go with you," Wolf Heart said.

Janey grinned widely and said, "What do you think's up there?"

"The top of the mountain," Wolf Heart said solemnly.

"Of course it is," Janey growled as she grabbed a skin of water and some dried meat.

"Take your coat," Brings the Rain said.

"It's a nice day," Janey protested.

"Take your coat."

"Oh, fine," Janey grumbled before she grabbed her coat and stomped into the woods. "Do this, Not Useless; do that. Take this; take that. Don't eat that; don't spit in the damn wind. I'm so tired of being told what to do!"

"Just watching out for you," Wolf Heart said.

"I know," Janey grumbled. "That's what makes it so annoying. I can't even get mad at him."

Not that she minded. The last several months had been amazing. Before Pa had died she had only ever felt fear and hate. She had been terrified of Pa, and she had hated him at the same time.

She still had all that fear and hate, but it was pointed at the saints now. She hated them, and she was afraid she would never be capable enough to kill them. 

But there was something else now too. Something she had never felt before. Safety. And happiness. She was happy, and she could never remember being happy, not really.

She might have had a moment of happiness here and there, but it had always been overshadowed by the knowledge that she would eventually have to go home. Not anymore though. Her home was with them, and she was happy. 

She paused to take a breath and looked behind her. Already the view was very different than the view from their camp.

"It's steep," she panted.

"It's a mountain," Wolf Heart replied easily.

"Hell and damnation, you aren't even breathing hard!"

"Just a mountain."

Janey rolled her eyes and started trudging up the slope once more. They had ridden up the mountain to their camp, and she hadn't realized how steep it was.

They walked and walked, and at some point the trees just stopped. They didn't fade slowly away or peter out. One moment there was a hard line of trees, and then there were no trees at all. Janey turned in a circle looking at it.

"Why do the trees stop?" she asked.

"Because the Great Spirit told them to."

"But why?"

"I do not know."

"Hum."

Janey stared up at the rocks above her. It was still a very long way to the top, but she had to know what was up there.

She walked slowly, gazing at the flowers as she passed them.

"Look at all the colors!" she exclaimed. "Aren't they wonderful?" She knelt and sniffed one, then trailed her fingers along its petals. "I like you," she whispered.

Something red and fuzzy bolted past them before disappearing under a rock.

"What was that?" Janey gasped.

"I do not know," Wolf Heart said.

"What do you know?"

"That if you do not walk faster, we will not make it to the top."

Janey laughed merrily and tried to walk without stopping. By late afternoon, she felt as if she was back on the prairie, trudging endlessly towards nothing. The rocks just went on and on and on. Every time she felt sure they were near the top, they crested yet another mound of rock but there was always another one waiting for them.

As she climbed over a large lichen-covered rock she wondered if it was worth it. She imagined the top, and it was just another pile of grey rocks; but she felt that she simply had to see for herself so she kept climbing, watching her hands and feet and wishing that mountains weren't so damn tall.

"Look," Wolf Heart suddenly whispered.

Janey glanced up and gasped. Somehow they had made it. They were on the top, and the entire world was spread out beneath them. She could see forever, and it was beautiful.

"It's like the tallest tree in the world," she whispered, completely awed by the sight.

She turned slowly, trying to take it all in, but she couldn't. There was too much. It was too big, too beautiful, too amazing.

"Look!" she gasped. "There're lakes on the other side! And look at all the mountains!"

"It is... wonderful," he replied.

"I can see the whole world from here! Not really," she amended. "I can't see Granny's house."

"Do you miss Granny?"

"No," Janey said without pausing to think.

"Do you miss anyone?"

"No. I've never been as happy as I am today," Janey said as she spun in a slow circle. With you, Two Stones, and Brings the Rain, she added silently.

"If you are happy, why do you need Jake?" Wolf Heart asked.

"I just do," she said softly. "He's stronger than me. Tougher."

Wolf Heart didn't respond, and Janey sighed. They couldn't possibly understand. She had lived her entire life thinking she was less. Less capable. Less smart. Less strong. Just less.

Everyone had told her that she was less, and they had proved it with their fists. If she wasn't less, she wouldn't have let them hit her.

No matter how hard she tried, no matter how much she yelled back at her pa in her head, no matter how many times she said she was every bit as good as he was, she was still just a girl. And girls were weak. She needed Jake. He made her strong.

"I want to stay," she said suddenly. "I want to watch the sunset."

"We would have to sleep here."

The wind swept across the barren top, and Janey shivered.

"Well, hell," she muttered. "I hate that he was right. I want to stay," she added as she slipped on her coat and sat on a large rock facing the west.

Wolf Heart sat beside her, and they watched everything for hours. They watched the little animals play. They watched the sun drop lower and lower in the sky. They watched the colors burst from the hills in the west and paint all the clouds in the sky.

"I've never... It's..."

Janey couldn't finish. There were no words. It was too beautiful. Too lovely.

The colors slowly faded, and the sun disappeared, but still they sat. They watched in complete awe as the moon rose, full and enormous, shedding silvery light on everything.

"Oh, I'm going to live this day over and over and over," Janey breathed.

"Will it be as beautiful?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Yes. Every bit as beautiful." Janey yawned, suddenly feeling very tired. "Do we have to keep watch?"

"I think we're safe up here," Wolf Heart replied with a chuckle. Janey nodded and lay down. Wolf Heart lay down beside her, and she moved until her back was touching his. It was the most she had ever touched anyone on purpose outside of fighting, but she wasn't scared of him; she knew he would never hurt her.

She closed her eyes and fell asleep in seconds, not the least bit bothered by the hard ground or the cold wind.

And she dreamed.

She walked up the mountain again. She sat with Wolf Heart, enjoying the comfortable silence. And she watched the sun set. Over and over and over. Every time she was awed by the colors, by the brilliance, by the pure beauty of it. She was in the middle of watching the moonlight spill over the rocks for the tenth time when something nudged her awake.

"What?" she mumbled, opening her eyes and looking for Wolf Heart. He was still asleep beside her, and her heart skipped a beat. Someone had touched her, shaken her awake. She looked around carefully, searching, but the sharp grey rocks of the mountaintop were bare of life.

"Oh, hell," she whispered as she nudged Wolf Heart. "Wake up," she hissed.

"What?" he said, sitting instantly.

"Something woke me," she said softly. "I mean... Something reached out and shook me awake. I felt it."

"There's nothing here."

"I know."

Something poked her arm, and Janey jumped to her feet with a scream. "Did you see it?!"

"What?"

"It touched me again! Something's here! Do you see it?"

"No, but I think I know why it woke you. Look."

Wolf Heart pointed towards the east, and Janey gasped.

The entire sky was on fire. The entire world was on fire. Janey stood in shock, watching the sun slowly rise, watching it bathe everything in golden light and chase away the darkness. She turned her face into it, closing her eyes and feeling the cold rush of dawn, feeling the vague heat of the morning sun.

"Amazing," she breathed.

She gazed at the sky until everything finally faded into their proper colors. She had never seen such a spectacular sunrise in all of her life, and she was so happy she hadn't missed it. Which reminded her… 

"But what woke me?" she asked, glancing around the barren top once more.

"I don't know."

"Damn it, Wolf Heart! WHAT WAS IT?!"

Wolf Heart grinned. "Don't know." He held up his hand to stop her from yelling at him again and said, "Probably a friendly spirit. Maybe even the spirit of the mountain. Something that watched you last night and knew you would enjoy the sunrise."

"Are you saying there're invisible spirits watching me?" Janey said with a shudder.

"They're not invisible; you just can't see them."

Janey blinked at him. "Do you hear yourself?"

"You can't see them," Wolf Heart said slowly. "Not in this..." he gestured around him, "this... I cannot think of the word."

"Was it you?"

"No! I..." Wolf Heart sighed, face frustrated. "I do not know how to explain it to you. Spirits, beings, things you cannot see; they are part of our culture. We know them from when we are born. You... You do not."

"'Cause I'm white." Wolf Heart shrugged. "Hell and damnation! That is never going to leave me alone, is it? So you're saying the mountain woke me so I could see the sunrise?"

"Maybe."

"Damn it! Why won't you just tell me what else is out there?!"

"Have a long walk ahead. Better save our breath," he said with a grin.

Janey glared at him. "If you fall, I'm not gonna catch you."

"As if I would fall," he laughed loudly.

"Would if I pushed you," she muttered, leading the way and ignoring his chuckles.

More days passed, and the air grew colder and the leaves lost their green hue, turning brilliant shades of red and orange and yellow.

Still Janey fought, and still Two Stones didn't say she was ready. So she fought harder and harder, until she wasn't losing nearly as often and she was even sometimes winning.

Wolf Heart hunted and brought back many deer. He didn't ask her to hunt again, but she could sometimes sense him watching her and wondering how she could possibly kill a man when she refused to kill a deer.

Pa wondered that too. And he often said so in the dark of night before she fell asleep. He said lots of other things too, but she tried not to listen to him.

After Wolf Heart skinned the deer, Two Stones cut the meat into strips and dried them in the sun, and Brings the Rain took the skins and began to teach Janey how to turn them into buckskin. She fought her initial desire to protest and instead paid careful attention to Brings the Rain's instructions.

She hardly gagged at all when she scraped the meat from the first hide. She just reminded herself that this was something she could do to help them and pretended that she was in the valley with the butterflies.

When she was done scraping, Brings the Rain soaked the hide in the stream and then showed her how to remove the hair. She did that without complaint as well. She helped him wring the hide and twist it, but when he said they were going to use the deer's brains to tan the hide, she finally broke.

"Absolutely not!" she exclaimed. "That's disgusting!"

And no different than eating someone's heart. Which they had already done.

She had tried to pretend like they hadn't eaten the deer's heart, but they had. Unlike Pa, Wolf Heart didn't throw away any of the deer. He cooked the organs, and they ate them. He made the sinews into string, and he had even cleaned the bones.

When she had asked Two Stones why they were keeping the bones, he had said that crafting the bones into buttons and other things would keep them occupied over the long winter.

That was all well and good, but she was not touching brains.

"The mother provides," Brings the Rain told her. "To make clothes, we kill the deer. The deer provides the hide and the brain to make it soft."

"I hate this," she muttered.

But she would do it. She wouldn't have done it for anyone else, but she would do it for them.

She watched as Brings the Rain crushed the brains between his hands, but shied away when he suggested that she try.

Two Stones had fashioned a large bowl out of clay some time ago, and Brings the Rain put the hide and the brain water in it to sit.

"I think I prefer cotton," Janey grumbled as they worked on another skin.

"We cannot teach you to make cotton into clothing," Two Stones said.

She ignored him. After all, that was what trading posts were for. They wouldn't have any money without the hides though, but Janey chose not to think about that. Cotton clothing didn't need brains, and that was all that mattered to her.

As time went on, she learned to enjoy working with the hides. There was something soothing about taking one thing and making it into something else, something that would keep them warm at night.

And she knew that for the first time ever, she was helping them survive instead of the other way around. Every buckskin that she made for them was something they could trade if they ever needed to.

They had never asked her to, but she was paying them back for Helly and for saving her life.

The raspberries grew scarce, and the colorful leaves began to fall. They fluttered through the air on the breeze; and when no one was watching, Janey ran through them, laughing as she did.

She helped Two Stones build a shelter of dead branches and pine boughs for the horses to rest under, and she carefully stored away all the grass that Brings the Rain had cut and dried for the horses to eat.

There were still a few leaves hanging stubbornly to the trees when Two Stones said, "We sleep inside tonight. Go gather some wood."

Janey hated the idea of sleeping inside. To her a house was nothing but a trap. And the house Two Stones had built had no rooms and only one door. And it was in the roof. Who had ever heard of a door in the roof?

But she didn't argue. She knew better than to argue, and in the morning she was glad she hadn't because snow covered everything and the air was brutally cold.

Two Stones gave her a hide he had fashioned into a heavier coat, and they went outside. Wolf Heart to hunt, Brings the Rain to fight with her, and Two Stones to watch. The coat slowed her down, but it was too cold to remove it, and she pushed even harder, forcing herself to be fast in spite of the extra weight.

More snow fell, and more cold days passed, but as long as she wore all of her skins, she was never cold.

She helped Two Stones make snow shoes and a sled, and they trekked through the snow searching for firewood.

Even in the cottage, they kept watch at night. And even though it was freezing, Janey would always climb the ladder and go outside so she could watch the sunrise. There was nothing more breathtaking than the way the rising sun turned all the snow golden.

In the quiet moments when Janey wasn't doing anything besides whittling away at bones, she fought against her despair. So much time had passed; by now the saints could be anywhere. Spirits or not, Janey didn't see how they would ever be able to find the saints now, which meant that Jake would never fulfill his revenge.

But she didn't ask. She knew she would never find them on her own, and Two Stones wouldn't go until the spirits said she was ready. She was beginning to hate the spirits.

One night she dreamed of Eddie, and she watched Roaring Waters scalp him time and time again. And then she stepped out from under the wagon, took the knife from Roaring Waters's hand, and scalped Eddie herself.

She woke up gagging and rushed from the cottage out into the frigid night air where she vomited all over the fresh snow.

Wolf Heart was right. Pa was right. She couldn't do this.

She heaved silently, breath freezing as it passed over her lips. She was wasting her time. She should just return to civilization and put on a damn dress.

She startled when Wolf Heart gently touched her shoulder, and she frantically wiped the frozen tears from her face so he wouldn't see that she had been crying.

For a long moment Wolf Heart didn't speak, and when he finally did, his voice was soft.

"When I first saw you, I thought you were just a child, but then you pulled your gun and you swore you would kill us all."

She was shivering, and he wrapped a skin around her shoulders before continuing.

"I did not know you, and I knew you did not know us. You only wanted to kill us because of our skin and our hair and our ways. It made me angry. I told Brings the Rain we should leave you, and he said that if I only looked I would see that you spoke out of fear. He said that if I looked I would see a warrior in the body of a sparrow. A hawk trapped in a form that it had never asked for. How he could see that in you, I do not know."

Janey wrapped her arms around her chest, her heart aching at his words. That was exactly what she felt like. Like a tiny lost bird, no more capable of killing a viper than a fly.

"I have never seen anyone fight as hard as you do," he said softly. "I have never seen anyone overcome as many difficulties. When I look at you, I see that sparrow, but you're not. Not anymore. You have to learn to see yourself for what you really are, not what you think you are."

Neither of them spoke, but after a long moment, Wolf Heart said, "It's your watch." And then he went back inside.

Janey moved to stand beside their little house, but she didn't go inside, just stared up at the cold bright stars.

A star blazed across the sky, leaving behind a brilliant trail of gold, and she smiled slightly.

Maybe Wolf Heart was right. Maybe she was different now. They had trained her after all. They had made her strong. She wouldn't let them down, and she wouldn't let Roaring Waters down either. And when she struck, she would strike like a hawk. Fast and without mercy. 

The next night, she dreamed of Eddie again. And she took the knife from Roaring Waters again, and she scalped Eddie over and over and over.

She did it every single night until the morning finally came when she didn't wake up feeling queasy or sick.


Chapter 14
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Early one morning, before Janey had even had a chance to greet the sunrise, Two Stones said, "It is time."

"Well, hell," Janey muttered. "Of course it is. It's the dead of winter, you know."

"It is time," Two Stones shrugged.

"I don't think the spirits like me," she grumbled.

Two Stones shrugged again. "Perhaps not. It is still time."

"Can we at least eat first?"

"No time."

"Seriously?"

"No," Two Stones said with a chuckle. "Eat; then we will go."

"Eat; then we will go," Janey muttered under her breath. "The spirits have said you are ready now. The spirits think it's funny to send you out in the dead of winter."

"You should not mock the spirits."

"I'm not. I'm mocking you."

Two Stones frowned at her. "Maybe it is time for a new name. Not Useless is getting a little old."

"No! You can't! I don't wanna new name."

"Let me think. What suits this moment best?"

"Jake's a nice name."

"Too plain; doesn't describe you as you."

"What about Janey?"

"Doesn't fit."

"But that's my name!" she insisted.

"Doesn't fit. I think…"

Janey held her hands over her ears. She didn't want to hear what Two Stones said because she knew it was going to be something horrible.

"I think perhaps… Listens with No Ears."

"WHAT?! That's a terrible name! And I do too listen! I do!"

"What did Wolf Heart tell you never to do that you did?"

"Are we still holding onto that? It happened months ago!"

"I tell you to go gather something, do you do it?"

"Yes! Eventually; in my own good time."

Janey could already tell she was going to lose this fight.

"When I told you not to mock the spirits," Two Stones continued, "what did you do?"

"I wasn't mocking the spirits. Honestly."

She had been, but she wasn't going to admit it.

"Listens with No Ears, you had better eat. We are leaving soon."

"Hell! This is gonna be a bad day," she muttered.

"Only if you want it to be," Brings the Rain said, a note of laughter in his tone.

Janey rolled her eyes and quickly ate her food. She felt a little sick and a little scared; but Jake was excited. He was ready to hunt down St. John, and he was ready to fight. She had always thought Jake might be a little stupid.

She pulled on her coat and packed everything into her saddlebags. Then she glanced around the plain stone and log structure. It was a good home, a happy home. And she was sad to leave it.

"Goodbye, little house," she said softly, missing it already.

"Saddle Helly," Two Stones said. "But we will walk down."

Janey nodded. In some areas, the snow was nearly up to her waist. It was going to be hard enough for the horses to get out without riders. She imagined all of the horses wearing snow shoes and laughed. She didn't figure Helly would wear snow shoes to save her life.

Janey climbed the ladder and stepped outside, laughing slightly when she saw that it was snowing. The spirits must really hate her.

"Looks like we're leaving, girl," she said as she saddled Helly. Helly tossed her head. "I know; it's a terrible day for it, but the spirits said so." Helly stomped her hoof. "No, I'm not riding you. I'm walking." Helly shrugged and settled down. Janey rolled her eyes and finished up.

When she was done, she turned in a circle, surveying everything one last time. Even though it was snowing, she could still see the old man mountain up above their stone cottage.

"Goodbye, old man. Goodbye, sleeping aspens and snow-covered pines. Goodbye, flowers that will be here in the summer and grass that will grow. Goodbye, icy creek. I'll miss you all."

She held out her hands, feeling the snow drift onto her palms, feeling it melt.

"Goodbye, all you beautiful creatures. Sleep well."

Janey swiped a tear from her eye. She had never felt as safe and as happy as when she had lived here. This was harder than leaving the home where she had been born. When she had left with Pa she had been scared. But she wasn't scared today. Even if she never returned, she knew this place would always be with her, and she could relive each and every moment of it if she wanted to.

With one last look around, she strapped on her snow shoes and took Helly's reins. The others were waiting for her.

"Lead the way, spirits," she said as seriously as possible.

Two Stones shook his head and started down the mountain.

Day after day, they walked slowly across the treacherous ground. At night, they dug caves in the snow and ate cold dried meat. Janey woke cold and stiff every morning. She had thought Wolf Heart had been a little ambitious with his hunting, but now she appreciated every layer of hide she wore.

It took them days to reach the valley, and it seemed that every day was colder than the last. When they finally left the trees behind, Janey was disappointed to see that everything was still covered in snow. The only difference was there weren't any trees. She couldn't see any resemblance at all between this and the beautiful valley they had passed through months ago.

Now that they were off the mountain, they mounted their horses and rode slowly onward.

"Where're we going?" Janey asked as they headed back into the foothills.

"Town."

"Town? Which one?"

"Don't know."

"You don't know the name or you don't know which town?"

"The name."

"How do you talk to the spirits?"

"In dreams. Some might call them trances or visions."

"And they talk to you?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Why not?" Two Stones shrugged.

"What else is out there?"

"I will not tell you, Listens with No Ears."

"Why not?" Janey grunted.

"Because you do not need to know."

Janey growled and dropped back to ride beside Wolf Heart. "Do you know where we're going?" she asked.

"No."

"Do you talk to the spirits?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"It is not one of my gifts."

"What are your gifts?"

"Putting up with you."

"Ha ha ha," she grumbled before dropping back to ride next to Brings the Rain.

"Can you bring snow?" she asked.

"No."

"Why not?"

"It is not rain."

"But it's like rain."

"No."

Janey dropped back to ride behind Brings the Rain.

"Looks like it's just you and me, Helly. They aren't interested in talking today." Helly didn't respond. "Really, you too?" Nothing. "I'd walk if it wasn't such a chore," Janey grumbled.

More days passed, and Janey became used to the constant whiteness and cold. Sometimes they dug out shelters and stayed there while the snow blew through like a winged demon; but when the storms passed over, they traveled ever onward.

Two Stones and the others had always been slow to speak, but now they were so reserved that even Janey didn't talk much. There was no fighting, and there were no lessons about plants, so the evening hours passed by slowly, giving Janey way too much time to think and worry.

The landscape began to change again. The snow grew thinner; the rocks grew taller. Janey had no idea where they were. All she knew was that they were riding southeast.

"How do you know where you're going?" she asked Two Stones.

"Just do."

Janey bit her lip to keep from screaming. She was sick of one and two word answers, and she was beginning to wish that they had never left the mountain. Maybe they weren't looking forward to meeting up with St. John, or maybe they were just cold. She didn't know.

"Tomorrow," Two Stones suddenly said.

"Tomorrow what?"

"We will be there tomorrow."

"Where?"

"Town."

"Oh."

A wave of fear washed over her. What if she wasn't really ready? What if the spirits were wrong? What if she was still just a sparrow? What if she failed? What if she died? Or worse, failed but didn't die. What if they captured her and St. John ate her heart? She gagged silently, trying to push the image away, and told herself that she might not be ready, but Jake was. He had been ready for months.

They rode in silence for the rest of the day, camping in the mouth of a cave and traveling on in the morning. By early afternoon, they reached the outskirts of a ramshackle town, wooden buildings lining the main street, with a number of houses scattered around it.

"St. John's here?" Janey asked in disbelief.

"No."

"What?! Then why are we here?"

"One of his men."

"Just one?"

"Yes."

Janey was relieved to know that she didn't have to kill all eight of them at once. She wasn't sure she was that good yet, even if she did have Two Stones and the others on her side. But just one man she could handle. Wolf Heart had shown her where to stab a man and where to shoot a man to kill him. Brings the Rain had taught her how to make her every hit count and how to choke a man to death or break his neck. She may not have ever killed anyone, but in theory, she knew how to do it.

"So what now?" she asked, feeling curiously adrift.

"You must go in and get him."

"Me? As in me? As in all by myself?" she demanded.

"I am afraid that the consequences of three Indians riding into a white man town and killing a white man would affect too many," Two Stones said solemnly.

Janey started to argue, but stopped herself. He was right. One Indian was just like any other to the white man. They saw no difference, and if they sought vengeance, any Indian, or whole tribes of Indians, would do.

She swallowed hard, trying to push down her fear, but she had never felt so small and weak before. Not even when she had gotten stuck in a corner and Pa had whaled on her until she had passed out.

But she wasn't that girl anymore. Janey had died underneath that wagon. She was Jake now, and Jake wasn't scared. Jake could do this; he wanted to do this.

"Do you know which one or where he is?" she asked, proud to hear the steady tone of her voice.

"I would try the saloon," Two Stones said.

Janey nodded. That just made good sense. It was where Pa would have been.

She dismounted and started removing her layers of animal skins.

"What're you doing?" Wolf Heart asked.

"I can't get to my guns or knives with all this stuff on. Besides, it's a warm day by comparison."

"I am sorry we cannot go with you," Two Stones said regretfully.

She could hear the worry in his voice. He wasn't happy. None of them were happy. They didn't want her to do this, but they had promised to help her just as she had promised to kill. They were bound, and so was she. And she trusted Two Stones; spirits or not, he had said she was ready.

"It's fine. It's just one man. I can do that," Janey said with confidence she didn't really feel. She mounted again and tapped Helly lightly. "Come on, Helly. We've got work to do."

Janey could feel her heart beating faster than usual as Helly walked slowly towards the town. Did she just walk up and say "I'm here to kill you"? Did she tell him why? Did she ask him where the others were first? Did she give him a chance to fight back or just shoot him in the back?

Pa would have shot him in the back, so she guessed she would have to give him a chance. She hated that Pa had been dead for months but he was still ruining things for her.

She stopped Helly in front of the saloon and dropped to the ground.

"I'm not gonna tie you up," she said. "You stay here. And don't let anyone touch you." Helly nodded. "Good girl," Janey whispered.

Her chest tightened as she stared at the saloon doors. This was it. This was the moment she had trained for. She was going to walk in there and kill someone.

She rubbed her sweaty palms on her pants and walked into the saloon. It was full of loud men drinking spirits. There were men sitting at the counter, men sitting at tables, men playing cards, and men casting longing glances at the two dancing girls.

The hairs on the back of her neck went wild, and she muttered "this is a bad idea" as she walked towards the counter.

She searched the faces, trying to find a match to one of her saints, and when she reached the counter, she leaned on it and looked down its length at all the men, but she still didn't see him.

"Can I help you, stranger?" the bartender asked gruffly.

"I'm looking for a man," Janey said, trying to keep her tone low and manly.

"Is that so?"

"He'd have the last name of a saint."

"A saint, huh?"

Too late, Janey recognized the bartender's tone of voice; and too late, she realized that she had made a mistake.

"You hear that, Jimmy? This half-pint's looking for a man. You got business with this man?" he sneered.

Janey would have liked very much to turn around and run away, but she hadn't seen all of their faces yet. Besides, Jake didn't run.

"I'm sure I'll find him," she muttered, stepping back from the counter.

The bartender's face turned ugly as he smiled and said, "But why don't you let us help you? This here boy's looking for a man!" he shouted, drawing the attention of everyone in the saloon.

"Hell and damnation," Janey muttered.

This was not going well. If the spirits wanted her dead, why didn't they just kill her?

"No, not a man, a saint! Are there any saints here?" the bartender yelled.

"I'm a saint," an old man said, standing and wobbling back and forth before he sat down again.

"You're a drunk," the bartender sneered.

"You looking for me, boy?" St. Paul said as he pushed back his chair and stood.

"Yes," she said as firmly as she could. Janey was trembling with fear, ready to run; but Jake, he grinned slightly before he said something really, really stupid.

"I've come to kill you."

All the men in the saloon laughed, and Janey cringed. She really wished Jake would think before he spoke.

"And what crimes has this man committed?" the bartender yelled above the laughter.

"Murder, eating humans, and just plain evilness," Jake said. Stupid, stupid Jake.

"St. Paul a murderer?" someone yelled.

"You've got bats in your belfry, boy!" someone else hollered.

This was definitely not going well. If she pulled a gun in here, someone would shoot her before she could shoot St. Paul. And then she would be dead, and the saints would still be alive.

"Can we talk outside?" she asked hopefully.

"We can talk right here," St. Paul stated.

Janey could see it now. The gallows and her swinging from them. No matter what happened she had to make it back out of town. And she had to hope the spirits sent a snowstorm to cover her trail. These men were drunk, violent, and bored. There were twenty of them, and only one of her. How the hell was she going to get out of this mess?

"Fine," she said as she walked towards him. "You led a wagon train with twenty-five families west. On the way, you kidnapped Indians and murdered them for your sick rituals. My brother died because of you, and I'm going to kill you. I'm going to kill St. John. I'm going to kill all of you."

St. Paul's face paled slightly, but he shrugged his shoulder with disdain and said, "The boy's mind's broken. Someone should take him to the doctor."

Panic flashed through Janey, but she pushed it aside. Jake was smarter than St. Paul. Jake was smarter than all of these drunken idiots put together. All she had to do was get St. Paul out of here so she could kill him without getting killed herself.

She glanced around the room, and when she saw it, she grinned. It was risky, but Jake thought it would work.

She held up her hands and said, "I'm sorry. It's possible I've mistaken you for another man." Janey moved slowly towards the side of the room as she went on, saying, "It was a long time ago, and lots of people have saint names. I mean St. Paul is so common I know three or four men of that name."

She was blabbering now, but she wanted to keep them listening to her words and not paying attention to what she was doing. The rope was within reach, and it already had a loop at the end. If she timed it just right and ran like hell it might actually work.

"Just one more thing, just so we're clear," Janey announced loudly. "When you find St. Paul's dead body scalped, I did it. Not an Indian, ME."

For a moment, everyone was quiet, as if they were trying to understand what the hell she had just said. And in that moment, Janey grabbed the rope and leaped towards St. Paul, slipping the rope over his head and cinching it down around his chest and arms before running towards the door with the other end of the rope wrapped around her arm.

The room exploded with gunshots and shouts, but Janey just kept running. She ran out the doors, leapt onto Helly, wrapped the rope around the pommel, and kicked Helly in the sides.

Helly reared into the air, but when her hooves came down, she was already galloping. Janey lay low over Helly's neck and ignored the yells and gun blasts as they ran out of town, dragging a screaming St. Paul behind them.

They cleared the end of town and rode just a bit farther before Janey pulled Helly to a stop and jumped off of her.

St. Paul was still alive, if a little worse for wear; and he was struggling against the rope, struggling to get free.

"You're insane!" he screamed. "You'll be hanged!"

"You know what you did," Janey hissed. "And even if I am hanged, you won't be there to see it."

She reached for her gun, but her hand grazed the knife Roaring Waters had given her, and she pulled it.

"This is for Roaring Waters and his wife, you evil bastard," she snarled before leaping onto St. Paul's chest and driving the knife into his heart. His eyes widened with surprise and then went blank.

Janey didn't have time to think about the fact that she had just killed a man. She could hear the town's folk coming so she yanked the knife free, gripped St. Paul's hair just as she had Eddie's, and sliced. She gagged as the hair came off in her hand, but ignored the bloody mess, cut the rope, and jumped back onto Helly.

"Go, girl," Janey urged, hoping they could outrun the angry mob behind them. Helly surged forward, and they ran. Before long Two Stones, Brings the Rain, and Wolf Heart joined her.

"Angry mob!" Janey yelled without slowing down.

They dropped in behind her; and as a group, they galloped away from the town. Janey knew they could get away, but would the mob keep hunting? And would they eventually find them anyway?

A noise rose over the pounding of the hooves, and she glanced behind her. Brings the Rain was singing. His eyes were closed, and even though his horse was running, his hands were lifted to the sky.

"We're gonna die," Janey whispered. "He's asking his people to take him home."

Despair surged through her. She had done it; she had killed one of the saints, but she hadn't done it well; and now Two Stones, Brings the Rain, and Wolf Heart were going to die because of her.

She couldn't let that happen. She would never let them die for her. She would turn back and let the town's folk hang her. She had made up her mind to do just that when snow started drifting from the sky.

Janey gazed up at the sky with confusion. It had been perfectly clear when she had gone into town, but now the sky was a dark, dark grey. In seconds, the snow was falling so hard that Janey could hardly see.

She grinned, and then she laughed. Maybe the spirits didn't hate her after all. She might freeze to death, but she wasn't going to hang.


Chapter 15
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They rode through blinding snow for what seemed like hours. Helly stayed close enough to Two Stones's horse, Storm Burst, that Janey could at least see them. And she was glad, because without Two Stones, she was lost. Totally and completely lost. She had no idea where they were, where the town had been, even what the name of the town was. All she knew was that she had gotten one, and she only had seven more to go.

The snow finally stopped falling, and Two Stones found them a sheltered place to camp for the night.

Janey slid from Helly and dropped to the snow, hands shaking.

"Do you think they'll find us?" she managed to ask.

"Snow hide tracks. If they keep going they will lose their way," Brings the Rain said.

"Are we lost?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because we know where we are."

"How?"

Two Stones chuckled as he started a fire, and Janey sighed, already knowing the answer.

"Never mind," she muttered. "I don't understand how you know where you're going in the snow, but don't bother telling me. I'm really sick of hearing 'just do' or 'just does' or whatever it is you say."

She couldn't quite find the strength to stand yet, so she just continued to sit there.

She had done it. She had killed a man, and she didn't feel anything. Not one bit of guilt or queasiness. Not even the slightest hint of shame or disgust. She was fine with it. St. Paul had deserved to die. He had needed to die. And Jake had killed him.

There was no fear in her mind that she had killed the wrong man either. She hadn't. She had seen St. Paul's face hundreds of times in her dreams, and she knew it better than his own mother would.

She grinned slightly. That would teach Pa to say she wasn't good for anything because apparently she was good for something. Killing.

It had been nothing like killing the bunny. There had been no sorrow in her heart, just anger. And rightness. If ever she had done something right, this was it.

Her hands were still trembling, but she was pretty sure they were trembling because she had been so frightened that the mob would catch them.

She finally stood and started to remove Helly's saddle.

"You were wonderful, girl," Janey said as she rubbed her down. "I couldn't have done it without you." Helly nickered, and Janey rubbed her nose. "You're such a good horse."

When she was done with Helly, she picked up St. Paul's scalp between two fingers and turned to the others.

"What do I do with this disgusting thing?" she asked.

"Your scalp," Wolf Heart said with a shrug.

"Yes, but what do I do with it? It's gooshy."

"Good reason not to take scalps," Wolf Heart stated.

"Yes, I know. But I had to. I made a promise, remember? And I'm trying to be a white man who keeps his promises."

"Girl," Brings the Rain said.

"Yes," Janey ground out. "I realize that. I meant in the broader sense. As in THE white man, not A white man."

"Still girl."

"Yes. About the scalp?" she snapped.

"Scrape the bloody bits off; then it will dry, and you can hang it on your belt," Two Stones said.

"Scrape? Hang?" Janey said in disgust. "I can't believe this."

She pushed the snow off a rock and laid the scalp on it.

"I'm freezing," she said as she donned her layers of skins again. "Can you believe that snow? The spirits must not hate me after all."

"I asked them to send it," Brings the Rain said softly.

"HA! I knew it!" Janey crowed "You can bring the snow!"

"Perhaps."

"Perhaps nothing! That was practically a blizzard. You're incredible!"

Brings the Rain shrugged and said, "The spirits answered my call."

"Thank you, spirits!" Janey shouted. "Thank you, Brings the Rain. I was about to turn back."

"What? Why?" Wolf Heart asked.

"I thought they would catch us, and I didn't want you to die for what I did."

"Never turn back," Two Stones said sternly. "If you turn back, we will follow you."

"Why?" Janey demanded.

He didn't answer, just said, "They would never catch us. What happened?"

She didn't want to let it go, but she knew better than to press so she just pulled out Roaring Waters's knife and started scraping the bottom of the scalp, trying hard not to gag. It was the most disgusting thing she had ever done, even more disgusting than squishing deer brains, and she tried to imagine that it was something other than a human scalp, but she couldn't. So she started talking instead.

"Well, Jake got a little carried away," she said. "It's possible that he needs to think before he speaks."

"So the mob was Jake's fault?" Two Stones snorted.

"Absolutely!"

Janey scraped across the skin one final time, then left the scalp on the rock and sat down across from Two Stones.

"Jake walked into the saloon and said he was looking for a man with a saint name. The bartender got all nasty, and then St. Paul stood up and said 'you looking for me, boy?' See, HE thought I was a boy."

"Fool," Two Stones muttered.

Janey rolled her eyes. "Anyway, so Jake, idiot that he is, said 'I'm here to kill you'."

Wolf Heart spit out his water. "WHAT?!"

"Yep. So that was bad."

"You don't say," Two Stones drawled.

"Yeah, well you don't have to act like I should've known. This was my first time killing a man."

She cast a quick glance at Wolf Heart and noted his shuttered expression.

Then she shrugged and went on. "So Jake riled up the whole saloon. Apparently, they thought St. Paul was some sort of… saint or something. It looked bad, but then I grabbed a rope, tossed it over him, drug him out of town, stabbed him in the heart, scalped him, and here we are."

The others stared at her, expressions unreadable, and she grimaced. She hoped they didn't think less of her, because she didn't think less of herself. She had done something good. By killing St. Paul, she was protecting innocent people like Roaring Waters's wife.

"The only thing I regret is that I didn't have time to try to get some answers out of him before I killed him. I was kinda in a hurry. Angry mob. But we went over that."

They still said nothing.

"Can I have some of that meat?" Janey asked. "I'm kinda hungry."

Without a word, Two Stones handed her some meat.

"A white girl scalping," a voice suddenly said. "How interesting."

"Ahanu," Janey said evenly.

She still hadn't decided whether or not she liked Ahanu. Which was odd. She usually knew right away what she thought of someone. For instance, she hadn't liked any of the saints. And she had liked Two Stones almost instantly, as soon as she had gotten over the fact that he was an Indian. But Ahanu confused her.

"How nice of you to stop by," she said.

"How nice of you to say so," he replied. "People so rarely do."

"I can't understand why," Janey said sweetly.

"You seem to have rendered them speechless," Ahanu said.

"Jake made some bad decisions."

"Jake?"

"Me. I'm Jake!"

"You are Janey."

"Yes, everyone keeps saying that," Janey sighed. "But I'm Jake. There's a part of me that's Jake."

"Interesting."

"Yes, well, I mean, I have to be a boy, you know?"

"Indeed?"

"Because if I were a girl…" Janey shuddered and said, "I can't even think about it."

"I see. Why the scalp?"

"Because Roaring Waters asked me to. It's his kill, not mine."

Ahanu smiled and said, "I think you will do very well, very well indeed."

"What?!"

But he was already gone, just like always.

"Hell and damnation; I don't think I like him," Janey said. "But I'm not sure," she added.

"If he has taken an interest in you, you may as well get used to him," Two Stones stated. "He will not leave you alone until he is done with you."

"Didn't he always come around?"

"No."

"How did you know him then?"

"I met him once before."

"Why would he be interested in me?"

"I do not know."

"Should I be worried?"

"I do not know," Two Stones said with a shrug.

Janey felt like she should be. Someone like Ahanu, with his power, shouldn't have any interest at all in a girl like her.

"So what now?" Janey asked.

"We find another one."

"I wonder why they're not all still together."

"I do not know."

"You don't know an awful lot for someone who talks to the spirits."

"Do not mock the spirits, Listens with No Ears."

"I'm not," Janey muttered. "I'm mocking you."

"I heard that."

"I wanted you to."

"Go find some food."

"In this snow?!"

"A fox can find food in the snow."

"I'm not a fox!"

"Learn to be."

Janey growled, but stood. There was a pine tree right behind them, so she tore off some needles and threw them at Two Stones.

"There," she said before sitting back down.

Janey relived her kill all night long. She entered the saloon again and again. She worked out different ways to persuade St. Paul to leave the saloon. She killed him over and over, and she woke up hoping that Jake wouldn't be such an idiot next time.

In the morning, they continued to ride southeast. Janey didn't ask questions because she knew Two Stones wouldn't answer them. Somehow he knew where he was going.

He said he talked to the spirits, and she honestly couldn't think of a better explanation. After all, he had led her straight to St. Paul. There was no way he had just known where St. Paul was; something or someone had to have shown him.

They rode for a full moon cycle, and the snow started to melt, making everything muddy and slick. Janey remembered how terrible it had been in the wagon train when it had been muddy. Sometimes they had even had to push.

She didn't know why they had bothered with a wagon in the first place. They hadn't had anything of value. If they were really going west they should have just ridden horses and carried what they needed in saddlebags. Wagons were such a waste. When it was too muddy, people chucked out all of their heavy stuff so the wagon would be lighter, and she bet they threw away half their stuff by the time they got to wherever they were going.

She didn't mind traveling through the mud on horseback though. Helly was surefooted; she never slipped or fell. Sleeping wasn't even all that bad. She just laid down one of her skins and slept on top of it. It was easy.

She was very different than the girl who had crawled out from under the wagon after the attack. Thanks to Two Stones and the others, she knew how to survive now. She didn't know where she was going, but she knew what she could eat, she knew how to make a fire, and she knew how to find water.

They were back on a prairie again, but Janey didn't know if it was the same prairie or a different prairie. It all looked exactly the same to her.

She had no idea how anyone knew where they were going out here, but Two Stones never seemed bothered, and she knew there were others who traveled around the prairie as well. Surely not all of them were as lost as she was.

Every evening when they stopped, she fought either Brings the Rain or Wolf Heart, honing her skills, and getting better and better.

She wore St. Paul's scalp on her belt, not because she wanted to, but because she needed to. She had to carry it, had to keep it, until she had all eight. Then she could burn them all together.

Two Stones and the others still weren't as relaxed as they had been up on the mountain, but they didn't seem as sad as they had before, and Janey was grateful for it. She didn't want to cause them sadness.

"Two days," Two Stones said one night as they were eating.

"Two days?" Janey asked.

"Two days, two saints."

Janey's heart jumped. Finally.

"Good," she said.

"Maybe."

Janey rolled her eyes. It was good, whether he thought so or not.

"How long have you been here?" she asked.

She was sick of not knowing anything about them, but she also didn't know which questions to ask.

"Here as in life?" Two Stones replied.

"No, I don't mean how old you are. I mean, how long have you been wandering, lost, cast out of your land?"

No one answered for a minute, then Brings the Rain said very softly, "It has been fifteen years."

"Fifteen! But that would make…" She stared at Two Stones and Wolf Heart. "You would have been very… young."

"Yes," Two Stones said.

"I'm sorry."

"Was it you who did it?" he asked gently.

"No, but—"

"You may sorrow for us, but do not be sorry for something you had no part of."

Janey nodded, feeling very sad. Wolf Heart would have been just a boy, and Two Stones had probably been her age. She felt like crying, but she didn't. She had no use for puffy eyes and a headache.

"Maybe we should try to get some answers from these two," she said, changing the subject.

"Maybe you should," Two Stones agreed.

"So I'm doing it on my own again?"

"The spirits," Two Stones said with a shrug.

"Did they say why?" Janey asked skeptically.

"No."

"Of course not," she grumbled as she rolled her eyes.

She decided to ignore him and returned her attention to sharpening the knife Brings the Rain had given her. When she had finished sharpening it, she studied it curiously and said, "I'm thinking of naming my knives. Is that strange?"

"Many warriors name their weapons," Brings the Rain replied.

"In that case, I think I'll call this knife Cuts Deep, because I think it would. And I'm naming this knife Saint Killer," Janey said, holding Roaring Waters's knife gently in her other hand. "It's my favorite."

"Wise names," Two Stones said.

"But I'm not naming the guns," she went on. "And someday, when I've done what I need to do I'm going to melt them down and throw them away. I don't want anything of Pa's on me."

"Why don't you melt them now?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Well, I am kinda good with them, and I do like to have them, just in case."

"You could learn to use a bow," Wolf Heart suggested.

Janey thought about it for a minute before saying, "I don't wanna carry a bow. It might slow me down. I need my speed."

Wolf Heart shrugged, and Janey felt she had disappointed him. But she had to be fast. It was her one advantage over big and strong. So she would keep the guns for now.

The first day passed, and Janey wondered how Jake would kill these two saints. Would he shoot them? It would certainly be faster. Would he warn them first? That hadn't been such a good idea last time so maybe he wouldn't.

The second day passed, but Janey didn't see anyone or anything. There was no town, no camp, just endless prairie.

They rode into the twilight and the dark of night, and Janey began to wonder if Two Stones was lost for once, but he wasn't.

"Up over ridge," he said finally, pulling Storm Burst to a halt.

"What?"

"Two saints. Camped for the night."

"Really?"

"Really."

"So what, I just hop over the ridge and kill them?"

"If you like."

Janey growled silently as she dismounted. It didn't matter to her that they weren't going with her. She had decided that she wanted to be the one to kill the saints. All eight of them. That way Roaring Waters would truly have his revenge.

"Stay here, Helly," she whispered. "I have to be sneaky." Helly snorted. "No, horses aren't sneaky." Helly turned her head away. "Well, I mean, I'm sure you could be if you wanted to be; but I need to do this on my own." Helly shrugged. "I'm sorry Helly; I didn't mean to hurt your feelings. You're very light on your feet." Helly ignored her, and Janey sighed.

"I'll um… see you all in a minute," she said, hoping it was true.

She took a deep breath, and then she began to sneak up the ridge. It was already very dark; but over the last several months, she had noticed that she could see in the dark much better than she had ever realized. 

She reached the top of the ridge and crawled across it until she could see the fire and the figures of two men sitting by it, their horses not far away.

Her heart began to pound, and she forced herself to breathe. She wasn't Janey; she was Jake. Janey ran away and hid, but Jake went looking for fights, and he found them. She would slip down the ridge; she would tackle the first man, stab him, then deal with the second.

She continued to crawl carefully, inch by inch, not making a single sound. She had a lot of practice at not making sounds. Pa could hear the slightest creak or heavy breath, and when she was very young she had learned that if she wanted out of the house away from him, she had to be quiet. Very, very quiet.

When she was about fifteen feet away from them, their voices drifted up to her, and she paused. From here she couldn't tell which saints they were, and she suddenly realized that she needed to check first to make sure they were actually saints. Not that she didn't trust Two Stones. She did. It was the spirits she didn't trust.

"St. John'll be mad if we don't get back east pretty quick here," one of them was saying.

So they were saints, Janey thought as she strained to hear the other's reply.

"You think he can round up another batch?"

"He always does."

"But after that last disaster?"

"Weren't St. John's fault the Injuns got all high and mighty."

Janey's lip curled back, and those strange little hairs on her neck stood straight up. She would show them high and mighty. No. Instead she would show them dead and see how they liked it.

She started to creep forward, not worried about identifying them now; but she paused again, thinking she might actually learn something.

"I think he oughta bring some orphans along. That way we don't make any more Injuns mad," the second man said.

"That's a thought. Think we oughta round up an orphan ourselves. A whole family of orphans."

The other man laughed, and that's when Janey knew who he was. Mr. Thomas. She remembered his laugh, and she hated it. He had once booted Mary when she hadn't moved fast enough, and he had laughed when she curled up on the ground crying. No one had stopped him; no one had cared. But Janey had cared.

She was going to kill him last. That way he could taste fear. Just like Mary had.

Janey crept closer, waiting for them to say more, but they had lapsed into silence, and she knew it was time. She wrapped her hand around Saint Killer, pulling it silently from its sheath. Then she closed her eyes and let go of her fear.

She was Jake. And Jake wasn't afraid of anything.

She crawled closer and closer, barely breathing. When she was certain she was close enough, she shifted her weight to her legs and leaped.

She tackled the first man from behind, driving Saint Killer towards his side; but he twisted, catching her off guard, and Saint Killer slipped and drove into his leg instead.

The man tumbled into the fire, and he screamed loudly as he rolled to the side, taking Janey with him. She struggled to keep her hold, scrambling to crawl up higher so she could stab him someplace vital.

She kicked backwards, and her heel slammed into the fire, scattering it everywhere. Sparks flew into the sky, and then the clearing fell into darkness. 

Janey finally reached the man's chest, and she rose up and stabbed him frantically, but even after she had stabbed him several times, he was still struggling against her. She dove for his throat, but his fist slammed into her nose, knocking her backwards.

"Damn it," she hissed as she leapt forward once more and stabbed towards his throat. "Stop wiggling, and let me kill you!"

A blast of red light suddenly blinded her, and she blinked wildly, but didn't stop stabbing. She didn't understand why the man she was fighting wasn't dead yet. He should be dead.

She had just ripped Saint Killer free once more when he threw her off; and then he was on top of her, crushing her with his weight. Panic and terror pounded into her, but she ignored them. She wasn't Janey anymore; she refused to be afraid.

A punch landed on her jaw knocking her into the ground, but Janey still managed to grab the man by his shirt and yank him down. She had lost Saint Killer, but she still had her teeth, and she ripped into his neck, tearing and grinding.

"Thomas!" he screamed. "Where the hell are you?"

"Get out of the way!" Thomas yelled back.

Janey wasn't going to let him do that. She let go of him with her left hand and reached for Cuts Deep. She ripped it free of her belt and thrust it deeply into the side of his neck before ripping it forwards.

Blood gushed everywhere, covering her face; and the man dropped, his body weight pinning her to the ground. Janey wiggled, trying to get free, but before she could make any progress, the dead weight was gone, and Thomas was staring down at her, his gun pointed right at her face.

Janey froze and stared at him, not sure what to do. The gun was bad enough, but her attention kept slipping from the gun to the eerie red orb that was hanging above his head and lighting up the night sky.

"I think I might enjoy eating you," Thomas said with a wide smirk.

The hairs on Janey's neck bristled, and she hissed "think again" as she rolled her body upright and hurled herself at his legs. His gun fired several times, hurting Janey's ears; but the bullets missed her, and she slammed into his legs with enough force that they both tumbled to the ground.

The red orb blinked out, but Janey didn't need the light. She still had Cuts Deep in her hand, and she crawled quickly up Thomas's body, ignoring the blows he rained on her face and head. When she reached his head, she slammed the blade of her arm onto his neck, crushing his throat with all of her weight. He clawed at her arm, but she didn't budge. It would have been easier to stab him right away, but she wanted him to suffer for just a second.

"This is for Mary," she whispered as she slashed her arm sideways, knife and all.

Hot blood sprayed across her face, but she didn't stop there. She couldn't see well enough to tell if she had actually killed him so she raised her knife into the air and drove it through his throat.

She wrenched it free, but just as she was about to stab him again, she realized that he wasn't moving anymore.

She exhaled deeply as a thrill of victory rushed through her. She had done it. She had killed two more saints. Only five more to go.


Chapter 16
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A wave of weakness followed her elation, and Janey collapsed to the ground beside Thomas. The two men had put up more of a fight than she had expected. Not that she had expected it to be easy, but there had been a moment when she had been afraid that…

She stopped that thought and said loudly, "Jake wasn't scared at all."

She stared up at the stars for a moment, breathing softly, then she yelled, "Two Stones! Would you come make a fire? Please?"

Before long she heard the soft clopping of horse hooves.

"I think I will name you Makes Mess," Two Stones said flatly.

"I'd rather you didn't."

The fire suddenly flared to life, and Janey blinked cautiously.

"Are they dead, you think?" she asked.

"Yes; I think."

"Good."

Janey struggled to her feet and searched the ground for Saint Killer. As soon as she saw it, she picked it up, walked back to Thomas, and stabbed him in the heart.

"Just to make sure," she muttered.

Then she grabbed his hair and sliced it off. She tossed the scalp to the ground, a little disgusted, and walked over to the other man. She rolled him over and stared at his face. St. Matthew. And he was definitely dead. She quickly scalped him and threw his scalp onto the ground beside the other one.

"Well," she said turning to Two Stones. "I think that could have gone worse."

"You have a broken nose."

"But they're dead. See?"

"Yes, I see."

"Anyway, you can set it so it's not crooked. Or if you can't, I probably can. It hurt like hell when Granny did it, but I know what to expect this time."

"This time?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Eddie broke my nose once, but like I said, Granny set it."

"I would have liked to have been the one to kill Eddie," Wolf Heart growled.

"Get in line," Janey replied. "I guess maybe we oughta bury them," she added as she rifled through their pockets.

"Bury them?" Wolf Heart asked. "Why?"

"Well, I don't want anyone to come across them and think Indians did it. Because of the scalping and all. I suppose I could leave a note saying, 'Jake Falke, white boy, killed these men'. But I doubt if they'd believe it."

"We will bury them," Two Stones said.

"Alright," Janey replied, pocketing the coins St. Matthew had been carrying. "What're we gonna use for a shovel?"

"Sticks."

"Oh, fun," Janey muttered.

It took her a moment of searching to find four nice-sized sticks. Once she had though, Two Stones fashioned each of them into a spade of sorts, and they started digging.

It didn't take as long as Janey had thought it would, but it wasn't fun.

She kicked Thomas in the ribs before grabbing his ankles, and Wolf Heart raised an inquiring eyebrow as he took a hold of Thomas's arms.

"What?!" Janey growled. "He was gonna eat me."

"Eat you?"

"Eat me. And I don't even think he was gonna cook me first." She didn't know why that mattered, but she felt like it did.

She and Wolf Heart dropped Thomas into the hole, and Two Stones and Brings the Rain dropped St. Matthew on top of him. Janey stood on the edge of the hole and spat on their bodies before she started pushing the dirt back in.

"Well, that was satisfying," she said as she sat down next to Two Stones.

"Shall we set your nose?"

"Oh, hell. I forgot about my nose."

"And we'll have to do something for your arm."

"My arm?" Janey looked down and blinked in surprise. Her shirt sleeve was torn, and there were deep scratches all over her arm, but she hadn't even noticed it happening.

"Hell and damnation. He put up a fight, didn't he?"

"You thought he would die willingly?" Two Stones asked.

"Well no, but…"

"Why didn't you shoot them?" Wolf Heart demanded.

"Don't know," Janey said with a shrug. "Just didn't feel right."

"Here," Brings the Rain broke in, handing her one of the water skins. "You might want to clean your face."

"What? Why?"

"Blood."

Janey had forgotten about the blood, but now that Brings the Rain brought it to her attention she could taste St. Matthew's blood in her mouth from when she had bitten his neck.

She worked not to gag as she dumped water in her hands and tried to scrub her face clean. She gasped in pain when she hit her nose, but she kept scrubbing. Then she gurgled water until she couldn't taste the blood anymore.

"Better?" she asked.

"Mostly."

She glanced down at her shirt and grimaced. It was covered in blood too. This was different than with St. Paul. This was nasty. She didn't want their filthy blood on her.

"Maybe we can find a steam or something tomorrow?" she asked hopefully.

"Maybe," Two Stones said. "Your nose."

"Yes, I know."

She sat back down beside him and closed her eyes, focusing inward and trying to see the butterflies, trying to count their wings.

She felt him touch her face, and then there was a loud crack, and pain shot up her nose into her head. Tears gathered in her eyes, and she blinked them away and watched as Brings the Rain carefully cleaned the cuts on her arm, laid tobacco leaves over them, and wrapped them in a clean cloth.

"I still say it could've gone worse," Janey muttered.

"Could have," Two Stones agreed.

"Are we staying here?"

"No."

"Good."

Janey quickly scraped the scalps clean, tied them to her belt, grabbed all of the dead men's gear, saddled their horses, and followed Two Stones into the dark of night.

She managed to stay awake as they rode, but it wasn't easy. Her head kept nodding forward, her shoulders kept slumping, and she kept sliding to the side. When dawn finally began to break, she managed to jerk herself upright so she could watch the sun rise.

Since she had the early morning watch, she watched the sun rise every single morning, and it never ceased to amaze her. The colors were always different; the clouds different; the feel of every dawn was different. As she watched this dawn, she felt it was tinted with hope and happiness.

She had done something good. Thomas and St. Matthew were evil, sick men. They were murderers, and they were man-eaters. In fact, Thomas would have eaten her if she hadn't killed him first.

Janey thought about it for a minute, trying to decide if man-eating was wrong on principal or only the way they did it. She imagined if she was lost in the snow and Two Stones died, she might eat him to stay alive.

She grimaced at the very thought and shook her head violently. She really wouldn't. That was just disgusting. She would eat pine needles until she grew a pine tree out of her ear, but she would never eat Two Stones.

Maybe Helly if she didn't have a choice. No. She couldn't eat anything that was named. She would rather die. Or eat pine needles for the rest of her life. They weren't bad really. In fact, she could eat a whole branch of pine needles right now.

Helly suddenly stopped, and Janey looked up, blinking in surprise when she realized that Helly was standing on the bank of a cheerful stream.

"We're here," Janey said in surprise.

"Yes. You should probably try to pay more attention, or I will have to name you Lives in Head."

"That's actually better than Makes Mess."

"But Makes Mess fits you so well."

Janey rolled her eyes. "I'd name you Annoying Man if I thought you'd answer to it."

Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain chuckled, but Two Stones just shook his head with mock sadness.

Janey dismounted and took the saddle off of Helly, then she rubbed her down with grass. When she was finished, she unsaddled the saints' two horses, took the saddlebags off the third horse, and rubbed them down as well.

"Maybe," she whispered to the horses, "we'll just leave those nasty old saddles here to rot. Won't that feel nice?" The horses nickered, and she grinned.

"I have to get clean," she said and headed downstream.

"Wait!" Wolf Heart cried.

"What?"

"I'll get you some yucca."

"What? Why?"

"Good for cleaning," Wolf Heart said as he dug into the ground near a yucca plant. After a minute, he tore a piece of brown root from the earth, used his knife to peel it, then handed her the white core. "Cut some and rub between your hands," he instructed.

"Thanks," Janey said, still not really sure what to do with it. She had kept clean during the last several months, but they had never offered her yucca before. She must look really bad.

She walked until she couldn't see them anymore, and then she started taking off her blood-crusted clothes. She would deal with them in a minute, right now she had to get the blood off of her skin.

She lay down in the stream, letting the cold water cover her entire body.

"Hell and damnation!" she sputtered as she came up. "That's cold!"

She rubbed the yucca briskly between her hands and was surprised to see suds form. "Well, I'll be damned. It's just like soap."

She scrubbed her hair vigorously, realizing as she did that it was much too long again. Red stained the water around her, but she easily ignored it. When she was done with her hair, she scrubbed the rest of her body, being careful with her arm, although she noticed that the cuts were already nearly healed.

Granny had always said that Janey healed quickly, and Granny would know; she was a healer after all.

Janey rinsed everything one last time before sighing happily and walking out of the water. She hadn't felt this clean since she had left her home more than a year ago. She gazed at her hands and corrected herself. She had never felt this clean. Not ever. She felt absolutely spotless.

She shoved her clothes into the water, disgusted that she had to touch them, then rubbed the yucca root against them, scrubbing hard. The blood slowly faded until her clothes were practically as good as new. If she ignored the rips in the sleeve.

"I love yucca," she muttered. "It's amazing. You can eat it and make soap with it. Granny would love that."

She pulled on her wet clothes with a shiver, glad it was day and not night. Then she walked back to camp, feeling a hundred times better.

"Would one of you cut my hair?" she asked when she got there.

"No," Two Stones said.

"What?"

"No."

"But what about Wolf Heart or Brings the Rain?"

"No," Wolf Heart and Brings the Rain said together.

"I don't know why you hate Jake so much," Janey grumbled. "He did pretty good this time."

She had burned Eddie's knife, so she pulled out Saint Killer and started cutting. She wasn't half-dead this time so it was a little easier. She cut and cut, stunned at how long it had gotten. She couldn't believe she hadn't noticed.

The others watched her, annoyed looks on their faces, but she didn't care what they thought. Not about this.

"Anyway," she said, glaring at Wolf Heart. "I'm mad at you."

"Why?"

"You knew about yucca this whole time, and you didn't tell me? Do you have any idea how clean I feel? It's amazing."

Wolf Heart shrugged, smiling slightly. "You said white boys stink so I didn't think Jake would care for yucca."

"How many times do I have to tell you? Jake likes everything I like."

"Jake boy. Janey girl," Two Stones said. "Janey like to be clean. White boys don't care about clean."

Janey opened her mouth to argue, but she had had three brothers, and Two Stones was right.

"Fine," she ground out. "I suppose I shouldn't worry so much about staying clean then."

"We would rather you did," Brings the Rain said. "White boys do stink."

Janey rolled her eyes and laughed. There was no point arguing with them. Besides she didn't want to end up with a name like Stinks Real Bad or Skunk Hair or something.

When she had finished cutting her hair, she threw the cuttings on the fire and watched them burn. Granny had always said it was stupid to leave hair lying around where just anyone could pick it up, but Janey didn't know why. She might have worried about it, but she thought the chances of anyone stumbling across her hair out in the prairie where she had left it when she had cut it off the first time was pretty slim.

After watching her hair burn, Janey dumped out the saints' saddlebags. The money she tossed to Two Stones. She didn't have any use for the powder and lead, so she shoved it back into the bag. She hadn't thought to take their guns; she had just buried them with the bodies.

There was some food she wasn't interested in eating so she tossed it out behind her. A water skin she would never put her mouth to; she tossed that as well. Some extra clothes which she would never wear no matter how torn her shirt got, and that was it. Nothing useful. And nothing to help her unravel the problem that was the saints.

"That's disappointing," she muttered.

"What?" Two Stones asked.

"I was kinda hoping there would be a letter revealing all their plans."

"Would it not have been written in some sort of code?" Wolf Heart asked.

"Probably," Janey admitted, wondering how he knew about such things.

"Put on your coat," Brings the Rain said, "And I will fix your shirt."

"That's women's work," she muttered.

"No," Brings the Rain replied.

"No?" she replied, not entirely certain what he was saying no to.

"Not women's work. You sleep, and I will fix your shirt."

She was too tired to argue, so she walked away from camp, hid behind a bush, and switched out her shirt for her coat.

Once she had given the shirt to Brings the Rain, she ate some meat, tucked her dream snatcher under her head, and fell asleep.

When she woke, it was dark. She sat upright, but Two Stones said, "Sleep." With a shrug, Janey tucked her bag under her head again and fell back asleep.

Wolf Heart woke her, and she watched the dawn, feeling rather proud of herself. For a moment anyway. It was a little annoying to realize that without Two Stones, all the saints would still be alive. Maybe she should try talking to the spirits to see if they would tell her where the rest were.

"I don't think I will though," she muttered softly. "I would miss them."

She didn't even miss Eddie. Maybe Eddie from years ago, but not the Eddie who had died beside their wagon train. She didn't miss him at all.

She hadn't even spent a year with Two Stones, Wolf Heart, and Brings the Rain, but already she loved them more than she had ever loved her own family.

She considered that and decided that she hadn't actually loved her family. There had been nothing to love.

She wasn't entirely sure what love was, but she knew she would kill to protect them. She would die to protect them. She would lie, cheat, and steal to protect them. They were hers. And, oddly enough, she thought she might be theirs. She grinned as she watched them wake up and wondered if they knew they belonged to her.

After they had eaten breakfast, Janey said, "I don't understand the red ball things."

"Red ball things?" Two Stones replied.

"Yeah, like fire, but red; like torches, but loose, just hanging in the air."

"What?" Wolf Heart said.

"I remembered once that when a group of the saints were coming back to the wagon train, they weren't using lanterns. Instead there were these strange red balls floating around them, giving off light. And yesterday, or whatever day it was, after the fire went out, Thomas had this red ball of light floating over his head."

They stared at her, unreadable expressions on their faces.

"Seriously," she said. "But when I tackled Thomas, the ball disappeared, like a candle getting blown out."

"I believe you," Two Stones said. "I just don't know what it was."

"Do you think it's witchcraft?"

She didn't really know what she meant by that. If she had ever imagined witches and what they could do, it hadn't included orbs of red light.

"I do not think your use of the word witchcraft is correct," Ahanu said, suddenly standing beside her.

"Please, join our conversation, Ahanu," Janey ground out. "How rude of me not to ask you."

"It was rather rude."

Janey swallowed a growl and said, "So why is my use of witchcraft wrong?"

"I did not say it was wrong."

"You said not correct. Same difference."

"Is she always this argumentative?"

"Yes!" Two Stones and Wolf Heart said together.

"Really?" Janey snapped. "And after all those nice thoughts I had about you."

Ahanu ignored her outburst and said, "When you think of witchcraft, what do you see?"

"Witches and brooms. Spells. Cauldrons. Frog legs. Wands. Warts. Transformation," Janey added, remembering the ravens of Granny's fairytale.

"I see," Ahanu said, lighting his pipe.

"Is that not witchcraft?" she demanded. "You once said you moved by magic. Magic and witchcraft, same thing, right?"

"Maybe. Maybe not. I know nothing of cauldrons and frog legs, wands or warts."

"What about brooms?"

Ahanu puffed out a ring of smoke, shrugged, and said thoughtfully, "There is more to life than the eye sees."

"Like what?" Janey asked breathlessly.

"Like red balls of light and strangers popping in to visit out of nowhere."

"I know about that!" she exclaimed.

"But do you know about it?"

"Hell and damnation, Ahanu! If you have something to say, SAY IT!"

Ahanu chuckled softly before saying, "Everyone has a bit of magic. In them, part of them. It just takes a bit of understanding and patience to see it."

Then he was gone.

Janey stared at the spot where he had been for a long time. Finally she said, "Do you understand what he said?"

"No," Two Stones said.

"Old One talk in riddles," Brings the Rain declared. "Happens when one is so old. Forgets the rest of us don't have forever to figure it out."

"That made sense to me." Janey said emphatically. "You had something to say; you said it."

She suddenly realized that she was fiddling with the scalps on her belt and she ripped her hand away before saying, "What now?"

"Find more," Two Stones said.

"Thomas said they needed to get back east. They're bringing out more people. Where do you think they take them?"

"I do not know."

"Of course you don't," Janey muttered. "You never do… Unless you do." 


Chapter 17
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They stayed by the stream all day. Two Stones fished, and Janey fought. She fought Brings the Rain, and she managed to block many of his blows, although she only landed a few.

"Good," he said with a smile when they were finished.

After that she fought Wolf Heart so fiercely that he actually lost his footing and landed with a crash on a cactus plant.

"Oh hell!" Janey said, offering her hand to pull him up. "I'm sorry!"

He grabbed her hand and yanked her down onto the dirt beside him.

"Never offer help to the enemy," he said laughingly.

"Damn it, Wolf Heart! Now I've got cactus in my leg!"

"I'll have to ask Brings the Rain to pull out my cactus," Wolf Heart said cheerfully. "You did well."

Janey felt her cheeks heat. "Still, I'm sorry about… Well, about your backside."

"Do not be sorry. You did well."

Wolf Heart pushed himself to his feet, and Janey grimaced. It was going to take Brings the Rain a long time to pick out all the cactus spines.

She wandered over to the stream, sat with a sigh beside Two Stones, and began to pick out her own cactus spines.

"How did it go?" Two Stones asked as he drew in his line.

"Good," Janey muttered. "Except Wolf Heart is covered in cactus spines."

"Very good then."

Janey blushed again. "I guess," she mumbled.

"You are doing well."

Janey shrugged.

"If I say you are doing well, you are," Two Stones said firmly. "You must accept it, believe it."

"It's just strange," Janey said. "It's been a long time since Pa died. Almost a year, I think. And no one's called me useless or stupid. No one's hit me upside the head." She paused. "But still, still I hear his voice sometimes. Still I feel his fists."

"Your father scarred you. Not on the outside, but deep inside. It will take time for your scars to heal."

"I didn't think scars ever healed."

"Yours will."

"How do you know?" Janey asked, but then she laughed and said, "Never mind, don't answer; I already know."

"You are not like your father," he went on, somehow knowing her deepest fear. "Your heart is clean, pure. You do not seek to harm."

"Tell that to the scalps on my belt," she laughed.

"You seek to restore a balance. To avenge a wrong."

He almost sounded proud of her. As if even he thought she was doing something right.

"What now?" Janey asked, trying to turn the direction of their conversation.

"We head east."

They were going towards home, and Janey waited for her heart to quicken with excitement, but it didn't. East wasn't home anymore. She may know her woods and her animals and her plants, but this was home. Right here on this bank with Two Stones.

She grinned at him and said, "Alright. You lead."

He shrugged a shoulder. "I always do."

That night, Janey dreamed her kills over and over. She struggled with St. Matthew for a long time, trying to figure out why he hadn't died. She slowed it down and checked her aim. She hadn't missed. At least she didn't think she had missed. It had been a little too dark to really tell.

Once she had determined that she hadn't missed, but that something had simply kept her from killing him, she worked on making the kill more efficient. She didn't tackle him into the fire. Instead, she grabbed his chest with one hand and sliced open his throat with the other. After she had perfected all of her movements and killed them with an efficiency that Jake had lacked the first time, she slowed down the dream and studied the red orb floating above Thomas's head.

She reached out her hand and touched it. It was cold, and her hand passed through it. She watched herself tackle Thomas; she watched the orb blink out. She watched Thomas's face as he hit the ground. She knew the orb had come from him, from inside of him somehow, but she couldn't see how. It didn't go back into him; it just disappeared.

She eventually allowed the dream to shift, and she gave herself permission to laugh when Wolf Heart pulled her to the ground. She gave herself permission to feel pride when he complimented her. She pushed away her pa's voice and listened to Wolf Heart, Brings the Rain, and Two Stones instead. She let their words of praise wash over her. She was doing well. Especially for a half-pint white girl.

In the morning as they rode towards the sun, Helly jumped this way and that.

"What is wrong with you?" Janey demanded, trying to keep her seat. Helly tossed her head from side to side. "I know it's spring," Janey said. "But why are you acting crazy?"

Helly jumped into the air and jolted forward. Janey swallowed a yelp and yelled, "Stop it!" Helly leaped over a stand of cactuses. "Damn it, Helly!" Janey snapped. "Settle the hell down!"

Wolf Heart laughed cheerfully and said, "She is happy. She does not like the cold."

"I don't like the cold either, but you don't see me jumping around like a mad man."

"Take her for a run," Wolf Heart suggested.

Janey barely touched Helly's sides before Helly took off like a rabbit. She ran and ran, legs stretching out, mane whipping in the wind. Janey forced her body to relax and just let Helly run as fast as she wanted.

After a while, Helly settled down to a brisk trot, jumping in the air every now and then.

"Better?" Janey asked. Helly shrugged, and Janey rolled her eyes.

"It's not dignified to prance around. You're a lady, and ladies don't prance."

Janey grimaced because she had sounded appallingly like her ma. It was frustrating to still have their voices inside her head. When would she ever be free?

"Well, hell," she muttered. "Prance all you want. Jump and dance. I don't care. Do what you want. IT'S SPRING!" Janey yelled. "WHOHOOO!!! Run, Helly, run!"

Helly reared up and started running again, and all the time she ran, Janey whooped and hollered like mad.

"We'd better wait for the others," Janey finally said as she pulled back lightly on the reins. "After all, Two Stones is leading."

They walked for a bit, then Janey dismounted. "Look at all the little plants, Helly." Helly didn't. Helly didn't care, but Janey did. She dropped to her hands and knees and tried to look at everything.

"Are you a talking lizard?" she asked a blue-bellied lizard sunning on a rock. It didn't respond. "I guess not," Janey muttered. "I wonder why some do and some don't. I wish you could talk, Helly."

Janey imagined Helly telling her what to do and how to sit and grumping about how heavy the saddle was and how the grass on the prairie was too dry.

"Never mind," Janey murmured. "I'm glad you don't."

"Are you ready, Makes Mess?" Two Stones asked, startling her.

"How did you do that?" Janey snapped. "I should have heard you!"

"Should have," Brings the Rain said. "Didn't. You live in your head. Someday it will get you in trouble."

"I don't live in my head," Janey muttered, mounting Helly. "I just… I just… Damn it. Let's go."

They rode for several days, and every night Janey walked her dreams looking for details or clues, anything that would explain the saints and their strangeness, their mission, their bloodlust, or the red orbs.

She saw nothing she hadn't already seen, and she didn't know if that meant she had just missed something or if she simply didn't know how to interpret what she was seeing.

She relived her conversation with Ahanu about magic over and over and over, trying to understand it. But she couldn't; his words always remained a mystery.

She woke for her watch one morning feeling foggy headed and drowsy. "I should probably actually sleep one of these nights," she mumbled as she started pacing.

"Are you alright?" Wolf Heart asked.

"I'm fine. Nothing a cup of steaming, hot coffee wouldn't cure." Wolf Heart frowned at her, and Janey waved him away. "Sleep. I'm fine."

She would never let them down. It didn't matter how tired she was, she would keep watch.

She paced to the east, to the west, to the north, to the south. She walked around the sleeping horses. She walked in circles around the sleeping forms of the others. She watched the horizon; she watched the stars lighten; she watched the sky begin to glow.

She imagined a life where she had stayed with Granny, and she hated it. She imagined a life where the wagon train hadn't been attacked and they had made it to wherever they were going. She really hated that one.

She paced to the west again and frowned. There was dust in the distance that hadn't been there before. Someone or something was coming.

"Get up!" she hissed. "Something's coming."

She heard the others rouse behind her, but she kept watching. Whatever was coming was moving quickly.

"Is it a stampede of bison or something?" she asked when Wolf Heart joined her.

Wolf Heart didn't respond, just closed his eyes and sniffed the air a few times. Suddenly his face grew hard.

"Get behind me!" he snapped.

"Why? What is it?"

"Bent Ones; behind me; NOW!"

Two Stones grabbed Janey's arm and pulled her back.

"What're you doing?" Janey hissed. "We stand and fight!"

"Bent Ones," Two Stones said.

"I don't care what ones! We have to help Wolf Heart!"

"We will," Two Stones said as he notched an arrow into his bow.

The dust was close now, just one more little ridge and Janey would be able to see it, whatever it was. She started to step forward again, but Two Stones stopped her. She didn't understand why. Wolf Heart hadn't even notched an arrow; he was just standing there as though his mere presence would protect them.

Janey's heart pounded. She didn't know what Bent Ones were, but there were a lot of them. Wolf Heart couldn't defeat them all, especially if he wasn't even holding a weapon. She pulled her gun, feeling the weight of it, and knowing she could easily shoot the bent things. She would just have to aim around Wolf Heart.

A pack of animals suddenly crested the ridge, and Janey stared at them in complete confusion. There were several antelope, a cougar, two bison, and a handful of coyotes.

"What…" she began to say, but she stuttered to a stop as Wolf Heart began to glow. He glowed brighter and brighter, the air shimmering and shifting around him until suddenly Wolf Heart was standing inside of the hulking and glowing figure of a wolf.

"What the hell?" Janey whispered, hands falling limp to her sides as she watched in utter shock.

Wolf Heart threw back his head and howled, and then he dropped onto all fours and leaped forward.

He and the spirit wolf moved as one being towards the approaching animals, and he moved faster than she had ever seen anyone move in her life. He tackled the first animal in line, the cougar, and his spirit jaws closed around its neck, tearing it in half.

The other animals changed direction, all heading towards Wolf Heart at once, but when Wolf Heart moved, the wolf moved with him. His massive paws threw the coyotes to the side, his teeth sank into the flesh of the antelope and the bison, and before long, everything was dead, and Two Stones and Brings the Rain hadn't shot a single arrow.

Wolf Heart reared up and eerie howls tore from both his and the spirit wolf's mouths. Blood dripped from both of their jaws. And then the spirit wolf faded away, and it was only Wolf Heart, standing tall, blood still on his face and hands.

"What the hell?" Janey whispered. "I mean… And then… But… Hell and damnation!"

She felt sick all over. Not because Wolf Heart could become an actual wolf, but because there was so much she didn't understand. She didn't understand anything.

She stood there, hands still hanging at her side, gun held limply in her fingers, staring at Wolf Heart as he drew his knife and started to skin the cougar. And her heart simply stopped beating when his knife revealed not a cougar but a man underneath.

"What is going on?" she hissed, feeling as if she must have wandered into someone else's dream.

"Bent Ones," Brings the Rain said. "We must skin them and release the animals back to the earth."

"But… They're…"

Janey had to see this; she had to feel it; she had to understand. Slipping Saint Killer from her belt, she stepped forward and knelt beside a coyote. She sliced at the neck and kept cutting, peeling the skin away from the young Indian man beneath.

"I don't understand," she whispered.

The man was dead. She could tell from the glaze covering his eyes. It was the same glaze Eddie's eyes had had. She kept skinning mechanically, somehow knowing that the coyote didn't want to be there, hadn't asked to be worn that way.

When she was finally done, the others had already finished skinning the other animals.

"What now?" Janey asked softly, staring at the pile of bloody pelts.

"Burn them," Two Stones said.

"The men?"

"No; the skins."

Janey didn't respond, didn't speak as Two Stones built a fire and slowly burned the pelts one by one. Brings the Rain stood by the fire and sang, face lifted towards the smoke.

"He's asking the earth to remember them, to welcome them home," Wolf Heart said softly.

"You've been letting me win," Janey accused.

"What?"

"When we fight, you let me win." Wolf Heart started laughing, and Janey hit him on the arm with her fist. "It's not funny!"

"I haven't," Wolf Heart laughed.

"You have! I saw you! You're a damn wolf! You killed all those things in a minute, and you don't even have a scratch!"

Fury coursed through Janey. She didn't want to be treated like a girl, and the idea that Wolf Heart had been taking it easy on her made her want to shoot him in the foot.

"I haven't," Wolf Heart insisted. "When we fight, I am only me. You have won many times. You are a worthwhile enemy."

"I don't believe you," Janey spat.

"You must. I do not ask the wolf to help me very often. And sometimes it just comes upon me. If you were to fight the wolf, you would lose," he said easily. "But you have been fighting me."

Janey stared at him. As always his eyes were open and sincere, and Janey knew he spoke the truth.

"What are Bent Ones?" she asked.

"They are men who trade part of their human spirit to become an animal, but they must steal the life of an animal to do so."

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why would they do that? Trade their spirit, steal a life? Why?"

"A cougar who thinks like a man, deceitful and tricky? Almost unbeatable."

Janey imagined her pa as a cougar and shuddered.

"How?" she asked.

"It is knowledge they keep to themselves," Wolf Heart said. "Often whole tribes of Bent Ones. Some say they worship the Death Goddess, but I do not know."

"The Death Goddess?" Janey whispered, imagining all sorts of horrible beings creeping out of the dark.

"She who welcomes all death, all blood, all darkness."

"Why won't you just tell me what else is out there?" she demanded.

"You learned of two, no, three things today," he replied.

"But," Janey ground out, "it would've been nice not to be surprised."

"Perhaps," Wolf Heart chuckled.

Janey sighed, and they watched the fire burn in silence as Brings the Rain's singing carried the animal spirits home.


Chapter 18
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They left the bodies of the Bent Ones behind them, rotting in the sun, and rode hard towards the east.

"We probably crossed onto their land," Two Stones said. "Best to put them far behind us."

Wolf Heart's words ran through Janey's mind, and she shuddered, imagining a whole tribe of Bent Ones hunting them down.

She didn't complain when Two Stones made them ride through the night, just let Helly follow.

As they rode, Janey walked through her memory of Wolf Heart morphing into the spirit wolf. She couldn't believe he had such power, such magic inside of him.

Ahanu might not think it was the correct use of the word, but there was no other explanation for it. It was magic. Wolf Heart was magic. And so was Brings the Rain and Two Stones. They could touch something that no one else could.

Brings the Rain could not only bring the rain and snow, but he could sing spirits home. She had felt it; she had felt the earth sigh; she had felt the animals' spirits run free.

And Two Stones talked to spirits. What kind of spirits, she had no idea. But she knew with him leading they would eventually find every single saint.

And Wolf Heart… Wolf Heart could turn into a damn wolf. And he hadn't stolen the life of an animal to do it. They made Thomas and his little red orbs seem like a parlor trick.

But now she was wondering what other people could do. Did everyone else have the potential for such amazing abilities? Did she? When Ahanu had said there was magic inside of everyone, was this what he had meant?

"If it was, why didn't he just say so?" she murmured to herself.

"Are you going to get down, Makes Mess?" Two Stones asked.

"Huh?" Janey asked, looking around. They had stopped, and everyone else had already dismounted. Her face burned with embarrassment.

"I wasn't living in my head," she stuttered. ''I was just… Anyway."

She slid down from Helly, removed the saddle, and rubbed down Helly and the extra horses.

"Is that why your name is Wolf Heart?" Janey asked as they sat to eat.

"Because of the wolf?" he asked.

Janey nodded.

"Yes," he said.

"But were you always named Wolf Heart?"

"Yes."

Apparently she was going to have to drag it out of him. "Was the wolf always with you then? Even as a baby?"

"Yes."

"How did you know?" she ground out.

"My father was a great medicine man," Wolf Heart said, voice quiet and sad. "He had a vision before I was born of the wolf. I was inside the wolf, beating as its heart. And so he named me Wolf Heart."

"Oh." Janey felt awkward now so she said, "Ma said she named me Jane after some preacher's wife she met before I was born. But Pa never called me Jane or Janey. Just stupid and useless. Sometimes all together, like 'get over here you stupid, useless girl'." Janey grinned and said, "I usually ran the other way when he said that."

She stared at the fire for a moment before saying, "I am very sorry that your family is dead. But I'm glad my family is dead, and when I die, Brings the Rain, don't you dare sing me back to them!"

"You belong with us," Brings the Rain said sincerely.

Janey's eyes suddenly began to burn.

"I've got to… Anyway…"

She jumped to her feet and ran away from them, needing a moment. When she was far enough away, she dropped to the ground and covered her eyes with her hands.

They were too kind, and she was afraid she didn't deserve it. She was white, after all, and the child of a viper.

"Stop crying!" she demanded.

Jake hated it when she cried, but the tears still slid from her eyes, making her hands wet.

"Hanky?" Ahanu asked.

Janey swallowed a gasp and slapped Ahanu's hand away.

"Don't sneak up on me!" she snapped, wiping the tears from her eyes.

"I didn't."

"I didn't hear you, did I? That's sneaking!"

"I actually cleared my throat a few times," Ahanu said apologetically.

"Fine; I admit it," Janey sighed. "I live in my head."

"Dangerous."

"So I've been told. What're you doing?"

"Bringing you coffee."

"Honestly?" Janey sat up quickly, spinning and gasping with delight when she saw the steaming pot in Ahanu's hand. "Pour, please!"

He poured her a cup and sat down beside her. "Don't you like coffee?" she asked as she inhaled deeply.

"Not this coffee," he replied with a grimace.

She sipped and sighed happily. "I think it's perfect."

"Naturally."

"So Wolf Heart being a wolf and Two Stones talking to spirits and Brings the Rain bringing the rain, is that their magic?"

"I admit I was somewhat surprised to see Wolf Heart's companion emerge."

"You didn't know?"

"No."

"I thought you knew everything."

"That would be helpful," he said with a sigh. "But I'm just an old man bumbling around."

"How come you don't look old?"

"I do not know."

Janey was getting a little sick of that answer.

"What do you know about the saints?" she asked.

"Nothing."

"Then why are you here?" she demanded.

"Because of you."

"But why?" Janey asked in surprise. "I'm not anything special."

"Silly girl," Ahanu said with a soft laugh.

Janey thought about being irritated, but he said it so affectionately that she found she didn't mind. So instead she closed her eyes and sipped her coffee slowly.

"Did you ask before you borrowed this time?"

"No," he chuckled.

"Why not?"

"I've grown to enjoy irritating Doyle."

"Doyle?"

"He makes the coffee."

"Well, tell him thank you."

"Perhaps."

Janey smiled and took another sip. As soon as the cup was empty, Ahanu, the coffee, and the cup all disappeared.

"I wish he wouldn't do that," Janey sighed. "He'd be so much more likable if he just walked up like a normal person."

They rode for days before eventually reaching a raging river that Janey was certain the wagon train had crossed, although it had been much smaller at the time.

"How do we get across?" she asked Two Stones.

"We don't."

"Whadda you mean?"

"Spring melt. Too dangerous."

"We can't just sit here and wait for them to come! Do you know how many people they could kill in that time? Isn't there a bridge somewhere?" Two Stones shrugged. "What do the spirits say?" she demanded.

Two Stones didn't answer, and Janey ground her teeth with impatience. She wanted to end this. Jake wanted to end this. He wanted to collect the rest of the scalps and get on with being Jake, whatever that meant.

Jake didn't actually have any more skills than Janey did, but people didn't seem to mind as much when boys were useless. 

Janey glanced up and down the river, searching for some way to cross it. This wasn't where they had come across in the wagon train, but she didn't know if they had been further north or south. If they found the trail they could wait for the saints there, but she didn't want to wait. Didn't want them to kill anyone else.

"Which way?" she snapped.

Two Stones pointed north, and Janey started riding. Every day that passed was a day someone might die, and her stomach rolled as she imagined more innocents kidnapped, killed, eaten, and drained of blood.

She pushed Helly faster and faster, but finally slowed. There was no end in sight, and Two Stones was right. The river was simply too dangerous to cross.

"Hell and damnation," she muttered to herself as she rode. "I can't believe this." She rode slowly, watching the rapids with irritation.

"Hello over there!" a voice hollered, surprising her.

Janey glanced up and saw two men on the other side of the river.

"You wanting to cross?" one of them yelled.

"Yes!" Janey yelled back.

"We've got a ferry up ahead!"

Janey shrugged and kept riding, not sure she trusted them and their ferry. Before long she saw it in the distance, a large wooden raft, a beam at either end with ropes running through holes drilled through the beams. The ropes were tied to large cottonwood trees on both sides of the river. The river was mostly calm beneath the rope line, and the raft looked big enough for two horses at a time.

There appeared to be three men manning the ferry station, not that it mattered how many men. Janey didn't particularly like the idea of putting her life in their hands. She didn't know them after all, but she wanted to cross the river, and the ferry looked safe enough. It was certainly better than waiting for the river to die down.

Two Stones was regarding the ferry curiously.

"Whadda you think?" Janey asked him.

"You decide," he shrugged.

There was a thin track worn into the prairie on both sides of the river here, so Janey guessed people came this way. And she guessed that if the river was high, they used the ferry to cross. If they could do it, so could she.

"How much?" Janey yelled across.

"Dollar per trip!"

"Highway robbery," Janey muttered, but there had been more than twenty dollars in the saint's saddlebags, so she supposed they could use four crossing the river.

"We'll cross!" she yelled. "I'll go first with one of the extra horses," she said decisively. "Then Two Stones, then Brings the Rain, then Wolf Heart."

No one argued with her, so she grabbed one of the extra leads from Wolf Heart and moved Helly forward toward the dock.

She watched the ferry cross the river, dismounted, and led her horses slowly onto it once it docked.

"River's big this year," the man said conversationally.

Janey didn't respond; there was something about him she didn't like, but she didn't like most people.

"Where you headed?" he asked.

"East," Janey said shortly.

"Traveling with Injuns?"

"Indians," she corrected.

"Injuns are conniving thieves," he said, spitting to the side.

The hairs on Janey's neck started to prickle. "Is that so?" she replied flatly.

"Always raiding and taking what's not theirs."

"Not at all like white men," she ground out, wondering whether or not he would drown if he fell into the water.

"Course not. We're ordained," the man said proudly. "President himself said so. This land belongs to us. God gave it to us. Told us to take it from the savages and crush them under our heel."

They were almost to the eastern shore now, so Janey bit her lip and didn't respond. She would deal with him once Two Stones and the others were across the river.

They docked, and she led her horses off the ferry. The other two men were waiting for her, and the ferry man stepped off behind her. Janey dropped her reins and turned slightly so she could see all three of them.

"Those filthy Injuns can rot," the ferry man snarled. "Hand over your money and horses, and we'll let you live."

"I thought you said white men never thieved," Janey replied with a grin, honestly a little glad they had started the fight.

"We ain't thievin'," one of the other men declared. "We're relieving you of your goods in exchange for crossing the river."

"We agreed to a dollar per crossing," Janey said softly.

"That was just one option," the ferry man snorted. "We decided on option two."

"I see. Those men," she said, "those Indians, are better, more honest, more faithful and true than anyone I have ever met. In fact, I wouldn't let you ferry them over if you paid me to."

"What?" the ferry man said. "Don't you listen, boy? We ain't ferrying no filthy Injuns!"

"Oh, I heard you," she said, and then she leaped, Saint Killer already drawn. She slammed into the ferry man, and as they fell to the ground, she shoved Saint Killer through his heart. Then she jerked Saint Killer free and rolled to the side, ignoring the yells of the other men.

When she leaped to her feet, she slammed her shoulder into one of the other men, knocking him to the ground. As soon as he fell, Janey vaulted off his head towards the third man, ripping Saint Killer across his throat and spraying blood all over the dock.

The last man hadn't made it off the ground yet, so she spun around and jumped onto him, slamming her elbow into his face before thrusting Saint Killer into his heart.

After yanking Saint Killer free, she stood and stared at their dead bodies in disgust. Would she never meet a white man who was worth knowing?

"Haven't yet," she snorted as she kicked the ferry man in his ribs, once for every time he had called them "filthy Injuns".

Her fingers twitched as she tried to decide whether or not to scalp them. They weren't saints, but were they any better? They had been going to kill her; she had seen it in their eyes. And if they weren't such cowards they would have tried to kill the others too. Because they were greedy. She would have paid them for their work, but they wanted more. They had wanted what was hers. And before she even knew it, she had three scalps in her hand.

"Hell and damnation," she grumbled. "Now I'm gonna have to bury them."

She kicked them all once more, then turned to study the ferry. She hadn't been watching when they crossed, but she didn't figure it was hard to operate. It looked as if all she had to do was use the long pole to move the ferry across the river. The ropes would keep it in place.

"Easy enough," she said as she stepped onto the ferry and cast off the tie rope.

It wasn't easy getting the ferry to move though. The water was rushing against it, and it didn't want to go across the river; it wanted to go down the river. By the time Janey had gotten the ferry to the other side, she was covered in sweat and her arms were weak as kittens.

"What happened?" Two Stones demanded.

"They asked me to kill them."

"Really?"

"Really. They said, 'Jake, do the world a favor and kill us'." Two Stones frowned at her. "Do you want to cross the damn river or not?" Janey growled. "'Cause I could use some help burying the bodies."

"Why did you scalp them?" Wolf Heart demanded.

"They wanted to be scalped," Janey shrugged.

Wolf Heart grumbled something in his language, but Janey ignored him.

"The ferry's leaving," she snapped. "Who's going?"

Two Stones led two horses onto the ferry, and Janey struggled to take him across the river. Her arms were so tired she could barely move the stick, but she kept going. She would be damned if she would let him know how hard it was, but when they reached the other side and he said "I will get the others," she almost wept with relief.

Until he said, "You bury."

"Hell and damnation, Jake," she grumbled. "Why couldn't you leave well enough alone?"

She searched the shed that was near the men's shack and found a shovel, then she started digging. Two Stones ferried the others across the river, they ate their meal, and watched Janey dig. Not one of them stepped up to help her.

"Damn it, they tried to rob me," Janey muttered as she dug. "And they were gonna kill me. I could see it in their eyes. What did you want me to do, just let them do it?"

"No," Two Stones said. "You were justified in killing them, but if you want to take trophies, you will be the one to bury them. They were not saints. You made no oath."

Janey rolled her eyes. They weren't any different than the saints. They would have killed Two Stones and the others without thinking twice if they hadn't been such cowards. That's why she had done it. Because they would have hurt her family, and she couldn't allow that.  


Chapter 19
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When Janey had finished burying the bodies, they rode on, leaving the river far behind them. Janey's arms ached from the ferrying and the digging, but she knew the soreness wouldn't last long. It never did.

They still weren't talking to her, but Janey didn't mind. She knew they didn't like the scalping, but for some reason she needed to do it. Jake needed to do it. She hated touching the scalps and cleaning them and seeing them on her belt, but she could look at them and count how many evil men she had killed, and it helped her feel grounded, like she wasn't lost and just wandering around.

She was going to kill all the saints, and then she would stop. She would burn the scalps, and she would figure out who Jake really was and what Jake wanted to do. And hopefully, whatever Jake wanted to do, Two Stones and the others would want to do it too.

They rode for half a moon cycle, parallel to the wagon trail, following it, going further and further east. And every day, Janey knew they were closer. Soon, very soon, she could end this.

And then one day, she saw dust in the distance.

"Is that them?" she asked Two Stones. He nodded.

Janey's heart went wild. Finally! There were only five saints left. Just five saints, and she would be free. They rode above the trail, far enough away that they wouldn't be easy to spot, and they watched as the wagon train came into view.

Janey counted the wagons. There were only sixteen this time, so either they had started with fewer families or they had already gotten rid of several. She tried to count the men riding around the train, but she couldn't get a good count from so far away.

"Should we go down?" she asked.

"And do what?" Two Stones replied.

"Kill St. John and his men."

"Are you sure St. John is there?"

"Is he?"

"Yes," Two Stones said with irritation.

"So, yes, I'm sure."

"Let's watch them today and tonight. See how many men there are. Then we decide."

"Will you help this time?"

Two Stones nodded reluctantly, and Janey grinned. It didn't matter how many men there were. If Two Stones, Brings the Rain, and Wolf Heart were with her, the saints didn't stand a chance.

They watched the train all day. It moved excruciatingly slowly. Janey had forgotten just how slow it had been. She had been able to walk faster than the wagons, and now that she thought about it, she felt like a wagon train was a bit of a ridiculous thing.

There was plenty of food on the plains so there was no reason to haul food. Clothes she could understand, although there were trading posts along the way. Books and furniture always got tossed out somewhere along the trail anyway, and everyone usually walked. So why did everyone load up everything in a slow stupid wagon and make the ridiculously slow journey westward?

She imagined some white man somewhere laughing as he counted his money, and she imagined him saying something along the lines of "Next year I'll sell twice as many wagons!" She added a crazy cackle to her fantasy because it seemed like something a man like that would do, and then she forced her attention back to the wagons.

She hated waiting. She wanted to ride down and kill them, but she didn't. She kept waiting because Two Stones had told her to. And anyway, she had already waited this long. What were a few more hours?

Besides that, she wasn't really certain what to do. Did she just look for the saints and kill them? Did she kill all the men since they were most certainly men like her pa? Could the women and children survive on their own if she killed all the men? After all, women were weak. She couldn't see a woman leading the wagon train back east.

In her mind, she rode down and killed all the men, and afterwards, the women just sat there until they died.

"This is stupid," she hissed. "Why couldn't the spirits have found them before they organized another wagon train?"

But she knew the answer. The spirits hadn't found them because Janey hadn't been ready. She was supposedly ready now, but she had no idea what the hell the spirits wanted her to do.

They watched the train stop for the night; they watched the fires burn; they watched the fires die down and the silhouettes of men ride around the wagons, guarding them; but Janey still couldn't get a good count. She guessed there were at least twenty men, if not a few more.

They hadn't built a fire, and they hadn't spoken for hours now, but finally Two Stones said, "In the morning."

"In the morning what exactly?" Janey asked worriedly.

"This is your revenge," Two Stones replied. "You must decide."

Janey lay down and stared at the stars. Her stomach was rolling, and she couldn't quiet her mind. She simply didn't know what to do. She had never imagined this scenario. She had always just killed them and that was that.

She played out different ways of handling things all night, but by the time Wolf Heart approached her so that she could take over the watch, she still didn't know what to do.

She stood and started pacing back and forth, watching the shadows as she did. She had to make up her mind before dawn. Was she going to kill all the men or just the saints?

She didn't hear anything as she paced, didn't sense or notice anything, just felt the pain in her head before blackness washed over her.

As soon as Janey woke, she knew she was tied up. She struggled not to panic and controlled her heart and breathing, trying to feel and hear everything. They had taken her guns and Cuts Deep, but they had missed Saint Killer. She could feel it digging into her back.

Her legs weren't tied, just her arms and chest. She wiggled her foot slightly and felt the leg of a chair.

"Our visitor is awake," St. John drawled, right before a flash of pain exploded in Janey's jaw. She gasped involuntarily, eyes jerking open.

"Good morning," St. John said.

His face was just as pleasant as his words, and Janey's nostrils flared. She wanted to kill him. She wanted to kill him right now, but she couldn't because she was tied to a damn chair.

Panic suddenly slithered down her spine. She had failed. It had been her watch, and she had failed. And now St. John was going to eat her. Where were Two Stones and the others? Had they killed them?

"Why are you watching us?" St. John asked.

He was sitting in a chair just a few feet from her, legs casually crossed, his face relaxed.

Janey glanced around and realized they were inside St. John's tent. He was the only person on the trail who had used a tent. Every night one of the other saints would set it up and carry his furniture inside, and then they would take it all down in the morning.

"Are you deaf, boy?" St. John asked, watching her curiously.

"No," she spat, staring at him with disgust, hating him.

"Encourage our visitor, won't you, Ives?" St. John said smoothly.

She had only a second to relax before Ives punched her in the face again. Janey spit blood at St. John, missing him by a mere inch.

He smiled at her indulgently and asked once more, "Why are you watching us?"

"Because I'm gonna kill you," Jake sneered.

It wasn't what Janey would have said, but for some reason she didn't seem to have control over her mouth.

"Is that so?" St. John studied his perfectly clean fingernails before saying, "Why?"

"Because you deserve to die!"

"Why?"

"You're a monster, killing innocents and eating them," Jake spat. "What kinda man does that?"

"That is interesting," St. John mused, a note of surprise in his voice. "What else do you know?"

"I don't," Jake said. "You tell me. Why?"

"Why would I tell you?" St. John replied with a laugh.

"What does it matter? You're gonna kill me, aren't you?"

"I haven't yet decided."

Janey frowned, feeling a flash a fear. "Whadda you mean?"

"I can feel the energy pulsing in you," St. John said as he studied her with his cold eyes. "It seems a shame to kill you. Although I imagine it would be enjoyable to eat you."

"That's what Thomas thought," Jake spat.

"Ah, so that is what became of Thomas. I presume you also met up with Matthew and Paul?"

Janey nodded, even though she wasn't sure why. She wanted him to talk, to tell her why. And she wanted him to talk for a long time, long enough that she could cut through the damn rope with the little bit of splintered chair she could feel beneath her wrist.

"What is your name?" St. John asked conversationally.

"Jake Falke," Jake said proudly. Stupid Jake. Why was Jake always so stupid?

"Falke," St. John said, rolling it on his tongue. "That name is familiar, but I do not recall a Jake."

He suddenly laughed, leaned forward, and knocked her hat from her head.

Janey's heart dropped, and fear flooded her.

"Jane Falke I do remember," St. John said as he lifted her chin with one finger and studied her with interest. "Your brothers were looking forward to eating you."

Janey's eyes widened. Eddie was going to eat her? How could he? Hit her, fine. But eat her? She should have kicked him too.

"How interesting," St. John said pensively. "I had high hopes for your father and brothers, but they disappointed me. So many do. You, however, seem to be thriving."

St. John leaned closer, the spark of interest in his eyes intensifying until they almost looked warm.

Janey's fear grew, trying to overwhelm her. St. John was more than she had remembered. A sort of raw power wafted off of him, and it was making her queasy. It wasn't going to be as easy to kill him as she had thought, and he didn't seem too interested in killing her. The thought alone made her want to vomit.

Where was Two Stones? He had said he would help her. Was he dead? He couldn't be dead. She loved them. If they were dead, she would be lost. She couldn't ask St. John though, couldn't let on how much she cared. Maybe they hadn't bothered with the others. Maybe they had let them be.

"You're the boy from the trading post," St. John said, grinning slightly. "How careless of me not to have noticed. I think you and I will have many interesting conversations," he added.

His voice sent a shudder through Janey, but she kept her face hard and tried desperately not to show her fear.

He stood suddenly, and Janey shied backwards, forgetting she was Jake and no longer afraid.

"You needn't fear," St. John said softly as he rubbed his thumb over her cheek. "I've no intention of hurting you."

The hair on the back of Janey's neck stood straight up, and she fought the urge to bite his finger. She hated him, and if he thought he could just keep her, like a horse or a dog, he was very much mistaken.

He turned to the other man, St. Ives, and she worked her wrists frantically against the splinter while they talked. A bit of wood dug into her wrist, and she felt blood trickle down her fingers, but she kept moving the rope against the splinter.

"I need to speak with Father," St. John was saying. "Keep moving, bring her along, keep her tied, but do not hurt her. She's mine."

Like hell. She would just as soon die. She would kill herself first. After she killed him. So she wouldn't have to kill herself after all. She smiled grimly. She wasn't going to die. She wasn't going to go with them. She was going to get loose and kill them all.

"I'll see you soon, Jane," St. John said before leaving the tent, St. Ives right behind him.

Tears welled in Janey's eyes for a moment as she imagined Two Stones, Wolf Heart, and Brings the Rain lying dead and all alone. She hoped their ancestors had come for them. She hoped they were at peace.

Then she shoved them from her mind and concentrated on the rope. She had to get the rope off before St. Ives returned.

She could hear sounds beyond the tent, and she recognized them. The wagon train was getting ready to move. Her fingers were completely numb, and sweat was rolling down her back and arms, making her hands slick. She could feel the rope fraying, but it wasn't enough yet. Just a little longer.

She worked and worked, but still the rope didn't snap. She could barely feel her arms anymore, but she had to get free. It was the only way she could kill them. She heard voices, and she sped up, ignoring the pain that shot through her arms. And just when she had almost lost hope, the rope snapped. She ripped it from her body with numb fingers, then rubbed her hands silently together, before clumsily grabbing her knife and moving to hide just beside the entrance of the tent.

St. Ives came in first, followed by another man; but before St. Ives had time to realize she was gone, Janey grabbed the second man from behind and shoved Saint Killer into his throat. Blood spurted everywhere, and Janey dropped the man as she stared at St. Ives and wondered how she would kill him.

"Regular little savage, aren't you?" he said softly. "Drop the knife. I'm not going to hurt you. You're just going to come along with us."

"Like hell," Janey growled as she leapt across the tent. His arms rose, and she adjusted her target, aiming for his upper thigh instead of his chest.

She drove Saint Killer into his leg as she plowed into him and knocked him to the ground. St. Ives cursed and struggled against her, but Janey was already crawling up his body, shoving in her knife as she went.

He landed a punch to her jaw, but Janey sliced out with Saint Killer, tearing his wrist wide open. She sliced through the flesh of his other arm, and she slammed her weight across his chest before shoving Saint Killer against his throat.

"Where did St. John go?" she hissed.

"Get off me, you hell hound!" he ordered.

"Where is St. John?" she snapped, shifting her weight so she could grab his hair in her hand.

He tried to thrust her off, but he was already too weak.

"Where?!"

When he didn't respond, she sliced off his scalp, hoping his scream of pain wouldn't be heard by everyone outside.

"Where?!"

"He'd find you," St. Ives growled before twisting his torso and flipping Janey over.

Before she had time to think, he had grabbed both of her hands and pinned them to the ground.

Janey stared at his arm in surprise. She had cut his wrist clean open, all the way to the bone; but the cut wasn't there anymore; and the only evidence that it ever had been was the wet blood still covering his hand.

"John said not to hurt you," St. Ives hissed angrily, "but I think I had best teach you a lesson before we get going."

He slapped her hard across the face, and Janey closed her eyes, trying to curl in on herself. He slapped her again, and Janey whimpered.

Damn it! She wasn't Janey anymore. She wasn't scared. She wasn't going to lie here and let him slap her. She was better than that. St. Ives was dead. He just didn't know it yet.

She calmed her breathing, let go of her fear, and replaced it with anger. No one hit her. No one. She let him land one last slap before she jerked herself upright and ripped at his arm with her teeth.

"You little bitch," he snarled, but it was too late, her hand was already loose and Saint Killer was buried deep in his ear. He sagged against her, and Janey quickly wiggled out from beneath him.

"Heal that," she hissed as she ripped Saint Killer free and sliced it across his throat.

She stared down at his body for a minute, half expecting him to stand; and only when she was certain he was dead, did she pick up his scalp and scalp the other man whom she recognized as Mr. James.

"Just three to go," she snarled as she took her guns from St. John's desk and strapped them to her waist. She attached Cuts Deep to her belt, and then she stepped from the tent out into the bright sunshine.

"Listen up!" she yelled loudly, capturing the attention of everyone in the wagon train. "If you're here, traveling with the saints, you deserve to die. If you regret being here, RUN! If you don't run, I'm going to kill you!"

There was a flurry in response to her words. Some people started running; others scrambled for their guns. She counted to five, and then she took aim and killed the man nearest her.

She heard the twang of an arrow, and pure relief coursed through her. They were alive. She didn't know how they were still alive or why, but she was so happy that she hadn't lost them. She would never have been able to go on if they were dead. She needed them.

A bullet zipped through the air near her head, and she ducked as she pushed her thoughts of Two Stones and the others to the side. She needed to be here right now, killing the saints.

She scanned the area quickly, noting the placement of the wagons and the men. There were a few people running east just as fast as their legs could carry them; but most of the people were clustered around the wagons and shooting at Janey, even the women.

Janey shot three men as she dashed across the empty space towards one of the wagons. She flattened herself against the wagon, took a deep breath, then took off running towards the next wagon, taking careful aim and shooting as she did.

She shot two of the women and three of the men before diving beneath the wagon. She hadn't planned on killing the women, but since they had started it, she guessed she would.

She quickly reloaded before crawling to the front of the wagon and rolling out from under it. She shot three more people before jumping to her feet and dashing forward once more.

Janey dodged a frying pan that a little girl had thrown at her, flinching as she raised her gun and shot the girl in the chest. As the girl dropped to the ground, Janey ducked behind another wagon, breathing raggedly. That girl could have been her. She had just killed herself. Was that really what she was doing? Killing women and children?

The air around her seemed to still, and suddenly Chief Eagleclaw's voice echoed through her head. "A child of a poisonous creature will grow to be poisonous. As such, the entire nest must be destroyed."

She really, really hoped he was right.

She jumped into the back of a wagon, shot everyone inside before they could turn their guns on her, and leapt out through the front. The oxen hitched to the wagon reared, and one bellowed in pain as a stray bullet ripped through its flank.

Bullets whistled through the air all around her, but she just kept running, firing as she made a fast circuit through the wagons. Two boys jumped in front of her, rifles aimed at her head, but they were dead before their fingers moved, arrows buried deep in their chests.

Janey wanted to close her eyes as she shot a woman who was carrying a child on one hip and firing at Janey with her free hand, but she didn't close them. This was the path she had chosen.

She shifted her gun slightly, tears streaming down her cheeks, and shot the screaming child before it tumbled to the ground.

Then Janey rolled under a wagon and shoved more cartridges into her smoking guns. She didn't have many bullets left, but she didn't ever miss, so surely she had almost gotten them all.

She scrambled out between the wheels, shooting two men as she went, then paused and glanced around her. There were only two men still alive. Martin and St. Clair. The last two saints.

She shoved her guns back into their holsters and pulled Saint Killer from her belt.

"This is for you, Roaring Waters," she whispered as she ran towards them. Bullets exploded around her, hitting the dirt between her feet, but she ignored the bullets and pushed forward even faster.

She leaped over the tongue of a wagon and ripped Saint Killer across St. Clair's neck. One of his bullets tore through her shoulder, but it wasn't enough to stop her. As her feet hit the ground, she grabbed St. Clair and pulled him in front of her, but still jerked from the impact of Martin's bullets when they hit St. Clair's chest instead of hers.

The second Martin paused to reload, Janey dropped St. Clair and lunged at Martin, leaping off the ground and grabbing his arm before dropping her weight to the ground and pulling him off of his horse.

She quickly rolled over, drove Saint Killer into his chest, and ripped downward. He screamed in pain, but only for a second, and when his scream broke off abruptly, Janey knew he was dead.

"Not finished yet," she mumbled as she jumped to her feet and ran after the few who had fled.

"STOP!" she screamed.

They ran faster, so she ran until she caught up with the last straggler. She lunged forward and grabbed his shirt collar, dragging him to the ground.

As soon as he hit the ground, he covered his face with his hands and began to babble.

"SHUT UP!" Janey yelled. "I'm not gonna kill you!" He kept babbling, but she pulled his hands away from his face and barked, "I want you to carry a message. Listen up!"

He froze and stared at her, eyes stark with fear.

"I want you to tell everyone you see, everyone you find, everyone! I want you to tell the army, fellow travelers, anyone you meet. Tell them Jake Falke did this. Me! I did it. Jake Falke. White boy. Do you hear me?"

The man nodded, tears of terror streaming down his cheeks. "If I so much as hear one rumor about Indians doing this, I'll hunt you down and kill you so slowly you'll beg for death. Do you understand?" He nodded again.

She leaned close and whispered in his ear. "And I will find you. I will."

With that, she stepped away from him, and he struggled to his feet and dashed after the others.

Janey watched him for just a moment before walking wearily back to the broken camp. She wished Jake had thought to include that little tidbit before he had told them to run. Next time she would make sure he did.

Next time, she thought with despair. It wasn't over. She hadn't gotten them all. She hadn't killed St. John. Or Father, whoever he was. She had failed. Roaring Waters's revenge wasn't yet complete.

All she had done was kill a handful of saints and murder a bunch of creeps in the process. She stared at the bloody bodies sprawled on the ground and felt like weeping.

She had done this. She had killed them all. There were arrows scattered around, pinning bodies to the ground, but she had killed them. It had been her path, her choice.

She had even killed the children. She had done it to protect others' children. She had done it to protect so many others, but she felt grief. She hadn't known she could do it. She hadn't known she could kill women and children. She had thought she was better than that.

But she wasn't.

Saint Killer felt cold in her hand, and she moved forward, feeling as if Roaring Waters was moving with her. She grabbed Martin's hair, lifted it, and pulled Saint Killer across his skull. The scalp came off with relative ease, and she moved on to the next man.

She knew that somewhere out there, Two Stones and the others were watching her with disapproval, but she had to do this. She had promised Roaring Waters that she would. She had sworn to do it.

And these men were evil. All of them. They had already been on the trail long enough that St. John would have taken them out to kill. They had already eaten flesh. She shouldn't have let the others run away, but she had needed someone to carry the message.

One of the men wasn't quite dead, but Janey soon put an end to him. She wasn't leaving any loose ends. She already knew that loose ends had a tendency to come back around. Look at her.

After she had scalped all the men, she checked the rest of the bodies to make sure they were dead. She ripped the arrows out of several corpses, relieved to see she hadn't been the one to kill all the children; and she shoved her knife into the holes, trying to make it look like she had killed everyone.  

She loosed all the livestock, just as Chief Eagleclaw's people had, then she climbed into St. John's wagon looking for paper and clues. She found plenty of paper and a pen, but no clues. She wrote a quick note, desperately hoping the blame for this didn't fall on the Indians.

"I, Jake Falke, son of Silas Falke, killed and scalped these people."

She signed it with a flourish and nailed it to St. John's wagon wheel with one of Martin's knives. That done, she collected her pile of scalps and the discarded arrows and started walking, knowing that Two Stones would find her.  


Chapter 20
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It didn't take long for Two Stones and the others to ride up beside her. Janey mounted Helly in a stupor, and they rode until dark. When they dismounted, Janey wiped down Helly and sat by the fire, staring blankly at the flames.

"It would have taken too long to bury them," she said brokenly.

"I know," Two Stones said.

"I only scalped the men."

"I know."

"I left a note, and I told one of the men who ran to tell everyone I did it. I made sure to say I was white. I don't know why Jake didn't do that in the first place."

Two Stones didn't respond.

"I thought you were dead, and I was so scared," she whispered. "I failed. They snuck up behind me. I never even heard them. I'm so sorry." She buried her face in her hands, feeling all of her fear again, feeling her terror, her grief, her guilt.

Two Stones wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her to him.

"We are alive," he said firmly. "I should have heard them even though I was asleep, but I did not."

She didn't know why St. John hadn't killed them, but she was hardly going to complain. If only she had been as honorable.

Tears were seeping from her eyes now, and she couldn't stop them.

"I killed children," she sobbed.

"I know."

"How could I do that?"

"What could you have done, left them so they might one day grow up and stab you in the back?"

"Wouldn't that have been better?"

"Not for me."

Janey sobbed silently. She was no better than any of the saints, and she had ultimately failed. St. John knew her now, knew she was looking for him, would know what she had done, and she had the feeling he wasn't going to let it go.

She had seen the spark of interest in his eyes, and it terrified her a thousand times more than Old Man Finnegan. St. John wasn't just a man. None of them were. 

"I didn't get St. John," she managed to say.

"We will find him."

"St. Ives said that St. John will find me," she whispered, feeling a bit of terror at the thought.

"Then we will be ready."

"St. Ives healed himself. He was bleeding out," she babbled. "But then he wasn't."

How could he have stopped bleeding like that? It simply wasn't possible. She healed quickly, but even she wouldn't have been able to heal from that.

"St. John was going to keep me," she said, voice barely audible.

"We would not have let him," Two Stones assured her.

She smiled through her tears, hearing the truth in his words. "Thank you."

"Let us see to your wounds."

"I have wounds?"

"Yes, Foolish Warrior, many wounds."

"Hell, Two Stones, please say that isn't my new name?"

"It is."

"I hate it."

"You fight without thought."

"I won, didn't I?"

"You have five bullet wounds, your wrists are torn to shreds, your face is black and blue, and I think your nose might be broken again."

"Oh. Well, that is bad, but I still won."

"Hold still, and I will set your nose."

"You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"No," Two Stones said sternly as he ripped her nose back into place.

"Hell," Janey hissed. "That hurt."

"Not as much as this will," Brings the Rain said right before he dug into her shoulder with a thin hot knife.

"DAMNATION!" Janey screamed.

"Hold still," Two Stones snapped.

"I'm trying," Janey whimpered as Wolf Heart wrapped his arms around her chest and held her in place.

By the time they were done patching her up, Janey was exhausted. She fell asleep leaning against Wolf Heart; and when she woke, it was already morning.

She sat up slowly, aching everywhere, and found them watching her, just as they had when they had found her all those months ago.

She tried to smile, but it hurt even to smile.

"Well," she muttered, "I think that could have gone better."

"Perhaps," Two Stones said.

"Jake may have made a few mistakes." Two Stones frowned, but Janey ignored him and went on. "He probably should have just kept his mouth shut. He talks way too much."

"Indeed," Two Stones said.

"But I did learn something. St. John went to see someone called Father. So there're more of them. The saints."

The memory of what she had done suddenly crashed into her, and her stomach rolled. She had set out to kill eight saints. That had been her only objective. But she had only killed seven of them, and she had killed a handful of their followers in the process. Why had she done that? Why hadn't she just walked away? 

"I shouldn't have done it," she whispered bleakly. "I could've just walked away."

"Could you have?" Two Stones asked. "Would they have let you?"

"I could've tried. Could've tried to sneak away and take out the men one by one."

"One boy picked up his father's pistol and shot at you. His bullet tore through your leg."

"Did it?" Janey asked, looking at her legs in surprise. "I didn't notice."

"You noticed when I took out the bullet," Brings the Rain grunted.

"I forgot," Janey said sheepishly.

"Nest of vipers," Wolf Heart said firmly.

"But I wasn't," Janey said desperately. "I wasn't a viper. What if… I mean… What if one of them…"

"You told them to run," Two Stones said.

"Yes, but—"

"No; no buts," he interrupted. "It is done. You did what you did. Do not carry it around with you like a stone. Let it go."

Tears swam in Janey's eyes, but she nodded. It wouldn't be easy, but she heard the wisdom in what Two Stones said.

She knew that the men weren't innocent. St. John had picked them for a reason, and she was certain they had already eaten flesh. They had needed to die. With or without St. John to lead them, they would have had a taste for it now. Just like Eddie. She had seen the hunger in his eyes; she just hadn't realized what it was.

She couldn't justify the children though. Not even the ones who had tried to kill her. A viper was a viper. She knew that. She was proving it. But maybe they could have been saved. Maybe they hadn't had to die.

She wrestled with this thought all day long. And all day long the faces of the children she had killed flashed before her eyes, haunting her, tormenting her.

They had ridden, but she didn't remember it. She didn't remember mounting or dismounting. She didn't remember caring for Helly. All she could remember was the children.

"Eat," Two Stones said, pressing a piece of warm meat into her hands.

"What's the point?" she whispered. "I'm just like them. You should have killed me when you found me. I'm from vipers, and I am a viper."

"Enough!" Two Stones snapped.

She looked at him through bleary eyes, confused at the anger in his tone.

"Remember the cougar?" he asked, voice more even.

"The cougar?" she replied blankly.

"The one cougar. The cougar who eats the rabbits. He keeps the rabbits from overrunning the world. Yes?"

"Yes?" Janey offered.

"Yes! You are that cougar."

Janey still didn't understand, but for once, Two Stones attempted to explain.

"Perhaps there was a child there who could have been saved. How would you have saved him? To try to save the ones who tried to kill you would have been foolish, but the young ones. You could have saved them."

Janey nodded. That was exactly the point.

"Let us say you saved them. What do you do with them? Take them under your wing? Return them to the white man? Take them to an Indian tribe and leave them there?"

"Yes?"

"No. If they are under your wing, you are unable to finish this, unable to kill the saints. If you return them to the white man, you will be hanged. If you take them to an Indian tribe, the Indians will be blamed for the attack."

"So I killed them because it was easier?" Janey demanded.

"No!" he shouted. "You are so stubborn! Thick Head would be a better name for you."

"Change it then," she muttered.

"Dream about it," he said.

So she did. She closed her eyes, fell asleep, and dreamed the entire incident over from the moment she had stepped out of St. John's tent.

First, she let everything play out exactly as it had. Then she slowed it down and counted the children. There were eleven, not counting the older boys. Five of the children had tried to kill her; she went ahead and killed those ones. That just left six to save.

The first time she tried to save one of the babies, she took a bullet to the head.

It was so startling that she woke up gasping for air. She had never died in a dream before; and for a moment, she had been afraid that she had truly died, but she hadn't.

She went back to sleep and tried again.

She managed to save the baby, and then she died.

Again she woke.

Frustration filled her, but she went to sleep and tried again.

No matter how she played it out, no matter what path she took, every time she tried to protect one of children, or even just tried not to kill them, she died.

Which was not acceptable because if she was dead, there was no one to stop St. John.

When she woke for the last time, it was already morning and Two Stones was sitting beside her, face worried.

"Well?" he asked.

"Every time I tried to save them I died."

Janey sat up and looked around her, taking comfort from the tall yellow grasses and the green cactus.

"Fifty-nine times," she added. "I thought about giving up after twenty or so, but I thought that if I just kept trying, I would figure it out. I didn't. I traded their lives for mine. It doesn't seem right, but I can't regret it because if I had died, there wouldn't be anyone to stop St. John."

If she had walked away without killing any of them, the children certainly would have grown to be vipers. They wouldn't have had a choice in the matter, just like she hadn't.

But maybe that was the point. She came from Pa and maybe that gave her the hardness and cruelty to do things that no one else could. If she could destroy the entire nest, the saints would never hurt anyone ever again. But to do that, she had to be alive.

So she wouldn't regret her actions. She refused. It hadn't been right. She could accept that. But it had been the only way.

"Spirits say you were chosen," Two Stones said softly.

"Chosen for what?" Janey snorted.

"I do not know. They say the mother chose you."

Two Stones had mentioned the mother in passing, but Janey didn't believe in the mother. Not really. And even if she did, she didn't expect much from a woman.

"What now?" she asked.

He had to be the one to tell her because she didn't know. She didn't know how to find St. John. She didn't know how to find Father. She needed Two Stones. She needed the spirits.

"The spirits say…" Two Stones paused, but after a moment he said, "I am running low on arrows."

Janey felt ashamed of the rush of relief that filled her at his words. She knew she had to kill St. John, but she certainly wasn't in any hurry to see him again. And when the spirits did say she was ready, she was going to shoot him from a distance. The last thing she wanted to do was look into his interested eyes again.

She couldn't for the life of her understand why he would be interested in someone like her, but she wished that he wasn't. She wished that he had dismissed her as easily as he had the first time he had seen her.

Jake, the idiot, swore that he wasn't scared of St. John in the least; and he insisted that they ride after St. John today, that they kill him today. Janey told him to shut the hell up. She could hardly argue with the spirits, after all, and the spirits said it was time to make arrows.


Epilogue

[image: ]

Victor St. John surveyed the dead and rotting members of his wagon train with mild disgust. Good help was just so hard to find these days.

It annoyed him that he had lost another group of possibilities. He did not enjoy these runs into the wilderness. It was hot and dusty, not to mention the absolute lack of comforts. If that had been the worst of it, he might have been able to stand it; but he simply loathed being surrounded by the peasant class.

He couldn't deny, however, that he was a little pleased. He reread the weather-worn note pinned to his wagon wheel and grinned slightly, feeling an excitement he rarely felt. It wasn't often that he was surprised, but Jane Falke had managed it.

He had barely recognized her. She had been a mousy child when her father had joined the wagon train. Victor had been impressed by her ability to hide, but other than that, she had not warranted his notice.

That girl was a far cry from the angry and powerful woman he had encountered several days ago though. Jane Falke had grown up, and she had grown up well.

His gaze swept over the carnage once more, amusement filling him. Not only had she slaughtered everyone, even the women and children, but she had also scalped the men. She hadn't left the hair of a single one, not even the older boys. He had never imagined a woman being capable of such violence, and he was impressed.

He had felt the energy in her, pulsing just beneath the surface, and it had made him hungry. He hadn't been hungry in so long that he had forgotten what it felt like. He was going to enjoy hunting her, and when he found her, he would discover what else she could do.

"Gideon," he said softly.

"Yes, Father?"

"Some of them ran. Hunt them down and kill them."

"Yes, Father."

Victor paid no more attention to Gideon because he knew without a doubt that Gideon would do as he was told.

With careful deliberateness, he tore the note from the wheel, folded it carefully, and slipped it into his pocket; then his eyes flashed gold as he burned everything, bodies and all, to the ground, leaving behind no trace but a bit of black ash.
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Thank you so much for reading Janey Falke Saint Killer. I'm so excited to share Janey's journey with you. It's a story I've been wanting to share for a long time now!

I wanted to take a moment to note that, similar to my Legend of Andrew Rufus Series, many of the characters in Janey's series are Native American; however, you will notice that I do not name any tribes or a specific people.

These characters and their viewpoint are integral to the story, but there are so many wonderful and unique Native American tribes that I don't feel I could possibly represent one specific culture accurately, and I didn't want to unintentionally misrepresent a culture.

One final note, before reading Saint Killer Book 2, I would suggest reading The Legend of Andrew Rufus if you haven't already. Saint Killer Book 2 chronologically falls between The Legend of Andrew Rufus Book 5 and Book 6. No spoilers, but in addition to Ahanu, who plays a large part in Andrew's series, Janey meets some of the other characters from Andrew's series in Book 2, and you'll know more about them if you read Andrew first!
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Happy Reading!
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