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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow! I can’t believe Book 8 is finally finished, and with it, the central story line in the Yellowstone Romance Series. Thank you all who have loved this series from the beginning and have stayed with it to the end. Your emails, messages, and posts on social media (and those all-important reviews) have been heartwarming and encouraging.

      I can’t thank you enough for your patience with me. Yellowstone Legends took far longer to write than I anticipated. When an author sets a timeline to write a book, many things are factored in such as the complexity of the story, the length it should be, and the author’s average writing speed. Well, let’s just say that even after factoring in all of those things, life got in the way, and after a full year from when I’d started, I found myself still struggling to complete the final book of the Yellowstone Romance Series.

      Yellowstone Legends was a complicated book to write, and I wanted to take the time to give the story and the series the justice they deserved. This is not a book that can be read as a standalone. The plot is complex and encompasses the entire series, tying all of the stories and characters together. It is my hope that once you’ve read this final book in the series, you will re-read the prior books with a new perspective.

      Because so much of the storyline in Yellowstone Legends falls back on events in prior books in the series, I have created a file for you to download for quick reference of pertinent information, including a list of who’s who in the series, locations, dates, important events, and some insights from me. You can download this pdf file HERE

      If you enjoy the Yellowstone Romance Series and want to read more stories that include trappers and mountain men, the Teton Romance Series and the Wilderness Brides Romance Series are two spin-offs with a lot of character and plot cross-overs. You can download a reading list HERE.

      Another spin-off series is planned for release in 2019, and, as usual, wheels are turning in my head for another spin-off.

      While the final book in the main arc of the Yellowstone Romance Series is complete, I do plan to add a few novellas as time allows and at the request of my readers.

      I hope you enjoy Yellowstone Legends. I am always happy to hear from you. You can interact with me in my reader group on Facebook, or send me an email.  I write monthly Aimee’s Journal entries as exclusive content for my Newsletter members.

      

      ~Peggy

      peggy@peggylhenderson.com
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      The future of Yellowstone is in their hands . . .

      

      Detective Weda is a woman of today: smart, independent, and able to do anything she sets her mind to. Growing up on the Rez, she’s been taught about the traditions of her ancestors, but all she wants is to live in the modern world and escape the dreams that have haunted her since childhood. Just when she thinks she’s broken free from her past by starting a new life in New York, people close to her die and the dreams return…

      Wo’itsa has always been content with his role as a hunter of the Tukudeka. A confusing vision reveals images of the past as well as an uncertain future, leaving his ordinary life in turmoil. When a mysterious elder of the Sky People approaches him and offers answers, Wo’itsa is more than eager to help pave the way for generations to come. But something doesn’t seem quite right . . .

      When a woman from the twenty-first century and a hunter from the 1700’s are thrown together in the most unlikely circumstance, there is sure to be mistrust, miscommunication, and mistaken identity. Tensions build when their paths repeatedly intersect as they race through time to secure the future of the sacred mountains in what is to become Yellowstone National Park. What will it take for them to let down their guards and see clearly the true enemy that is determined to keep them apart?
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      Wind River Indian Reservation, 1985

      

      “Matunaaga has returned. Natu must be ready when the time comes.”

      The old man, a stranger, dressed in plain buckskins and moccasins, held his hands clasped behind his back and stared at the surrounding mountains. For as frail as he appeared, he held his chin up high and proud. It was a cool April evening, and a slight breeze lifted his long, silver hair from the back of his head.

      Kunu, who stood next to the stranger, nodded. His chest heaved in what appeared to be a long sigh. He moved his gaze from the mountains to the old man. Kunu was old, too, but not quite as old and wrinkled as the man standing beside him.

      A thick leather belt held up Kunu’s faded old jeans. His red and blue flannel shirt was tucked in at the waist, revealing the large belt buckle made from elk antler. The contours of a bear and wolf carved into the buckle were easy to see, even from a distance.  It was difficult to decide which of the two men looked out of place – the one with his native clothes or the one wearing modern attire.

      Natu peered from around the corner of the little white-washed house that belonged to Kunu. Eavesdropping had not been the intent. Getting away from that group of other children had led Natu here. They were all bigger, but Natu was faster. One of these days, Natu would be bigger and stronger, and then they’d all better watch out.

      Kunu hadn’t said anything about having a visitor, but it was too late to turn back to find a different hiding place. Natu remained hidden. Better to eavesdrop than get caught by the other kids, and Natu’s name had been mentioned, so that made it excusable.

      Kunu coughed, or was it a laugh disguised as a cough? He smiled at the old stranger, but it wasn’t a happy smile. He made the same kind of face he always did when he wasn’t pleased about something. He shook his head.

      “That little one has proven to be rather difficult.”

      The old man leaned toward Kunu, his eyes blazing with something that could be anger, but could also be fear. “You must see to it that Natu understands what must be done, or there will never be an end.”

      Kunu nodded, and sadness clouded his eyes. “I have grown as fond of the child as I would of my own. It will not be easy when the time comes, but I understand what must be done.”

      Loud laughter and yells from the other children broke off the conversation between the two old men. They both turned their heads in the direction from where the noise was coming. Natu’s head shot around to see the kids running toward Kunu’s house. This hadn’t been a safe hiding place, after all.

      Darting from around the corner, Natu ran toward Kunu, then stopped. Where was the old man who was dressed in native clothes? Natu frowned and glanced in all directions. He couldn’t have walked away so quickly that he would already be out of sight.

      Kunu walked toward the house, a look of disapproval on his weathered face, which quickly turned into an indulgent smile.

      “What have you been up to again, Natu?”

      “Nothing. They like to chase me and make fun of me. They say I am not one of them.”

      Kunu’s laugh was a quiet cackle. “Of course you’re not one of them, child. You are special.”

      Natu frowned. That was always Kunu’s answer, and it wasn’t helpful.

      “I don’t want to be special. I want to be like them so they leave me alone.” Natu pointed to where the other children came running around the corner of the house. They all stopped when they saw Kunu. The old man raised his hand in greeting and his smile widened as his eyes traveled over the children.

      “I see you’ve all arrived in time for a campfire.”

      Several of the older boys glanced at each other. The girls and several of the younger boys looked relieved, and a few dropped their gazes to the ground, no doubt out of fear that Kunu would send them home and speak to their parents. Not that it would make a difference. They would be back to torment Natu again.

      “Will you tell us another story?” Eli, one of the younger boys, shouted.

      “Sure, if you’d like to hear some stories, I always have good ones to tell.” Kunu patted the boy’s head.

      Natu groaned. No more stories. No doubt they would be about the old days. Natu had heard them all too many times.

      Kunu pointed at a couple of the older boys. Wes and Ron. “Gather the wood and start a fire in the pit.”

      The boys did his bidding without question. They both turned triumphant glares at Natu.

      “Why don’t I have a regular name, like the other kids, Grandfather?” Natu stared up at the old man.

      Kunu smiled in that patient way that was so familiar.

      “I’ve told you, because you’re special.”

      Natu scoffed. “I don’t want to be special.”

      “It is not for you to decide, child. There is nothing you can do about it. You cannot change your birth.” He glanced down one final time, then joined the rest of the children around the fire pit.

      “Don’t think you’re so special, Natu.” Randy walked up and spat out the name. “Your parents didn’t even want you, so you have to live with an old man. That’s how special you really are.”

      Natu ran at the boy, who was much bigger, and grabbed him by the arm, then kicked at his shin. Randy yowled like a dog. A few of the other kids laughed, and Randy’s eyes blazed in anger and embarrassment. He pushed Natu to the ground, then leaned over, and hissed, “You can’t even fight properly. You kick like a little girl.”

      Natu stood, and glanced at the fire that blazed in the fire ring. Kunu looked on with concern in his eyes. Grandfather shook his head slightly, then nodded with his chin as a signal for Natu to join him and the others around the fire. Natu kicked at a stick on the ground, then strode over and sat in the dirt behind the rest of the group. Best to see everyone rather than be seen.

      They’d formed a semicircle around Kunu, whose face came alive from the glow of the fire. The late-afternoon sun was quickly setting over the mountains to the west. Natu shivered. It would be cold soon, but none of the other kids seemed to notice so it was wise not to complain. Then again, they sat closer to the fire. No matter. It was best to sit away from the others.

      “Can you tell us another story about the Sky People, Kunu?”

      Natu’s shoulders slumped. Not the Sky People again!

      “Those are my favorite stories to tell.” Kunu nodded in approval. His eyes rested on Natu, who quickly found interest in a grasshopper that had crawled onto Jessica’s back. Natu shrugged. If she noticed the bug, too bad. That was her problem. No doubt, she would scream and run away in horror. Natu smiled.

      Kunu surveyed his audience with a sweeping gaze. He smiled. “Who can tell us what we know about the Sky People?” His eyes once again lingered on Natu, but then turned to Eli, who was one of the eager kids to answer the question.

      “The Sky People were the spiritual guides of the Tukudeka,” Eli said eagerly.

      Kunu nodded. “Yes, they frequently lived among the Tukudeka, or at least visited them often to offer guidance, but they preferred to make their homes in the high mountains where they were closest to the invisible spirits, and where their spirit powers were strongest and had the greatest effect on the physical world. Even other tribes revered them for their powers to communicate with the spiritual world.”

      Several kids murmured. Kunu raised his hand for silence.

      “Where did we leave off the last time?” The old man’s voice was strong as his eyes drifted over the group. He sat taller, and he didn’t look quite so old all of a sudden.

      “When the people from the Wolf Clan decided to wage war against the people of the Bear Clan,” Eli called.

      Kunu nodded. He shook his head and in dramatic fashion, his lips turned down to make a sad face.

      “Yes, there was some dispute between the two clans one day about protecting the sacred mountains, an area that is known today as the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. This argument led to a full-scale war. In order to protect the Tukudeka from any of the fighting, the Sky People retreated to the high mountains for good.”

      The old man paused. He waited for complete silence before he spoke again.

      “It was a bad time for both clans. The Bear Clan wanted peace, yet the warriors of the Wolf Clan were determined to fight. In order to defend their families, the Bear Clan had no choice but to fight back.”

      “But who won the war?” Jessica asked. Sadly, the grasshopper had decided the ground was a better place to be. Natu’s eyes followed it as it hopped away and disappeared into the shrubs.

      “The people on both sides fought bravely,” Kunu continued, leaning forward and emphasizing certain words for greater effect. He held up his hand, and waved it in front of his face.

      “Until one day, when all seemed lost, the chieftain of the Bear Clan gathered his people and the elders.” Natu mockingly mouthed the words in silence while Kunu spoke them in a loud voice.

      “What did he decide to do?” Eli asked. His eyes were wide as a bug’s.

      “He and his shaman sought the advice of the three wisest elders of the clan, Naatosi, Naatoyita, and Mukua. They were three brothers with the strongest puha – our spirit medicine. They all joined together and held council. They knew that, if something wasn’t done, all the Sky People would be wiped out, not only the Bear Clan.”

      Kunu stopped for dramatic effect. His eyes moved slowly from one child to the next, until they rested on Natu. “The chieftain and the shaman both had wives who had recently given birth. They feared for the lives of their newborns, and wanted them to be protected. They came up with a plan, something that had never been attempted before, using ancient medicine that was so strong, its secret could never be revealed. They were not even sure it would work.”

      “But you know the secret, don’t you, Kunu?” someone else asked eagerly. “Are you going to tell us?”

      Kunu smiled, his eyes once again looking at each member of his audience. And once again, his gaze lingered on Natu, who boldly stared back. Grandfather’s attempts to intimidate were not going to work.

      “While they were holding council and talking about their plan, the shaman of the Wolf Clan joined them and said that she did not approve of what her clan was doing. She, too, wanted to find a way to stop the fighting, but the Wolf Clan leader would not be swayed into peace. She agreed with the elders and their plan to save the newborns. They hoped that someday the children would reunite the clans and continue the task of guarding the sacred mountains.”

      “Where did the children go?” Eli interrupted. “And what about the other people? Did those nasty Wolf Clan people get defeated by the Bear Clan?”

      Kunu pointed at Randy to add more wood to the fire before he continued. This time, the old man did not smile. He shook his head. “No, the clans fought until no one was left. No one, except the three wise brothers.”

      “And the children,” Eli added enthusiastically. “What happened to them?”

      Kunu raised his hand and nodded, his gesture to request patience.

      “The three brothers, with the help of the shamans, had used all the power they were given by the spirits and created a vessel that would send the children to a different time where they would be safe from the war waged by their people.”

      “A different time?” Several kids said in unison. Some gasped, and murmurs broke out among them. Natu picked at some pieces of grass on the ground, bored and uninterested in the story.

      “There was a problem, however.” Kunu spoke the words in a loud and commanding tone, and everyone quieted immediately. Once he had everyone’s full attention again, he continued.

      “Mukua, one of the brothers, wanted his wife to be protected in the same manner. Agwai Puhagand, shaman of the Bear Clan, argued that only the infants would be sent to safety, and that the adults were needed to defend the clan. Mukua became enraged and left the Bear Clan. His brothers didn’t know that Mukua had secretly forged his own vessel to send his wife to safety, but when he returned for her, she was already dead. His mind became clouded by grief, and he swore revenge on the leaders of the Bear Clan and their children.”

      “Did the children get somewhere safe?” Jessica asked. “I don’t want them to be dead, too.”

      Natu made a face behind the girl’s back. Jessica was such a crybaby.

      “The other two elders took the children to safety before Mukua could harm them,” Kunu said. “Naatosi and Naatoyita knew the infants needed to be hidden well. When they returned from taking the children to another time, no one from either clan was left alive. No one, except Mukua. The sacred mountains were no longer sacred to him, and he wanted everything that the Sky People stood for destroyed. He took his own vessel to search for the children.”

      “Did he find them?”

      “Did they return?”

      “How did they protect the sacred mountains?”

      Everyone seemed to be asking questions at once. Kunu shook his head. He raised his hand for silence, then groaned as he rose to his feet.

      “That is a tale for another time. We will talk about it again another day.”

      Everyone scrambled to get up. Some made disappointed noises, while others begged Kunu to tell them what had happened to the mysterious children of the Sky People.

      Natu used the opportunity to run inside the house. The others wouldn’t dare follow and enter Kunu’s dwelling unless invited.

      It didn’t take long for the screen door to creak open and shut. Kunu entered the kitchen, just as Natu dipped a finger into a jar of peanut butter. The old man stared from across the kitchen.

      “You were not paying attention.”

      Natu nodded and swallowed. “I already know the story, Kunu. You’ve been telling it to me since before I could walk.”

      “And it doesn’t make an impression on you? The other children enjoy the stories.”

      “I’m not a baby anymore who believes in those fairy tales. You always tell me I’m not like the others.”

      Kunu laughed, and poured a cup of milk, setting it in front of Natu.

      “One day, little one, you will believe.”
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      Yellowstone Wilderness, 1700s …

      

      Icy water from the mountain lake sent a shiver through him as it ran from his arms and shoulders down his bare torso and thighs. He gritted his teeth against the cold. No matter. A proper cleansing was an important part of the preparation.

      He stepped from the water onto the rocky shore of the lake, slowly and deliberately drawing air into his lungs. He raised his face skyward and closed his eyes, savoring the rays of the sun as they warmed his chilled body.

      The fragrant scent of smoke from his campfire drifted through the air, mingling with the familiar smell of the earth and the forests far below. His senses seemed heightened here in the higher elevations, and a feeling of elation flowed through him. Being in the mountains seemed to bring a strength of mind and body, and a feeling of closeness to his ancestors. He touched the pouch around his neck, which contained his most sacred belongings – items that were part of his puha – his spirit medicine.

      The long strands of his wet hair whipped around his face as he shook his head. The wind at this altitude bit into his flesh like the stabbing of a thousand small knives. Shivering, he lowered himself to the hard ground next to the small fire he’d built before taking his cleansing bath.

      He reached for the clay pot with the red pigment made from berries and animal fat that he’d prepared earlier. He dipped two fingers into the pigment and painted it across his chest and forehead. Reaching into a small leather pouch beside him, he tossed a handful of spruce and pine needles onto the fire. He paused to inhale deeply of the fragrant smoke the needles produced. Next, he used an eagle feather to draw the smoke from the fire toward him to bathe his bare skin in the final part of the cleansing ritual.

      Once thoroughly purified, he wrapped a sheep hide around his body and faced the mountains. Several rocks in this area had been carved with the likenesses of many spirits – the water ghost woman who held a bow in one hand, and the bear and wolf with the three snakes between them.

      He lowered himself to the ground, staring at the various carvings. His eyes lingered on the wolf. Nothing happened. He sat up straighter. It could be a long wait, but it didn’t matter. The spirits would grant him a vision this time. They had to. It had been a long time.

      His last quest for a vision more than a year ago had been unsuccessful, at a time when he had needed the guidance of the spirits the most. His heart had been filled with grief and anger as he’d mourned the loss of the woman who had owned his heart, yet his pleas for answers had fallen on deaf ears. After his unexpected first vision many seasons ago, he’d been full of confidence that the spirits favored him and would help him, yet they had not.

      At the time, the shaman of his village hadn’t been able to give him a satisfactory explanation of his vision. He’d said that the Sky People had favored him, but the shaman had refused to tell him in what way. To this day, the disturbing images haunted him, and he hadn’t found an exact understanding to their meaning.

      According to the shaman, his vision had been strong enough to earn him a new name, and with it, the belief that perhaps the Sky People had rewarded him with powerful puha, but they had been silent ever since. He’d almost given up hope, until an elder he’d encountered one summer ago had urged him to seek another vision. He hadn’t seen the old man since, and only now had made the long journey into the high mountains.

      “Sky People, grant me a vision,” he pleaded with the stone carvings, then glanced up at the clouds. He wrapped the sheep hide more firmly around his shivering body. He might have to wait several long, cold nights and days without moving from this spot. Even then, the spirits might not answer.

      He closed his eyes and waited. The night brought rain and cold, yet he didn’t move. When dawn finally broke, a wolf – his spirit animal – came up to him and sniffed his arm. The creature sat down beside him and looked to be staring at the carvings in the stone. Together, they sat through the long day, and a second cold night, when the carvings finally came to life, beckoning him to follow them. When he stood and touched his hand to the stone likeness of the wolf, he became the wolf. The three snakes began to move away from the other carvings and dispersed in all directions until they were no longer visible. The wolf that had been his companion for the last few days remained by his side as the scenery began to change . . .

      He left the top of a tall mountain, and trotted through a valley covered in deep snow. With his large paws, he didn’t sink too deep. Cold wind howled around his head, but it didn’t penetrate his thick fur coat, preventing the bitter sting from reaching his skin. He raised his nose to sniff the air.

      Women and children were laboring through the heavy snow. They were covered in furs, but the going was slow for them. The men brought up the rear, armed with bows. The people hurried along as fast as they could, continually glancing behind them, as if there was danger following them. Several women were in the lead, each one cradling something beneath their thick cloaks. The faint cries of several infants could be heard above the howling wind.

      His eyes scanned the area surrounding them. The wolf that had sat so patiently by his side for almost two days was now leading the fleeing group. It quickly became apparent they were fleeing from two large bears that were in pursuit, cutting through the snow with ease. Their eyes blazed in anger, and their mouths were open with bared teeth.

      The women cried for their husbands, who fought bravely against the bears, but they were no match for the large beasts. One by one, the bears destroyed the people, until only one woman remained. She begged for mercy, but the bears showed none. The older wolf that had tried to lead the people to safety raised his head to the sky and let out a long, mournful howl, then ran as the bears advanced on him.

      Again, the scenery changed. Nothing was familiar in this strange and foreign place.  The mountains were gone, and so were the valleys and the rivers.

      The air was unfamiliar. Gone were the crisp smells of fresh air, the pine trees, the earth, and the abundance of prey. Even the smell from the hot water and boiling mud was gone. Instead, the air smelled stale and foul, infused with odors that were foreign to him. The terrain was strange, and the scent of people was everywhere. A short distance in front of him, two creatures stood facing each other. One was a bear, and he seemed oddly familiar. The other was possibly a bear, but it wasn’t certain. For a moment, it had appeared as a she-wolf before it took the shape of a bear again.

      The two bears seemed to be fighting with each other. The older bear wanted to show the younger she-bear – the one who couldn’t decide what shape to take – the way, but the younger bear resisted. She didn’t trust the older bear. Finally, they parted ways.

      The wolf shook his head. He had to put some distance between himself and the two bears. Only then could he rest. Bears were his enemies, and even though these were not the same bears he’d witnessed destroying the clan of people in the snow, it was best to stay away from them.

      He sniffed the air. The stench burned his nose, and he shook his head again in disgust and confusion. What had happened to make the air smell so foul? He glanced back to see his older companion coming up behind him. What were they doing here, in this strange place?

      Together, they followed along a path unlike any he’d ever seen. It was a smooth path, made from dark stone of some kind, but different than anything he’d encountered before. His surroundings were foreign, too.

      He walked ahead of his companion for quite some time. It was dark, yet something prevented the few stars he could see from shining brightly in the sky.

      He had to find his way back to where he belonged. The older wolf was of no help. He seemed to be lost himself, following rather than leading. They walked on, following the strange stone path that looked almost like a river. He wanted to find the mountains and valleys that were familiar to him, but the path led through a foreign world. If only the scents were familiar, then he could follow them, but all the smells in the air confused him even more.

      Eventually, he refused to go any further. The strange lights in the distance were beautiful. They weren’t stars, but grew out of the ground, and he was leery of them. He sat, letting his old companion know he wasn’t going to move from this spot. Lights, shining like the sun, yet unlike any lights he’d ever seen, came toward them at great speed, moving along the smooth stone path. It wasn’t safe here.

      The older wolf turned and looked at him, then smiled. His shape turned into that of an old man. “You have done well, my young friend. You have revealed to me where to find Matunaaga and the other. Not all is lost.”
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      He opened his eyes and stared at the stone carvings in the rock. The spirit of the water ghost woman stood as before, staring at him with unseeing eyes. The bear and wolf remained etched in the rock, unmoving and with the three snakes between them. His gaze lingered on the wolf. He then glanced to his right. The wolf that had joined him on his vision journey was gone. His spirit animal had once again left him alone.

      He stood and pulled the sheep hide from around his shoulders, letting it drop to the ground. The cold wind that blew off the mountain was welcomed to chase away the heat coursing through his body. His hair clung to the sides of his damp face. He blinked and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead.

      The fire in the pit had died long ago. To the west, the clouds in the sky shone with many shades of reds, purples, and blues to signal the end of another day. Within a few minutes, the sun would disappear completely behind the distant mountains, chased into hiding by her brothers, the moon and stars.

      He waited, watching the sun fade away and the sky lose its color. There was no moon out tonight, but stars shone brighter as the sky became darker. At least these stars were once again familiar to him, unlike the ones in his vision.

      He drew in a long, slow breath and closed his eyes. The air was once again clear and without the foul odor he’d smelled before. The rich aroma of the mountains and forests infused the pristine mountain air, and his heart became lighter. This was as it should be. He shook his head. There would be time soon to reflect on his vision.

      How many days and nights had he sat here, waiting for something to happen? His stomach told him it had been a long time, but he couldn’t eat. Not yet. First, he had to cleanse again in the lake, then bring his fire back to life.

      By the time he’d dressed in his leggings, breechcloth, and leather hunting shirt, darkness had fully enveloped his small camp. Far off in the valley, a pack of wolves howled, answering each other’s calls. They must have been celebrating a successful hunt. An owl screeched somewhere close by. He shivered. Owls were bearers of bad news, harbingers that someone had died, or was about to die. Perhaps the owl was a remnant of what he’d seen in his vision.

      His unease lifted when he reignited his fire and fed it with large pieces of wood to bring an orange glow to his surroundings. Sitting in front of the flames, he pulled some nut cakes from his traveling pouch and several strips of dried venison. The food nourished his hungry stomach while he stared into the flames, reflecting on what he’d seen in his vision.

      As before, the images made no sense. He’d seen them once already, in his only other vision. People fleeing from danger through the snow. Only that time, it hadn’t been clear who or what had been pursuing them. There had been bears and wolves, and they had been bitter enemies, but he hadn’t noticed that the bears had been responsible for the death of the people, or that the wolf had tried to lead them to safety. Perhaps the shaman could give him some better answers this time.

      The last part of his vision was even more puzzling. Where had he gone, and what did it mean? Visions were supposed to help a hunter gain knowledge and insights into his future, but it only confused him more.

      The wolf that had accompanied him must have been his spirit helper, yet even that made no sense. Spirit helpers were supposed to guide him in his dreams or through a vision, yet he’d been the one who had guided the spirit wolf, who’d almost seemed to be lost and didn’t know where to go. Not until the very end, when he’d turned into an old man. What had he said?

      The old man now knew where to find Matunaaga and the other. The other what?  Matunaaga was a familiar name, although he hadn’t seen his childhood friend in over a year. He sat straighter as a sudden thought entered his mind.

      Matunaaga was one of two men who had been gifted by the Sky People with powerful puha. Why would this old man need to find him? And why would he be looking for him in such a strange place as what he’d seen in his vision?

      Logs splintered and crackled as the fire in front of him consumed the fuel. He added more wood, sending orange embers floating into the sky as the flames eagerly licked at the new fuel. He sat in silence for a long time, his vision replaying over and over in his mind as he tried to make sense of the images. Tomorrow, he would return to his clan and seek out the shaman.

      Satisfied, he gathered his sheep hide and spread it on the ground. It had been several long and exhausting days. Tonight, he should be able to sleep in peace without any dreams.

      Not a second after he’d settled on the ground, he jumped to his feet, grabbing for his horn bow. The unmistakable sound of moccasins scraping over loose gravel came from somewhere close. A twig snapped.

      He strung his bow and stared into the darkness beyond the light from his fire. His enemies, the Bakianee, wouldn’t come this high into the mountains. A shadow emerged from where he’d sat earlier, facing the rock carvings. He squinted and raised his bow.

      “Put your weapon away,” an old man croaked as he came closer.

      There was something familiar about the elder. He’d seen him before. Slowly, he lowered his bow but kept it strung. The old man came closer, a wide smile on his weathered face.

      “It is done, and I have you to thank. The moment I first met you, I knew there was something special about you. As I have told you once before, your puha is strong.  I see you have followed my advice and sought another vision.”

      “My vision is of no concern to you.”

      The old man cackled with laughter. “But of course it is of concern to me. I see you have questions. I can provide the answers.” He moved closer to the fire and held his hands to the flames. Then he sat as if he’d been invited. He looked up and motioned with his hands to indicate the space next to him.

      “It is time you learned the true story of the Sky People, Wo’itsa.”
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      New York, 2005

      

      “Nice moves. It’s been a while since anyone’s taken Lenny down like that.”

      Kendra Weda didn’t look up to see who’d made the comment directed at her. Whoever it was stood right behind her.

      She reached for her duffel bag on the ground and pulled out a small towel. Wiping her damp face, she draped the towel over her shoulders and around her neck. Someone else slapped her bare arm without stopping, chuckling as he walked by.

      “Nice going, kid. Lenny won’t live that down for a while. That was even more impressive than when you took him down, Donovan.” Without waiting for an answer, the man hurried along.

      Kendra gritted her teeth and counted to ten. She grabbed the handles of her bag, straightened, then turned to face the man who still stood behind her. A quick glance assessed him as middle-aged, probably around forty-five, give or take a few years, average height, lean and fit, with dirty-blond hair that could use a trim. Good-looking guy, but a little too old for her, and not her type.

      You don’t have a type, Kendra.

      She raised her chin. If she wanted to be part of the boys’ club, she had to act like them – arrogant and full of herself. She was used to it. People tended to underestimate her due to her size, but she’d always stood up for herself.

      You certainly didn’t grow into your name.

      “I’m sure poor Lenny will be licking his wounds over at the Slippery Snake tonight,” she called out. “I took him down on the shooting range, too.”

      Kendra moved around the guy, her focus on the door that led out of the gym. She flung the handles of her duffel bag over her shoulder. Maybe she could get home to her apartment before dark.

      “Ah, so you’re the rookie everyone’s been talking about. I’ve been looking for you.”

      Kendra squeezed her eyes shut for a second, then glanced upward. Why did this guy want to chat, and why now? A shower was what she needed, or better yet, a nice long soak in a hot bath. A pizza sounded good, too.

      What she didn’t need or want was idle chit-chat with some cop after already putting in a full day on the job. She’d rather be home. It was officially the end of her first week as a detective in New York, and her couch was calling.

      She blew air from her mouth, then turned around. “Yeah, I’m the rookie.” She stared at the older guy and made air quotes as she said ‘rookie.’ “Is there something you need? Because I’d like to get home. And why are you looking for me?”

      The guy walked up to her as if he was in no hurry, confident and assertive.  He made eye contact, but it sure looked as if he was assessing her from top to bottom without being obvious, as if she was a prime suspect in a criminal case.

      Finally, his gaze dropped to her right upper arm, where it lingered. Everyone did that. Another thing she was used to. Her tattoo drew a lot of attention and questions. Questions she usually didn’t answer. She should have put her sweatshirt on over her tank top, but then she’d really be hot after wrestling that big ox, Lenny, to the ground.

      “Matt Donovan.” He held out his hand. Kendra glanced at it, then took a step closer and shook it. “You’ve been assigned to me as my temporary partner. I’m supposed to show you around.”

      Matt Donovan? He was the detective the other guys had said was the only other person who could beat Lenny in a wrestling match. Her eyes lifted to meet his gaze. He wore a confident smile, but didn’t seem arrogant like some of the other detectives she’d met over the years.

      “Kendra Weda, the rookie.”

      Something sparked in Matt Donovan’s eyes, but he concealed it immediately. “Weda. Impressive how someone your size can take down an opponent of Lenny’s bulk.”

      “Yeah, well, the guy was slow. It’s not always about size. A bear might be stronger, but a wolf is faster and more cunning.”

      Matt Donovan’s brows rose. His eyes went back to the tattoo on Kendra’s arm. “That’s an interesting analogy.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “It’s something someone told me a long time ago.”

      “So, you think you’re a wolf and not a bear?” Matt’s keen eyes gauged her for a reaction.

      Kendra narrowed her gaze. “What do you mean? Why would I think of myself as a bear?” She laughed to conceal her sudden unease. “Do I look like a bear?” To make her point, she stared up at him. Matt Donovan, despite being of average height, was still a good head taller than her.

      Matt pointed to the tattoo on her arm. “It’s a beautiful image of a wolf, so I wonder what the slash marks above it signify? Only a grizzly would leave marks like that. I commend your tattoo artist for the realism.”

      Kendra blinked and stared at Detective Donovan. She’d heard his name mentioned a few times by some of the other officers. Apparently, he had a reputation for picking up on the smallest details in cases that many of his colleagues missed. Right now, it seemed, he was picking her apart.

      “Then there’s the matter of your last name.”

      Words wouldn’t come for a moment. Obviously, he’d been checking up on her, but why? She’d never met the guy.

      “Look, it’s been a long day, Detective Donovan. If you’re supposed to show me the ropes, I’m sure we can pick this up in a couple of days. But right now, I need to get home.”

      Kendra turned and moved to head out the door. The headache coming on was getting worse. A chill crept up her spine, and a sense of unease swept through her. She glanced over her shoulder. Matt Donovan was right behind her. Kendra glared at him. Why was he following her? Then she shook her head.

      This is the way out, Sherlock. Unless he wants to go all the way to the other end of the building, of course he’s going to go this way.

      Matt offered a smile. “I’m heading out, too.” He confirmed the obvious, and must have decided he should say something, since she was staring at him like a deer caught in the headlights.

      “I’m supposed to meet my wife and daughter at the coffee shop across the street in a little while. My car’s been acting up lately, and my wife took it in to get some work done on it.”

      Kendra continued to look at him. There was something familiar about him, something unexplainable. It was as if she knew him. She shook her head. Ridiculous. She’d never laid eyes on the guy. She’d only recently come to New York after landing her first job as a detective on the police force. Her first three years as a police officer had been spent in L.A.

      “I don’t have a car. I prefer to walk.”

      Matt Donovan opened the door and waited for her to step outside. It was getting dark, but the parking lot was illuminated with plenty of lights.

      “Can I buy you a coffee across the street while I wait for my wife to pick me up? I know it’s tough when you first join the force. The guys like to test the rookies, but you clearly showed them today. From everything I’ve heard about you, you passed with flying colors.”

      He smiled. His eyes were warm and friendly. Kendra shrugged. What would it hurt to have a quick cup of coffee with her new colleague before heading home? Matt Donovan was her senior, after all, and it wouldn’t be good to make a bad first impression.

      “Sure, Donovan. We can talk more about bears and wolves.”

      He walked next to her crossing the street, not saying a word. Kendra glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.

      “Have we met before?” she blurted. She stopped before entering the coffee shop and faced him.

      Matt Donovan shook his head. “I don’t think we have. Why do you ask?”

      Kendra shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe the things you said in there.” She gestured with her chin toward the gym across the street. “Maybe you arrested me at some point.”

      A smile passed over his lips. “Arrested you? I thought you were a police officer, not a criminal.”

      “I put the life of crime behind me three years ago and became a police officer. I was in jail for minor offenses often enough that I figured it was time to see it from the other side of the bars.”

      Matt nodded. “I think that was a wise decision.” He opened the door to the café for her and led her to one of the small tables along the window. It was a strategic location, one where he could see the entire shop without having his back turned to anyone.

      Kendra tossed her duffel bag on the ground. Matt ordered coffee at the counter, then brought the mugs over, setting one in front of her. He eased into his chair and glanced at her from across the table.

      “Those were some pretty impressive moves back at the gym. Lenny never saw it coming. He’s going to be nursing his ego for a while.”

      Kendra shrugged. “Yeah, I learned to fight at an early age. I was bullied a lot, so I taught myself to fight back and defend myself. I left the Rez - left home  -and was on the street. I learned to defend myself there, too.”

      Matt nodded. There was a question in his eyes, but he took a sip of his coffee instead.  His gaze dropped to her arm. “Tell me about your tattoo.”

      Kendra held up her arm so she could see it better. She’d asked Marco Gonzales, a former friend who ran a tattoo parlor, to duplicate the picture she’d sketched many years ago as a kid.

      The strange dreams that had plagued her as a young girl had stopped around the same time she’d left home. After entering the police academy, going through training, and working on the streets of L.A., she’d barely dreamt at all.

      She’d passed her exams to become a detective - her ultimate goal - by the seat of her pants. Then, after nearly eight years off the Rez, out of the blue, the dreams had started up again, and were more vivid than ever.  It was one of the reasons she’d had to get away from L.A. The job in New York couldn’t have come at a better time, so she’d jumped at the chance. Maybe a change in scenery was what she needed.

      Kendra sipped her coffee before she looked across the table to see Matt Donovan studying her intently. He was trying to figure something out, and whatever it was, it baffled him. What did he find so fascinating about her, though? It was both annoying and puzzling. She shrugged.

      “You were pretty perceptive about the tattoo. It’s like you said. A wolf standing up to an attack by a grizzly, but no one has ever figured it out.” Why would they? This was an image from her dreams, after all. Everyone just thought the three marks were made by the wolf and meant to add drama to the piece.

      Matt held his cup to his lips. “Have you ever seen a wolf and grizzly get into a fight?”

      “Only in nature shows on television, but I’ve seen plenty of bears in the wild, and a few wolves.”

      “As you said earlier, wolves are more cunning and faster than bears, but they won’t engage a bear in a fight most of the time. They simply harass and wear their bigger opponent down. A lone wolf, especially, is no match for a grizzly.”

      Kendra stared across the table. She blinked and scrunched her forehead. How did this conversation even get started? No one had ever discussed bears and wolves with her before.

      No one, except . . .

      She shook her head. She’d left all that behind.  Kendra took another gulp of coffee, regretting it instantly. The liquid burned her tongue and seared her throat as it went down. She coughed, nearly spilling the mug still in her hand.

      “Damn, that’s hot.”

      Matt Donovan chuckled. “It’s coffee. It’s supposed to be hot.” He leisurely sipped his own, then leaned forward in his seat. “Where have you seen bears and wolves in the wild?”

      He wasn’t letting this go. Kendra scoffed. “In Yellowstone National Park. I practically grew up there, until I had enough and left home.”

      “Yellowstone?” Matt’s stare grew more intense, if that was even possible. “I guess that’s something we have in common. I practically grew up there, too. I still take my family every year.”

      Kendra smiled indulgently. She rolled her eyes and scoffed. How nice of him. He looked like a family man. Probably had a pretty wife and a couple of kids waiting for him at home every night, and took them on the obligatory family road trip every year.

      Matt raised his mug to his lips again, then set it on the table.

      “To which Shoshone tribe do you belong, Kendra?”

      Kendra coughed and spilled some of her coffee on the table. Matt reached over, his move quicker than a striking snake, and set her mug upright before all its contents ended up in her lap. Kendra grabbed her bag and leapt from her seat.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Matt stood, too.

      She glared at him. “I don’t know why you’ve been checking up on me, but I thought I passed all my background checks before I was hired.”

      She nearly kicked the chair over in her haste to get out of the coffee shop. Detective Donovan was beside her before she reached the door. He opened it for her, and she rushed out, then walked quickly up the street.

      “I didn’t check up on you, Kendra. Your name caught my attention, that’s all. I happen to be very familiar with the Shoshone language and culture, and I was curious.”

      Kendra spun around and narrowed her eyes on him. Her pulse throbbed at her temples as anger took over. Anger at Matt Donovan for reminding her who she was, despite having done everything to forget her former life. And anger because those stupid dreams plagued her again, dreams she’d only had while living on the reservation.

      “Did you grow up on the Rez, Detective Donovan? Did people condemn you because you weren’t full-blooded?” She scoffed and looked him up and down. The man in front of her wasn’t a native. “Did you have to try twice as hard to fit in while knowing you never would?” She cursed under her breath. Why was she losing her composure in front of him? She didn’t even know him. Worst of all, she had to face him again at work.

      “I don’t know what life was like on the Rez, Kendra, but I can definitely relate to the other stuff. Isn’t there a tribal elder you can talk to if you’re feeling lost?”

      She laughed. “Lost? My grandfather shoved the old ways at me all my life.  I don’t want to hear any more about customs and legends. I just want to fit in and lead a normal life. It’s why I left. I wanted something different, but I can’t seem to find my place away from the reservation, either.”

      “Is that why you have that tattoo?” Matt’s voice remained calm, while the turmoil inside her grew as each second ticked by.

      Kendra sniffed. She swiped her hand under her nose, then scoffed. “What does my tattoo have to do with any of this?”

      Matt offered a sincere smile. “You’re conflicted about who you are. You’ve got the mark of the bear above the image of a wolf. It appears you want to be both, but you don’t know how to be either. Or maybe it symbolizes that the bear is trying to destroy the wolf.” He shook his head and laughed. “That image had to come from somewhere. It’s not a piece of artwork you simply pick out of a book at the tattoo parlor.”

      Kendra stared up at him. She squeezed her eyes shut as images of her dreams played in her mind. They made no sense. Dreaming about bears and wolves made no sense, and neither did her tattoo, but it was the image that had been burned in her mind for as long as she could remember.

      Matt Donovan took a step closer. He stared down at her with a sincere look in his eyes.

      “Why bears and wolves, Kendra?”

      She narrowed her eyes. If she told him about her dreams, he might tell the police chief she needed a psych evaluation and that she might not be fit to do her job.

      “Why are you asking me this?”

      “Look, your name caught my attention when Chief Morris said I was in charge of the new rookie, but after seeing you in the gym, and your tattoo . . . I think we need to talk further.” He chuckled. “Don’t think I’m crazy, but I’m sensing we might have a common link in our past.”

      “A common link?” Her brows rose. Maybe he was the one who needed to talk to a shrink, but there was no denying that she’d had the same vibe about him.

      Matt Donovan leaned forward. His voice was a mere whisper, but the effect was stronger than if he had shouted. “Years ago, my closest friend, someone I considered a brother, had scars that looked exactly like your tattoo. His were real. They were larger, running down his back, but they came from a grizzly attack. I thought I had put that part of my life behind me, but when I saw you earlier, I realized it’s not over.”

      She glared up at him and shook her head. What the heck? Why not tell him? She gave a quick laugh.

      “I know this is going to sound stupid, but I sketched that image for the tattoo when I was maybe ten years old. I used to have dreams, weird dreams about bears and wolves.”

      Kendra dropped eye contact and glanced at her feet as the images of her dream played before her eyes.

      “It was snowing. People wrapped in furs were fleeing something, trudging through the drifts. Children were crying. A wolf followed them, stalking them. They came to a stop when they encountered two bears and another wolf. The bears and the wolf chased off the lone wolf.” She shook her head and laughed again. “I have no idea what it all means. I think my grandfather’s stories went to my head.” Blinking back the sting in her eyes, she raised her chin. Matt Donovan looked at her intently, without the skeptical expression she’d expected.

      “You’re not going to recommend me for a psych evaluation, are you?”

      “No, I don’t think you need a psych evaluation. Have you told your grandfather about your dreams?”

      She laughed. “You’re the first and only person I’ve ever told, and I don’t even know why I told you.”

      “Maybe because you and I have a lot in common, and I think I can help you make sense of your dreams.”

      Kendra blinked, then raised her brows. “You’re kidding, right?”

      Matt Donovan smiled. “Tell me, have you ever heard any stories about the Sky People?”
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      Two wolves were running along the side of a dark road just outside the city limits. They kept to the narrow space between the road and a steep ditch that led to a heavily wooded area. Occasionally, one stopped to sniff the air, then the ground, then continued running. They clearly had a destination or purpose in mind. A lone car passed by, and the wolves both stopped. They looked as the car sped down the road, again sniffing the air. Then they continued on.

      The lights of the city sparkled like stars in the distance. One of the wolves stopped. It seemed as if he didn’t want to continue. He stared at the lights, then at the road, then at the other wolf. His dark eyes glanced at his surroundings. Intelligent eyes, but confused, as if he couldn’t figure out where he was or how he’d gotten there.

      The soft hum of an engine drew closer, and headlights drew near. The unsure wolf sniffed the air, then turned his head toward the dense trees in the gully below. He sat on his haunches, clearly unwilling to keep moving toward the city. The other wolf stared at him, his eyes dark and menacing. His lips twitched and he bared his teeth, then growled. It didn’t seem to bother the first wolf. Instead of following, he lowered himself completely to the ground and dropped his head between his front paws.

      The second wolf turned away from him and continued trotting toward the car. Headlights appeared from both directions. The wolf darted into the road, directly in the path of one of the cars, causing it to swerve into the lane of the oncoming vehicle. The driver of that car, a woman, turned the wheel to avoid both the animal in the road as well as the car coming at her. The passenger, a large grizzly, grabbed the woman to shield her from the inevitable impact as the car skidded across the road and down the steep incline.

      The wolf stood in the road, his mouth open and his tongue out, panting as if he was smiling and happy about something. Slowly, he moved off the road and glanced down into the ditch where the car had impacted with a large tree. It looked like a crushed soda can, its hood compressed and the windshield smashed in. There was no movement from inside the vehicle. The wolf raised its nose into the sky and let out a long, ominous howl, right before it vanished into thin air.

      Kendra woke with a loud gasp. Her labored breathing made it seem as if she’d run a marathon. Not fully awake, she threw the covers off to cool her sweaty body. She lay there, waiting for her breathing and heart rate to return to normal. She squeezed her eyes shut, but opened them again quickly to keep the images from replaying in her mind. This was the first time her dream had been different. She shook her head at the nonsensical images that lingered, although as most dreams do, this one was already beginning to fade.

      She remained in bed, staring up at the dark ceiling. How long had she tossed and turned before she’d finally fallen asleep? What was supposed to have been a relaxing evening on the couch, watching some mindless show on T.V. and eating pizza, had turned into a night of torment. Instead of pizza, she’d eaten a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, taken a shower, and climbed into bed early with a pounding headache. Unable to fall asleep at first, she’d finally drifted off, only to be tormented by her dreams again.  She glanced at her alarm clock on the nightstand.  It wasn’t even ten o’clock, yet.

      She rolled to her side and reached for her cell phone, flipping it open. Matt Donovan’s number was prominently displayed on the illuminated screen. He’d called not ten minutes after they’d parted ways, but she hadn’t answered. When he’d left a voice message, she’d ignored that, too.

      Punching the side of her mattress, she flipped over onto her other side, and bunched up the pillow beneath her head. She still clutched her phone in her hand, her finger hovering over the voicemail button.

      Cursing under her breath, she flipped the phone shut and tossed it aside. It bounced lightly and fell to the ground with a dull thud. Kendra expelled a frustrated growl. She slid to the edge of her mattress and dropped her arm to the ground, groping for the phone.

      When her fingers made contact with it, she rolled onto her back. The LED light illuminated the space around her as she flipped the phone open again. She was never going to get any sleep if she didn’t at least listen to the message.

      “Fine,” she grumbled.

      Curiosity finally won out. How did Matt Donovan know so much about her Shoshone heritage? Something about him made her believe him, like there was a connection between them, but why Matt Donovan? He wasn’t even a native. Maybe he simply knew a lot about Native Americans and her Shoshone ancestry. At least he didn’t sound as preachy as Kunu, her grandfather, had always sounded.

      She pressed the button to listen to his message, and held the phone to her ear.

      “Kendra, I’m sorry if I upset you earlier. I really think it’s important that we talk. I understand this might not be easy for you, and believe me, it’s not easy for me, either, especially since I’m not even one hundred percent sure my hunch about you is correct. My gut tells me there are things you need to know about your past, and most important, about who you are. I believe there are some things that your grandfather didn’t know, or if he did, he didn’t tell you.”

      There was a slight hesitation, then he continued. “My wife and I can change our plans this evening if you’d like to talk. We can meet at our house, or if you’d rather sleep on it, we’d like to invite you to come for dinner tomorrow night. I know you have questions, and believe me I do, too.  I also have something important to show you. Our meeting wasn’t a coincidence, and I think your future lies in the past. Please call me back.”

      Kendra stared at the phone. She listened to the message three more times. He had information about who she was, and her future was in the past? What did that even mean?

      Her finger was on the speed-dial to call him back, but she shook her head. No, it was best not to rush into this. Maybe tomorrow morning she’d return the call, but not now. It had completely taken her off guard that he’d asked her about the Sky People.

      “Sky People?” she’d laughed, while glaring at Matt Donovan as she gripped her duffel bag in one hand, standing on the sidewalk outside the coffee shop. “You know what? You and my grandfather are both crazy if you believe any of that stuff. If you say you know Shoshone customs, you’ll know that those supposed legends of the Sky People are just that, stories to entertain children. The Shoshone believed in spirits called sky people, but they are nothing more than that – spirits, like hawks and eagles, and other birds. My ancestors tried to make sense of the world through them.”

      Matt hadn’t backed down at her tirade. He’d stood his ground and even taken a step toward her. Unlike her, he hadn’t raised his voice, but had remained perfectly calm. “You don’t think it’s coincidence that you dream about bears and wolves, when there were two clans of the Sky People – the Bear and the Wolf Clan? Tell me, Kendra, which one are you in your dreams? Are you a bear, as your name implies, or are you a wolf?”

      She’d squeezed her eyes shut. Why had she even entertained this silly conversation? “Like I said, my grandfather’s stories were messing with my head. That’s why I was having those dreams.”

      Luckily, at that moment, a car had pulled up. An auburn-haired woman with a friendly smile had leaned across the front seat, glancing out the passenger window she’d rolled down.

      “Sorry I’m late, Matt. Aimee decided not to come, so it’s just you and me.”

      Matt had glanced from the car to Kendra, indecision in his eyes.

      “Looks like your ride’s here, and I need to get home.” Kendra had started walking to put some distance between herself and Matt Donovan. Seeing him again in a couple of days after her weekend was over would be soon enough.

      “Think about what I said, Kendra,” he’d called after her. “We have a lot to talk about.”

      She’d walked faster, looking straight ahead but keeping her focus on what was going on behind her. A car door had opened and then closed, and a few seconds later, the vehicle had driven away in the opposite direction from the one she’d been going.

      Kendra swiped her hand over her face. She set the phone on the nightstand, then rearranged her pillow and covers, and once again stared at the dark ceiling. Next door, the neighbors were arguing again.

      The woman spoke in a loud voice, her words coming so fast that nothing she said even made sense. Her boyfriend usually didn’t argue back. Only occasionally had he raised his voice to her. In the two weeks since Kendra had come to New York, the police had been called twice on this couple by one of the other tenants.

      An arrest had not been made either time. The guy didn’t seem like the abusive type. Kendra had seen him with their one-year-old daughter on numerous occasions. He smiled and seemed nice enough, and appeared to care about his little girl. The woman, on the other hand, had the volatile temper, and domestic violence charges could probably be considered.

      Kendra groaned when the woman’s voice rose even more. If the guy had any sense at all, he’d leave her. She peeled the covers off and threw her legs over the side of the mattress to sit up. Maybe a glass of warm milk would help her fall asleep again. Rubbing at her pounding temples, she made her way to the kitchen without turning on any lights.

      “Maybe it’s time to pull out the badge and gun, and knock on their door,” she grumbled. If the cops weren’t going to arrest someone, maybe she would, simply for disturbing her peace.

      Kendra pulled the door open to the refrigerator. She squinted when the light blinded her momentarily, then reached for the carton of milk. She was pouring herself a glass when the faint ringing of her phone came from the bedroom.

      “I said I’d think about calling back in the morning,” she said between gritted teeth. “Maybe I’ll just tell him I’m not interested and if he calls again, I’ll report him for harassment.”

      Of course you’re not going to do that, Kendra. You’re dying to find out what he has to say.

      Matt Donovan was a genuinely nice guy, and he’d been truly concerned about her. As unbelievable as it seemed, there was no doubt that he knew things, things she’d wondered about and that had haunted her all her life, even if she didn’t know the reason why. Okay, maybe she’d been running from them all her life, but only because her grandfather hadn’t been forthcoming with any answers except to tell her she was special and to be patient.

      She set the carton of milk on the counter and rushed to her bedroom. Without looking at who the caller was, she flipped open the phone and held it to her ear.

      “Hello. I was going to call you in the mor –”

      “Natukendra’eh weda?”

      Kendra’s heart slammed against the insides of her ribs and she jerked the phone away from her ear. Her breath caught in her throat, then she shook her head. Bringing the phone slowly back to her head, she inhaled a deep breath.

      “Kunu . . . Grandfather. What . . . why are you calling me at this hour?”

      “Natu, it is so good to hear your voice. It has been many months since I have spoken with you.”

      “I’m sorry, Kunu. I’ve been busy. I have a new job. I had to move to New York.”

      “New York?” There was an almost alarmed note to her grandfather’s voice. Why was he calling today, of all days, and why at this hour? “The last I heard from you, you were in Los Angeles.”

      “I decided I needed to move. I’m a detective now.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. Kendra sat on the edge of her bed. What was she supposed to say to her grandfather? She’d left home when she was barely eighteen. She’d had enough of life on the Rez, and of her grandfather talking about the old days.

      They’d talked on the phone over the years, and he’d always begged her to come home, but she hadn’t listened. The simple fact that the dreams had stopped since she’d been off the reservation had been enough to keep her away. At least they’d stopped until recently.

      For as long as she could remember, she’d yearned for something else, something more. Trapped in her grandfather’s home, she’d had a sense that it wasn’t where she belonged. The trouble was, Matt Donovan had been spot on when he’d said she seemed conflicted. She still didn’t know what bears and wolves had to do with it, though.

      “Natu, you have to come home. There are things I have to tell you, and it is time.”

      Kendra scrunched her forehead. “Time for what, Grandfather?”

      “Time for you to know everything. You are in danger in New York. If he finds you before you understand . . . I have to see you. You must come home, and I will explain.”

      She laughed softly, but rolled her eyes at his usual blabber that made little sense. “I can’t leave, Kunu. I just started this job. I can’t simply tell them I have to go. I know it’s dangerous, but it’s what I’ve chosen to do. I’m not coming back to the Rez.”

      “Listen to me, Natukendra’eh. You are not safe. You have to beware of the wolf.”

      Kendra frowned, and shook her head. She stared up at the ceiling, then ran her hand over her face and combed her fingers through her hair.

      “Natu, listen to me.” There was a slight hesitation in his voice. He was whispering, as if he thought someone was listening in on the conversation. “If you refuse to come home . . . I have things to tell you, but I cannot do so over the phone. You . . . I need to tell you about the Sky People.”

      Adrenaline jolted her, making her heart pound in her chest and her limbs go weak. Talk of Sky People again. Was she losing her mind, or was everyone else around her crazy?

      “What are you talking about, Grandfather?”

      Kunu was definitely losing it. The last time she’d seen him had been nearly eight years ago. He’d been old and frail even then. Now, his mind seemed to be going, too.

      “Listen to me, Natu. I was instructed to raise you and teach you by the elders of the Sky People, the ones in the stories you have heard, so that when the time comes, you will be ready. I had to wait until you were old enough and could understand. You ran away from me, and I haven’t been able to teach you. You must listen to me now. You must find the bear before it is too late, but beware of the wolf. He is coming.”

      Kendra squeezed her eyes shut. Not safe from the wolf. Her discussion with Matt Donovan mingled with images of her dreams. Wolves and bears. What did it all mean? Maybe she should have listened to Matt a little more. He wouldn’t have spoken in the same cryptic ways her grandfather liked to talk. Or maybe . . .

      Kendra sat up straighter. Her grandfather’s phone call tonight had to be more than coincidence. And to think she was thinking about calling Matt and finding out more of what he had to tell her. Annoyance quickly turned to anger, and she laughed in a mocking way, shaking her head.

      “Okay, Kunu. What is your involvement with Matt Donovan? Do you know him? Why are the two of you trying to mess with me about bears and wolves, and about Sky People?”

      “Matt Donovan? You have met Matunaaga?”

      “Who? No . . . yes, I met Matt Donovan. He was talking to me like you, about bears and wolves. Why can’t you let go of your old stories and let me live my life in the present?”

      “Natu, you have to –”

      Her phone buzzed.

      “Hold on, Kunu, I have another call.” Kendra put the call with her grandfather on hold. If the other caller was Matt Donovan, she had a few choice words for him.

      Glancing at the screen, she frowned. Police Chief Morris was calling her?

      “Hello?” Her voice cracked slightly as she answered.

      “Detective Weda, I’m glad I got ahold of you. There’s been an accident.”
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      “I only just met him today. He introduced himself after work, and said I’d been assigned to him. We went for a cup of coffee, then his wife picked him up.”

      Kendra’s voice was uncharacteristically shaky, as was the rest of her. She’d seen her share of accident scenes, but this one hit too close to home. Police officers scurried around, talking in hushed tones. Static from two-way transceivers and from car radios filled the night air. The area where Detective and Mrs. Donovan’s vehicle had hit a tree head-on had been closed off with yellow tape.

      “The only thing we’ve been able to determine is that Kayla Donovan swerved to avoid hitting something. There are tire marks from another vehicle that would indicate another car and driver were involved, but we haven’t located the vehicle, yet.”

      Kendra stared at the chief, and blinked away the sting in her eyes. The older man looked shaken up, too. She’d already walked the road in both directions as far as the police barricade and beyond. Using a flashlight, she’d searched for any other tracks off the road. As crazy as it was even in her own mind, she’d specifically been looking for tracks made by a canine. She shuddered at the thought.

      She couldn’t tell Chief Morris about her dream. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest. The dream she’d had shortly before the devastating phone call from the chief that Detective Donovan and his wife had been in a fatal car crash, haunted her now.

      Fear, genuine fear, turned her insides to ice. There had been a wolf in her dream, and Mrs. Donovan had swerved to avoid it. The passenger of the car had been a bear. Little details had started coming back, until she remembered the entire dream. A wolf had run out into the lane on purpose.

      She shook her head. Impossible. There were no wolves here in New York, were there? Matt Donovan hadn’t turned into a bear. The images were simply how her brain had been trying to interpret things. Matt Donovan had wanted to talk to her. He’d known how to explain her bear and wolf dreams, but she hadn’t wanted to listen. If only she had agreed to meet with him at his home this evening, he and his wife might still be alive.

      How was it possible that she’d dreamed about Matt Donovan’s accident, and presumably at almost the exact time it had happened? And if she’d seen Matt Donovan as a bear in her dreams, who was the wolf that had wanted him and his wife dead? These were all things she couldn’t possibly tell Chief Morris. He’d think she was crazy.

      “I’d best head over to the Donovan residence. I have to break the news to their daughter. I’ll have one of the officers give you a ride home, Detective Weda.”

      Chief Morris nodded to Kendra with a solemn look on his face. He addressed one of the officers on scene and headed up the hill to his patrol car.

      Kendra sprinted after him. “Chief, I’d like to go with you, to the Donovan home.”

      Chief Morris stopped to study her.

      “Please,” she added. “I know Detective Donovan and I only met once, but he invited me to his home this evening, and I declined.” Her voice cracked. She sniffed, and ran her hand under her nose.  “I can’t shake the feeling that if I had accepted his invitation, he would be alive now.”

      The stern-looking chief’s eyes softened. He pointed a finger at her. “You are not going to beat yourself up and blame yourself for this, Detective Weda. Right now, this looks to have been an unfortunate, tragic accident, nothing more. Didn’t Matt have car trouble? Once we have a mechanic look at the vehicle, it might well be determined that there was something wrong with it. Maybe the brakes failed.”

      Kendra gritted her teeth. What if it wasn’t due to brake failure? What if she’d been witness to this accident in her dream? Snippets of her conversation with her kunu – grandfather – raced through her mind, mingling with the conversation she’d had earlier with Matt Donovan. Why couldn’t someone give her some straight answers? The man who had been willing to help her make sense of it all was now dead.

      “Tell me, have you ever heard stories about the Sky People?” . . . “Listen to me, Natukendra’eh. You are in danger . . . beware of the wolf.”

      “Detective Weda?”

      Kendra’s head snapped up to look at the chief.

      “If you’d like to come with me, I’m leaving now.” He shook his head, then walked off, mumbling, “Sometimes I hate my job. I’ve known that girl since she was born, and now I have to tell her that her parents are dead.”

      Kendra followed the chief and climbed into the passenger seat. After getting off the phone with him when he’d called to tell her the news, he’d picked her up on his way to the scene of the accident.

      Kendra stared straight ahead as Chief Morris drove down the dark two-lane road, leaving the blue and red police lights behind. At least a half-dozen cruisers and several other official vehicles were parked along the stretch of the road where the accident had occurred.

      “Matt Donovan’s wife said something to her husband when she picked him up at the coffee shop across the street from the station.”

      The chief glanced at Kendra after her softly spoken words, but didn’t ask her to elaborate.

      “She said that Aimee had changed her mind and wouldn’t be going with them. I don’t know where they’d planned to go.” She turned her head slightly to see the chief’s profile in the darkness. “I assume Aimee is their daughter.”

      He simply nodded.

      “If she had been with them, she might have . . . died as well.”

      The chief didn’t say anything for several minutes, then he chuckled quietly.  He let go of the steering wheel with one hand, and ran it over his face. “Aimee is a teenager, so full of life. Her father was a quiet man, and so was Michaela. Aimee, she always has a smile on her face and is ready for any kind of adventure. She even talked about joining the police force, but I think she settled on going to nursing school this fall.  I attended her high school graduation last week.”

      Kendra’s throat constricted. Detective Donovan’s daughter had to be about the same age she’d been when she’d left her grandfather to strike out on her own. How would the death of her parents affect this girl’s life now?

      “Are there any other siblings, or family members?”

      “No. She was an only child. Michaela, Matt’s wife, was an only child, too, and Matt never talked about his family history. There are no living grandparents or aunts or uncles that I’m aware of. Aimee’s got no one now.”

      Chief Morris drove on in silence, while snippets of Kendra’s dream replayed over and over in her mind. Why had her dream changed tonight? Why had it been different? Before, it had always been about people dressed in furs, fleeing from a wolf while apparently guided by two bears and another wolf. She held back a frustrated scream. None of it made any sense.

      There was one person who could answer her questions, and it was time she went and demanded those answers. First, though, she had to stand with Chief Morris to deliver some devastating news to Matt Donovan’s teenage daughter.

      “We’re here. Are you sure you want to come with me?”

      Kendra glanced up. Chief Morris had parked his car in the driveway in front of a nice suburban townhouse. The front yard looked well-groomed from what was illuminated in the headlights. Matt Donovan was . . . had been, as she’d suspected earlier, the average family man with the wife, the kid, and the pretty little house.

      Her heart beat furiously in her chest as she stood next to Chief Morris when he rang the doorbell. She hadn’t even met Aimee Donovan, and she already felt sorry for the girl. Kendra clenched and unclenched her sweaty palms. She’d wanted to come here because she needed answers about Matt Donovan, but how was she going to get them from his daughter? Certainly not while delivering devastating news.

      The door opened, and a smiling blonde greeted them. The girl was short, petite, and looked from Kendra to Chief Morris with wide, intelligent, blue eyes. There was a hint of familiarity about her. She had Matt’s eyes, and similar facial features. The blonde hair had to come from him, too, unless Michaela Donovan’s auburn hair had been dyed.

      “Peter, what an unexpected visit, and so late.” Aimee hid her surprise well behind that friendly smile, which quickly faded to be replaced with a worried expression.

      “Aimee, this is Detective Kendra Weda. Can we come in?”

      Aimee Donovan’s forehead scrunched slightly, but she nodded and stepped aside to let them enter. Another teenage girl, taller and thin stood in the living room, looking a bit uncomfortable as Chief Morris walked into the house and Kendra followed. There was a pizza box with a half-eaten pizza on the coffee table along with several soda cans. The tall girl grabbed the remote and turned off the television.

      “My dad mentioned you earlier.” Aimee nodded at Kendra. “He said you were his new partner for a while and you might be by for dinner tomorrow because you couldn’t make it today.”

      Kendra clenched her jaw. Dammit, why hadn’t she checked her message from Matt sooner? Why hadn’t she accepted his invitation to come to the house and talk some more? She’d wanted answers for so long, and someone had finally offered them, and she’d turned her back. Now, because of her stupidity, Matt Donovan and his wife were dead, and their daughter had no one. Kendra forced a smile.

      “Yeah. I met your dad today. He and your mom said they were going somewhere.”

      Aimee nodded. “They came home for a few minutes after mom picked him up after work. He said he had to find something. In fact, I think he said –”

      “Aimee, there’s something I need to tell you.” Chief Morris cut off what she was about to say. He took a step forward, glancing at the other girl in the room, then back to Aimee. Clearly, he didn’t want to delay the news any longer. “I’m afraid . . . there’s been an accident, Aimee.”

      Aimee looked at Kendra for another second, then her attention went to Chief Morris. Her smile faltered. Being the daughter of a police officer, she had to immediately suspect that something was wrong when the chief of police made an unexpected visit, especially at this late hour. Morris reached for Aimee’s hands.

      Kendra cursed silently. The pounding in her ears drowned out the chief’s voice as he talked to the stunned-looking girl. Kendra directed her eyes elsewhere, unable to witness the look of disbelief and then the heartbreak in Aimee Donovan’s eyes any longer as the chief informed her that her parents were dead. Instead, Kendra glanced around the modest living room.

      A painting of the Lower Falls of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone hung over the stone fireplace, along with a set of wooden snowshoes that looked to be straight out of an old west movie. Several more paintings of recognizable places in the national park graced the walls, including a few of grizzlies.

      While the outside of the home looked completely modern and blended in with every other home, the inside had a more rustic feel to it. Kendra ran her fingers through the fake bear pelt that was draped over the back of the leather-bound couch, then tore her eyes away from the painting of a grizzly standing on its hind legs with what looked to be a geyser basin in the background.

      Chief Morris held Aimee in his arms as she sobbed. The other girl had come up to her and the two clung to each other. No doubt it would take a while for the reality of the situation to sink in for Aimee. She was just a kid even though in the eyes of the law, at eighteen, she was an adult.

      Try as she might, nothing came to mind to say to the girl, so Kendra stood next to the chief, silent and studying her surroundings. She focused on trying to figure out Matt Donovan from standing in his home rather than the tragedy that surrounded her at the moment. The things that stood out were the artwork of Yellowstone and the presence of the bear imagery that seemed to be everywhere in this room, from the fake pelt to the paintings, to books, and even a bronze statue in one of the bookcases.

      “If you need anything, you get in touch with me. I’m going to make a few calls and send someone over to stay with you tonight. Everything else can wait.”

      With a numb expression on her face, Aimee Donovan shook her head.

      “Jana’s here. She’ll stay with me.” Her voice was barely audible.

      The tall girl nodded, then wrapped her arms around Aimee again in a protective hug.

      Chief Morris gave her a final hug, too, and turned to the door. Numb herself, Kendra was first to reach the chief’s car. She didn’t turn to look at the house again, or to see if Aimee waited for them to drive off. Neither she nor the chief spoke as he drove her back to her apartment.

      “Thanks for the ride home, Chief.”

      Kendra stepped out of the car and rushed into her apartment building, fumbling with trembling hands for the key to unlock her door. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning, but she was wide awake. Too much had happened in the last ten or so hours, and it was time for some answers. She reached for her phone, but before she could answer, it rang.

      Kendra flipped it open without hesitation. She frowned at the number displayed. The area code was familiar, but not the number itself.

      “Hello?”

      “Natukendra’eh weda?”

      Kendra hesitated at the unfamiliar deep voice on the other end of the line. Only one person who would be calling knew her native name, and this wasn’t his voice.

      “Yes, who is this?”

      “Natu, this is Randy Grey Owl. I’m calling from Wyoming.” There was a slight hesitation. “Your grandfather . . . your kunu, Harry Swift Elk, he is dead.”
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      Kendra fell onto her bed. Her heavy eyelids barely stayed open as she stared at the water-stained ceiling. The past week had been both physically and emotionally draining. Yesterday, she’d buried her grandfather, then immediately left the Rez to come back to New York. Matt and Michaela Donovan’s funeral had been yesterday, as well, and she’d missed it.

      The phone call in the middle of the night exactly one week ago about her grandfather’s death on the heels of the deaths of Matt and Michaela Donovan had sent an icy chill down her spine. Along with her strange dreams and her grandfather’s ominous phone call earlier that day, nothing made sense anymore.

      She’d called Chief Morris at the crack of dawn and told him she had to go to Wyoming, then booked the first flight out of town. She needed answers. Something strange was happening, but it was only strange to her. There was no way to link the deaths of the Donovans to that of her grandfather. When she’d arrived in Wyoming, she’d read the coroner’s report on Kunu’s death. He’d suffered a heart attack.

      Anger mixed with fear of the unknown had slammed her. She’d never been afraid of anything, or uncertain, except for her persistent dreams, and now it seemed she was living a nightmare. As the days had passed, the anger had finally won out over the pain and grief. She needed answers. She was going to get answers. None of this was coincidence and she was going to find out who was behind it. She hadn’t been able to shake the idea that her grandfather, and even the Donovans, had somehow died because of her.

      “There was a letter for you, Kendra. I found it on his nightstand, all sealed and ready to mail, when I found him.”

      Randy Grey Owl was all grown up now. He’d been one of the boys who had bullied her as a child, and he’d apparently been checking in with Kunu, done chores around the house, and generally looked after the old man since she’d been gone.

      Kendra now rubbed her tired eyes. She hadn’t slept in a week. It all seemed surreal. She pulled the letter from her pocket and read it again, not that she needed to. She’d memorized every word.

      

      Natukendra’eh weda,

      I have done what I was asked to do and raised you as I would my own grandchild. I told you stories about the Sky People, to prepare you for what you must do. Remember the stories, the legends, for they are a part of you.

      You refused to believe me when you were a child, and I fear I have failed you. You must believe me now when I tell you that you are in danger.

      If you have met Matt Donovan – Matunaaga – you must speak to him before it is too late. He will have answers to questions that you seek. He can show you the way. These are the things I know.

      Take the snake to find the bear, but beware of the wolf. That is the message I was told to give to you. I wish there was more I could tell you, but until you speak to me in person, I cannot risk it in a letter.

      - Kunu

      

      Kendra wiped her eyes. Dammit. She didn’t cry. She hadn’t shed a tear her entire life, not when children older than she bullied and harassed her mercilessly, not at the funeral of her grandfather, and she’d not start now.

      “Who am I supposed to go to for answers now, Kunu?” she whispered while staring at nothing in particular.

      Did she even believe anything in this letter? She laughed. Why should she? Then again, why not? Once again, nothing in that letter made sense.

      “Take the snake to find the bear, but beware of the wolf.” She laughed, and called out loud, “What does any of that even mean, Kunu?”

      She shook her head when everything in her bedroom remained quiet as expected. Nothing else seemed to make any sense around her lately. What if the stories were true? Matt Donovan had apparently believed them. At least, he knew of them, or he wouldn’t have asked her if she was familiar with stories about the Sky People. Now, the two men who could provide answers were dead. Who did that leave her to turn to? No one.

      She sat up on her mattress and raked her fingers through her hair.

      “I think it means you need to go on with your life, Kendra. No more talk of ancient legends and Sky People. You’re Detective Kendra Weda, not Natukendra’eh weda, a silly name Grandfather gave you to make you believe you’re something special.”

      She shook her head. She needed answers. As far-fetched as it seemed, Matt Donovan’s and Kunu’s deaths were more than mere coincidence. There was no way to prove it, but somehow, she was going to find out.

      Kendra nearly jumped off the bed when the cell phone on her nightstand rang. Her hand shook as she swiped her palm across her face. She cursed under her breath, then glanced at the phone. She reached for it, flipped it open, and frowned. The number wasn’t familiar.

      “Hello?”

      “Detective Weda? This is Aimee Donovan. I’m sorry to call you out of the blue, but I’m calling because of my father.”
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      Wo'itsa crouched low between the tall grasses, keeping close to the line of lodgepoles that marked the edge of the clearing before him. A creek gurgled through the brush, his only obstacle at the moment, but also the reason elk would venture out of the forest. The clear water shimmered in the early-morning light, nearly blinding him if he looked directly at it.  His bow was strung taut, ready to release when one of the animals wandered fully into the open.

      A slight breeze tickled the back of his neck, brushing his hair against his bare shoulders, and cooling his skin from the warmth of the sun that shone through the trees. His leg cramped slightly, but the discomfort was something to endure at the moment, or his efforts to bring down game would be for nothing.

      It would be good to return to his people with fresh meat, as well as his vision to share with the shaman. Wo'itsa shifted slightly to give some relief to the muscles in his calves, which were aching from remaining in the same position since the sun had climbed to the top of the mountains. What would he tell his shaman? What would the shaman say to him about his new vision?

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have sent the old man who’d entered his camp the night before away. After waiting for days to receive a vision, with no food, water, or clothing, he’d needed to ponder what he’d seen alone. Mukua, who claimed to be one of the last remaining elders of the Sky People, might hold the answers, but he hadn’t given the old man a chance to explain. If Mukua truly was who he claimed to be, why hadn’t the shaman of Wo'itsa’s clan ever spoken of him?

      The shaman, the man in the village who was closest to the spirits, only spoke of two remaining brothers of the ancient ones, and they revealed themselves to no one except those with powerful puha. Even the shaman had little direct contact with the Sky People.

      It had been well-known that the ancient elders favored Wo'itsa’s childhood friend, Cameahwait. He spoke directly to the Sky People, and apparently their other friend, Matunaaga, was held in the same regard.

      Neither Cameahwait nor Matunaaga had been born to the Tukudeka, and they spoke a foreign tongue that no one else understood. They had taught the strange language to Wo'itsa when they were children, in order to fool other members of the clan and play games.

      Cameahwait and Matunaaga were different, in appearance as well as in the way they spoke and behaved, and the shaman had been clear that they were under the protection of the Sky People. Cameahwait had always maintained that he belonged to no people, yet the ancient elders favored him above all others. Matunaaga had gone on a spirit journey many moons ago and not returned.

      Both had left the clan years ago. Wo'itsa had crossed paths with Cameahwait several seasons ago, when he’d sought another vision during a difficult time in his life. Seeing his friend again, and with a woman who had been sent to him by the Sky People, had been a surprise. It had made his own loss – and the reason he’d journeyed to seek spiritual guidance – more painful.

      Movement along the trees caught his attention, drawing him away from his thoughts about the men who’d been his childhood friends. Wo'itsa gripped his bow, sighting his arrow on the elk that emerged from behind the trees to drink. Several does and calves cautiously made their way to the water and lowered their heads.

      Wo'itsa drew back on his bow, his eye on the only cow without a calf. When the sinew was as taut as it would go, he released the arrow. At that exact moment, the elk raised her head and sprang across the creek in an almost graceful leap. Startled, the rest of the herd followed.

      Wo'itsa gritted his teeth and lowered his weapon. He hissed a silent curse. He would return home empty-handed. Before he had the chance to stand, more movement came from the direction of the forest.

      Wo'itsa crouched low, his eyes narrowed. The reason for the elk startling became immediately obvious. A pack of nine wolves gave silent chase to the group of ungulates. Wo'itsa’s eyes followed the predators as they pursued their prey.

      It quickly became clear which elk the pack would bring down. One of the calves wasn’t as quick as the rest of the herd. Now that it had caught Wo'itsa’s eye, it looked rather weak and sickly. Working in unison, the wolves quickly separated the calf from the others. Its mother made a desperate attempt to draw the predators away from her offspring, but she didn’t dare take on an entire pack of wolves. When the young elk was taken down by several of the pack, the cow retreated, leaping after the rest of the herd, which had already disappeared into the trees.

      Wo'itsa followed the battle for survival with keen interest. Wolves were masters at coordinating a hunt, and the Tukudeka hunters emulated their tactics when they worked in groups. With the aid of their dogs, they brought down large game in organized hunts much like these wolves were doing.

      By now, they danced around their kill, tails high and wagging, and barking in triumph. The alpha female raised her nose to the air and howled a victory song, and the alpha male quickly joined in. Ravens already circled overhead and congregated nearby to announce that there had been a kill.

      Wo'itsa remained where he was for some time, studying the group of wolves as they hovered around their prize. A certain pride and kinship welled in his heart for these animals. They were his spirit guides after all, and he’d been named after them.

      He shook his head, and frowned. Why had the shaman given him a powerful name when he’d done nothing to do it justice?  Last night had only been the second time he’d been granted a vision, and it left him more confused than ever. While he’d had a difficult time trying to communicate with the Sky People, it came easy for men like Cameahwait and Matunaaga, who had never even sought their guidance.

      Brushing off the slight twinge of annoyance, Wo'itsa shifted in the grass and focused on the wolf pack in the clearing. When his stomach growled to let him know that he still had to find his own breakfast, he moved to return to his camp. There were still some dried nut cakes left. It would have to do until he could find some fresh meat.

      He stood, then froze. In the clearing, a large, shaggy body emerged from the forest. The lumbering beast approached the wolf pack without worry, moving faster toward the dead calf even as the wolves began to growl and snap.

      Wo'itsa stood rooted to the spot as the giant grizzly rose on its hind legs and let out a roar that reverberated through the trees. The ravens cawed loudly, and most of them rose into the air, apparently wanting no part in the fight. They didn’t go far, however, and sailed on the breeze above the predators.

      The wolves ran at the bear, who swiped his paws through the air to fend them off. The giant predator grabbed for the calf and dragged it a short distance, with some of the wolves hanging on to the other end. Whenever one of the wolves darted forward for an attack, the bear roared and lunged at them, swiping his great paws at his adversaries.

      While the wolves were quick and maneuvered out of the way, the bear persisted, and ate from the kill that didn’t belong to him. The wolves could do nothing but harass the giant bruin, who didn’t relinquish the meat. Bits and pieces of Wo'itsa’s vision came to mind. The wolves, who had been guiding a fleeing group of people while several bears pursued them, and then the strange and foreign place where he’d seen the older bear argue with the young she-bear. What did it all mean?

      Wo'itsa moved to leave. It was getting late, and the journey back to his village would take several days. Once the bear had eaten his fill, he might leave and allow the wolves to reclaim the meat for which they had worked hard. One thing was clear, however, as he continued to keep an eye on the predators in the clearing. Even a pack of wolves were no match against the mighty grizzly.

      “The wolves try, but they are no match for the grizzly. He takes what he wants.”

      Wo'itsa’s body tensed at the raspy voice behind him, voicing what he’d been thinking. From instinct, he reached over his shoulder for an arrow from his quiver and strung his bow, and spun around at the same time.  His arrow pointed at the heart of the elder he’d sent away the night before.

      Wo'itsa frowned, and lowered his weapon. “I could have killed you,” he grumbled.

      Mukua cackled. “Were I your enemy, you would be dead already, Wo'itsa. You are the careless one, not me, for not paying attention to your surroundings. You might do well to learn from the wolves you’re watching.”

      Wo'itsa lowered his gaze, then looked to where the wolves were still trying to get their kill back from the bear. The alpha female snarled and jumped at the bear, but he swiped at her, sending her tumbling into the grass. She emitted a loud yelp, then ran a safe distance to avoid the bear’s deadly claws.

      Mukua scoffed. “They always think they have the right to take everything, and to make others bow to their wishes.”

      Wo'itsa’s gaze darted from the wolves to the elder. “What are you talking about?”

      “The mighty grizzly. Always taking when the opportunity presents itself. Bear might be stronger, but in the end, Wolf is quicker and will outsmart him. So it was with the Sky People, and so it shall be again.”

      The elder smiled at Wo'itsa with a knowing gleam in his eyes. Would it even matter if he asked what Mukua meant? He returned the smile. Hadn’t he said something similar to Cameahwait at one time?

      Wo'itsa stuck the arrow back in his quiver. He glanced at the hornbow he carried. It was the same weapon he’d offered Cameahwait as a gesture of their friendship when he needed a bow.

      “Why must the bear and wolf outwit the other? The wolves brought down the elk to feed them all.” Wo'itsa gestured with his chin in the direction of the pack and the bear.  “And why this talk about the Sky People?”

      Mukua stared at him. His eyes narrowed as they studied him. “Have you not learned anything from your vision?”

      A strange sensation passed through Wo'itsa. His muscles tensed as they’d done a few minutes ago when Mukua had come up on him undetected.

      “What do you know about my vision?”

      Mukua laughed. “Have you not listened to anything I’ve said to you, Wo'itsa? Am I not the one who told you nearly a season ago to seek another vision? I’ve waited a long time for you to journey to the mountains. I thought perhaps you wouldn’t heed my advice. Do you not believe me when I tell you that I am an elder of the Sky People?”

      Wo'itsa held the man’s gaze. He’d had his doubts about whether Mukua was telling him the truth. He should have asked his shaman if he had heard about this elder, but he’d kept their last encounter to himself. What if this man truly was one of the Sky People?

      “You have been conflicted about your role in your clan, Wo'itsa. You, who asked for guidance from the spirits, were cast aside by the ones whose wisdom you seek. Your friend shunned the Sky People, yet he is favored by them above all others, and you’ve often wondered why.”

      A triumphant gleam passed over the elder’s face when Wo'itsa stared in silence. How did this man know so much about him? There was truly only one explanation for it.

      “The shaman speaks of two brothers when he mentions the last remaining Sky People, and another who was an outcast.”

      Mukua’s laugh was nothing more than a snicker. He moved away from the tree he leaned against, and headed into the forest. Wo'itsa glanced into the clearing a final time. The wolves had managed to chase the bear away, and congregated around their kill. He looked at Mukua, who stepped around an old tree that had fallen to the ground a long time ago, perhaps as long ago as when the Sky People still lived among the Tukudeka.

      With a shake of his head, he followed the elder back to his camp. Perhaps he should hear what Mukua had to say.

      “What is it that you want from me?”

      Mukua turned his head to look at Wo'itsa, and laughed. “I have told you, you have powerful puha, Wo’itsa. The spirit of the wolf lives inside you. Not since the clan of the Wolf have I sensed such strong spirit medicine. You must sense it, too, from the visions you’ve had.”

      Wo'itsa gripped his hornbow. The elder wasn’t answering his questions.

      “The shaman of my clan tells me the same thing, but he wouldn’t explain what it means.”

      Mukua stopped, and faced him. “It means, Wo’itsa, that you can be of great help to me.”

      Wo'itsa’s brows rose. He leaned forward slightly. “Help to you? If you are truly an elder of the Sky People, why do you not seek out Cameahwait and Matunaaga? They have been chosen by the elders.”

      Mukua’s eyes turned dark, and a flash of something that could be mistaken for hatred passed through them. It was gone as quickly as it had appeared.

      “Cameahwait and Matunaaga are protected by my brothers. It is because of them that the Sky People are no more.”

      Wo'itsa  frowned. “I don’t understand your words. The two clans of the Sky People destroyed each other.  Only three elders remain.”

      Mukua nodded while his face remained impassive. “You know much, Wo’itsa, but you do not know the truth. It is the fault of my brothers, Naatosi and Naatoyita, that the clans were wiped out. They, along with the shaman and the chieftain of the Bear Clan, sought to destroy the Wolf Clan rather than bring back peace. You saw it in your vision.”

      Wo'itsa’s eyes narrowed. “Why should I believe you?”

      Mukua smiled, as if he’d expected the question. “When you had your first vision, did Naatoyita or Naatosi come to you and tell you that you have special puha? No, they chose Cameahwait, who wanted nothing to do with the Sky People, and Matunaaga, who chose to leave these mountains.” He paused before adding in a raised voice, “Did they answer your pleas when you sought another vision to make sense of your loss of the woman who was supposed to be your wife?”

      Wo'itsa clenched his jaw. He glared at the man for bringing up the reason he’d pursued a second vision several seasons ago. How much should he tell this man?

      “It is unclear to me what I saw in my vision. The first time, it revealed to me that the clans destroyed each other and were bitter enemies. Last night . . .” He shook his head, trying to make sense of the images.

      “If you will let me, I can reveal to you what your vision means.” Mukua put a hand on Wo'itsa’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “Your clan’s shaman has been told lies by my brothers. Cameahwait and Matunaaga have no desire to keep our sacred mountains the way they have been for generations.”

      Wo'itsa tensed. Was this man speaking the truth? He slowly shook his head, but before he could object to what Mukua said, the elder continued.

      “Haven’t they already brought change to the land? Cameahwait has no respect for the old ways. Matunaaga chose not to stay. More changes will come that threaten our way of life. The woman you aided a season ago, she came to lead Matunaaga away. I had to do something to keep them apart, but my brothers always interfere.”

      Mukua dropped his hand from Wo'itsa’s shoulder. His expression was one of sorrow, making the lines of age appear even deeper on his face.

      “The leaders of the Bear Clan were unreasonable. The chief and shaman wanted to make sure their line would not die with the rest of the people. They asked to call forth an ancient medicine to protect their sons, but no one else. Agwai Puhagand, the shaman of the clan, refused my pleas to save others as well, saying the medicine wouldn’t be strong enough and therefore only his son and the son of the chief could be sent to safety. When I argued with him, I was no longer welcome by my people.”

      The older man’s face hardened, and his eyes clouded with pain and loss, but also with anger. It was a look that was all too familiar. Their gazes met.

      “We both suffered a loss because of someone else’s interference, so you understand my pain.”

      Wo'itsa listened quietly. His heart pounded stronger in his chest. Yes, he understood sorrow for losing someone at the hand of another. He turned away from Mukua, and headed in the direction of his camp. Mukua fell in step beside him, but he remained silent as well.

      The shaman told the stories of the Sky People differently. He often spoke of the war between the clans, using it as a reminder to remain peaceful. The Tukudeka kept to themselves, away from most other tribes for this very reason.

      “You have lost someone who owned your heart, have you not?” Mukua prodded, glancing sideways and seeking Wo'itsa’s eyes. “I have, as well.”

      Wo'itsa kept his face impassive to hide his surprise that Mukua knew about that part of him, too. He’d all but forgotten about the woman who had chosen another over him, but now the anger returned.

      “I sought a new vision, and guidance from the Sky People when the woman who was supposed to be my wife decided to become the wife of a hunter from another clan. The Sky People refused to speak to me.”

      Mukua nodded. “Naatosi and Naatoyita refused to listen to my pleas to help me protect my wife, as well. They listened to the chief and shaman over their own brother.” His voice sounded like that of a spitting wildcat, filled with anger and hatred.

      They walked in silence until they reached Wo’itsa’s camp. Mukua stopped and turned to Wo'itsa. “When our paths crossed last season, I knew there was something different about you, and I was right. You are no ordinary Tukudeka hunter.”

      Wo'itsa shrugged, and bent to revive the coals in his dead campfire. “There is nothing different about me.”

      “Your vision has led me to complete the first part of what we must do to restore the balance.”

      Wo'itsa glanced up and over his shoulder at the man who hovered just behind him. If this elder was of the Sky People, he could offer more answers about his vision than his own shaman.

      “Tell me about my vision. What does it mean?”

      Mukua smiled, clearly pleased. He nodded. “In your vision, you traveled to a place far into the future.”

      Wo'itsa stood. His forehead scrunched. Cameahwait and his wife had spoken of the future, and so had the woman, Kayla, who had come to find Matunaaga. He hesitated before asking, “The future?”

      “You also saw that the people were not safe from the bears, and the wolf tried to lead them to safety.”

      “But why? What does this vision have to do with me?”

      “Naatoyita and Naatosi kept you hidden from me. They know that you can help me restore what the Wolf Clan tried to protect.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head and took a step back. “How can I help you against the elders of the Sky People?”

      A thousand questions raced through Wo'itsa’s mind. He glanced up at the pinnacles of the tallest lodgepoles in the forest as they stretched into the sky. The trees refused to give him answers. How could he possibly possess the power of the Sky People? He wasn’t one of them. He was a good hunter in his clan, but nothing exceptional. Shouldn’t he feel different somehow if an elder of the Sky People had chosen him? Had Cameahwait felt different?

      “How am I supposed to help you?”

      “We have to change what will come.” Mukua reached into his medicine pouch around his neck. He held open his hand to reveal a carving of a snake’s head.

      “There are others like this one. Help me find them, and we can return balance to the sacred mountains.”

      Wo'itsa stared at the carving. The red stones that served as eyes glowed when the sun’s rays shone on them, holding his attention as if something within it was calling to him.
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      Kendra pulled her pistol from her back holster, and removed the magazine for inspection.  As expected, all seventeen rounds were present. The last time she’d fired the gun had been the day she’d trained on the shooting range. She clicked the magazine back into the chamber.

      She glanced at the gun. She wasn’t back on duty until tomorrow, so there was no need to even carry a weapon today, but out of habit, she stuck it in the holster concealed behind her back under her tank top. Seconds later, she removed her belt and locked the weapon in a drawer in her bedroom dresser. She had no need for the gun today.

      Kendra glanced around the living room of her small apartment, not looking at anything in particular. The phone call last evening had been most unusual after having just returned from burying her grandfather. She shook her head and scoffed. As if anything that had happened in the last week had been normal.

      Why, though, would Matt Donovan’s teenage daughter want to talk to her? What information did Aimee have about her father that she would want Kendra to know? It wasn’t as if she and Aimee knew each other.

      After hanging up the phone with the girl last night and telling her she’d stop by her house today, Kendra had spent a restless night thinking about all the things that had occurred in the last week. What was the connection between her, Matt Donovan, and her grandfather, and why did three people have to die because of it?

      No one would ever make a connection between the deaths and her, but it was so obvious to her. Kendra rolled her eyes and raked her fingers through her hair. There probably was no connection, and it was all in her head. The more she’d thought about it, however, the more convinced she’d become that these deaths had something in common.

      It didn’t matter what her grandfather’s coroner report said, or that there was no evidence of foul play in the Donovan car accident. The common link was her Native American heritage, as far-fetched as it seemed, but no investigator would ever believe that.

      Kendra slipped into a light jacket and left her apartment. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, Kunu.” Not only to figure out the deaths of three people, even though they seemed purely random, but also for her own sanity. Guilt consumed her. Both her grandfather and Matt Donovan had been trying to tell her something, and she’d refused to listen.

      Her dreams hadn’t recurred since the day of Matt’s death, but every time she closed her eyes, fuzzy images of wolves and bears plagued her. If she was going to get any peace of mind, she had to figure out what the connection was between her, her grandfather, and Matt Donovan. Going to Matt’s home to meet with his daughter was the logical first step. Maybe through Aimee, she could begin to make some sense of it all.

      It was still warm and humid as Kendra walked down the street of her apartment building in the late afternoon. Once she reached the intersection at the end of the block, she could hail a cab. Not many taxi drivers came down this quiet side alley on a regular basis. A group of kids were playing street hockey, their laughter rising above the occasional honks and revved motors from cars in the distance.

      Good thing she’d found her apartment in this quiet neighborhood. While she’d lived in a city for years, she’d never gotten quite used to all the noise. Returning to Wyoming last week for the funeral had made her realize that she’d missed the sounds of nature and actually seeing stars at night. It had been a long time since she’d spent any time away from the city.

      She shrugged. What did it matter? That part of her life was over. It had been over since the day she’d left the Rez eight years ago, and she hadn’t looked back. When she was growing up, she’d wished for a different life than always getting dragged into the mountains by her grandfather to learn how to live and survive using the “old ways”, as he’d called it.

      No matter how often she’d told Kunu that she didn’t want to live in the past, he hadn’t listened and continued with his teachings. Looking back on it now, her grandfather had not only taught her how to survive in the wilderness, but the lessons she’d learned in the mountains had also honed her skills to survive in the city. Her outdoors training had sharpened her mind and taught her to pay attention to her surroundings, and it made her a better cop.

      When she reached the intersection where her quiet street met up with the busier main street, she flagged down a taxi. While waiting for one to pull up to the curb, her eyes roamed up and down the sidewalk. People were in a hurry, as usual, and no one seemed to pay any attention to things going on around them. Everyone was too absorbed in their own affairs.

      She glanced across the street. Her eyes immediately fell on a man standing at the curb, looking at her. He was dressed in a buckskin shirt and fringed leather pants. His long hair blew in the breeze, and the sun caught in the silver strands. There was no question that he was Native American.

      He continued to stare, and even from a distance, his eyes held her rooted to the spot. Adrenaline rushed through Kendra, making her stomach turn and her limbs go weak. A cab stopped along the curb in front of her, obscuring her view. Kendra stepped forward, craning her neck to see across the street, but the man was gone.

      “Did you want a ride or not?” the cab driver called, leaning across the front seat and peering through the passenger window. “I don’t have all day.”

      Kendra looked up and down the sidewalk, but the Native American-looking man seemed to have vanished into thin air. A slight shiver rolled down her spine, and goose bumps formed on her arms.

      “Hey, you plan on getting in?” The cab driver’s impatient question finally brought her eyes around to him. She met his glaring stare with a firm look of her own.

      “Chill out.” She pulled the door open and climbed into the back of the cab, looking through the window at the spot where she’d seen the old man standing. Several people walked up and down the sidewalk. It could have been anyone. Kendra scoffed. At least it hadn’t been a wolf or a bear standing there.

      “You gonna tell me where to go?” The cab driver’s high-browed look matched the sarcasm in his tone. No doubt he thought she was some street bum, which was an easy assumption to make. Her black tank top, black leather jacket, the torn and worn jeans, and leather boots were part of a look she’d adopted years ago while living on the streets of L.A. Along with her raven hair and darker- than-average complexion, her clothes made her blend in nicely with the people on the streets. It had its advantages. No one ever suspected her of being a cop.

      Kendra fumbled in the pocket of her leather jacket, and removed a crumpled piece of paper. She leaned forward and stretched her arm out, showing the driver the address she’d scribbled on the paper last night. The guy looked at it, then glanced over his shoulder at her, and his brows shot up. His eyes assessed her while chewing gum that gave him the appearance of a cow chewing cud.

      Kendra stared right back at him. “You gonna gawk, or drive?”

      The driver shook his head then straightened, and pulled away from the curb. “You better have money to pay me when we get there.” He glanced at her through the rearview mirror again.

      “Only if you mind your own business and do your job.”

      Kendra ignored him while looking out the window, scanning the sidewalk again to find the Native American. She blinked and shook her head. Had she imagined seeing him? No one passing him had paid him any attention, and he certainly stood out. A chill ran down her spine. All the things that had happened in the last couple of weeks were playing tricks with her mind.

      She slumped back in her seat and closed her eyes, making a fist around the piece of paper with Matt Donovan’s address written on it. Tomorrow was her first day back on the job. Hopefully some distractions with chasing the bad guys would get her mind off the events of the past week. Heck, of her entire past. Kunu had really messed her up good with all his talk about ancestors and reconnecting with family and the spirits.

      The drive to the Donovan residence took a little more than thirty minutes. Thankfully, the cab driver had kept his mouth shut the entire way. Kendra had kept her eyes closed and her mind clear, or else it would have been cluttered with images of bears, wolves, her grandfather, ancient elders, and Matt Donovan. When the cab came to a stop in front of the house, Kendra nearly jumped out of the vehicle. She leaned in the passenger-side window.

      “Can you please wait here and give me a ride back to town? I should only be a few minutes. If I’m in there longer, I’ll let you know.”

      The driver shook his head and scoffed. “I don’t fall for that one, especially from someone who looks like they’re about to skip town. Pay up first.”

      Kendra sighed. She reached into the back pocket of her jeans.

      “Wait here until I come back,” she repeated, more slowly and firmly this time while holding her badge under the driver’s nose. If the guy hadn’t been so rude from the start, she would have paid him, but she was not going to give him the satisfaction of thinking he had the upper hand by being a jerk to a helpless customer. Showing her badge, even if she had to resort to using it off-duty, usually got people to take her seriously.

      She smiled when his eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. “Sure thing,” he stammered.

      Kendra pushed away from the cab and headed for the front door of the house. The place didn’t look any different than when she’d been here a week ago with Chief Morris. The lawn was mowed and the flowerbeds well groomed. Nothing out of the ordinary to convey that the owners had tragically died a short while ago, leaving behind a devastated teenage daughter.

      Aimee opened the door seconds after Kendra rang the bell. The girl, however, looked different than she had a week ago. The smile and vibrant sparkle in her gaze were gone. Instead, she had dark circles under her eyes. Her blonde hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed or brushed and fell limply down her back and over her shoulders. She’d probably slept in the over-sized t-shirt and sweatpants she was wearing.

      “Thanks for stopping by.” Aimee held the door open, and Kendra entered the Donovan home for the second time. The place smelled like a flower shop. Vases with cheery and colorful bouquets filled the entry table and living room. The flowers looked completely out of place, and rather than make the home look bright and happy, were a stark reminder of the sorrow in this house.

      “I wanted to come to the funeral, but my grandfather passed away unexpectedly, too.” Kendra clenched her jaw. She had no experience with this sort of thing, and she blurted out the first thing that had come to mind.

      Aimee nodded. “Chief Morris told me. I’m so sorry for your loss.” She looked equally uncomfortable.

      “Is there something I can get you, or do for you? Anything the department can do?” Kendra mumbled.

      Aimee shook her head. “They’re already doing a lot. At least they caught the person who was responsible.”

      Kendra blinked, then raised her brows. An arrest had been made? “I just got back to New York yesterday,” she blurted. “I haven’t been to the station. That’s good news.”

      “A drunk driver.” Aimee scoffed. She sniffed, and swiped her hand under her nose. “Apparently he told the officers who arrested him that he saw a wolf standing in the middle of the road, and he swerved to avoid hitting it.”

      Adrenaline shot through Kendra’s limbs, making her weak and shaky. She let out an uneasy laugh. “A wolf?”

      Aimee shook her head. “Crazy, right?” She glanced at the ground, then met Kendra’s stare. “I . . . um . . .wouldn’t have called you, but you’re the last person my father talked about before he and Mom left that evening.” She cleared her throat. “He seemed really eager to talk to you again. He said he had something important to share with you.”

      Kendra frowned. “Do you know what he wanted to tell me?”

      “No. If he mentioned it to my mom, I didn’t hear it. I heard them discuss something he insisted he needed to give to you. When my dad gets something in his head that’s important to him, he doesn’t let it go.” Aimee smiled weakly. “And you seemed to be extremely important to him.”

      Kendra mentally shook her head. What could Matt Donovan possibly have to give her?

      “I’ll be right back. I left it in my parents’ bedroom, where my dad kept it. I thought maybe it had something to do with work, and if you and he were investigating a case, I figured you should know about it and have it.”

      Kendra nodded and waited for Aimee to disappear down the hall and up the stairs. Nothing came to mind that Matt Donovan might have to give her. Definitely not anything that had to do with work.

      She glanced around the living room. The strong imagery of bears was still present in this room, and a chill crept down her spine as if she was being watched. Her eyes again fell on the paintings of Yellowstone that hung on the walls, before landing on the coffee table. A notebook, or journal of some kind lay open to a page that was half-filled with neat handwriting.

      Kendra glanced up to where Aimee had gone, then stepped closer and leaned over to read.

      

      I lost my parents today. I don’t even know what to say, or where to begin. They asked me to go with them for a drive in the country and to check out a possible place to go camping for a few days. I cancelled on them at the last minute because Jana asked me if she could come over. She just broke up with her boyfriend, so I said yes, I’d be there for her. Mom and Dad understood.

      The police report says the car spun out of control after trying to avoid another car, and that the brakes had failed. There was no other explanation for why the car would have gone off the road and into the ditch. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. I’m numb at the moment.

      Thank you, Mom, for teaching me how to be myself and always follow my heart. For letting me play in the dirt when I was little, and going on crazy adventures with you and Dad. I hope that someday I can be as strong as you are, and as good a nurse as you are. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, now that high school is over. I know now. I want to be a nurse like you, and I want to help people, and I hope that someday my skills will come in handy and I can be useful somewhere. You taught me that, how to be passionate about something and go out and do it, and to always follow my heart.

      Thank you, Dad, for all you taught me about living out in the woods, surviving with only the barest of essentials. I don’t know if I will ever put those skills to good use, but if I have to someday, I have you to thank for my survival. You were the best dad, and the best husband to mom. I can only hope that someday I find someone who is half as good as you are.

      

      Kendra swiped at her eyes. She straightened and stepped away from the table. These words were private, and she was trespassing. From what she’d read, though, it was clear that Aimee had shared a very close relationship with her parents.

      Another thing about Matt stood out from reading Aimee’s short journal passage. Kendra ran her fingers through her hair. Matt had clearly been an outdoorsman and knew survival skills. Where had he learned them? It was another link between him and her, but again, what did it all mean?

      Kendra glanced around the room again. The thought that Matt might be a relative had already occurred to her. If he had any Native American blood in him, however, he didn’t display his heritage in the house, not the way he seemed to display bears. There wasn’t a single Indian artifact or piece of artwork in this room.

      “This is what Dad wanted to give you.”

      Kendra spun around at the sound of Aimee’s voice. She took another step away from the coffee table and glanced at Aimee’s outstretched hand. A wooden box?

      “What is it?”

      Aimee dropped it into Kendra’s hand. “I thought you’d know.”

      Kendra held up the box. It was clearly made from wood and appeared to be hand-carved. It wasn’t very big, and fit in the palm of her hand. The one thing that immediately jumped out at her was the carving of a bear on the top half. At least it appeared to be the top. Kendra gripped it to open it, but it wouldn’t loosen from the bottom half.

      “Seems to be stuck,” she murmured. Kendra glanced at Aimee. If there was something inside it, perhaps it was best to open it later in private.

      Aimee smiled, but it wasn’t the same smile of the girl she’d met a week ago, before she’d received the news of her parents’ deaths. If she was curious about the box, it didn’t show. Kendra stuck the box in her jacket pocket. The urge to leave and figure out how to open the thing gripped her. She took a step toward the girl.

      “What are your plans now, Aimee?”

      Aimee shrugged. “My parents would have wanted me to go on with my life as before. I’m going to go to nursing school.” A determined gleam passed through her eyes. “And I plan to become the best damn nurse I can be, to honor my mother. Both my parents always said that everything happens for a reason.” She raked her fingers through her hair and shrugged. “I don’t know what could possibly be the reason why they had to die.” Her voice cracked. “But I’m going to continue living for them, the way they loved life.”

      Kendra smiled and nodded. Her heart went out to the girl. Kendra had never known her parents, so she’d never experienced losing them. She’d had so little contact with Kunu in the past eight years that his death had been easier to accept. Kunu had refused to talk about her mother or her father, which meant they couldn’t have been good people. Why else would they have dumped her with Harry Swift Elk?

      “I should probably go. I left the cab driver waiting outside.” Kendra moved toward the front door. “If there’s anything you ever want to talk about, give me a call. I only met your dad recently, but he seemed like a great guy. I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

      Aimee blinked, but it couldn’t hide the tears in her eyes. “He was the best,” she whispered. “I can honor him by continuing to learn wilderness survival every chance I get. It’s something he was great at, and I plan to follow in his footsteps.”

      The girl opened the door, and Kendra stepped outside. It was already getting dark. She hesitated, turned to face Aimee, and wrapped her arm around her. She didn’t go around hugging people, but this time, it just seemed right. It was as if some kindred spirit flowed between them. They’d both recently lost someone close to them. Kendra stepped back, then rushed to the waiting cab.

      “Get me back to where you picked me up,” she ordered after climbing into the backseat and slamming the door shut. She raked her fingers through her hair, cleared her throat and sniffed, and didn’t bother to look up to see if the driver was looking at her in his rearview mirror or not. Who cared?

      Thankfully, he remained quiet as he drove. When he finally stopped the cab in the exact spot where he’d picked her up hours ago, it was dark except for the lights illuminating the city.

      Wordlessly, Kendra paid him, leaving a generous tip even though he didn’t deserve it. She stuck her hands in her jacket pockets as she walked down the street toward her apartment building. She wrapped her fingers around the mysterious little box that lay securely in her left pocket.

      Taking it out, she examined it again in the dim lighting from the street lamps. The box was definitely something homemade. The carving of the bear on top was crude, but recognizable as a bear. She picked up the pace, eager to get home so she could figure out how to open the thing.

      Since it seemed to be made of two parts, it was a logical conclusion that it was hollow inside and could possibly contain something. All she needed to do was pry it open with a knife or something, which she hadn’t wanted to do in front of Aimee. The girl clearly had no idea what the box might be or what it contained. Although she’d been close to her parents, there seemed to have been things Matt hadn’t shared with his daughter, and Aimee seemed to respect those boundaries, even if she had been curious about the box.  Then again, the girl was grieving, and probably didn’t care much about anything at the moment.

      A slight breeze tickled the back of her neck. Kendra didn’t stop, but trained her ears on any sound behind her. The oddest feeling of being watched, or even followed, sent a chill down her spine. She stuffed her hand holding the box in her jacket pocket.

      Her free hand reached behind her to her lower back out of habit, but then brought it forward again. She wasn’t wearing her gun. Her apartment building was another hundred yards or so up ahead. If she increased or decreased her pace, whoever was following her would know that she was on to him.

      A car drove down the street, temporarily blinding her with its high beams. Kendra cursed and squinted. When her eyes adjusted again, she nearly let out a startled yell. Her grip tightened around the box in her pocket. Someone stood a few yards up ahead. She swallowed. A man with long, silver hair, and wearing buckskins.

      “Why are you following me?” she demanded.

      The old man’s wrinkled face cracked in a smile. “Natukendra’eh weda. At last, I have found you.”

      “Who are you?” Kendra’s eyes narrowed. Her heart slammed against her ribs at the familiarity with which he spoke her native name.

      “You favor your mother,” the old man said in response. His eyes went to her hand holding the wooden box.

      “You’d better start answering my questions.” Staring down a criminal holding a gun to her head seemed less intimidating than confronting this frail-looking old man.

      “You are lost, and you are conflicted,” the old man went on in the same manner as before, clearly not intending to answer her. “The man who raised you tried to lead you away from your true family, but your ancestors knew to guide you on your true path.”

      “Cut the gibberish, old man. Who are you?” Her unease grew stronger with each second that passed, but then, this old man was hardly someone she couldn’t handle if it came to having to defend herself. He reached out and pointed at her hand holding the box.

      “Give me the vessel.”

      Vessel?

      Kendra’s eyes darted to her pocket, which tightened around the box. She glanced back at the old man, whose eyes looked eager to take the thing from her. She shook her head.

      “Not a chance. If you know what this box is, or what’s in it, you’d better just tell me.” Dozens of questions raced through her mind. For as crazy as the old man seemed to be, he knew things about her, and he clearly knew about this box that Matt had wanted her to have. Whatever it contained was too important to let slip into the wrong hands.

      The old man’s laughter cracked through the evening air. “Give it to me, and I will show you.” He took a step closer. Kendra tensed. “You do not need to be burdened with this any longer, Natukendra’eh. You have broken away from the spirits and your ancestors, and you can now lead the life you desire.”

      “I’ll think about it and let you know,” she said slowly, and moved to walk around the old man. “If you don’t want me to call the cops on you, I suggest you let me pass.”

      “You do not know what you are doing, Natukendra’eh. Give me the vessel.”

      Another car rolled down the street, blaring loud music. One of the teenage passengers yelled through the rolled-down window while others whistled and hooted. “Hey, Kendra. Wanna go for a ride?”

      Kendra squinted at the car’s headlights. When her eyes darted back to the old man, he was gone.

      “What the hell?” she murmured. She turned to look around her, but there was no sign of the man. “Am I going crazy?”

      Her knees went weak and she raked her fingers through her hair. She still clutched the box in her hand. She broke into a run to reach her building, breathing hard when she finally slammed the door behind her inside her apartment. Her hands trembled as she pried open the box with some difficulty. Time for some answers before she completely lost her mind.

      She stared. Her hand trembled as she reached out and touched her finger to the gnarled and petrified-looking carving of a . . . snake’s head?

      “The vessel that transported the children to the future was carved in the form of a snakehead.”

      Kunu’s words echoed in the quiet of the room as if his spirit was talking to her.

      Kendra laughed, just as she’d done as a little girl when she’d listened to his stories.

      “A snakehead? That’s silly, Kunu. Why a snakehead?”

      “Snakes represent knowledge and wisdom, Natu. By saving the children, the leaders of the Sky People hoped to preserve the knowledge and wisdom of their ancestors.”

      Carefully, Kendra lifted the object from the box, which she set on her little kitchen table. The snakehead was a tight fit, and it appeared the thing had been wedged in there for quite some time. Why had something like this been in Matt Donovan’s possession?

      There was no longer any doubt that his and Kunu’s deaths were connected. She stared at the object in her hand. What about this thing? Were Kunu’s stories true? And what did it have to do with her?

      She held the snakehead up, turning it in her hand to study it from different angles. Red stones were embedded in the sides to give the appearance of eyes. The longer she stared, the more the thing seemed to come alive. Flashes of her dreams played in her mind. People fleeing through the snow. Women screaming. Babies crying. A shadow darted across the room, and the visions faded. Someone was in her apartment!

      Before she had time to react, the intruder grabbed her from behind and tried to shove her to the ground.

      Kendra still clutched the snakehead in one hand, and her grip on it tightened. With a swift jab of her elbow, she punched her assailant in the throat. He instantly released her and stumbled back. Kendra swung around and kicked her foot into the back of his knees, sending him to the ground.

      She lunged forward and brought her foot down on his neck.

      Kendra stared down at the guy. Some kid off the streets, his eyes filled with fear. She eased up slightly. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      “Some weird-looking guy dressed like an Indian told me to steal a little wooden box,” the kid panted.

      The old man she’d encountered earlier. He hadn’t been a figment of her imagination after all. Kendra stared at the snakehead she still held in her hand. She must have relaxed her body too much. The kid suddenly lurched forward. He sprang to his feet, grabbed the wooden box off the table where she’d set it, and darted across the room.

      Kendra stumbled, then sprang forward to tackle the kid before he got away. The snakehead nearly slipped from her hand. She groped for it, tightening her grip around it. In the next instant, everything went dark.
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      Wo'itsa glanced at the old man sitting across from him. Flames from the campfire flickered between them. The wood he’d added a moment ago crackled and popped, invading the quiet of the late morning. Birds that sang in the early hours of dawn had quieted, giving way to the softer voices of various other forest dwellers that were active during this time. The sun hadn’t yet reached the highest point in the sky, and the lack of clouds promised warmth for the rest of the day.

      There was no longer any doubt that the old man was an elder of the Sky People. Not even the shaman would have such a clear understanding of Wo'itsa’s vision. Not only had the elder given him insights into the images he’d seen the other day, but also about the first vision he’d received many seasons ago.

      Although the shaman of his clan had told him that his original vision had revealed that he possessed strong puha, which had earned him his name, he had only explained that the vision had been about the war between the Sky People clans many years ago. The shaman had not been able to give him more detail or tell Wo'itsa why he’d received a vision about that time.

      In fact, the shaman had seemed uneasy about why Wo'itsa’s vision had been of the time when the Sky People roamed the land. He had simply proclaimed that the Sky People had favored him in some way. Since that first vision, however, the Sky People had been silent. Until now. According to Mukua, his brothers had ignored Wo'itsa in favor of Cameahwait and Matunaaga.

      “I believe you possess stronger spirit medicine than they do, Wo'itsa. You were granted a vision, but my brothers did not show you everything. Your new vision revealed the truth. It is the reason you and I have crossed paths. Naatoyita and Naatosi are afraid you will see the truth they have tried to hide from the Tukudeka. They have done everything in their power to keep you hidden from me, as well.”

      The elder locked eyes with him. There was something written in those depths that was difficult to decipher. Mukua appeared unsure about something, as if not everything he’d said was clear to him. Wo'itsa added some more wood to the flames.

      “But what of the images of the strange place with the two bears? One of them kept changing its shape into that of a wolf.” While the images of people fleeing from bears made more sense now, the part where he’d been a wolf in a strange and foreign world couldn’t be as easily explained. The vision of the she-wolf who had shifted into a bear and back into a wolf while arguing with a large bear had given him no peace.

      When he glanced up at the old man again, Mukua was still looking at him, studying him intently. He hesitated before answering. “Your vision revealed that you are conflicted, and it is no wonder. No one has guided you before. You have seen into the future, and it reveals that you are the one meant to help me. Once we have accomplished what we need to do and stop the destruction my brothers have created, the clan of the Wolf will once again see over this land, and all will be well.”

      “What do I tell my shaman when I return to my people?” Wo'itsa reached his hand out to offer the old man the last of his dried meat.

      Mukua stared at him with a fierce determination in his eyes as he took the food. “You tell him nothing. If your shaman speaks to my brothers, he will tell them about your new vision, and they will try to stop you from knowing the truth.”

      Wo'itsa lowered his gaze. He’d hoped for a vision when he’d left his village and made the journey into the mountains, but never had he expected that one of the Sky People would speak to him directly and guide him.

      Mukua’s stories about the old clans were unlike anything the shaman had taught the people. There was no reason for anyone to question his tales. The only person who’d scoffed at the stories had been his friend, Cameahwait. He had never trusted the Sky People. His friend had resented their meddling in his life.

      Cameahwait had said that the Sky People elders talked in riddles and never provided him with any answers about why he’d been brought to live among the Tukudeka. Mukua seemed different than the elders Cameahwait knew. He spoke with clarity and conviction, and he explained how the clans hadn’t come to an agreement about how best to protect the mountains for future generations.

      “These mountains are the home of the Tukudeka. They’ve been the home of the Sky People for generations. We must protect them from those who would come and destroy our lands.” Mukua’s eyes shimmered with intensity as he stared into the flames. “My brothers are determined to continue with the vision of the leaders of the Bear Clan, the same vision that caused the destruction of both clans. If we allow this to happen, the Tukudeka will be driven from their homelands by men who will soon descend upon this land.”

      Wo'itsa shifted on his haunches. “How can you prevent this from happening?”

      Mukua cackled hoarsely. “You will be of great help to me, Wo'itsa. We must take the vessel I have shown you and make right what my brothers have done. I cannot do anything to interfere directly.” His stare intensified as he leaned forward, making it appear as if his face was on fire. “But you can.”

      Wo'itsa set down the piece of dried meat he held in his hand. A twinge of unease coursed through him. Had he heard correctly?

      “I am merely a hunter, Mukua. I have little knowledge of the ways of the Sky People. How can I be of any help to you?”

      Mukua stood, groaning as he got to his feet. “Before you received your vision, Woit’sa, you were a hunter. Now, I will teach you to be more than that. One day, you will be a legend among your people for saving the sacred mountains.”

      The elder’s face cracked in a smile. He walked around the fire and stopped in front of Wo'itsa, glancing down at him.

      “I must leave. When I return, the path will be clear, and together we will bring order back to our homeland.” With those words, the old man walked away from camp and into the trees.

      Wo'itsa stared after him. Conflicting thoughts raced through his mind. What was he supposed to do? He could not refuse to help a Sky People elder. The old man seemed burdened with the task of protecting the sacred mountains, and for having been shunned by his brothers for wanting to do the right thing. Was it possible that the other elders of the Sky People couldn’t see that Mukua was trying to protect the homeland from destruction?

      Wo'itsa had seen it in his vision. He’d seen the changes coming in the future to the land, and it was not a place that looked at all like the mountains he called home. If the elder asked for his help, then he would give it.

      Rather than sit idle in camp and wait for Mukua to return, Wo'itsa took his bow and quiver, and headed toward the nearby river that flowed beyond the shimmering yellow canyon. It didn’t take long to find the prey he sought. Thousands of geese congregated along the banks of the river, and they provided an easy meal.

      Within minutes, Wo’itsa slung the goose he’d shot with a well-aimed arrow over his shoulder. This time, there wasn’t a pack of wolves in the area to disturb his hunt. While it wasn’t a buck, at least the bird would provide some welcome fresh meat. He was in no hurry at the moment to return to his village. Mukua had provided answers that no one, not even the shaman, had been able to give him, and now he would wait for the elder’s return.

      Wo'itsa gripped his hornbow in one hand, while his other fingers wrapped around the legs of the goose he carried. His mind wandered to past seasons, when he’d been a child, and the shaman had brought a strange boy into the village. He’d said the boy, Cameahwait, was under the protection of the Sky People, and he was to be raised and trained in the customs of the Tukudeka.

      Cameahwait hadn’t known any of the language or customs, but he’d learned quickly and over the years had taught Wo'itsa his strange words. Together, they’d learned to become hunters, until one day, Cameahwait had met another youth like him, someone with lighter hair and skin than any of the people. This youth had also been sent to live with the Tukudeka by the Sky People. After a while, Cameahwait and Matunaaga had left the village and not returned.

      Two seasons ago, Wo'itsa had crossed paths again with Cameahwait, who had been the same resentful man as he’d been in his youth. His dislike of the Sky People had only grown stronger, but they had eventually won him over when they had gifted him with a woman. A woman who had come from another time.

      Last season, Wo'itsa had crossed paths with another strange woman who’d said she was from a time in the future. She’d claimed to be Matunaaga’s chosen mate. At the time, Wo'itsa had simply assumed the women had been gifts from the Sky People and it hadn’t been his place to question from where they had come.

      Had the women been signs that change was coming to the mountains? After all that Mukua had told him, it seemed to make sense. Cameahwait and his wife, Riley, didn’t follow the customs of the Tukudeka, and Matunaaga had left the mountains with his woman, Michaela. Had they returned to the future?

      Ravens fluttered in the sky a short distance ahead, disrupting the quiet surrounding him. They hadn’t been obvious while he’d been deep in thought. Wo'itsa slowed his pace and kept his eyes on the birds. A congregation of ravens was usually a sign of death or a nearby predator. By the way these birds hovered in the air, whatever had drawn their attention was still alive.

      Wo’itsa lowered the goose from his shoulder. It was best to investigate. His camp was a short distance away, and it wouldn’t be wise to have a carcass so close that would draw the attention of a bear. The grasses grew tall here, and it was impossible to see from this distance what the birds had found.

      When he’d nearly reached the ravens, Wo'itsa dropped the goose. Something dark was lying in the grass. He moved closer, his muscles tense and ready to string his bow if needed. If there was an injured animal, it might jump at him in an effort to get away. He took another step, then froze. A woman?

      He glanced up to survey his surroundings. Perhaps there were others in the area. This wasn’t Bakianee territory, but it was always good to be cautions. His eyes returned to the woman on the ground. Her raven hair spilled across her face. Her peculiar clothing held his attention. The strange, dark britches and shirt she wore weren’t anything that a woman of the Tukudeka would wear, or any woman from this time.

      His eyes roamed over her as he took another slow step forward. The woman’s chest rose and fell in an even rhythm. There was no visible blood to indicate she might be injured. Wo'itsa’s gaze came to rest on her hand that lay across her belly. The sun reflected off something red and shiny clutched between her fingers.

      A chill raced down his spine. He placed his bow on the ground and knelt beside the woman.  Leaning over her, he reached out to lift her hand in order to see the object she held more clearly. At first glance it looked almost like the vessel Mukua had shown him the previous day.

      No sooner did his hand touch hers, than the woman’s eyes flew open. She gasped, then threw her leg up to deliver a swift kick to the side of his arm. The surprise move caught him off guard, and Wo'itsa lost his balance. The woman jumped to her feet as agile as a mountain lion, her eyes wide and staring at him. She swayed slightly and blinked as if clearing her head, then her hands were out in front of her, and she assumed a warrior’s stance.

      Wo'itsa sprang to his feet, holding his own hands out in front to defend himself if necessary. He remained in a crouched position in case she lunged at him. He didn’t reach for his bow or his knife. This little woman didn’t seem like much of a threat. She’d merely caught him off guard with her unexpected kick. If she attacked again, he’d be ready.

      Her eyes were on him, then darted around to look at her surroundings before they came back to rest on him. Although she tried to hide it, her gaze was clouded with confusion.

      Her unusual clothing didn’t suit the rest of her. It was dyed dark as the night, from her britches to the material she wore under the loose-fitting shirt that hung open in front. Women from his clan prided themselves in their sheep or deer hide dresses. No one would wear the strange garments this one wore.

      Her dark hair hung unbound down her shoulders, which ruled out that she was a Bakianee or Absaroka woman. They liked to tie their hair in braids. She wasn’t a Tukudeka or Akaideka woman, either. Her clothing was in the strange style worn by only two other women who had crossed his path.

      “Don’t even think of stealing this from me,” she hissed. She firmly gripped the object he’d tried to see, then quickly stuffed it into a pouch on the side of her shirt, which could possibly be a hunting jacket.

      The words she uttered were unexpected and sounded strange, but the language was still familiar to him. Her words were the same as those spoken by Cameahwait and Matunaaga. It affirmed what he’d already surmised. This woman came from a time in the future.

      Wo'itsa stared at her. He was mesmerized, while at the same time, a feeling of dread coursed through him. Everything Mukua had said seemed to be coming true. If she was a Tukudeka woman from the future, she’d lost all connection to her family and the spirits.

      “Who are you?” she demanded. She didn’t relax her stance. “And where am I?”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. She appeared surprised about her location. He pointed at the pouch in her shirt. Didn’t she know that the snakehead had brought her here?

      “You are in the sacred mountains of the Tukudeka,” he replied, speaking the language of his people.

      She blinked and shook her head, then glanced around the clearing. Her eyes darted back to him, looking wary. She was a beautiful woman, despite her unusual clothing. He shook off the strange thoughts and sensations. Had Mukua sent her? It seemed highly unlikely. What reason would the elder have to send a woman from the future here?

      Wo'itsa switched to the language his friends spoke, since it appeared by the look of confusion on her face that she hadn’t understood. “You hold the vessel that has brought you to my time.”

      The woman’s bewildered stare went from him to her pocket, then immediately shot back to him. She looked even more disbelieving. Her eyes roamed over him with quick, yet thorough, assessment. She laughed.

      “If I’m in some other time, how come you speak English?”

      Wo'itsa relaxed his stance. Perhaps if he showed that he wasn’t a threat, she wouldn’t feel the need to fight. Somehow, this woman had traveled through time by mistake, since she obviously didn’t understand what had happened to her. It would be best to take her to Mukua, who could help her get back to where she’d come from.

      Mukua had said in order to keep his brothers from changing things in the future, he needed to find the other vessels. Wo'itsa smiled. It would appear one of them had practically landed in his lap.

      “I speak your words because others who have traveled through time taught me.”

      She continued looking at him with suspicion. The play of confusion and disbelief in her eyes indicated she was trying to make sense of her situation.

      “I will take you to an elder of the Sky People who can offer some answers and perhaps help you return to your time, but you must surrender the vessel.”

      She shook her head and laughed. “Sky People. Of course. I already told you. You’re not getting that snakehead from me until I figure out exactly what’s going on. You’re the third person now who’s wanted this thing, so it must be quite important.” She hesitated, dropping eye contact for a moment to look at her surroundings, then back to him.

      Movement coming from the direction of his camp caught Wo'itsa’s eye. Mukua was walking toward them at a brisk pace. He nudged his chin toward the elder.

      “You will have your answers in a moment.”

      The woman turned slightly to look behind her, then she started laughing again. She headed for Mukua “How did I guess you had something to do with this? You’ll be happy to know that your little thug got away from me before I had a chance to apprehend him.”

      Mukua stopped, his eyes darting from the woman to Wo'itsa. He glared at her. “He brought me the box, but the vessel was no longer there.”

      “I figured it was the contents, and not the box itself, that you’re after.”

      Mukua held out his hand. “It is best you do not interfere with things of which you know nothing.”

      “So why don’t you enlighten me,” she challenged, raising her chin.

      Wo'itsa’s eyes volleyed between the two. His lips quivered in a suppressed smile. This woman was fearless.

      “Give the vessel to me.”

      She shook her head. “Over my dead body.” Her eyes darted to Wo'itsa, who stood just slightly off to the side and behind her.

      The wrinkles on the elder’s face deepened as his lips parted in a smile. “If you won’t relinquish it to me, Wo'itsa will take it from you.”

      “Wo'itsa?” The woman’s eyes widened. She spoke his name with apprehension and uncertainty. Her features shifted from mild caution to looking like a cornered prey animal.

      Wo'itsa glanced from her to meet Mukua’s stare. The elder nudged ever-so-slightly with his chin in her direction, a clear signal that he was to subdue her. Wo'itsa lunged forward before the woman could bolt – which was exactly what she would do – and wrapped his arms around her from behind to immobilize her.

      Swift as a deer, she bent her knees, stepped to the side, brought her knee up behind his leg and delivered a prompt kick that sent him off-balance again. She wasted no time and twisted in his loosened grip, jabbing him in the face with the open palm of her hand. Wo'itsa stumbled backward. He blinked and shook his head, but was unable to do much else. Before he could react, she pulled his knife from the sheath hanging from his belt, and jumped back to put some distance between them.

      With eyes blazing like a cornered mountain lion, she held the knife in front of her, ready to deliver a deadly blow to him. His pride already wounded, Wo'itsa cursed. He’d left his horn bow lying in the grass a short distance away. If she wanted a fight, he would give her one.

      Wotisa pulled his ax from his belt and faced her. “I have underestimated you for the last time,” he growled. “I have never fought a woman before, but if you want to fight like a warrior, then so be it.”

      The woman’s stance faltered as her eyes widened, and she stared at him with disbelief. A flicker of fear, then renewed determination, passed over her face. She squared her shoulders and gripped Wo’itsa’s knife in her hand, clearly ready to do battle.
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      Kendra gripped the knife in her hand. Her heart continued to beat wildly like a drum against her ribs. Her mouth was dry as cotton, making swallowing difficult. She faced the . . . native . . . the Indian . . . the guy . . . standing a few feet in front of her.

      His eyes sparked with anger, which was barely overshadowed by the look of disbelief and uncertainty on his face. Kendra almost smiled. Almost, if she wasn’t so damn shocked at this unexplainable situation.

      Wo'itsa. Kendra swallowed. The name sent a shudder through her. Wolf, or rather, a wolf with the power of the spirits, if her translation of the old language was accurate.

      “Find the bear but beware of the wolf.”

      Kunu’s warning echoed loud and clear in her mind. Had her grandfather been referring to a person all this time, and not an actual wolf? While she gripped the knife in one hand, she jammed her other hand in her jacket pocket to make sure that snakehead wasn’t going anywhere. Someone seemed to be trying awfully hard to get their hands on this thing.

      Kunu’s talk of Sky People, time travel, and ancient legends was one jumbled mess in her mind. Her dreams had taken quite a different turn, unless this was either some elaborate hoax . . . Or, everything Kunu has ever told you is coming true.

      How did she end up in this clearing in the middle of the wilderness? She’d almost apprehended the intruder in her apartment who’d wanted to steal Matt Donovan’s wooden box, and then . . . what had happened then?

      Had she been transported to the past? What other explanation was there? A multitude of questions flooded her mind, and she mentally shook her head. Now was not the time to think about any of them. She had bigger problems at the moment.

      The guy seemed equally surprised by her. He had clearly not been expecting her to fight back, but something about his determined stance made it apparent she wasn’t going to surprise him again.

      She’d faced her share of shady characters while living on the streets of L.A., and also in the line of duty, and had never backed down from a confrontation.  There was something primal and feral about this guy that was unlike anyone she’d ever faced. Matt Donovan’s features flashed in her mind. He’d had that same sharp look in his eyes, something indefinable that distinguished a domesticated animal from a wild one.

      Kendra’s fingers tightened around the handle of the knife. Why hadn’t she strapped on her gun today? She was never without her firearm, yet today – was it even today anymore? – of all days, she’d decided to leave it in her locked bedroom dresser because she hadn’t thought she’d need it to visit Matt Donovan’s daughter.

      Her heart hammered in her chest while she studied her opponent. She had to be ready for the slightest move he made. This was the real deal, not some training session in the gym at the police station.  Everything around her was unnaturally quiet, or rather, devoid of familiar noise. There were sounds – the breeze rushing through the tops of the trees, countless birds chirping, and the nearby gurgling of a flowing creek or river – but they weren’t the familiar sounds of the city.

      Kendra blinked. From the moment she’d opened her eyes, staring up into the face of the guy who looked like he could easily kill her, her head had been spinning. She swayed slightly as the world tilted in front of her, as if she was adrift on the ocean, or much like a cold-medicine hangover. She adjusted her stance to keep from ending up on the ground. If she showed any hint of weakness, she was finished.

      Her slight move made her opponent tense, and he raised the primitive ax he gripped in his hand. Kendra stiffened. All her self-defense training might be useless in this situation. She might stand a chance in a wrestling match, but not fighting with a knife and an ax. The element of surprise was gone, and he was on high alert. Every inch of him was poised for business. He clearly knew what he was doing with that weapon in his hand, yet he seemed to be waiting for her to make the first move.

      “Woman, I have no wish to harm you, but you give me no choice if you do not lay down your weapon.”

      Wo'itsa’s rich voice startled her. Her mind was busy trying to sort out how she’d ended up in this predicament. If she was a few hundred years in the past, how was it that he spoke English? He had spoken in the old language of the Shoshone, the Sheepeaters, at first, but he’d switched. Maybe he’d thought she hadn’t understood when he’d told her she was in the mountains of the Tukudeka.

      The mountains of the Tukudeka. Yellowstone?

      For a split second, Kendra’s eyes left the guy in front of her and glanced around. This very well could be Yellowstone. She’d spent enough time there growing up when Kunu had dragged her into the backcountry to teach her about the old ways.

      “Why do we have to come to the wilderness all the time, Kunu? Can’t you just tell me the stories in your living room?”

      “We are closer to the spirits here, Natu. This is where you will reconnect with your ancestors.”

      If Kunu had been frustrated or angry at her lack of interest in the old ways, or whenever she’d adamantly protested that she didn’t want to learn about her ancestors, he’d never let on. He’d patiently gone about his teachings, and always with a smile on his face.  As she’d gotten older, he’d taken her into the wilderness more frequently and for longer periods, and no amount of protesting on her part had deterred him. Not until she’d finally had enough and run away.

      Unless this was another vivid dream, Kunu had been correct all along. Right now, that seemed the most plausible explanation, no matter how absurd it sounded.  If she was indeed in some other decade or century in the past, now was the time to see how much she remembered of what he’d tried to teach her.

      Kendra raised her chin and stared at Wo'itsa. “What makes you so sure you’re going to harm me? I can probably do more damage to you.”

      His face remained passive at her bold challenge, but there was a subtle gleam in his eyes. This stand-off couldn’t go on forever.

      “Give me the vessel, and I will send you back where you came from,” the old man interjected. Kendra glanced his way for a split second. She’d almost forgotten about him. He took several steps toward her, holding out his hand. He didn’t carry a weapon, at least not anything that was immediately visible. Kendra shook her head in reply. She refocused her attention on Wo'itsa, who was more of a threat than the old man.

      “You do not want to be here,” the old man coaxed. “Give me the vessel, and I will return you to your normal life. Isn’t that what you want? There is no need for you to concern yourself with matters that don’t interest you.”

      Kendra darted another quick look at the old man. He seemed almost desperate and took another step toward her. The smile on his face appeared forced, making the deep wrinkles in his skin more pronounced.

      “Your grandfather would not want you to be burdened with this anymore.”

      Kendra’s head snapped fully to the old man. Her eyes narrowed. Without thinking, she acted, and sprang at him. In one swift move, she grabbed his bony wrist and brought it behind his back, while her other arm snaked around his neck. The knife she held in her hand was pressed firmly against his jugular.

      “You had something to do with my grandfather’s death, didn’t you?” she hissed into his ear. “If I don’t get some answers now, my knife is going to slip.”

      Rather than struggle, the old man relaxed. His laugh was nothing more than a raspy croak.

      “He wasn’t truly your grandfather.” His crackly whisper was barely understandable. “You and I both know it. If you release me, I will give you all the answers you seek, Natukendra’eh weda.”

      Kendra sucked in a quick breath. Adrenaline raced through her limbs at the sound of her given name. Wo'itsa stared from her to the elder, the struggle clear in his eyes about what to do to help the old man.

      “Release Mukua. Harming an elder of the Sky People will get you killed, woman.” Wo'itsa snarled at her, his eyes blazing. He was definitely concerned for the safety of this old man.

      An elder of the Sky People?

      Somehow, whenever Kunu had spoken of the Sky People, she’d pictured someone looking more regal and strong, not a frail old man who might fall over with a slight nudge of her finger.

      “Then I suggest you toss your weapon aside and not threaten me again.”

      Time. She needed time to think. She was in no position – or location – to apprehend Mukua and take him into custody. What she was doing right now was threatening and kidnapping an old man, but she needed time to figure out where she was and what was going on.

      If Wo'itsa was the wolf her grandfather had warned her about, then who was the bear? Clearly not this old man. Matt Donovan was the only person who came to mind. He’d given her the snake. Mukua really wanted the snakehead, which meant she definitely couldn’t give it to him.

      “Do it,” she shouted at Wo'itsa. “Toss your weapon away, or my knife is going to slip across his throat, and it’ll be on you that your elder dies.”

      Woit’sa’s jaw clenched visibly. He hesitated, then tossed his ax into the tall grasses some distance away.

      “Now back up,” she ordered. “Get on the ground, face down, and put your hands behind your head where I can see them.”

      Any other time, she would have laughed at the dumbstruck look on Wo'itsa’s face. His eyes narrowed, and his forehead scrunched, leaving deep furrows above his nose. He leaned forward slightly like someone who was hard of hearing. He probably didn’t even understand her instructions.

      Kendra shook her head. She held back a curse and gritted her teeth, then tightened her hold on the old man. She backed up several steps, dragging him along.

      “Stay where you are,” she warned, staring at Wo'itsa, who looked ready to dive for his ax. “And get down on the ground, like I told you. Don’t move until I’m gone with the old man. You really don’t want to find out if I’m bluffing or not.”

      She continued to back up, dragging Mukua with her. The old man didn’t resist. In fact, he laughed again.

      “You are not safe here. You do not even know where you are, Natukendra’eh. You will not live to see another sunrise unless you allow me to help you. There is too much danger here for a woman like you, who has been raised in the future.” His words were spoken just loud enough for her to hear. In the next instant, he called to Wo'itsa. “Do as the woman says. Do not worry about me. She will not harm me.”

      “That’s why you’re coming with me,” she hissed. “And for insurance that your bodyguard won’t try to attack me.”

      “I will find you,” Wo'itsa called out. Directing his eyes on her, he added with a snarl that was reminiscent of his name, “And I will find you, too, if you harm this elder.”

      Kendra’s eyes locked on Wo'itsa. He stood with his hands in tight fists at his sides. Even from a distance, it was evident that every muscle in his body was taut and he looked ready to spring into action and give chase. The only thing keeping him rooted to the spot was the old man’s orders.

      She spun them both around, then pushed Mukua in front of her. “Let’s go.”

      The old man moved surprisingly fast as Kendra led him from the clearing into the forest. She kept one hand wrapped firmly around his arm and the other gripped her knife.

      “Do you know where you are taking me?” he asked after she’d pushed him around deadfall and through the dense woods.

      “For now, we’re getting as far away from your friend as possible.” Kendra glanced around. The forest seemed to close in on them, and she lost all sense of direction. There seemed to be an opening in the trees up ahead, and her eyes locked on that area.

      Soon the trees opened up to allow the sun’s rays to reach the forest floor, and a small stream trickled through the underbrush, surrounded by tall grass. The trees grew further apart in this area, and Kendra slowed her steps. All moisture was gone from her mouth, and she eyed the clear water in the stream. Was it worth the risk of catching some bug to ease her thirst?

      “Your grandfather didn’t teach you well, did he, Natukendra’eh?”

      Kendra’s steps faltered at the old man’s unexpected words. Her fingers tightened around his bony arm. She faced him fully.

      “How do you know that name?”

      “I am an elder of the Sky People.” Mukua’s features didn’t change as he met her stare.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” She blinked to stay focused. “You had something to do with the death of my grandfather, didn’t you? And Matt Donovan. Did you have that faithful bodyguard of yours, Wo'itsa, kill them?

      There was no reaction from Mukua.

      “You don’t have to talk to me, old man. One way or another, I’m going to get to the bottom of what’s going on, with you and with that snake thing.”

      The elder cackled. “You think you know so much, yet you know nothing. You’ve rejected the old ways all your life. You fought against your grandfather’s teachings, and ran away when you could no longer tolerate it.”

      Kendra swallowed. She continued to stare at the old man. How did he know all of this about her? She shifted weight to keep from tensing. Her body language was not going to give away how accurate this old man was in what he’d said. She’d not even had time to digest anything that had happened in the last hour or so since she’d woken up in this wilderness.

      “I can give you the life you’ve always wanted, not the life your grandfather tried to impose on you,” Mukua continued. “You like living in New York, being a police officer, no?” He swept his free hand out in front of him and gestured into the forest. “You can forget all this ever happened and lead that life. A normal life. You need not concern yourself with the Sky People, or hear any more references to the old ways.”

      Kendra gritted her teeth and didn’t reply. She wasn’t going to fall for the old man’s mind games. She pushed him against a tree and released her hold on his arm.

      “Sit and rest here while I decide where we’re going.”

      She ran her fingers through her hair and turned her back to the old man. Inhaling a deep breath, she closed her eyes momentarily. The crisp air was infused with the scents of the forest – the smell of pine, and fresh earth. Birds chirped in the branches overhead, a woodpecker drilled at a tree, and several squirrels chattered their displeasure at the human intrusion.

      The wind rushed through the top canopies of the lodgepoles, and several trunks groaned as they swayed. The sounds and smells brought a sense of peace, lulling her to relax. Instantly, her eyes opened, and she wheeled around to face the old man.

      “I have some questions.” Kendra stepped up to him. He still stood, looking at her intently. His wrinkled face cracked more as he smiled. A faint nod was his invitation for her to continue.

      “How did this happen? How is time travel even possible?”

      Mukua’s raspy laughter invaded the peaceful sounds surrounding them. “It is ancient medicine of which I cannot speak.”

      “Ancient medicine?” Kendra scoffed. Had she landed in the middle of some fairy tale now? First her nightmares and dreams, and now this?

      “You don’t seem to want to believe in the Sky People, so you will not believe anything I tell you about the vessel, either.”

      “I’m listening now.” Was it possible that this old man could give her the answers she needed? The ones she should have gotten from Matt Donovan or her grandfather?

      “You have strong puha, Natukendra’eh, yet you do not know what to do with it. Your grandfather did not teach you well at all.”

      “Teach me what? That the Sky People were real? How I need to reconnect with my ancestors?” She scoffed. “And for what? He believed, and so did Matt Donovan, yet both of them are dead.” Her voice rose with every word she spoke as anger pushed to the surface. “That’s how much the Sky People helped them.”

      “As I have said, you can leave it all behind you. Forget about the Sky People. Your dreams will no longer torment you. Go back to the life of freedom you had when you left your grandfather’s home.” The old man held out his hand. “Give me the vessel, and it can all be forgotten.”

      Kendra stared at his outstretched hand. Could he really make her forget? Several weeks ago, her life had been normal, and she’d been at peace. Until she’d met Matt Donovan, who had to bring up bears, wolves, and Sky People.

      Her eyes lifted to the old man’s expectant gaze. She blinked, then shook her head. She was a cop, a detective. Three people were dead, and her gut refused to accept the official circumstances of their deaths. She spun on her heels and moved away from the old man, toward the creek.

      Her hand went to her jacket pocket, and she dug out the carving of the snakehead. It wasn’t safe in her pocket. If she handed it to the old man, there’d be no need to worry about it anymore. She held it up, letting the sun’s rays catch in the shimmering red stones. What was this thing, and how was it possible it could send someone through time?

      Mukua knew the answer. She turned back to the old man and froze. He was gone. Kendra swore under her breath. Her eyes scanned the area. How could an old man vanish into thin air like that? She dropped her gaze to the snakehead in her hand. This thing had something to do with it. She stuffed it into the front pocket of her jeans. It would be safer there than in her jacket pocket.

      What are you going to do now, Kendra? If you’re stuck in another time, where are you going to go?

      Her heart raced as the reality of her situation sunk in. How was she going to get back to where she belonged? She hadn’t seen the last of Mukua, that was for sure. Maybe she should have given him the snakehead, and she could be back in her apartment right now. Instead, she was stuck in the wilderness, alone, in another time, and with no idea where to go or what to do.

      This may be one case that’s way over your head.

      A leaf rustled behind her. Kendra spun around, but not quick enough. A man with long, dark hair rushed up to her. Before she could react, a hand came up and grabbed her by the arm. She pulled and twisted, and yanked her arm free of her jacket in an effort to get away. The momentum sent her forward. She tripped and fell, and her head connected with something hard. The man leaned over her, the anger in his eyes matched only by the snarl on his face. Then his image faded and was replaced by darkness.
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      Kendra groaned as the relentless pounding in her head worsened. Her hand came up to touch her throbbing temple, but her arm refused to cooperate, feeling as if heavy weights had been tied to her limb to keep it from moving. What was going on?

      She shifted weight. The action sent a new jab of pain, which originated at her hip and shot straight down her leg. Forcing her eyes open, she stared up at a wide expanse of sky rather than the familiar popcorn ceiling in her bedroom. Judging by the orange hue of the clouds drifting by, it was sometime in the early evening.

      She mentally shook her head. Why was a detail like the color of the sky the first thing to come to mind, when she should be thinking about how she’d ended up unconscious outdoors? She moved her eyes slightly without changing the position of her head for fear the movement might aggravate her headache even more.

      The glow of the late-afternoon sun extended to some nearby hills that were covered by a dense forest of pines, making everything around her appear to be shimmering like gold. The sound created by countless Chorus Frogs increased in volume as her mind began to clear. She’d loved listening to them in early summer as a child whenever Kunu had taken her into the wilderness.

      “Where am I?” Her voice was feeble and raspy, a testament to the dryness in her mouth and throat. Maybe she hadn’t even spoken and the words were only in her head. Something definitely wasn’t right. Why wasn’t she in her bed in her apartment?

      Bracing for the onslaught of more pain, she raised her head, which instantly brought a hot jab to her temple. Kendra hissed, but gritted her teeth and blinked to focus. A short distance away, the blurry image materialized of someone sitting by a low-burning fire.

      “Kunu?” Her whispered word was lost among the rhythmic croaking of frogs, which seemed to close in on her from all sides. The sound was oddly mesmerizing and relaxing. Maybe she wasn’t even awake, and this was another one of her odd dreams.

      The man poked a stick into the fire, sending up small glowing embers, then he raised his arms above his head as he removed the fringed leather shirt he wore. A slight breeze made the long strands of his raven hair brush against his bare back.

      Kendra blinked, then squinted, focusing on the image rather than the throbbing in her head. That man definitely wasn’t Kunu. He was much too young and . . . masculine. The golden glow of early evening seemed to accentuate his bronze skin tone and defined the movement of his shoulder muscles and along either side of his spine. The guy shifted his position slightly, bringing his profile into view. Kendra sucked in a quick breath.

      Wo'itsa. The wolf.

      Memories of her confrontation with him came rushing back. She touched the side of her head and held back a hiss. This was no dream. Hitting her head on a rock or other hard object after he’d grabbed her had been all too real. She moved her head to look around. The old man she’d apprehended – or rather, kidnapped – wasn’t here, at least not that she saw. He’d vanished shortly before she’d been ambushed by his bodyguard.

      What’s going on, and why is it happening to me?

      All these years, Kunu had been trying to tell her about Sky People and time travel, and she’d never believed him, dismissing his stories as ancient fairy tales. Deep down, maybe she’d wanted to believe in the stories, but she had become stubborn because she’d resented his constant reminders that she was different from the other kids. The relentless teasing that she wasn’t full-blooded and that her parents had abandoned her had made her bitter to anything the old man had said. The more he’d tried to teach her, the more indignant she’d become.

      Kendra’s heart began to pound strong enough to pulse in her ears and choke out the sounds of the frogs. Her head throbbed even more. If the stories Kunu had told her were true, then so was her grandfather’s warning about the wolf. And if Wo'itsa was the wolf Kunu had been referring to, she was not safe. But why, exactly, was this guy dangerous to her? He’d seemed rather reluctant to fight with her earlier. Her fingers touched the side of her head.

      He seems to have changed his mind.

      If he hadn’t attacked her, her head wouldn’t feel as if it was about to split open.

      By the fire, Wo'itsa appeared to be examining his arm. He dipped his fingers into something spread on a bed of leaves, then smeared whatever it was across his bicep. His body visibly tensed and it even sounded as if he let out a quiet hiss. Was that blood?

      Kendra looked away. The guy clearly hadn’t noticed that she was awake. Why should she care about an injury he’d sustained? Maybe she’d been the one to give it to him. Good. He’d surprised and attacked her, which had caused her to fall and hit her head in the first place.

      A slight shiver passed through her as a cool breeze drifted over her bare arms. The tank top she wore wasn’t doing anything to keep her warm, and it seemed as if the temperature was dropping by the minute.

      Where was her jacket? She’d peeled it off in an attempt to get away from her attacker when he’d grabbed her. She glanced around, then cursed under her breath. Her jacket was lying next to Wo'itsa’s weapons, which were less than an arm’s length away from him. The knife she’d taken from him was back in its sheath at his hip.

      She rested her pounding head on the hard ground and closed her eyes. What she needed was a plan. Not a second later, Kendra’s hand shot to the front pocket of her jeans. She expelled a quick breath of relief. The snakehead was still there. Good thing she’d decided to stuff it into her jeans pocket rather than leaving it in her jacket where it could easily fall out.

      The snakehead was undoubtedly what the guy was after. If he had searched her for it while she was out cold, he would have found it. Maybe he wanted to treat his wound first before frisking her. He probably figured she’d be out for a while longer. She raised her head to glance in his direction.

      Wo'itsa wrapped something around his arm, then fully turned his back to her again. Indecision gripped her. What to do? A twinge of fear sent a rush of adrenaline through her. She pushed the unsettling emotion aside. This was no time to be afraid. Admittedly, she’d never been in this kind of situation before. On the street, she knew what to expect from most people, even criminals, but if she was truly in another century, the game had changed.

      I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you, Kunu. Seems like you were right and trying to tell me something all along. I just need to figure out now what that was.

      Maybe she could make an escape while the wolf was occupied with dressing his wound. Her gaze drifted into the trees. Where was she going to escape to from here? Where and when was ‘here’ in the first place? She had nowhere to run, and now she didn’t even have a weapon. Her pretense of confidence would only last so long before she crumbled in defeat.

      She shook her head. She’d never backed down from any kind of difficulty or danger in the line of duty before. All her life, she’d had to fight twice as hard for anything she wanted.

      Kids on the Rez who were bigger and older had bullied her, and called her names. She’d learned not to let them back her into a corner even though their words and taunts had hurt. Later, while she’d lived by her wits on the streets in L.A., she’d had to prove how fearless she was in order to not get hurt by those who thought they were tougher than she.

      As a result, she’d never let anyone get close to her. It wasn’t worth it. No real friends and no attachments. She only needed to rely on herself. It had become a way of life. It was how she’d survived on the streets and how she would survive this latest challenge.

      Her hand went to the snakehead in her pocket, but she didn’t remove it. It was safer to keep it concealed for now. If only she knew how that thing worked. Was it possible it could send her back to her apartment?

      Kendra gritted her teeth. Without really knowing, it was too risky to try to figure out how to trigger it again. What if she ended up in some other time that was even more dangerous than where she was now?

      Besides, the cop in her refused to let her tuck tail and run before she had some answers. Clearly, Kunu’s warning had been real. The elder, Mukua, wanted that snakehead, and he wasn’t going to get it until he supplied her with some evidence that he deserved it. Somehow, she was going to find out who had killed her grandfather and Matt Donovan, and why. All she had to do now was think hard about all Kunu’s teachings and remember something he’d said that might come in useful.

      Take the snake to find the bear but beware of the wolf.

      The snake was in her jeans pocket, that much was obvious. The wolf was already a threat to her, but where was the bear she was supposed to find, and how would she know when she’d found him?

      Since the wolf she was supposed to watch out for had turned out to be a man, it was safe to assume that the bear was also a man. Her dream came to mind, the one where Matt Donovan had been a bear. Had she already met the bear?

      She frowned. Kunu had said to take the snake to find the bear, not that the bear would lead her to the snake. Matt had wanted her to have the snakehead. He’d given it to her himself, but he was dead, and just like Kunu, she’d ignored that he was trying to tell her something.

      My closest friend, someone I considered a brother, had scars that looked exactly like your tattoo.

      Bits and pieces of Matt’s conversation with her at the coffee shop came back. With everything she’d experienced so far, it seemed rather obvious now that Matt Donovan had time traveled at some point in his life. That snakehead in her pocket, which had belonged to Matt, along with some of the things he’d said, was proof. Who was he, and what did any of it have to do with her? Why had he wanted to give that thing to her? Maybe his family-man persona had been some clever cover-up.

      Kendra closed her eyes for a moment to let her mind go back to her conversation with Detective Donovan. He’d said his friend’s scars had been made by a grizzly and ran down the length of his back. Her gaze drifted to where Wo'itsa was still tending to his arm. There were no obvious scars on his back.

      He’s the wolf, not the bear. You can’t trust this guy.

      For now, it was safer to heed Kunu’s warning, at least until she could dig up some answers about what was going on. In her dreams, there had always been two bears. If there was someone else she could go to for help, how would she even find him or know where to look? Matt’s nameless friend could be anywhere in time, but he seemed to be the only lead she had at the moment for some answers.

      Kendra lifted her head and eyed the man sitting by the fire. He flexed his arm and made a fist. Clearly, the wound was bothering him. Hopefully it hurt as much as her head. This might be her chance to get away.

      Kendra rolled to her stomach, paused, and waited for some reaction from Wo'itsa. He seemed to be completely oblivious to her. She rose to her knees, then stood, but remained in a low crouch while swallowing back a twinge of nausea.  Her eyes went to the woods. If she could make a run for it, she could hide before Wo'itsa realized she was awake.

      Her gaze fell to the knife at his belt. She needed a weapon. She also needed her jacket, or she’d most likely freeze once the sun went down completely.

      Maybe . . .

      Kendra leapt to her feet and ran at the guy sitting on the ground several body lengths away. There was no thinking involved. She’d taken him by surprise before. She could do it again. If she was going to have a shot at survival, she needed her jacket back and something to use as a weapon.

      She jumped to wrap her arms around Wo'itsa’s neck in order to wrestle him to the ground and take his knife from him again. Before she made contact with him, however, he moved quicker than she could blink. Unable to stop her forward momentum, Kendra stumbled and fell, almost landing in the fire.

      Not a second later, her opponent had rolled her over and was on top of her. Wo'itsa grabbed her wrists and straddled her. He sat on her knees, effectively immobilizing her. His long hair fell forward, framing his face as he stared down at her. Kendra gritted her teeth and pushed against the hold he had on her arms, but it was no use. Without the element of surprise, she was defenseless against him. He’d clearly outwitted her this time. No doubt he’d been expecting her to attack and had only been biding his time.

      “Did you believe I would simply turn my back to you?” Wo'itsa confirmed her thoughts, then paused, maybe to give her a chance to answer. His face was inches from hers.

      Kendra drew in several shallow breaths. She needed air, and her useless struggle with the Indian was getting exhausting. Surprisingly, the guy didn’t smell like the men at the gym, who were in need of a shower after a five-minute workout.  The masculine smell coming off his skin blended in with the scents of the earth and this wilderness.

      Staring up into his face, details she hadn’t noticed before emerged. He was pure native. His dark chocolate eyes stared back at her with fierce determination, but there was a hint of softness there as well. While none of the young men on the Rez had ever held her attention because she wanted to get as far away from her native roots as possible, there was something about this man that held her interest. His handsome features, the long raven hair, the proud and confident way in which he trapped her beneath him . . .

      Handsome native or not, he was her opponent, and this wasn’t a game she could afford to lose, so she’d better get her head on straight. This was not the time to make puppy-dog eyes at someone who was potentially looking to kill her. Kendra squirmed.

      Wo'itsa’s iron hold on her didn’t ease up. “I have told you before, woman. I have no wish to fight you,” he continued. “But you give me no choice if you continue to attack me.”

      She sneered, taking in a deep breath as she stared into his eyes. The pounding in her head was nearly blinding, and she blinked to clear her vision.

      His dark eyes were on her, holding her prisoner with the same force as the vice-like grip his hands had on her wrists. Both rendered her immobile beneath him. While he used his body to press her into the ground, he didn’t crush her with his full weight on top of her.

      “Then why did you attack me earlier? And where’s your elder?”

      Wo'itsa raised his body away from her, but his strong grip didn’t ease up.

      “I saved your life, woman. You would be dead now if I hadn’t followed you and Mukua.”

      Kendra stared up at him. She laughed while struggling against his hold. If she could squirm her way out from under his hard body just an inch or so, she might get a chance to fully free herself.

      The guy was like a rock. Straddling her, his hard thighs kept her legs clamped tightly together, and he used just enough of his weight to keep her knees straight, so she couldn’t bend them.

      “Saved my life?” she accused. “By hoping to split my head open?”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. The look in his eyes was one of genuine confusion. His grip on her loosened, but whether he’d done it intentionally or not, Kendra wasted no time. She bucked upward with all the strength she could muster. She rolled her hip to the side at the same time, effectively dislodging the clamp that was his thighs, and brought her knee up into his groin.

      His reaction was immediate as he toppled to the side. Kendra scrambled out from beneath him and managed to get to her feet. The dizziness from her headache increased, and she fought to remain standing. Wo'itsa recovered quicker than she’d anticipated and was on his feet almost as fast as she. Her kick clearly hadn’t been strong enough, or the guy had more tolerance to pain than most men.

      Kendra braced for his attack as he lunged for her, then stopped when his eyes focused on her arm.
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      Wo'itsa gritted his teeth. The wound on his arm hurt enough, and now this woman had inflicted even more pain. She was agile and quick, and the instant he’d let up his guard, she’d taken advantage.

      He scoffed at his own stupidity. He should have known better than to be lenient with her. His groin throbbed from the kick she’d inflicted, but she was not going to best him a third time.

      Why did he even bother with her? She was surely going to be the death of him. Wo’itsa had only followed her after the woman had taken the elder hostage. He’d given his word to Mukua that he’d find him. The elder counted on him to help him locate the other time travel vessels, and one of them was in this woman’s possession. Mukua might be an elder of the Sky People, but even they were not invincible, and this woman from the future showed no respect for the old ways.

      She stood facing him, her stance as determined as before. Pain and a hint of fear clouded her expressive eyes, but she didn’t waver.  Neither did he. He’d made the mistake of underestimating her slight stature too many times, but from now on he was going to be ready.

      The evening breeze blew strands of her raven hair across her cheeks, drawing his attention to her face. The golden rays of the sun accentuated the complexion of her skin, which wasn’t quite as dark as his own. In fact, it was lighter than any Tukudeka he knew, as if she was of mixed blood.

      Wo'itsa blinked and mentally shook his head to reclaim his focus. This was no time to notice her as a female. This woman was dangerous and she was his opponent, perhaps even his enemy.

      At every turn, she’d surprised him. He should have tied her with some strips of leather when he’d had the chance earlier, but he’d been taught to treat females with respect. That might not be possible with this one.

      Women of the Tukudeka weren’t warriors, but this female from the future was like a fierce cougar that attacked again and again rather than giving up the fight.

      Bakianee women were known to fight alongside some of their men, but if this woman belonged to the tribe of his enemies, why did –?

      She shifted, turning slightly to the side and holding up her arms as if getting ready to ward off an attack. His eyes fell to her bare upper arm. How had the skin painting escaped his notice before? It certainly was hard to miss, now that his attention was drawn to it.

      Wo'itsa’s eyes narrowed. Never had he seen such a lifelike likeness of a wolf, and certainly not painted on someone’s body. It looked as if the drawing was going to detach itself from her skin at any moment and leap from her arm. Were the slashes above the image real, or was it another illusion? Clearly, the mark of a grizzly. Only one other man came to mind who owned such markings, and his were most definitely real.

      Cameahwait, Wo'itsa’s boyhood friend, had battled with the fiercest predator in the mountains and he’d lived to tell about it. Few men, and only those with great puha, survived a grizzly attack. To this day, Cameahwait bore the markings of the bear on his back. The shaman had said that Cameahwait’s spirit animal was the bear, and for this reason alone he had survived.

      A multitude of questions raced through Wo'itsa’s mind. If this woman carried the likeness of a wolf on her arm, did she consider it her spirit animal? And if so, why was she fighting him and Mukua? What did the bear claw marks above the wolf signify?

      “Who are you, woman, and where do you come from?” Wo'itsa directed his attention back to her rather than the tattoo on her arm. Perhaps if he could get her to talk, she’d let her guard down enough for him to subdue her. It might not be too difficult this time. Her eyes were glazed over and not as sharp. The slight waver in her stance gave away that she wasn’t as strong as she’d like him to believe.

      Her fall earlier had resulted in a blow to her head that had left her unconscious for some time. Streaks of dried blood marred the side of her temple. No doubt she was in a lot of pain that couldn’t be disguised, no matter how hard she tried.

      Her body tensed in response to his question, and she didn’t answer right away. Her hesitation indicated that she was thinking about how to reply, if she would reply at all. She scoffed and shook her head as if she didn’t believe her own response.

      “My name is Kendra, and I come from the twentieth century,” she spat, almost defiantly. “And, I really want to know where I am and what’s going on here.”

      So, it was as he’d already suspected. She truly had come from another time. She and Mukua had met before, and she’d been as defiant with him then as she was now.

      “You should listen to Mukua. He will give you answers. He has already offered to return you to your own time in return for the vessel.”

      “Vessel?” She scoffed again. “You’re talking about the snakehead? Why don’t you tell me how that thing works, then I’ll just head home on my own. No need to get your elder involved.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head while his forehead scrunched. “Even if I knew how the vessel worked, it would not be my place to tell you. Mukua is guardian of the sacred mountains, and in order to protect them from great evil that will come, you must surrender the vessel to him.”

      She laughed, then flinched and drew in a quick breath. Her hand flew to the side of her head. Wo'itsa took a step forward, but she instantly resumed her defensive stance and glared at him.

      “I’m investigating a murder. I’m not about to hand something over to someone who is a prime suspect in my case.” Her voice was more strained with each word she uttered.

      Pain clouded her eyes, but she’d die before she admitted that she was hurt. Wo'itsa reached out his hand, then motioned to the fire he’d built a while ago, and the poultice he’d prepared to treat his own wound on his arm. Perhaps another tactic would work better.

      “You’re hurt. I have something that might help.” If she’d allow him to tend to her wounds first, maybe she’d be more agreeable.

      “I’m hurt thanks to you. If you hadn’t attacked me, I wouldn’t have hit my head.”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. “If I hadn’t followed you, you would be dead now, or worse.”

      She glared at him through narrowed eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean? You saw the light and realized that your friend, Mukua, is bad news?”

      “Not Mukua. A hunting party of Bakianee found your trail.”

      She looked more confused than ever. “Your elder put on his disappearing act. The next thing I knew, you grabbed my arm, and that’s when I fell.”

      “You mistake me for a Bakianee warrior. There were three of them who were part of a hunting party. They attacked you, not I. You should be grateful I came along at the moment one of the warriors grabbed your arm. When you fell, I managed to scare them off with my bow. They believed I was not alone, so they ran, but they might return.”

      Her glazed eyes went to the wound on his arm. “I didn’t do that?” She sounded almost disappointed. Wo'itsa’s lips quivered as he tried to hide a smile. Despite her unusual demeanor, respect for this woman grew.

      “Perhaps if it had been you who had inflicted this wound, you would have cut off my entire arm.”

      She narrowed her eyes at the laughter in his voice, but didn’t say anything. She swayed again and took a step to the side to regain her balance.

      “Give me my jacket, and I’ll be going,” she slurred.

      Wo'itsa laughed. “You are in no condition to go anywhere. Sit and rest while we wait for Mukua to return.”

      The woman straightened, which took a lot of effort judging by the grimace on her face. She swayed again, then stumbled. Wo'itsa rushed up to her and caught her around the waist before her knees buckled completely. If she fell again, she might do more harm to her head.

      “Beware of the wolf,” she mumbled, barely conscious. “I have to beware of the wolf.” Her eyes stared up at him, her disguised fear now clearly visible. “You’re the wolf.”

      Wo'itsa frowned. Beware of the wolf? He shook his head. Her injury was playing tricks with her mind. He lifted her fully into his arms to carry her to his fire. She struggled, but all strength had left her body.

      “You’re a brave little fighter, but for the time being, you will have to wait until your injury is healed before you decide to attack me again.”

      Wo'itsa laid her on the ground next to the fire. He didn’t dare rekindle the small flame. If he was smart, he’d leave this area. There was always the possibility that the Bakianee would return. He glanced around the clearing. What about Mukua? Where had the elder gone?

      He surveyed the area for any sign of the old man, but the elder had disappeared. Perhaps he’d taken his vessel and traveled to another time to safety. A slight frown passed over him. Mukua had gone and left the woman to face the fate of the Bakianee? He shook his head. There was no telling why the elder had abandoned her. She’d kidnapped him, after all. Perhaps he was, at this very moment, trying to find someone to come help. The old man would have been useless to defend her against Bakianee warriors.

      Mukua might not have even realized there were Bakianee in the area. He might have used his vessel to transport to another time in order to save himself from this woman. There was no telling what she might have done to him.

      Wo'itsa mixed more of the poultice he’d used on his arm, spread some on a piece of hide, and held it to the woman’s head. She flinched and hissed while struggling to get to her feet.

      “You will die because of your stubbornness,” he growled. “I’m trying to help you.” With more force than he’d intended, he pushed her fully to the ground. She glared up at him, but didn’t argue further. The soothing coolness from the poultice must have taken effect on her head, and perhaps she’d finally seen reason. “Tell me, are all Tukudeka women of the future as ferocious as you? Or, perhaps you are Bakianee?”

      Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she mumbled.

      The sun dipped behind the tall lodgepoles, instantly making the temperature drop. A shiver passed through her. Wo'itsa reached for the article of clothing she’d called a jacket and tossed it over her upper body. She still stared at him with suspicious eyes, but stuffed her arms through the sleeves of the covering.

      Wo'itsa’s gaze lingered on the tattoo on her arm before she slipped into the jacket. Curiosity nagged at him, but it was best to be cautious. Even if he asked, she wouldn’t tell him anything about the significance of the tattoo. No doubt Mukua would know what it meant.

      The woman reached up to her head where he still held the poultice against her temple. She pushed his hand aside and pressed her palm against the injury. The momentary contact of her hand with his sent an odd sensation up his arm. He stared at her. She didn’t flinch or drop eye contact. Had she felt it, too?

      Mentally shaking his head, Wo'itsa removed his hand and backed away. To take his eyes off the woman, he stuck a piece of wood in the fire. As the sun dipped further into the horizon, so did the temperature. If he kept the flame low, it would at least offer a little warmth as the night grew colder.

      Next to him, the woman stirred. She sat, still pressing the poultice to her temple. Wo'itsa didn’t turn to look at her, but he was ready in case she decided to make another foolish attempt to attack him.

      “It would be wise to rest. Your head will feel better in the morning.”

      “And then you’ll hand me over to your elder? Maybe I’ll just take my chances in the woods.”

      Wo'itsa laughed. “You are barely able to stand, woman. Is the vessel more important than your life?”

      There was no response. The rhythmic croaking of frogs grew louder as the last rays of the sun gave way to the night sky. Stars shimmered up above, and the fire crackled softly.

      Wo'itsa stared into the flames, his ears honed on the sounds of the forest as well as on the woman. She shifted again, and he risked a glance. The light from the fire flickered in her eyes as she stared back at him. She blinked, then appeared to resign to her fate and moved to rest her head on the ground.

      “If you try and attack me again, I will have no choice but to tie your hands,” he warned.

      “Then don’t plan on sleeping much tonight,” she whispered, already closing her eyes.

      Wo'itsa’s gaze remained on her for several minutes. What to make of her? She was unlike any woman with whom he’d ever crossed paths, including the two other women who’d come from a time in the future. Neither one of them had acted as fearlessly or fought like warriors. This one was a mystery.

      The other two women had been gifts from the Sky People to unite with Cameahwait and Matunaaga. Who had sent this woman, and why? Clearly, Mukua didn’t want her in this time. He’d already offered to send her back to where she’d come from. Perhaps one of the other Sky People had sent her, but again the question remained, for what purpose? If Mukua was fighting a battle with the other elders, it would stand to reason that they had sent the woman.

      The markings of the bear above the image of the wolf that were tattooed on her arm started to make more sense. The bear was out to destroy the wolf. Her words earlier, that she had to beware of the wolf, became clear now, as well.  She considered the wolf her adversary. He’d been correct to think that he needed to be wary of her. If the other two elders had sent her, it would stand to reason that she favored the Bear Clan.

      Bears and wolves are enemies.

      Both of the visions he’d received confirmed it. Wo'itsa’s eyes fell to his hornbow. All these years, he had thought of Cameahwait as his friend, almost like a brother. He’d even offered him his bow a couple of seasons ago, as a token of their friendship. Clearly, Cam had come from the line of the bears, and since Wo'itsa’s spirit animal was a wolf, did that make them enemies? Mukua would tell him it was so.

      Watching the woman sleep, it was difficult to imagine her as an adversary. The corners of his mouth twitched in a smile. How quickly his memory lapsed as he sat here, staring at her. She’d already proven herself a formidable opponent, and he needed to remain alert to her every move. Right now, she looked small and frail as she lay there, her breathing soft and even.

      Wo'itsa drew a long breath of crisp air into his lungs. There wouldn’t be any rest for him tonight. With the injury to her head, it might not be wise to let the woman sleep for long periods of time. He’d have to keep a close eye on her to make sure she was all right. His lips widened even more. When she woke, she would most likely try to attack him again.

      He could simply tie her and then not have to worry about an attack. He dismissed the idea. The woman would be more comfortable without having her hands and legs tied, but it meant he had to remain alert at all times. There was absolutely no doubt that she would try to run if given the chance. It was also certain that she’d try to steal his weapons at the least, and perhaps even attempt to kill him.

      Wo'itsa used a stick to poke the coals in his fire. He added another piece of wood to keep the flames burning to ward off the night’s chill. He’d left his blanket, as well as the goose he’d killed earlier in the day, at his other camp. He should have gone back after the woman woke, but she was too weak from her head injury to bring her along.

      Perhaps it was best to take her to his village as his prisoner. It might be the safest place for her while he waited for Mukua to return. Wo'itsa was no healer. The shaman could tend to her wound better than he. He shifted his haunches to find a comfortable position as he leaned against a large rock. If Mukua didn’t return by morning, that’s what he would do.

      He poked at the fire some more. Maybe he should simply leave the woman and let the Bakianee find her. He cast another glance at her, curled up and content in sleep. If he left, she would die, especially since she didn’t know how to use the vessel to take her back to the time from which she’d come.

      The vessel Mukua sought was no longer in the pocket of her jacket. He’d already looked there. Surely, she hadn’t lost it. Perhaps she’d hidden it somewhere. Come morning, he’d find out where she kept it so it could be returned to its rightful owner. His sense of honor prevented him from searching her for it.

      Wo'itsa sat and stared into the burning embers of the fire, his mind filled with doubts and confusion about bears and wolves, the Sky People, and the perplexing woman from the future.
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      Kendra rolled from one sore hip to the other before settling on her back. She immediately flinched as a sharp pain sliced through her skull. Would this headache ever stop? Probably not while lying on this hard ground. The absolute darkness of night had given way to a crisp and sunny morning. The chirping of birds in the nearby trees was almost deafening, compounding her headache.

      On impulse, she lifted her hand to press it to her temple, except her arm wouldn’t move. She tugged before realizing that her wrists were anchored together.  She froze, then opened her eyes and glanced down.

      Sure enough. A leather strap was wrapped around her wrists, binding her hands together. Several unflattering descriptive words about Wo'itsa escaped her lips. He’d really done it. He’d tied her up, just as he’d threatened to do when she’d tried to make her escape sometime in the middle of the night. Her head had felt a lot better then, but the rhythmic pounding was back now, and seemed to be getting worse by the second.

      Kendra gritted her teeth and cursed under her breath. After sucking in a lungful of air, she heaved to a sitting position, then squeezed her eyes shut as dizziness overtook her.

      “I have no wish to harm you,” the Wolf had told her sometime during the night. The dim light from the fire had left her almost blind to her surroundings. She’d studied Wo'itsa’s unmoving silhouette for nearly an hour as he’d sat leaning against a boulder, and had determined that he must be asleep. The moment she’d moved to stand, he’d sprung into action and subdued her again.

      “You will not see the next sunrise, woman,” he’d growled against her ear, sending shivers down her spine. His low voice had been oddly seductive, but then she’d remembered who he was, and his threat had made Kunu’s warning very real.

      “Why wait until morning to finish me off?” she’d retorted.

      Rather than respond to the question, he’d surprised her with his next words, which had sounded almost as if he cared whether something bad happened to her.

      “It is good that your head injury won’t keep you off your feet, but you are foolish if you think you can escape into the night. I may have no choice but to tie you if you don’t lie still.” His lips curled and he smirked. “Perhaps when it is light again, I will let you wander and lose your way in the woods. Perhaps if you encounter a bison or fall off a cliff, you’ll believe me that you are safest here with me.”

      Kendra had offered some choice words of what she’d thought about him when he’d forced her back to her place by the fire. He hadn’t responded. He probably hadn’t understood half of what she’d said. When the unexpected cool and soothing sensation of a fresh poultice had been pressed against her temple, she’d resigned herself to the fact that the Wolf was right. She couldn’t even see past her own hand in the night. There was no way she’d get anywhere while it was still dark. Why he didn’t just kill her now was a question that lingered.

      Like his animal counterpart, Wo’itsa seemed to have perfect night vision. She’d settled back on the uncomfortable ground, holding the new poultice against her temple. It had become crystal clear that she was in way over her head this time. She could try again to take her chances in the forest, or she could wait until morning and let the Wolf kill her. She’d apparently fallen asleep again and missed her opportunity at another escape before dawn.

      Kendra braced against the leather bindings. They weren’t tied tight enough to cut off the circulation to her hands and arms, but just snug enough that she couldn’t wriggle her hands free. Damn that wolf! Where was he, anyhow?

      She glanced around the clearing, lifting both arms to brush aside strands of her hair that clung to the sides of her face and obstructed her view. Few clouds drifted above, and the sun was climbing higher over the outline of the mountains in the distance.

      A thin mist hovered over the tall grasses in the meadow, adding to the surreal feeling that she had gotten entangled in something far bigger than solving a murder case.

      Kendra drew in a deep breath. The rich fragrance of lush summer grass and alpine flowers infused the air. It seemed to be even more pronounced than what she remembered from her childhood.

      The scenery was reminiscent of when she had gone camping with her grandfather. The mountain flowers were in full bloom, and the grass was taller than her waist. It almost had a calming effect on her. Almost, but not quite.

      Memories of her outings with Kunu filled her head. This wasn’t a good time to reminisce about the past. The only benefit she’d derived from those outings into the mountains of Yellowstone had been getting away from the other kids on the Rez for a while. At least, that’s what she’d thought as a young girl and rebellious teen.

      Her agitation returned as her gaze fell on the silhouette of the man who’d taken her prisoner, and who might carry out his threat to kill her at any moment. Kendra squinted to see better. Wo'itsa sat a short distance away, nearly hidden behind a veil of fog. His back was turned to her, and he raised his hands skyward.

      Every well-defined muscle along his back and across his shoulders was on display as he stretched out his arms to the sky, as if he was summoning someone . . . or something. His raven hair fell down his back as he lifted his head to look up at the sky, too. He was probably calling to his Sky People elder. Obviously, the old man hadn’t returned, yet.

      Wo'itsa lowered his hands, then stood, rising like some mythical god from the mist. He turned and came toward her, his raven hair falling well past his shoulders.

      Kendra blinked, but her eyes remained focused on the man who was holding her prisoner.  She shook off the thoughts swirling through her head that he was possibly the best looking guy she’d seen in a long time, maybe ever.

      He certainly didn’t look like any of the men she’d grown up with on the Rez. There was something feral and completely primal about Wo'itsa, and watching him made her heart beat faster. He was, quite simply, a beautiful man. He looked like what a native should look like – proud, confident, blending in with his environment and in tune to his surroundings.

      She gulped some air when her head began to spin again. Had she really been holding her breath, and gawking at a guy who had her tied up and had already threatened to kill her, not to mention he was the one her grandfather had warned her about?

      If her hands were free she’d slap herself for the way her mind had wandered. She must have hit her head harder than she’d thought. She’d had her chance to escape now, while his back had been turned to her but she’d sat there like some lovestruck little girl who’d never seen a half-naked man before.

      She was used to being around guys, good-looking or otherwise, both on the streets of L.A. and after becoming a cop. For years, she’d worked closely with men who’d never caused her to take a second look. Too often, their egos were inflated to an extent that had made her wonder if their heads would pop if she touched them with a needle. On the streets in L.A., she’d had to deal with guys and their arrogant, sometimes volatile attitudes.

      Having a man tend to her and take notice of her pain was a foreign concept.  She was used to taking care of herself and had never asked anyone for help or relied on others for anything. The idea that this guy – someone she needed to be wary of – had looked out for her well-being all night didn’t sit well in her gut, while at the same time it left an odd sensation of gratitude.

      Wo'itsa could have tied her up when she’d first hit her head, and ignored her injury, yet he’d given her something to make it feel better. The poultice, whatever it was, had worked wonders to help draw out the pain. While there was still a dull ache, especially when she moved her head, there was definitely improvement from the night before. A nice bump marked the area where she’d hit the side of her skull. It would most likely be bruised.

      Kendra scrambled to gain her balance and stand. She wasn’t going to sit there while the Wolf hovered over her. He nodded when he reached the fire ring. Only dark coals remained of the flame that had burned throughout the night. It would appear that the Indian had no plans to stay here much longer. Maybe he was getting ready to kill her so he could get on with his day.

      “Afraid I’m going to hurt you?” Kendra stared at him and held out her tied hands.

      Wo'itsa’s lips twitched slightly at the corners. “I see you are recovering well from your injury.” He glanced at her wrists.

      “If you’re not going to kill me, untie me and let me go.” Kendra didn’t break eye contact with him. His almost-smile turned into a frown.

      “Kill you? I have no wish to kill you. You are tied for your own good, and for my peace of mind. I needed a little rest during the night.”

      He had no plans to kill her? Kendra squeezed her eyes shut for a split second.

      “Why don’t you just let me go and I’ll try and figure out how that snakehead works so I can get back to where I belong.”

      Wo'itsa’s eyes narrowed. His gaze roamed over her, as if he was looking for something. He clearly hadn’t frisked her, yet, or he would have found the time travel thing in her jeans pocket.

      “We will wait until Mukua returns. You will hand over the vessel to him, and he will send you back to your own time.”

      Kendra scoffed. “I already told you and your elder that I’m not handing anything over until I know exactly what I’m dealing with. That snakehead was given to me for a reason, and I’m investigating a couple of murders. My hunch is that your elder knows something about that, and quite possibly had a hand in it, or he wouldn’t be so interested in that device.” She paused for a moment to gauge his reaction.

      Wo'itsa simply stared at her, as if trying to comprehend her words. Her own mind still spun with confusion. If he hadn’t planned to kill her, how much of a threat could he be? Or maybe he was bluffing so she’d let her guard down.

      “Are you part of that old man’s schemes? Maybe you’re the one who killed Matt Donovan and my grandfather.”

      Wo'itsa’s face turned dark. His brown eyes blazed, and he took several steps toward her. Kendra gulped as she stared up into his stormy glare. The heat coming off his nude torso seemed to seep right into her, and for the first time ever, vulnerability swept over her. This guy could easily snap her neck right now if he wanted. Her comment had clearly infuriated him, making him look even more feral now than before.

      Her fall had left her weak and unsure of her next move. This entire, incomprehensible situation - time travel mixed with everything her Kunu had tried to tell her - left her even more confused.  Was Wo'itsa as dangerous as her grandfather had warned? She had to believe Kunu’s words. It was no coincidence that his name meant wolf, and her grandfather had warned her of the wolf.

      “I have killed no one who didn’t threaten me first,” he snarled. That didn’t really answer her question. Maybe Matt had been a threat, and Kunu needed to be silenced because of his warning to her.

      “Well, then, why did you think my grandfather or Matt Donovan were a threat to you?” she challenged.

      Wo'itsa straightened, making him look even more imposing as he stood only inches from her. His chest heaved. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but then his body tensed and he abruptly ripped his knife from his belt. Kendra flinched and sprang away from his reach. Wo'itsa rushed her, gave her a forceful shove, and she fell with a heavy thud.

      In the next instant, an arrow landed in the dirt in the exact spot where she’d stood a fraction of a second ago. Wo'itsa held his ground and threw his knife. Wide-eyed, Kendra stared as a man who’d charged from the trees fell to the ground. Wo'itsa pulled his tomahawk from his belt and ran toward another Indian who followed behind the one who’d fallen.

      “Sonofabitch,” she muttered under her breath as her heart leapt into her throat. Scrambling to find cover, she found her footing and darted around the dead campfire. Wo'itsa’s tomahawk must have found it’s mark in his opponent, but a third Indian already charged from the forest. The Wolf snarled and clashed with his new challenger.

      This was her time to get away. Damn him for tying her hands! Kendra stumbled past the boulder where Wo'itsa had rested during the night. Her eyes fell to the bow that was propped against the rock. She glanced to where he was battling for his life. Not a minute ago, he’d saved hers. She’d be dead right now if he hadn’t pushed her out of the way. Most likely, she’d be dead in another minute.

      A fourth Indian charged from the trees. Kendra reacted like she always did. She didn’t think. She acted. Grabbing the bow with both her hands, she yelled and ran for the fourth Indian. It must have taken him by surprise, because he hesitated with his own bow and stared in her direction. His arrow would have lodged in Wo'itsa’s back.

      Kendra didn’t stop running. She collided with the Indian while swinging Wo'itsa’s bow with both arms. At least Wo'itsa had tied her hands in front rather than behind her back. The hard material connected with the other man’s head, but it was the momentum of their collision that sent them both to the ground. The bow fell from her hands.

      She didn’t wait to contemplate the loud splintering noise as the Indian landed on the bow. Kendra scrambled to get on top of the much-larger man. She locked her hands together in a tight fist and punched at his face. The Indian went limp underneath her, just as someone grabbed her and pulled her away. Kendra flailed her arms and legs, but her assailant’s grip around her waist tightened.

      “They are defeated.”

      She stopped fighting at Wo'itsa’s familiar voice in her ear. Catching her breath, she relaxed, and he instantly released her. Her head pounded harder than ever, and she blinked to fight off the dizziness. Wo'itsa let go of her completely. Blood oozed from a new wound on his arm as he bent to pull his bow from underneath the dead man, or rather, what was left of his bow.

      Wo'itsa stared at his weapon, his face hard and unreadable. It had broken in half, no doubt when the Indian fell on it. Judging by the blood pooling beside the body, and the crimson on one sharp splintered piece of the bow, the weapon had killed him.

      Kendra glanced around the area. Four dead Indians lay in the dirt around them. She’d been in only a couple of police shoot-outs in the line of duty and had seen her share of dead bodies, but the gruesome scene around her made bile rise to her throat.

      “Sorry about your bow,” she panted, still trying to catch her breath and get her mind off how close she’d almost come to dying.

      Wo'itsa didn’t look up for the longest time. He held the broken pieces in both hands, almost as if he was lovingly cradling them. The weapon must have meant a lot to him. Finally, he raised his eyes to stare at Kendra.

      “You have saved my life,” he said, his words no more than a whisper. By the look on his face, his thoughts were elsewhere.

      Kendra shook her head to move strands of her hair out of her eyes. “Don’t read too much into it.”

      Wo'itsa walked up to her. He shifted both pieces of his bow to one hand, then pulled his knife from his belt. Kendra’s eyes widened, and she took a step back. Was it her turn to die now?

      “You have done well in capturing the woman, Wo'itsa. Once we take the vessel she holds, there will only be one more to find.”

      Wo'itsa spun around and Kendra stared as the old man walked into the clearing. He’d simply appeared out of thin air. He barely took notice of the dead bodies on the ground. His eyes were fixed on her.

      Wo'itsa lowered his knife. He glanced from Mukua to Kendra. The elder’s sudden appearance had clearly surprised him as much as it had startled her. He hesitated, then sheathed his knife while gripping his broken bow in his other hand.

      “Take the vessel from her, Wo'itsa.” Mukua’s words were almost a command. “Then we can restore order to the sacred mountains.”

      “Over my dead body,” Kendra called. “I need answers before you’ll get that thing from me.”

      The old man croaked with laughter. “You are in no position to make demands, woman.”

      “You will return her to her own time if she hands you the vessel?” Wo'itsa glanced from her to the elder, a hint of uncertainty in his gaze.

      There was a slight hesitation in Mukua’s face, but then he smiled and nodded. “That is what I have said.”

      Wo'itsa turned to her. “It would be wise of you to hand the vessel to Mukua. He knows the power it wields, since it belongs to the Sky People. It is not yours to keep.”

      Kendra scoffed. She wouldn’t hand that thing over without answers, and the old man hadn’t been forthcoming, yet.

      “You’d better untie me, if you want that thing.” She held up her hands.

      Wo'itsa’s eyes instantly narrowed with suspicion. He took a step toward her again.

      “If you try to run, you will die.” His eyes bore into hers as he stared down at her. Kendra didn’t flinch as she returned the glare with one of her own. If he wasn’t so bent on doing the old man’s bidding, she could almost like this guy. She raised her arms a little higher, and Wo'itsa reached for his knife.

      Before he had a chance to slice through her bindings, something whooshed through the air and landed a few inches from the old man’s feet. Wo'itsa sprang back and jumped in front of Mukua. Were more hostile Indians coming to attack them? Kendra ducked and spun around, bracing for more warriors to come charging at her.

      Someone called out in a loud and commanding voice. The only word she understood instantly was “Wo'itsa.” The others registered as familiar in her mind, but it took some time to mentally translate them. They’d been spoken in the old language Kunu had taught her, or had tried to teach her, since she was a little girl.

      “Step aside, Wo'itsa.”

      “What is the meaning of this, Cameahwait?” Wo'itsa called back. Kendra focused on the words in order to make sense of them.

      A man stepped into the open, holding a bow ready to fire another arrow. Kendra’s eyes widened. At first glance, he looked Indian, but as he moved closer, it became apparent that he was a white guy. His hair was dark brown, not black, and the skin of his bare torso, although tanned, was a lighter shade. His facial features definitely were white, not native. Otherwise, he looked every bit as fierce and feral as Wo'itsa or any of those other warriors.

      “I have searched a long time for you, Mukua,” the newcomer said, his voice laced with hatred as he strode into camp. He seemed to barely notice anyone other than the old man.

      Wo'itsa moved forward, holding out his knife. These two clearly knew each other, but the tension in the air was palpable.

      “Why are you trying to kill an elder of the Sky People, Cameahwait?”

      “He needs to be eliminated, or he will continue to cause harm to everything the Sky People have worked for. Whatever he has told you is nothing but lies.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “I will not let you harm an elder. You’re the one who has been told lies by the Sky People. Mukua has told me much, and you should listen to him.”

      Cameahwait laughed. “You and I can discuss this later, Wo'itsa. Right now, you need to move aside. I will not kill him, but I will take him to his brothers, and they can hold council to decide his fate.” He turned slightly, revealing part of his back. Kendra’s eyes widened.

      The scars that ran from the top of his right shoulder down the middle of his back to his spine were clearly visible. Flashes of her conversation with Matt Donovan echoed in her mind.

      Years ago, my closest friend, someone I considered a brother, had scars that looked exactly like your tattoo. His were real. They were larger, running down his back, but they came from a grizzly attack.

      She didn’t hesitate and ran toward the man with the scars. It was a huge gamble, but what did she have to lose?

      “Please, you have to help me,” she called in English. Cameahwait’s head turned to look at her. His eyes assessed her quickly from head to toe, lingering on her clothing, but he didn’t move or say anything. He didn’t show if he understood her or was surprised by her words.

      “Please,” she called again, then added the only thing that seemed to make sense at the moment and uttered the name she’d hated all her life, because it had made her different from all the other kids.

      “My name is Natukendra’eh weda. Before my grandfather died, he told me about the bear. I found Matt Donovan, and I believe he was your friend, and I think you’re the bear they both wanted me to find.”
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      Everything seemed to come to a standstill as all eyes were on the woman. She boldly faced Cameahwait with her plea for help, holding her bound wrists up for him to see that she was being held against her will.

      Wo'itsa scoffed. He’d only tied her for her own good. Running away in the middle of the night would have been her death sentence. Twice now, he’d intended to cut her bindings, but both times he’d been interrupted. He gripped the broken bow in one hand, his knife in the other, and gritted his teeth. The name she’d shouted for all to hear sent a shiver of unease down his spine.

      Natukendra’eh weda.

      His gaze snapped to Cameahwait. His childhood friend had powerful ties to the Bear Clan of the Sky People, but not even he owned such a strong name. Who was this woman? How was it possible that she owned strong spirit medicine?

      She’d called herself Kendra the day before. Wo'itsa mentally shook his head. He should have recognized at least part of the meaning when she’d uttered her name the first time. Now it was clear that she’d shortened it from her true name. Why would she want to conceal her identity?

      Unless, perhaps, she was lying. She was as far removed from the spirits and her ancestors as a fish would be if it soared through the sky with the eagles. Nothing about her revealed that she respected the ways of the Sky People, or even knew much about them. Her disrespectful treatment of Mukua was proof of that.

      Wo'itsa’s gaze dropped to her arm where her clothing concealed her tattoo. The meaning of the bear marks above the likeness of the wolf became clear all of a sudden, along with her babbling the night before that she needed to be wary of him. The tattoo implied that the bear was set to destroy the wolf. If she was of the bear spirit as her name implied, Mukua had good cause to be watchful of her.

      Before him, Cameahwait scrunched his forehead, and a look of disbelief had flashed in his eyes as well after Kendra had revealed her name. There was no recognition on his face, even though it would appear the two of them had something in common.

      The woman stared at Cameahwait. By her rigid stance, she was apprehensive about his response to her plea.  For a brief second, she allowed her eyes to dart to Wo'itsa.

      His own eyes narrowed as she looked at him. Was she truly a powerful puhangand from the future, as her name would imply? Confusion warred with indecision. Wo'itsa broke eye contact with her and glanced over his shoulder at the old man he was protecting.

      There was no reaction from the elder. Mukua seemed to be the only one who wasn’t surprised. He must have known all along who she was. It seemed important to him that the woman return to the future. Perhaps she was safer there.

      Now was not the time to ask the elder for an explanation, even though a thousand questions raced through Woit’sa’s mind. The old man simply stood there, silently, with a knowing gleam in his eyes.

      Cam finally moved. He took a step toward the woman, his gaze now lingering on her tied hands, which she still held out for him to see. He didn’t relax the tension on the strung arrow he directed at Mukua.

      Wo'itsa shifted his stance to shield the elder. Would Cam truly kill the old man? He’d made peace with the Sky People several seasons ago. What had changed that he would potentially harm one of them?

      Mukua wasn’t like the two other remaining elders, however. He was of the Wolf Clan. Cam was loyal to the Bear Clan. Was that enough of a reason for him to see the elder as his enemy?

      Cameahwait shifted his gaze to Wo'itsa, then slowly, like a lithe panther, stepped closer to the woman until he stood directly in front of her, protecting her with his body in the same manner Wo'itsa was shielding the elder.

      His childhood friend still hadn’t said a word, but he’d clearly decided to offer the woman protection, not that she needed it. Her life wasn’t in danger the way Cam was threatening to take Mukua’s life.

      “Put away your knife, Wo'itsa. You and I are brothers, and I mean you no harm, but I will take the old man.” Cam shifted his head slightly, staring past Wo'itsa at the elder with hate-filled eyes.

      Cam’s words resonated in a commanding tone. The subtle warning he spoke didn’t go unnoticed. Wo'itsa stood his ground, staring at his boyhood friend.

      “I have told you already, I will not allow you to harm an elder of the Sky People.”

      There was a slight shift in Cam’s stance before he replied. “It has been many months since we last saw each other, Wo'itsa. What has happened that you would trust this elder over your friend? He is deceiving you.”

      Wo'itsa hesitated, then slowly raised his hand and held out the broken bow. He tossed it at the other man’s feet.

      Painful memories of past seasons entered his mind, and his heart filled with annoyance. The Sky People elders of the Bear Clan had never answered his pleas for help. Only Mukua, elder of the Wolf Clan, had chosen to offer him guidance.

      “All my life, I’ve sought counsel from the Sky People,” Wo'itsa snarled. “You know I asked for their wisdom when the woman who owned my heart chose another over me.”

      For years there had been a familiar ache in his chest whenever he’d thought about the girl he thought he’d loved. Over time, the pain had lessened, as had his feelings for her. Right now, all those memories came flooding back, hardening his heart to shield himself from more anguish.

      “Not once did the elders answer me.” Wo'itsa scoffed. “Yet you, who have shunned the Sky People all your life, are favored by them, even after you left the clan.”

      He stopped to toss a quick glance at Kendra before his eyes shifted back to Cam. “Mukua crossed my path, and encouraged me to seek a vision. He has told me much, and it is you who should listen to him. You are the one being deceived.”

      Wo'itsa pointed at the splintered weapon on the ground. “This bow, the symbol of our friendship, is broken. Perhaps it is a sign that we are no longer brothers.” He nearly choked on the words, surprised by his thoughts. A new pain formed in his chest, yet he steeled himself, and added, “You will have to kill me before I allow you to harm Mukua.”

      Kendra’s eyes volleyed from staring at Wo'itsa to keeping her gaze on Cameahwait’s back. Suddenly, she sprang forward.

      “He’s going to get away.”

      Wo'itsa frowned, then turned to glance over his shoulder. The woman had barely finished her warning when the old man vanished right before his eyes.

      Cam cursed in the language of the future. He too, had lunged forward, but Mukua had been quicker than anyone. Cam lowered his arm holding his bow. His face hardened as their eyes met.

      “You will regret this day,” he growled, slipping back into the language of the People. “Mukua has poisoned your mind, and now he’s disappeared like the coward he is.”

      Wo'itsa tensed, anger coursing through him that someone he had always considered a friend and brother could be so blind. “You threatened to kill him. Can you blame an old man for trying to save his own life?”

      Cameahwait shook his head. With a scoff, he turned slightly to glance at Kendra, his eyes lingering on her tied wrists. She met his brief stare before his attention returned to Wo'itsa.

      “Since when do you take women as prisoners?” The contempt in his voice was unmistakable.

      Wo'itsa’s own eyes darted to her. Kendra squared her shoulders and stepped beside Cam.

      “He and that old man are both crazy.” She glared at Wo'itsa and raised her hands to point at him.

      “This wolf is trying to kill me.”  Even as she said the words, the tone of her voice held a note of doubt. She had to know that he had no intention of killing her. If he had truly meant to hurt her, he would have done it by now, but he had no reason to need her dead.

      Wo'itsa scoffed. “I have told you before, woman, I have no wish to harm you.” Directing his gaze to Cameahwait, he continued in English so she’d understand his words. “This woman comes from a time in the future, like your wife. The vessel that brought her here belongs to Mukua. I only wish to return it to him.”

      Cam looked at Kendra with keen interest. “If she holds a vessel that comes from the Sky People, I will return it to Naatoyita and Naatosi. They are the rightful guardians of the vessel.”

      He pulled his knife from his belt, and with one swift motion, sliced through the strips of leather that tied Kendra’s hands together.

      She let out a sigh the moment she was free, and rubbed her wrists. “Thanks.”

      Cameahwait nodded, looking at her with a thousand questions in his eyes. “You asked for my help. If you’re willing, I will take you to someone who can give us both some answers.”

      “Gladly.” Kendra nodded.

      The relieved smile on her face was so different than the suspicious and wary looks she’d cast at Wo'itsa since the moment they’d met. A twinge of regret nudged at Wo'itsa’s insides, followed by an emotion that he couldn’t name but heated his blood with sudden anger.

      “You are putting yourself, your wife, and your son in danger with this woman,” Wo'itsa called. “Mukua tried to send her back to the time from which she came, but she wouldn’t listen. She has tried to harm the elder already. I am warning you in honor of the friendship we once shared.”

      Cameahwait’s eyes narrowed. A hint of disbelief and regret flashed there, but that was the only reaction to Wo'itsa’s comment about their friendship. He, too, must have realized that his choice to side with the girl had done irreparable damage to their brotherly relationship.

      “I will hear her story myself.” Cam’s features hardened. His eyes fell to the broken bow on the ground. “You need not concern yourself with her any longer.”

      Wo'itsa gritted his teeth. He raised his gaze to her. Despite the surge of annoyance she provoked in him whenever they’d sparred or argued, the spark of admiration he’d felt for her already seemed to ignite and grow stronger.

      He couldn’t blame her for the broken bow. Had it not been for her, he would be dead. His stance didn’t waver, and time seemed to stand still while they stared at each other.

      She is an adversary. Her name makes it so, and it is clear why Mukua wants her gone.

      It was impossible to not respect her for her bravery. She’d come to a time that seemed to be completely foreign to her, yet she hadn’t shown any weakness. She mistrusted him completely, but despite their mutual animosity, they were both alive because of each other.

      He tore his gaze away, cursing under his breath for being the first to break eye contact. She was nothing to him.  Why did he have such overwhelming and confusing reactions where she was concerned?  He should be more wary and angry with Cameahwait.

      Keeping any strong feelings under control had been a skill he’d honed most of his life. It always served him well on a hunt, and in his interactions with members of his clan. Even when the woman of his heart had left him for another, he had concealed his emotions, never revealing his true turmoil at the time.

      That was all in the past. There was no comparing this woman to the one he’d lost. There was also no longer a reason for him to be here. Cameahwait would see to the woman’s safety now. He sheathed the knife still in his hand and pierced her with his stare.

      “Mukua will return for the vessel you keep from him.”

      Kendra held her ground. She didn’t turn away from the look in his eyes, and stared back at him without flinching. In her usual confident way, she retorted, “He’s not going to get it until I find out what happened to my grandfather.”

      Cameahwait held out his hand in a gesture of friendship. A hint of a smile showed on his face. “Come with us to my cabin, Wo'itsa. Riley would be pleased to see you. We can’t allow Mukua to come between our friendship.”

      Next to him, the woman made a sound through her nose. “You two are really friends?” She stared from Cameahwait to Wo'itsa. “Maybe I misjudged you, too.” Her suspicious eyes fell on Cam.

      Wo'itsa scoffed. “This one has it in her head that everyone is her enemy. I will leave her with you, since she believes I am trying to kill her.”

      It was best to leave the woman in Cam’s care, as he’d said. Time for him to leave this place and sort through all he’d learned in the last few days. His vision haunted him, and so did the woman. Until he could make sense of it all, it was best to be alone.

      With a final glance at Kendra, he turned and ducked into the trees.

      Coward!

      He’d walked away without a fight the last time he’d relinquished a woman, too. Wo'itsa shook his head and cursed. That had been many seasons ago, and was an entirely different matter. Over time, he’d come to the conclusion that he would always walk his own path. No one else had caught his eye since, and no one ever would.

      There had been times over the years when he’d questioned his purpose, even in his own clan. He fulfilled his role as a hunter like the other young men by providing meat, but something inside him remained hollow and empty.

      He’d sought the guidance from the Sky People, but they hadn’t answered, until now. Even his boyhood friends, Cam and Mat, had left him behind.

      Was it coincidence that the woman, Kendra, had come to the past shortly after he’d finally received a new vision? She’d already been a distraction. For the first time in years, he’d felt alive with a purpose when he’d battled the Bakianee and when he’d tried to protect her.

      He shook his head. She meant nothing to him. His respect for her had grown over the hours he’d known her, but he didn’t need to protect her as if she was his woman, and she could certainly fight for herself. Besides, a man would have to be a fool to favor a woman with her attitude. Then there was the matter that she came from a time in the future.

      And she owns the name of a powerful puhagand.

      “I own a powerful name, as well.” Voicing his thoughts out loud cut through the stillness of the clearing. He laughed. There was nothing powerful about him. He was merely a hunter, and now he was useless without a bow.

      His clan’s shaman must have been wrong all those years ago when he’d given him the name Spirit Wolf after his return from his first vision journey. The shaman had proclaimed that Wo'itsa had earned it after he’d received a powerful vision from the Sky People. The shaman hadn’t been able to answer why the Sky People had shown Wo'itsa the conflict between the Bear Clan and Wolf Clan

      Wo'itsa headed further into the woods, taking a different route to return to his former camp. It was time to retrieve the robe he’d left behind. Perhaps Mukua would return and offer some answers.

      His stomach growled when he finally reached the dead fire of his old camp. His robe lay on the ground as if something had dragged it through the dirt, and the goose he’d killed was gone. Only some feathers remained.

      He’d let Mukua down by not demanding that the woman hand over the vessel, but he had been in no mood to fight Cameahwait, either. It was difficult to grasp that his longtime friend was now his enemy. It was no coincidence that his bow had broken in half this day. Things always happened for a reason.

      “Mukua, I need your counsel.” Wo'itsa glanced around the clearing. He raised his hands and directed his eyes to the sky.

      A twig snapped somewhere behind him, and Wo'itsa spun around. As if the elder had heard his plea, he appeared from the forest. The old man’s expression was hard as he approached.

      “You have seen what the future does to our people.” The elder glared up at Wo'itsa, coming to a stop directly in front of him. “Cameahwait’s thoughts have been poisoned by my brothers, and Natukendra’eh weda has forgotten her ancestors.” He placed a bony hand on Woit’sa’s shoulder.

      Wo'itsa nodded. Mukua spoke the truth. Kendra knew nothing of the old ways, and Cameahwait had tried to kill an elder of the Sky People.

      “Who is she, Mukua?” He couldn’t stop the question.

      There was a slight hesitation before the elder spoke again. “She is the one who will destroy everything I’ve worked for, and without your help I cannot stop her.”

      The elder reached into the pouch around his neck and removed the time travel vessel he kept there. He made a sweeping motion with his hand and arm before placing it on Wo'itsa’s shoulder again. A smile passed over his wrinkled face.

      “Come, Wo'itsa. It is time for you to see the good we will accomplish together.”

      Wo'itsa stared from the old man’s face to the vessel in his hand. “You are taking me to the future?” Thoughts of Kendra plagued his mind. Would he ever see her again, perhaps in her future time?

      Mukua nodded. “A life must be saved before it is too late.”

      With those words, the elder held on tight to Wo'itsa’s shoulder. He pressed his thumb to the vessel’s eye. Everything around them suddenly went completely dark, and any further thoughts Wo'itsa might have had regarding the mysterious woman vanished along with the light.
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      Kendra stared after the Wolf until he disappeared into the forest. She absently rubbed at her right wrist. The perplexing look of something that could be described as disappointment, as if he’d been let down, had passed through the Indian’s eyes seconds before he spun on his heels.

      She hadn’t turned away from the look in his eyes. Even though he’d predicted that Mukua would demand she hand over the vessel, his gaze had held a hint of admiration. His words hadn’t been a threat, but more of a warning, and why had he looked at her like that?

      Time seemed to have stood still while they’d stared at each other, each drawn to the other for some inexplicable reason. For all she’d been through since being tossed back in time, and her mistrust of the Wolf, she was still alive because of him. If he had truly wanted to kill her, he would have done it already.

      She blinked and mentally shook her head. He was nothing but an overbearing guy with a misguided sense of duty to some crazy old man. Why was she having doubts about him?

      Everything Kunu had told her over the years seemed to be coming true. Why, then, did it seem wrong that he would have warned her about the wolf? She shrugged. What did it matter? Good riddance that he was gone. She could breathe easier now, and hopefully get some answers about the deaths of her grandfather and Matt Donovan, and also how to get home.

      She glanced sideways at Cameahwait, who bent to pick up the broken bow. He studied it, much like Wo'itsa had done when he’d first pulled it out from beneath the dead warrior and realized it was broken.

      She turned to fully look up at him. He was a good head taller than she, much like Matt Donovan. He was built like an athlete. Not the bodybuilder type, but lean and trim, and he looked physically strong.

      She glanced over her shoulder in the direction that Wo'itsa had disappeared. His physique could be described in much the same way. Must be the environment these men lived in. No amount of time spent in a gym could produce such perfectly sculpted builds.

      Kendra shook her head and swallowed. She even rolled her eyes. Her mind had never wandered as much as it had strayed in the last couple of days. Maybe it was due to the hit to her head. Or, because most guys in the twentieth century didn’t strut around shirtless, in leather pants and breechcloths, wielding knives, tomahawks, or bows and arrows. Admittedly, it definitely increased the hotness factor.

      “Would you care to tell me exactly who you are and how you got here?”

      Kendra’s gaze returned to Cameahwait, who studied her intently. He spoke to her in perfect English rather than in the old Shoshone dialect of the ancient Tukudeka. The more she’d heard the words spoken, the more familiar they sounded.

      Kunu had taught her well as a child, insisting she learn the language, even though she’d been an unwilling student. A twinge of guilt squeezed her insides that she’d dismissed her grandfather’s teachings all these years. Everything he’d tried to tell her seemed to be coming true.

      She stared at the man who’d rescued her from the Wolf. She should be asking him the same question he’d just asked her. As a white guy, he seemed out of place in the primordial Yellowstone wilderness.

      Her name had not seemed familiar to either Wo'itsa or Cameahwait, but it had certainly caused a reaction in them, judging by the way they’d stared at her.  The only one who hadn’t seemed surprised was Mukua, but he’d already known her full native name.

      “I told you my name.” She raised her chin and shook strands of hair out of her face. “But I go by Kendra. I never liked the name my grandfather gave me.”

      Cameahawait’s brows rose. “Who’s your grandfather?”

      Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head while crossing her arms over her chest. Could she really trust this guy?

      “Maybe you should tell me who you are first, and I’d like to know where, exactly, I am.”

      A slow smile passed over his lips. “All right. The Sky People gave me the name Cameahwait, but I prefer Cameron Osborne.”

      Kendra shook her head. Meaningless names. Until today, she’d never heard any of them. One point to him for preferring a different name than the one he’d been given.

      “You’re in the year 1751 in what will be known in the future as Yellowstone National Park,” he continued.

      “I already figured I was in Yellowstone,” she interrupted. “But . . .1751?” Over two-hundred and fifty years in the past. A shiver passed down her spine.

      Cameron Osborne laughed. “That was my wife’s reaction when she arrived here a couple of years ago.” His facial features hardened as quickly as he had smiled, and he stared at her.

      “Now it’s your turn, but you can tell me all about yourself on the way back to my cabin.” His eyes swept the surrounding area littered with the four dead bodies of the warriors that had attacked her and Wo'itsa earlier. “I’d rather not linger here and wait for more Bakianee to show up. I hope that injury to your head isn’t severe.” He pointed to her temple.

      Kendra’s hand went to touch her injury. Now that he’d reminded her of it, the dull throbbing was more noticeable. She shrugged.

      “It’s nothing. A little headache, but otherwise I’ll be fine.” Thanks to the poultice Wo'itsa had put on it.

      Apparently satisfied, Cameron Osborne led the way into the forest. He headed in a different direction than Wo'itsa had gone. Kendra glanced over her shoulder one more time. Would she ever see him again?

      Why do you care if you do or not? He and that crazy elder are nothing but trouble.

      Hastening her strides, she fell in step alongside Cameron. She glanced at the scars that ran down his back. They bore a striking resemblance to the sketches she’d drawn over and over again as a child, not knowing what they were or what they meant, and which she’d had tattooed on her arm.

      Kendra shook her head. She still didn’t know what they meant. One thing became clear, however. This had to be the guy Matt Donovan had mentioned as the friend he’d known long ago.

      “How’d you get those scars on your back?”

      Cameron’s head turned slightly to look at her out of the corner of his eye. “Grizzly.”

      “I think I was supposed to find you,” she blurted. Cameron stopped abruptly at her words. He faced her fully.

      Kendra swallowed, then peeled her jacket down her arm to expose her tattoo. She’d never made a point of drawing attention to it before. The marks of the grizzly, although much smaller, were identical to the ones on Cameron’s back.

      Rather than surprise and more questions, a look of acceptance came over his face. He even nodded.

      “With your name, I have no doubt we share a connection.” His eyes narrowed. “But I don’t understand the wolf.”

      Kendra scoffed. “I don’t understand any of it, but it’s time I find the answers.”

      Two people who could have given her answers were dead. If Cameron didn’t seem to know, then maybe she needed to go back and find Mukua.

      “Was it Naatoyita who sent you to this time? He will know what your tattoo means.”

      Kendra’s brows rose. “Who?”

      “Naatoyita, one of the Sky People elders.”

      “The only Sky People elder I’ve met is Mukua, and he’s adamant that I give him that snakehead and go back to where I came from.”

      Cameron looked genuinely perplexed. “How did you acquire the time travel vessel, if it wasn’t one of the elders who gave it to you?”

      Kendra stared up into Cameron’s eyes. She inhaled deeply and steeled herself for the sadness and sudden anger that came over her.

      “Matt Donovan wanted me to have it.”

      “Mat?” A genuine look of wonder and surprise came over him. The way he repeated the name hinted at the great fondness he had for Matt Donovan. There was no longer any doubt that Cameron was the man Matt had referred to as his friend from long ago, and the bear Kunu had wanted her to find. How would he react when she told him that Matt was dead?

      “There’s more I have to tell you about that, but maybe it’s better if we get to your cabin first. How far is it?”

      “We will be there before nightfall.”

      Kendra sighed. Apparently, she was in for a long day of hiking through the wilderness. She shrugged. No big deal. She was physically fit. If only her headache would go away. Now would be a good time for another one of Wo'itsa’s poultices.

      Stop thinking about him!

      Cameron headed further into the woods, and Kendra followed. She reached down over her jeans pocket to feel the lump created by the snakehead. Maybe she could ask Cameron how it worked, and he could simply send her home.

      No. It was time for some real answers. Sky People. Time travel. Then there was the matter of the three people who had died because of their connection to her.

      Absorbed in thought, Kendra put one foot in front of the other, ignoring the dull ache at her temple. She stepped over and around deadfall, following Cameron Osborne further into the Yellowstone wilderness.

      The day turned out to be warm and sunny. She removed her jacket when she started to sweat. Cameron led the way out of the woods, following a faint animal trail along the edge of the forest. It soon veered off through the tall grasses of an immense valley.

      While they walked, Kendra answered some of his questions about her past, remaining as vague as possible. When he’d asked about Matt Donovan, she’d only told him about their one meeting. Telling him that Matt was dead was best saved for later, until she was sure she could trust this guy.

      The rolling hills loomed ahead as far as the eye could see. The grass swayed like the ocean waves with the breeze. Feeling small and insignificant in this vastness was an understatement.

      Cameron stopped when he reached the top of one of the hills. He removed a water skin from around his shoulder and wordlessly offered it to her. Kendra drank and handed it back to him. She scanned into the distance.

      “Hayden Valley,” she mumbled. “I don’t remember it being this big or this quiet.”

      And it certainly hadn’t looked as spectacular. Had she simply never paid attention whenever Kunu had brought her here? Bison in numbers greater than she’d ever seen dotted the landscape further ahead. Birds in the brush and in the air called to one another, each with its distinct chirp. Sights, sounds, and smells she’d never noticed before seemed to come alive here. In some ways, this area was completely new even though she’d been here countless times.

      “You’re familiar with this area?” Cameron glanced at her.

      “My kunu brought me here a lot. He said it would make me feel closer to my ancestors and the spirits.” Kendra turned away and shook her head. She’d never felt any sense of spiritual connection when Kunu had taken her on his outings.

      “Did it?”

      She spun around at the question and scoffed. “No. I don’t even know what it means to connect with the spirits. If getting closer to nature or listening to the birds was supposed to gain me some mystical insight, it sure didn’t work. I guess I just didn’t really care, either.”

      Cameron studied her intently, but he didn’t say anything. Evidently, he wasn’t going to reveal what was on his mind. He knew – or at least suspected – something, much like Matt had done the day they’d met.

      “How do you know Wo'itsa?” she finally asked after Cameron had already started walking again.

      “We grew up together, along with Mat. He was our childhood friend.”

      His head angled slightly so he could look at her out of the corner of his eye. “How did you end up as his prisoner?” There was a slight twitch to his lips, as if he thought the idea was amusing.

      Kendra sidestepped to avoid a tall sage brush, then fell in step beside Cameron again. His strides were long and even, and he seemed to be following some invisible path across the valley. Where exactly was he taking her? There was nothing but endless wilderness in all directions.

      Kendra huffed. “How did I get here, you ask? I really don’t know. One moment I was trying to apprehend a thief who broke into my apartment to steal the snakehead Matt gave . . . left me, and then the next thing I knew, I woke up in a grassy meadow with that Wolf staring down at me.”

      “Is the vessel in your possession?” Cameron’s stare was hard, his question urgent.

      “Yes, I have it. Wo'itsa wanted me to hand it over to Mukua, so I kidnapped the old man to get some answers.”

      Cameron stopped. “You took Mukua captive?” His eyes held new interest.

      “Yes, but he put on his disappearing act. One thing’s clear. He really wants that snakehead. And that Wolf is dangerous.”

      “Wo'itsa can be a formidable opponent, but I’ve never known him to be dangerous to anyone but his enemies. Mukua is the one who is dangerous, Somehow, he has poisoned Wo'itsa’s mind.”

      “Why is the old man dangerous enough that you’d want to kill him?”

      There was a pause, then Cameron frowned. His features hardened even more. “Because he wants to destroy my family line.”

      Bits and pieces of the stories Kunu had always told her came back. An elder of the Sky People had sought revenge against his leaders by trying to kill off their children, but the kids were supposedly sent to the future for their safety. She glanced at Cameron, then shook her head. If he was one of those children, what was he doing in the eighteenth century?

      “My grandfather told me stories about the Sky People all my life. I never believed any of them. I still don’t believe,” she whispered. “I’m just trying to find answers to a few murder cases.” She glanced up at Cameron. “What am I supposed to think?”

      Cameron continued walking, setting a faster pace than before. “If Mat wanted you to have the vessel, he had a good reason to give it to you. It has been more than a year since he left to return to the future.”

      Kendra swallowed. She had to tell him the truth. She inhaled a deep breath and braced herself to tell Cameron that his friend had died under suspicious circumstances. Cameron seemed to be holding things back, as well. A swirl of smoke along the banks of the river near a stand of aspens drew her attention before she could open her mouth to ask any more questions.

      A cabin stood nestled among the trees, along with several smaller crude wooden structures. Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney, creating an inviting scene. It was also a stark reminder that she truly was in some distant century, far removed from the noise and bustle of New York.

      Someone emerged from the cabin when she and Cameron approached. A woman with flowing blonde hair held a young child against her hip. Judging by the protrusion of her belly, she was at least six months pregnant.

      The blonde smiled as they came closer. Cameron took the dark-haired boy from her, and embraced her with his free arm. Kendra remained a few steps back while the couple greeted each other.

      Her eyes drifted elsewhere. The sight of this loving couple left a strange, indefinable feeling in her gut. Her family had been Kunu, and no one else. Open display of affection between two people was uncomfortable to watch.

      “You’re back sooner than I expected.” The woman raised on her toes and kissed Cameron on the lips.

      “I didn’t bring any game, but I think I brought someone far more important.” Cameron stepped away from his wife and glanced over his shoulder at Kendra.

      The woman looked at her, her eyes lingering on her clothing. The black pants, tank top, and black leather jacket obviously stood out like a sore thumb against these people’s clothing, but then again, the woman’s golden hair wasn’t exactly right for this time and place, either.

      “Riley, this is Kendra. Matunaaga sent her.”

      Kendra stepped forward and held out her hand, but paused at Cameron’s introduction. Riley grasped her hand, smiling but assessing her with keen interest.

      “Mat sent you? How is he?” There was a hesitation in her question.

      Kendra eased her hand out of Riley’s grip. Her gaze went from the blonde to Cameron. Her eyes narrowed.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I don’t know of anyone sending me here. In fact, I don’t even know how that snakehead thing works, and would really like someone to tell me, so that I can get back to New York.”

      Cameron frowned. “You said Mat gave you the vessel.”

      Kendra sucked in a quick breath. She swallowed back the apprehension in her throat. Before she could speak, Riley took her by the arm.

      “Let’s go inside. I have some food cooking over the fire. I bet you’re both hungry.”

      Cameron shot her a suspicious look, then carried his son into the cabin. Riley smiled and tugged on Kendra’s arm. Hesitating, she followed.

      The dwelling was small and crude. It was nothing more than a one-room cabin with a dirt floor, and a huge fireplace making up one wall. There was a single bed piled high with furs, a crib, a small table, and three chairs. Riley stepped to the kettle hanging over the fire and grabbed wooden bowls from a shelf above the hearth.

      “If Mat didn’t send you, why did he give you the vessel?” Cameron sat his son on the ground, and the little kid crawled to a corner of the room, babbling and picking up some kind of toy.

      “Matt Donovan wanted me to have it, but I didn’t get a chance to ask him what it was.” Kendra cleared her throat.

      Riley set the bowls on the table and motioned for everyone to sit. She stared at Kendra. There was no mistaking the unease that passed through her eyes. Kendra stood, staring at the two people.

      Her mouth opened, and she talked about meeting Matt. She mentioned his curiosity about her tattoo, and how she’d dismissed his urgency that they shared something in common and that he’d had something important to tell her.

      Kendra scoffed and brushed her fingers through her hair. She glanced at the ground. Anger shook her once again, and she faced the two people listening intently.  “I never got the chance to talk to him and find out what he meant. He . . . he and his wife, they died in a car accident that night.”

      Riley gripped her husband’s arm. He stared at Kendra from across the table, as if she’d told him something incomprehensible. Riley nodded. Tears pooled in her eyes, but she seemed less shaken up over the news than her husband.

      “It’s fitting that Mat and Kayla died together,” Riley whispered. “One would have been miserable without the other, I’m sure. They had nearly twenty happy years together.”

      Cameron’s fists clenched, and his face hardened as his eyes blazed with a mixture of sadness and betrayal. He stared up at his wife, the look replaced with anguish. “You knew?”

      Riley held her husband’s gaze. Slowly, she nodded. “I couldn’t say anything. I learned about it when I was in the future, when I met Jana Evans. There was a photograph of her with her friend, Aimee Donovan, and her friend’s father. I recognized him immediately. It was Mat.” She swiped away the tears in her eyes. “I knew he would go to the future, and through Jana Evans, I learned that he and his wife had died in an accident.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Cameron didn’t sound angry, only astonished at his wife’s secrecy.

      “Everything is supposed to happen for a reason, right? If I had said something, Mat and Kayla might not have returned to the future. Naatosi wanted them there, not in this time. There had to be a compelling reason.”

      Cameron stood, and paced the room, looking distraught and unable to escape the turmoil inside him.

      “I’ve met Matt’s daughter.” Kendra’s words broke through the silence. “She’s eighteen. She’s the one who gave me the box that contained the snakehead. She told me her father wanted me to have it.”

      Cameron spun around to look at her. “If she knows about the vessel, her life is in danger, too.”

      Kendra shook her head. “She didn’t seem to know anything. Whatever past life Matt Donovan and his wife led, they certainly didn’t tell their daughter about it.”

      Cameron nodded. “Mat was wise to keep his identity from his daughter.” His eyes were still clouded with pain, but there seemed to be a degree of acceptance.  He looked at his wife. “Just as our children will never know the truth.”

      Truth about what?

      “Well, I definitely don’t know the reason why Matt thought he needed to give this to me.” Kendra pulled the snakehead from her pocket and stared at it.

      Riley stepped up to her. She glanced at the artifact but made no move to try to touch it. Kendra glanced up to see Riley’s intelligent eyes studying her.

      “You don’t have any idea why he would have wanted you to have this?”

      Kendra shook her head.

      “I have a good feeling I know, and clearly Mat saw it right away, too.” Cameron stared at her tattoo.

      Kendra’s eyes volleyed from one to the other. “Would someone please fill me in on what’s going on?”

      “I think the best person to ask is Naatoyita, one of the elders of the Sky People. He should be the one to tell you.”

      Kendra scoffed. “I think I’ve had enough of the Sky People for a while.”

      Riley touched her arm and smiled. “You may not have a choice, Kendra.”

      Kendra moved away from the blonde. Unease filled her. “Sure I do. I can go back to the future. Just tell me how this thing works.”

      “You’re not the least bit curious as to why Mat gave you the vessel?”

      “I want to get to the bottom of who killed Matt and also my grandfather, and bring the guilty party to justice, so that I can go back to leading a normal life.”

      “I’m trying to bring the guilty to justice, too, but it won’t be the kind of justice you’re thinking of.” Cameron’s icy words sent a chill down Kendra’s spine.

      Kendra stared. “You think Mukua had something to do with it, don’t you?”

      “I know he did. He has wanted the last remaining children of the Sky People dead for a long time. It appears he has finally succeeded.”

      Kendra mentally shook her head. He was implying that Matt was one of those children in her grandfather’s stories?

      “He tried to get the snakehead from me before that thing transported me here. Then he offered to send me back home, so that I could forget about it all and lead a normal life. All I had to do was give him the time travel device.”

      Riley and Cameron exchanged quick glances.

      “He wants you dead, too, Kendra,” Cameron said dryly. “He’s not going to let you live.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why? Just because I wouldn’t hand him that vessel? Why didn’t he kill me when he had the chance?”

      Riley stepped forward. She offered an uncomfortable smile. “He can’t kill a member of the Sky People. Someone else has to do it.”

      Kendra stared from one to the other. She shook her head and laughed. “I’m not a member of the Sky People.”

      Even as she spoke, a chill crept down her spine, and her limbs began to tingle. Kunu’s stories echoed in her head.

      “You are special, Natu . . . Someday you will believe . . . beware of the wolf.”

      The Wolf! Wo'itsa. Just as Kunu had said. He was the one who would kill her.

      Kendra flinched at the sound of a sharp knock on the door. Cameron reached for his bow, and Riley scrambled to pick up her son. Cameron glanced from his wife to Kendra, then opened the door.

      Kendra craned her neck while squinting into the bright evening light that streamed into the cabin. The silhouette of an old Indian appeared in the doorway. Mukua!

      “Naatoyita.” Cameron sounded surprised.

      “I have come to bring bad news, Cameahwait, and to warn you to be vigilant.” He paused to inhale a raspy breath. “Mukua has broken one of the most sacred laws of the Sky People.”

      Kendra moved forward to get a better glimpse of the old man. The wrinkles around his sad-looking eyes shifted, and then a smile cracked his face. His eyes instantly brightened.

      “Natukendra’eh weda. You have come home.”
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      Wo'itsa stood on unsteady legs, blinking several times to dispel the dizziness that overtook him. The strange feeling passed quickly, but it was nevertheless a sensation he didn’t relish. If he didn’t have his wits about him, he might end up dead, especially with Bakianee lurking in the area.

      His hand gripped the hilt of his knife, and he glanced around with unfocused eyes. What if his enemies were lying in wait to ambush him? He wouldn’t stand a chance if he was feeling disoriented and unsure on his feet.

      Was this how Kendra had felt when she’d time traveled to his time? She’d seemed a bit dazed at first, too, yet she’d fought like a warrior. If this was what she’d experienced, his respect and admiration for her grew even more.

      He shook his head to clear his mind, not only of the muddled sensations, but also of the woman who seemed to have taken root there.  At a time like this, when he needed to be alert, his attention shouldn’t wander to the perplexing woman from the future. Why was it so difficult to control his thoughts where she was concerned? If he wasn’t careful and alert, she might be the death of him yet, even if she wasn’t in his presence.

      He focused his eyes on his surroundings in front of him. Nothing looked any different than in his own time, except he was definitely no longer in the same clearing as a few moments ago. Gone was the mound of coals that had been his dead campfire, and his belongings were nowhere to be seen.

      Instead of the rolling hills and woods that were his familiar hunting grounds, he now stood in a valley framed on one side by a wall of mountains, which rose almost in a straight line into the sky. A river meandered through the lush vegetation, and a dense forest covered the hills on the other side of the valley.

      He’d passed through this valley before, many seasons ago with members of his clan when they’d journeyed to the hot water pools found to the south of here. Memories filled him of when he’d camped along bubbling mud and pristine, scalding hot pools, some of which shot water high into the sky. A man could die in them if he wasn’t careful, but his people had been coming to these areas for generations.

      At the time, he’d brought with him the horns of the bighorn ram he’d killed earlier in the season. Like so many hunters before him, he’d learned how to soak them in the hot water to soften them and form his bow. The bow that was now broken.

      Why was he back in this area? Until he brought down another bighorn ram, he could not make a new bow.

      The grasses and underbrush rustled softly behind him, and Wo'itsa spun around, gripping his knife. He instantly relaxed his stance. Mukua stood calmly a short distance away, holding the snakehead-shaped vessel in his hand.

      Wo'itsa met the old man’s eyes. Had he truly traveled to another time with the Sky People elder? Whatever had happened to him to make him lose his vision and balance must not have affected the old man, for he didn’t appear disoriented at all.

      “Why have you brought me here?”

      Wo'itsa’s gaze traveled along the ridge of the tall mountain. Where was here? Was this the future from which Kendra had come? It didn’t seem likely. In his vision, he’d traveled to a foreign place, and had seen things he’d never laid eyes upon.

      Mukua smiled. “We are in a time no different from the one you know. It is best we duck into the woods, or we might be seen.”

      Wo'itsa followed the elder to the edge of the forest, leaving the meadow and river behind.

      “Seen by whom? Are there Bakianee in the area? I have no bow to defend you, or myself.” Why would Mukua bring them to a time and place that might put them in danger?

      The old man shook his head. “It is imperative that you do not show yourself to anyone you might encounter in this time. As I have said before, I have brought you here because a life must be saved.”

      Wo'itsa blinked. The elder’s vague answers were hardly satisfying. Before everything had turned dark, he’d hoped that Mukua might bring him to Kendra’s future, so that he could learn more about her.

      Despite his strong urge to know, it might not be wise to ask the elder to tell him more about the woman who was as infuriating as she was alluring.  Expressing an interest in her if she was his enemy would not be a good thing. He’d already failed Mukua once when he hadn’t been able to get that stubborn female to relinquish the vessel that had brought her to his time.

      “Whose life is in danger?”

      Mukua stuffed his time travel vessel in the old leather pouch he wore around his neck, and pulled the drawstrings tight. His chest heaved as he took in a long, drawn-out breath before answering.

      “A young woman is to be married soon. Her life is in great peril. I have brought you here to prevent a tragedy.”

      Wo'itsa studied the old man. He nodded. It was understandable why the elder would want to prevent another couple from being ripped apart, denying them happiness. Mukua had lost the woman of his heart, too. If he could spare another man from heartbreak over losing a woman, Wo'itsa would gladly help.

      He no longer grieved for the woman he’d lost, but the pain and anger he’d endured was one he’d never forget.

      “I will help, but will saving a woman here in this time help us find the other time travel vessels that you seek to save the sacred mountains? I regret that I failed you.”

      Next to him, Mukua scoffed. “You will not fail me again, Wo'itsa, unless you allow your judgement to be clouded by others.” The elder’s eyes blazed, and his wrinkled old face took on a harsh and stone-like appearance. “By saving the woman so she can unite with the man, you will help set a new course for the future.”

      A twinge of guilt nagged at Wo'itsa. He could have done more to take the vessel from Kendra. He’d had plenty of chances, and could have taken it by force. Taking it from her at the time had seemed wrong somehow for reasons he could not name.

      Wo'itsa gnashed his teeth. It was also wrong to go against the wishes of the Sky People elder, who was fighting a battle to save the sacred mountains, and who had asked for his help. If he crossed paths with Kendra again, he would not allow his strange feelings for the woman get in the way.

      Mukua smiled, and placed a hand on Wo'itsa’s arm. “Natukendra’eh weda is conflicted. You know this to be true by the tattoo on her arm.  I was hoping to guide her back to her spirit ancestors and the wolf clan, but now she will be influenced by my brother. She is a danger to you and me.”

      Wo'itsa stared into the knowing eyes of the old man. Had the elder seen the questions about her in Wo'itsa’s gaze? The smile on Mukua’s face did nothing to soften his stare.

      “But her name suggests she belongs to the bear clan.”

      Mukua’s bony hands gripped Wo’itsa’s arm tighter as he spoke his subtle warning. “Because she is with Cameahwait, she will be under the influence of the bears, our enemies.  After you secure the safety of the young bride-to-be in this time, you will do whatever is necessary to find and bring the other two vessels to me. Once I have the vessels, my brother, and even Natukendra’eh weda, will no longer be a threat to our mountains.”

      “I know you have said she is the one who could destroy your plans, but how can she hold so much power when she seems to know nothing about the spirits and the Sky People? How did she come to own such a strong name if she is from a time in the future?”

      Curiosity to know more about her had gotten the better of him. The questions were spoken before Wo'itsa could hold them back. Since the elder had offered some information about Kendra first, perhaps he would be forthcoming with more answers. If he was going to confront her again for the vessel, and if she was dangerous, he had to know his opponent better.

      Mukua had no chance to answer. Voices drifted through the woods, and Wo'itsa stiffened. He turned and tilted his head to hear better. His hand went to the knife at his belt.

      “Remember, you must not be seen. Observe and listen, and when the time comes, you will know what to do.” Mukua’s warning came a moment before he released Wo'itsa’s arm and vanished.

      Wo'itsa stared at the ground where, not a second ago, the elder had stood. He blinked and shook his head at the strange sight, and the sudden sense of unease. Mukua had left him in an unknown time? He didn’t even know what the woman he was supposed to save looked like. And what kind of danger was she in?

      Wo'itsa’s face set in a hard line. Mukua clearly trusted him. He wouldn’t fail the elder this time.

      The voices grew louder, coming in his direction. Two men sounded as if they were in a heated discussion, perhaps even arguing. Wo'itsa sprang behind a tree and concealed himself among the dense branches.

      His wait was short. The two men strode by, passing within an arm’s length of his hiding place. They were both young hunters, carrying horn bows, and they spoke in the dialect of the Tukudeka.

      “There is no need for you to follow me, Brother. I’ve already said what I needed to say on the matter.”

      The taller of the two men stopped almost directly in front of Wo'itsa’s hiding place and faced his companion. He seemed agitated and distracted from paying closer attention to his surroundings. If he looked into the trees, there was a chance he’d spot Wo'itsa.

      Wo'itsa stared, forcing his body to remain as still as possible. Mentally, he shook his head. His legs burned from remaining in a crouched position, but he dared not move, or he might give away his presence.

      The same man who had spoken was not of the Tukudeka tribe. He was a white man. From a distance, he could possibly be mistaken for a Shoshone, with his raven hair and his clothing, yet standing so close, it was obvious that his skin was a lighter shade than his companion.

      Wo'itsa glanced at the man’s face. A dark scowl passed over his young features. Wo'itsa blinked, and his forehead furrowed. From what he’d glimpsed of him, the man bore a slight resemblance to Cameahwait, or perhaps it was simply his imagination because of the color of his skin.

      “You are being foolish and stubborn as usual, White Wolf.”

      White Wolf!

      A kindred spirit? Were they of the same clan?

      The other man stepped in front of his companion. His back turned to Wo'itsa, blocking his view of White Wolf.

      “Stubborn, perhaps, but I have good reason. Why don’t you return to your wife, and leave me in peace, Elk Runner? I told our mother I would think on the matter.”

      White Wolf took a step around his companion, but the other man’s hand on his chest stopped him from moving away.

      “It is time you took a wife, White Wolf. Our mother only wishes to see you find the same happiness I have found with Little Bird.”

      White Wolf laughed. “You speak with such boldness now. It took you long enough to finally find the courage to express your interest in her.” His voice sobered. “I’m not ready to give my heart to a woman.” After a pause, he added, “I don’t believe I will ever be ready.”

      Pushing past Elk Runner, White Wolf strode ahead, but the other man was quick to keep up with him. Wo'itsa remained hunched over, but followed the two from a safe distance.

      “You know as well as I do that our mother would not ask you to marry just anyone. Her good friend’s daughter is in need of a husband. When she approached our mother to ask about you, Mother felt obligated to speak to you about it. You are her son, and the only unmarried hunter in the clan.” There was a slight pause, then Elk Runner sniggered. “Not even you can be so blind to not notice Morning Fawn’s beauty. She comes from a good family and will make an excellent wife.”

      White Wolf stopped again to face the man he’d called Brother. “She may make an excellent wife, but I don’t wish to be anyone’s husband.” His voice turned cold and almost menacing.

      “I understand that you had feelings for a woman while you spent time in the white man’s world, and I also understand why you won’t talk about it.”

      Elk Runner paused and slapped White Wolf on the back. He grinned broadly. “The spirits have done you a favor, Brother. They want you to remain here with us, not live as a white man in a faraway place where the sun rises. It is a good thing she shunned you.”

      White Wolf nodded, his first indication that he’d agreed with something Elk Runner had said. “I have no plans to live in the white man’s world, but that does not mean I need to take a wife.”

      Elk Runner shook his head. “What will it require? Do you need a woman to drop out of the sky before you will consider her a match? Perhaps you need the Sky People to send you a woman? Would you then consider marriage?”

      The other man scoffed. “I said I will think on the matter, and I will give our mother my answer when I am ready.”

      “Perhaps you need to go on a spirit journey. A vision might bring you some understanding. If you can speak to the Sky People spirits, they will tell you that you are ready to marry.”

      Wo'itsa ducked behind a wide shrub. Sky People spirits? Were the elders no longer alive in this unknown time, and had to be referred to as spirits? Everything Mukua had told him about the future was coming true. His people were moving away from their ancestors.

      Kendra was proof of that. She seemed to have lost all connection to the spirits, and without a doubt she’d come from a time much further in the future. Perhaps Mukua had brought Wo'itsa to this time to show him that the Tukudeka were losing their connection to the Sky People.

      If the woman White Wolf was supposed to marry was in danger, it could destroy that connection even more. Somehow it was important that White Wolf marry this woman. Perhaps she was the key to keeping the beliefs alive.

      A sense of urgency engulfed him. He needed to find the woman, Morning Fawn. Then, without being seen, he had to make sure that White Wolf was going to marry her.

      “I will leave you with your thoughts, White Wolf. Don’t take too long to decide. You don’t want to embarrass our mother.”

      White Wolf stared at the other man, his eyes filled with indecision and doubt. It was plain to see that he struggled with a sense of honor and obligation, fueled by Elk Runner’s words.

      Elk Runner gripped his brother’s arm and leaned forward. “I know you won’t seek guidance from the spirits, but perhaps you can talk to Morning Fawn and get to know her better.” He grinned. “I hear she’s at the river this morning.”

      With those words, Elk Runner veered away from White Wolf and headed back in the direction from which the two had come.

      Wo'itsa remained motionless. If the woman he was supposed to protect from harm was at the river, it’s where he would go to make sure she was safe, but he had to remain hidden until White Wolf left the area, or he’d risk being discovered.

      White Wolf stood unmoving, his hands clenched at his sides. He stared in the direction Elk Runner had gone. For several minutes, Wo'itsa studied him. Anger was evident on his face, but it was soon replaced with a quiet resolve. He turned and continued along the path that led away from his Tukudeka brother.

      Wo'itsa moved his sore limbs. If White Wolf decided he would honor the match and marry the woman called Morning Fawn, he would be able to protect her from whatever danger might befall her. Until then, however, it was best to keep an eye on the woman.

      He stopped and waited until White Wolf had moved far enough through the trees ahead of him that it was safe to make his way directly to the river and look for Morning Fawn.

      When the forest thinned near the edge of a rise overlooking the valley, Wo'itsa stopped to survey the area. Wisps of smoke drifted into the sky from between the trees to the west.

      It was risky to leave the forest and chance being seen, so he stopped along the tree line to remain concealed. He was close enough to the river that he could see a young woman kneeling at the water’s edge, washing clothes.

      She wore a plain doeskin dress, adorned with fringes on the sides. Her legs were wrapped in leggings, and her dark hair was unbound, spilling down her back. Her overall appearance was that of a proper young Tukudeka maiden.

      Unlike Kendra, whose clothing didn’t resemble anything a Sheepeater woman would wear. Even her raven hair wasn’t quite as straight.

      Wo'itsa cursed himself for where his thoughts had led. He focused on the woman by the river. This had to be Morning Fawn, White Wolf’s intended bride. If she wasn’t the one whose life needed to be saved, Wo'itsa would have to wait for Mukua to return and give him better guidance.

      Another woman approached from the direction of where the village was nestled among the trees. Wo'itsa squinted. For a split second, she looked familiar. Kendra?

      He shook his head. No, it wasn’t her. This woman was much older. For some reason, her small stature had reminded him of the perplexing female from the future who simply refused to leave his thoughts.

      The new arrival called out to the young woman kneeling by the water’s edge, but he was too far away to make out the words. Something the older one said must have startled her. She scrambled to get to her feet, but at that exact moment, the riverbank gave way, sending the girl tumbling into the strong current.
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      Kendra pushed her way past Cameron to get closer to the old man who’d addressed her by the name her grandfather had insisted on calling her. For years, she hadn’t heard anyone call her by that name – least of all people she’d never met – but all of a sudden everyone seemed to know her by it.

      “How do you know who I am?” she demanded, stepping fully outside the crude and dark wooden structure to catch a better glimpse of the old man in bright daylight. He was very similar in appearance to Mukua, but it wasn’t him.

      The old man smiled almost smugly as he turned on spindly legs, away from the cabin to face her. Cameron stood in the doorway with an amused look on his face. His wife, Riley, came up beside him, holding their son against her hip. Clearly, both of them were eager to see and hear the exchange between their two unexpected visitors.

      Kendra’s heart pounded uncharacteristically as she waited for a reply. It had become a common occurrence over the last few days. With all the unusual things that had happened in recent weeks, and especially her surreal experience of traveling several hundred years into the past, it was remarkable that she hadn’t completely lost her mind. At least, not yet.

      The old man appraised her with eagle eyes, nodding and smiling, as if he’d just scored a great buy on some valuable antique.  When he finally spoke, it wasn’t in response to her question.

      “I have waited for this day for a long time.” His eyes pored over her and he nodded with satisfaction. “You favor your mother in many ways.”

      Cameron stepped from the cabin at that moment to stand in front of both of them. He glanced from one to the other, shooting the old man an indulgent look while his eyes conveyed to Kendra to have patience with him.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised that her questions were being evaded. Whenever she’d asked Kunu something, he’d always left her with more questions than before.

      “Kendra, this is Naatoyita, one of three remaining elders of the Sky People. You’ve already met his brother, Mukua, and I’m sure you’ll soon meet Naatosi, as well.”

      The smile instantly left the elder’s face, and the sadness expressed there when he’d stood outside the cabin door was back. Cameron seemed to take no notice of the change when he addressed the elder.

      “And clearly you seem to know who Kendra is.”

      “Kendra? Is that the name you go by?” The elder smiled again, but gone was the luster his eyes had held before.

      Kendra shifted weight from one foot to the other, feeling judged all of a sudden.

      “The only person who ever insisted on calling me by that ridiculous full name was my grandfather. It caused me nothing but grief when I was growing up. When I finally left the reservation, I shortened it to fit in with modern society.” She straightened and raised her chin. “And you still didn’t answer my question.”

      Actually, there were several questions racing around in her mind, but she’d get to those in a minute. One at a time, but the one she was most curious about was his reference to her mother. No one had known who her parents were. Could this old man finally shed some light? Did she really want to know?

      The elder nodded indulgently. “When you were an infant, I’m the one who gave you into the care of the man who raised you. Your kunu, Harry Swift Elk, protected you and raised you to fulfill your destiny, as I instructed him to do.”

      Kendra blinked and shook her head. Growing up, she’d never questioned that Kunu was her real grandfather, but as the years had gone by, she’d had her doubts. After she’d become a police officer, she’d done some digging, and her suspicions had been confirmed.

      “I was abandoned at an orphanage for native American kids. Harry Swift Elk adopted me from there. There was no record of my real parents’ names.”

      Naatoyita nodded again. “To make it legitimate in the time in which you grew up, and to hide your true identity, I had to take you to the orphanage first. Harry Swift Elk was instructed to take you in and raise you as his own. He was told to teach you to remember your true family so that you might return at the right time to fulfill your destiny.”

      Kendra scoffed. Her brows rose. “My destiny? All my life, Harry Swift Elk told me stories of the ancients, and forced me to live in a way I didn’t want to, but he never told me why. Everything was always a secret with him. He said I’d understand one day.”

      “That day has come, Natukendra’eh.”

      Kendra’s knees went weak as a chill crept up her spine. Was this old man really offering to enlighten her about the things she’d questioned all her life? Maybe she should be excited to finally have someone who truly understood her standing in front of her. Her eyes darted from one person to the next, and mentally shook her head.

      “You are all crazy. How did you know my mother?” With trembling hands, Kendra peeled her jacket down her shoulder and glanced at her tattoo. Her voice cracked. Never before had she felt this unsure and scared about getting to the bottom of something. Maybe it was safer not to know. “What do these images mean?”

      Riley stepped up to her at that moment. “I’m going to keep supper warmed up. I’m sure you’re hungry, but I know there are questions you need to have answered, and it shouldn’t wait any longer.” Looking at her husband and then the old man, she smiled. “I will leave the three of you alone. I think Cam should probably hear all this, too.”

      Kendra glanced at the man standing next to her. His face was hard and unreadable, but just as she’d sensed a strange connection between herself and Matt Donovan, she felt it now with Cameron Osborne, and the vibe was even stronger.

      “You have lost sight of your family, Natukendra’eh. Perhaps this was a good thing while you were growing up, for it helped protect you from being discovered. Now, however, it is time that you remember where you belong.”

      Beside her, Cam shifted. “It’s time to give her some real answers, Naatoyita. I understand how Kendra must also be feeling.”

      Their eyes met, and a sense of unity passed between them. Cam smiled slightly before his features turned hard as he addressed the old man again.

      “Matunaaga is dead.”

      The elder’s lips tightened, and he nodded. Cam stiffened, and the anger in him was almost palpable.

      “You knew already, didn’t you? If you and Naatosi had been more forthcoming with information, my best friend’s death might have been prevented.”

      Naatoyita’s eyes clouded with sadness. “I have done my best, as has Naatosi, to prevent Matunaaga’s death. Yes, we knew he was in danger, but we took precautions to keep him safe for as long as possible.” His gaze went from Cam to Kendra. “As we have done with you. In order to protect you – the children of the Sky People – Naatosi and I had to act in secrecy.”

      “Mat was a child of the Sky People, too.” Cam’s voice calmed and quieted considerably, but spoke of the frustration and pain of the finality of his words. “And you failed to protect him.”

      Kendra glared at the old man as renewed anger and sadness grabbed hold of her. Not much about this conversation made sense so far. Earlier, Cameron and Riley had hinted at something about being a child of the Sky People, which had left Kendra with a distinct uncomfortable feeling.

      What if it was true?

      The thought plagued her again, as it had several times already in the last couple of days.

      How often had Kunu told her that she was special? It was meaningless jabber. After all, what grandparent didn’t think their grandchild was special. Was she a child of the Sky People? What did that even mean?

      “You still aren’t answering my questions,” she blurted, her hard stare on the old man as if she was interrogating a suspect in a criminal investigation. “I think it’s time you go back to the beginning, and that starts with telling me who my mother was, since you seem to have known her, and what these images on my arm mean.”

      Naatoyita nodded. “Walk with me, Natukendra’eh. You, too, Cameahwait.”

      He veered away and headed toward the wide river that flowed through the valley a short distance from the cabin. Kendra exchanged a quick look with Cameron, and they both fell in step beside the old man.

      They walked in silence for at least five minutes until they reached the marshy banks of the river. A flock of Canada Geese honked loudly in protest to the intrusion and took to the water.

      The gentle breeze of early evening created a rustling in the tall grasses, which the setting sun illuminated in a golden glow. Kendra inhaled the strong scent of damp earth, a hint of bison, and water. The gentle eddies in the river as it flowed along its course added to the serene ambiance, which was in sharp contrast with the unsettling turmoil swirling within her.

      Finally, the elder spoke, his raspy voice cutting through the quiet air.

      “What has Harry Swift Elk told you, Natukendra’eh?”

      Kendra sighed deeply. More questions directed at her instead of answers she sought. She wasn’t going to play along for much longer.

      “He talked about the Sky People and made me learn the old language, and brought me here to Yellowstone to reconnect with my ancestors.” She laughed, and shook her head. “All it ever did was give me nightmares.”

      Her eyes dropped to the ground, and she blinked rapidly a few times. Her feet sank slightly in the squishy earth, and she took a step away from the marsh. She wasn’t going to lose it in front of this old man or Cameron Osborne.

      She ran a trembling hand through her hair, brushing strands out of her face. “The night Matt Donovan died, I had a dream about a bear in a car. The car swerved to avoid a wolf in the road, and then went over the edge of a steep ditch and hit a tree.”

      Kendra gritted her teeth as she spoke about the painful memory. A sudden thought occurred to her. Her eyes widened, and she shot a hasty glance from Cameron to Naatoyita.

      “Kunu tried to warn me about the wolf that killed Matt and his wife, and then he died, too. I know their deaths are related, but I can’t prove it.”

      Naatoyita walked as if he were part of a funeral procession. “You are correct, Natukendra’eh. Mukua is responsible for the deaths of Matunaaga as well as Harry Swift Elk.”

      Kendra stopped. She frowned. Mukua? The other old man of the Sky People? She shook her head.

      “No, not Mukua. Wo'itsa is the wolf.”

      Naatoyita turned to face her. “You have met Wo'itsa?” Then he nodded without waiting for an answer, as if something had just made sense to him, and a look of resignation came over him. He took a step toward her. “You have met both Mukua and Wo'itsa.”

      Kendra frowned some more. “Wo'itsa was with that old man when I traveled to this time. He wanted me to give the snakehead to him. He acts like a guard for the elder.”

      “Now I understand how Mukua has found you.” He looked at Cameron. “And how he found Matunaaga.”

      “Because of Wo'itsa?” Cameron’s brows furrowed in disbelief. “He was Mat’s friend. Why would he betray him?”

      Naatoyita waved a hand in front of his face and shook his head. “I am certain Wo'itsa had no knowledge of what he was doing. My brother, Naatosi, informed me once that Wo'itsa encountered Mukua when he tried to protect Matunaaga’s woman from a wolf. We both knew that Mukua would sense great puha in Wo'itsa, if their paths ever crossed.”

      The elder paused to clear his throat before he continued. “It is through Wo'itsa’s vision that Mukua found the whereabouts of Matunaaga and Natukendra’eh in the future.”

      Cameron stepped forward, his upper body tense. “I don’t believe that Wo'itsa had something to do with Mat’s death.”

      Naatoyita hastily shook his head. “Certainly not intentionally. Wo'itsa has been led astray by Mukua. It is imperative that he be brought back to walk the correct path.” The elder’s eyes rested on Kendra.

      “Time out,” she called, making a “T” with her hands. “I really don’t understand any of what you two are going on about, and before this discussion strays any further, I want some real answers to my earlier questions.” She stared at the elder. “And I’d like them now.”

      The one bit of information from the exchange between Cameron and the old man that stood out in her mind was that Wo'itsa might not be the wolf from her grandfather’s warning. Somehow, that knowledge brought her some relief. Casting aside her straying thoughts, she focused on the elder in front of her.

      Naatoyita gazed across the river toward the tall mountains that rose into the sky quite a distance away. Kunu had always said that the Sky People resided in the high mountains where they were closest to their spirit ancestors. After several moments of awkward silence, the elder looked her directly in the eye.

      “You have lost sight of who you are, Natukendra’eh. You must reconnect with your family and ancestors.  It is time you remember where you belong.”

      With a groan, the elder lowered himself into the soft grass and motioned for her and Cameron to do the same. Cameron nodded to her in silent communication that she should sit.

      “I belong in New York, where I’m a cop and catch the bad guys. Right now I’m here to apprehend whoever murdered Matt Donovan and Harry Swift Elk.”

      The elder shook his head. “While their deaths are tragic, they have fulfilled their destinies. Harry Swift Elk raised you and kept you hidden in plain sight from Mukua.” Naatoyita smiled. “It never occurred to Mukua to search for you in the most obvious place – among your own people. Naatosi and I knew it was a risk not to take you further away from the sacred mountains, but our plan clearly worked.”

      Kendra groaned in frustration. Cameron must have heard it. He held out his hand and nudged her in the arm.

      “It will all make sense. Be patient.”

      Naatoyita cackled. “You were not patient when I revealed your true identity to you, Cameahwait.”

      “I don’t want Kendra to go through the same frustrations I had to deal with from you.” Cameron’s harsh words were surprising. He clearly didn’t care much for the elder, and made no effort to conceal that fact.

      The old man seemed to take no notice, and directed his eyes on Kendra. “Your mother’s name was Pahamittsi Puhagand. She was a great shaman and a wise woman. When she gave birth to you, she already knew you were destined for great things. She gave you your name, knowing that someday you would soar like the great spirit bear that you are.”

      Kendra held her breath. Hearing the name gave her goose bumps. Pahamittsi Puhagand. Her mother. For the first time in her life, someone knew about her parents.

      Bear with spiritual powers. “That was my mother’s name?” Her question was barely a whisper. Her own name had similar meaning.

      Natukendra’eh weda … She Who Soars like the Spirit Bear. A name she’d always despised and thought of as silly.

      Naatoyita nodded. “Your mother was a great spiritual leader among her people.” He directed his gaze at Cameron. “As your father’s sister, she was also known as an Osborne, but preferred to call herself Ursa.”

      Cameron’s eyes shot to Kendra. “We’re related? If your mother and my father were siblings, then you and I are cousins.”

      No further words came to mind at that moment, and everyone remained silent. Was it time to accept that this was all real, and she was part of something far greater than was comprehensible?

      Like her grandfather telling her stories as a child around the campfire, Naatoyita talked about the Osborne line, and how the sacred mountains would be protected in future generations as long as the Osbornes were around.

      “What about my father?”

      Naatoyita smiled from her to Cameron. “Ursa fell in love with the shaman of the Wolf Clan, Beya Puhagand. They married, and she chose to live with his people.”

      The elder paused, his chest rising and falling several times before he continued.

      “When the war between the clans broke out, both spoke out against the fighting. To everyone’s great sorrow, and the anger of the Wolf Clan, your father was one of the first people killed. Many members of the Clan feared that your mother would turn against them when he died, since she had strong ties to the Bear Clan. Heavy with child, she fled to find her brother. Shortly after, she gave birth to you.”

      Kendra shook her head. All her life, she’d wondered about her parents and why they’d abandoned her. To ease her pain, she’d convinced herself that they had been bad people, possibly even criminals.

      The elder held out his hand and pointed at her arm. Kendra pushed her jacket down her shoulder once again to expose the tattoo. Naatoyita touched first the image of the wolf, then the claw marks of the bear.

      “They are both equally strong. It was your mother’s hope that someday you would reunite the clans, Natukendra’eh. The blood of the bear and the wolf flow through your veins. Your dreams already told you that. You think you are conflicted about who you are, when in truth, you already know the answer.”

      Kendra’s mind swirled. She dropped her gaze to the ground and covered her face with her hands. Even in her wildest dreams, she couldn’t have imagined anything like this. Cameron’s hand on her arm was reassuring.

      “Took me a while to grasp it all, too, Kendra. I know it sounds overwhelming right now.”

      She scoffed. “Overwhelming is an understatement.”

      Her first instinct was to reject everything she’d just heard from the old man, but the truth was difficult to deny. Everything Kunu had told her, and everything that had happened so far . . . nothing about it made sense unless she believed the impossible.

      “I am afraid that time is of the essence, especially after all that has happened.”

      Naatoyita’s sorrowful words cut straight through her. Kendra glanced up at the old man, blinking to focus her eyes.

      “Time for what?” Cameron voiced the question in her own mind.

      Naatoyita’s stare grew intense as his eyes volleyed between her and her . . . cousin. For the first time, she had a member of her family, a blood relative. The old man gave her no chance to let that sink in.

      “Mukua has broken one of the most sacred laws of the Sky People elders.”

      “Yes, he killed Matunaaga.” Cameron’s words were laced with hatred.

      Naatoyita shook his head. “He has killed another elder of the Sky People. Naatosi is dead as well.”

      Cameron jumped to his feet, then glared down at the old man before his eyes went to Kendra. “I should have killed Mukua yesterday when I had the chance.”

      With a groan, Naatoyita raised himself to stand, and Kendra followed.

      “In his quest for revenge, he is growing bolder and more determined to alter what must come to pass in the future. Your presence has made him reckless. It is up to you to stop him, Natukendra’eh.”

      Kendra’s eyes widened. “Me? I still don’t even know exactly what’s going on. I don’t even know how that time travel thing that brought me here works.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the snakehead, handing it to the elder.

      Naatoyita took it gingerly in his hand and looked at it for the longest time. A smile passed over his wrinkled face, making the grooves in his skin appear even deeper.

      “Naatosi guarded the original vessel well,” he whispered. “I always wondered where he hid it. Now I realize it was safely with Matunaaga all this time.”

      “The original? How many of these things are there?” Kendra glanced at Cameron, who shrugged. “I know Mukua has one, also.”

      “There is one other. All of them must be found and destroyed, or Mukua will always find a way to alter the future. He has already broken one of the sacred laws of the Sky People. He will not rest until you are both dead, too. If he has managed to kill Matunaaga, he will become bolder in trying to destroy the rest of the children of the Osborne line.”

      Kendra squared her shoulders. She might not understand everything going on around her, but one thing was certain – Mukua had killed Matt Donovan and her grandfather. He needed to be brought to justice. Her eyes narrowed on the elder.

      “How do we stop him?”

      “The only way to stop Mukua is to destroy the vessels before he can do more harm. But first, we must ensure that everything is as it should be along the timeline. Mukua also seeks the vessels, and he has done everything he can to undo what Naatosi and I have done to ensure the continuation of the Osborne line. You are the final link to the Sky People, and if your line dies out, so do the protectors of the sacred mountains.”

      Kendra stared at the shriveled object in the elder’s hand. The red eyes seemed to glow and stare right at her. An intense feeling filled her, as if they were calling to her. She forced her hands against her sides to keep from reaching out to take the thing away from Naatoyita.

      “What, exactly, is this thing, and how does it work? How is this time travel even possible?” Finally, the questions that had been burning inside her for days were out.

      Naatoyita told her the story she’d heard Kunu tell, about how the elders came together with the leader and shaman of the bear clan, and formed a plan to protect their children.

      “Your parents suggested an ancient magic to safeguard the future of the clans. It was something we elders had only heard about in old legends. No one knew if it was even true or possible to harness the power of time. Desperate, we had to try. Using all of our combined puha, we called upon the spirits of the ancients and the spirits of the youngest members of the clans, those who would give hope for the future.”

      The elder stared from Cameron to her to make it clear whom he was talking about.

      “The vessels were created from the spirit that lives within each of you. They are a part of you, and will always take you where you are most needed.”

      Kendra pinched the bridge of her nose.

      Next to her, Cameron shook his head. Either he’d never asked these questions, or he’d simply not cared about the answers.

      “So, if we can get the other vessel from Mukua, and find the third one, we can be superheroes, save the world, and get on with our normal lives?”

      Kendra’s brows rose in anticipation of the answer to her question. If only she’d taken away Mukua’s vessel after she’d apprehended him the other day, then all they would have to do now was find the third one and this whole thing could be over. She could go back to her familiar life as a cop in New York.

      Next to her, Cameron sniggered, and Naatoyita stared at her. Her question might have been a bit too sarcastic. Maybe it was best to ask a different one.

      “How do we destroy the vessels once we have them?”

      “There are three vessels. It requires three children of the Sky People to destroy them.”

      Kendra glanced from the old man to Cameron. He looked equally confused. “Matt’s dead. There are only two of us left.”

      Naatoyita shot her a piercing glare. The elder held out the vessel, shoving it into her hand. “Touch the right eye. It will take you where you need to go. Touching the left eye will bring you back.”

      Kendra’s brows furrowed. “Where am I going?”

      “There is one other child who survived the war. Find him, and together you can reunite the clans.”
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      Wo'itsa leapt to his feet the moment Morning Fawn fell into the river. Every part of him screamed to go after her, yet he remained rooted to his hiding place among the trees. He’d never exercised this much restraint to help someone in need, but Mukua had said he must not be seen by anyone.

      His eyes darted to the older woman left at the riverbank, the one who reminded him so much of Kendra. She stood as if paralyzed with fear, glancing around frantically, but she didn’t call out for help. Suddenly, as if she’d realized something important, she rushed off in the direction of her village.

      The swift current carried Morning Fawn downstream while her arms flailed wildly in the air. Her head disappeared beneath the water, then reappeared.

      All of this had happened in the blink of an eye, yet it was as if time had stood still. When the unfortunate woman disappeared under the current again, Wo'itsa couldn’t wait any longer and do nothing.   It was up to him to save Morning Fawn, and it didn’t matter if he was seen.

      Wo'itsa’s heart pounded as he sprinted between the trees. He’d lost much time already for not acting right away, and his lungs burned as he pushed himself to go faster, leaping over and around thick undergrowth as he raced parallel to the river but used the trees for cover.

      The heavy current had already swept Morning Fawn far downstream. If the woman drowned, it would be his fault.

      He was almost out in the open meadow, when he collided with something hard, or rather, it collided with him. Whatever it was had come out of nowhere and knocked the breath from his lungs. Falling hard, his shoulder hit the rough ground, and he cursed in the way Cameahwait had taught him when they were boys. Ignoring the pain, he pushed at the weight that landed on top of him. Was he under attack?

      Strands of his hair fell in front of his eyes, making it impossible to see, but it became clear by the feel of the weight that it was a person who had rammed into him. He pushed himself upward and quickly rolled to the side, knocking the body off him with very little resistance.

      Wo'itsa scrambled to his knees then straddled his opponent, pinning his attacker to the ground. Shaking his head to clear the hair from his vision, he stared down into the face of the woman who had haunted his thoughts for several days.

      Kendra’s eyes opened. She looked dazed, as if she’d just come out of a trance.

      Or she’d time traveled.

      How else would she be here? The time travel vessel must have brought her here, and would explain why he hadn’t seen her before she’d collided with him.

      Recognition quickly flooded her eyes as she stared up into his face, and she immediately began to struggle.

      “Not you,” she groaned. “Why does it have to be you?”

      “You were expecting someone else?” Wo'itsa gripped her wrists to keep her pinned to the ground. The time travel vessel fell from her hand, rolling just outside her reach. She stretched her arm and groped for it with her fingers, but Wo’itsa’s hand clamped more firmly around her wrist.

      “I told you the last time when we were in a similar position that you will not best me again, woman,” he growled, his face inches from hers.

      He had no time to fight with Kendra at the moment. He had to save Morning Fawn, but he couldn’t let the vessel get away a second time. Perhaps his luck had shifted, and he could save an innocent’s life while at the same time securing the time travel object for Mukua. There was no time to waste.

      Wo'itsa swung his leg over Kendra’s body while at the same time letting go of her wrists, and quickly lunged for the vessel. The woman’s reflexes were like lightning. She kicked at his legs, sweeping him just enough off balance that he couldn’t reach the snakehead. The tips of his fingers connected with the vessel, and everything went dark at the same time.

      An unknown stretch of time passed before Wo'itsa opened his eyes, fighting off the dizziness familiar from the other time he’d traveled with Mukua.

      He blinked rapidly to regain his vision. The sun shone brightly up above. Beside him, another body stirred. Before he had a chance to react, the swift kick of someone’s foot connected with his upper arm, sending him fully to the ground. Enough was enough.  Mounting anger spurred him to action.

      Wo'itsa ripped his knife from its sheath and leapt to his feet. He sprang at Kendra, grabbed her not-so-gently by her wrist, twisted it behind her back, and pulled her up forcefully against his chest. His other arm wrapped around her neck, and he pressed his knife to her throat.

      “I’ve had enough of your attacks, woman,” he growled in her ear. “If you wish to treat me as your enemy, then so be it. I will treat you the same.”

      With his tight hold on her, Wo'itsa glanced up for a split second to confirm what he’d already suspected. They were no longer in the same place – and most likely no longer in the same time – as moments before. Because of this ill-tempered female, Morning Fawn would most likely lose her life.

      A quick look at Kendra’s hands confirmed that she did not have the vessel. How had they time traveled together? During their earlier struggle, he hadn’t been able to grab hold of the snakehead, but had merely touched it. A sinking feeling came over him.

      “What are you waiting for, Wolf?” Kendra mocked, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. She squirmed against his tight hold. If he increased the pressure any more, he might break her ribs. She must have realized she should not move her head and neck, or his knife would draw blood.

      “Get it over with and kill me.”

      Wo'itsa’s heart pounded with anger, and every muscle in his body was taut and ready for battle, but another emotion began to take over. He couldn’t hurt her. She was small and defenseless in his hold, and well aware that he could kill her with ease, yet she was brave and proud.

      Awareness of how her slight body pressed up against him grew at an alarming rate. Strands of her dark hair, filled with an unfamiliar yet pleasant scent, brushed against his bare chest, sending ripples of pleasure through him. It had been years since a woman had had this kind of effect on him.

      Wo'itsa pulled his knife away from her throat and eased his grip slightly. Not a second later, he released her completely and stepped back. Having her so close interfered with his concentration, and right now, his senses needed to be strong and alert.

      Kendra instantly spun to face him, standing as if to ward off an attack. She sucked in several deep breaths and stood her ground. He sheathed his knife and gazed at the vast expanse of a valley surrounded by mountains. He was taking a chance, leaving himself vulnerable to another attack, but she was winded and intelligent enough to know that she was no match for him at the moment.

      “I have no wish to fight you.”

      Kendra raised her chin, and her shoulders stiffened. “Then why did you attack me?”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. He smirked. “Your memory appears to be hazy. You came out of nowhere and fell on top of me. I thought I was under attack.”

      She scoffed. “So you thought you’d take advantage of the situation and overpower me so you could finally take the snakehead from me?”

      Wo'itsa turned away and focused on his surroundings, ignoring the way his skin tingled with life wherever she’d been in contact with him seconds ago. She was partly right, of course. Taking the snakehead from her had been his plan.

      He suppressed a smile at her perceptiveness. There were greater worries than how this little warrior woman affected him, or trying to convince her that he wasn’t her enemy, but concentrating on anything but her was a far greater challenge than he’d faced in a long time.

      He shook his head and forced his eyes to focus on the tree line in the distance. As it had the last time he’d time traveled, this didn’t look any different than his own time. Perhaps the vessel had returned them to his proper time.

      Behind him, Kendra moved. He didn’t have to turn to notice her coming up alongside him. His senses were in tune to her as they were to the rest of his surroundings. His muscles tightened, ready if she made a hostile move.

      “Did we time travel again?” She brushed the dust on her clothing. “I could have sworn we were in a forest a minute ago, right before I blacked out a second time.”

      “It appears we have time traveled.” Wo'itsa continued to stare off into the distance.

      She took a step forward and held out her hand, her eyes fixed on his face. “Hand over the snakehead. I need to talk to a certain Sky People elder. What was he thinking, sending me off without any kind of explanation or preparation?” Her voice rose in anger.

      Wo'itsa glanced at her. She was a beautiful woman, facing him without fear. Her anger was almost amusing, especially since it currently didn’t seem to be directed at him.

      “I do not have the vessel.”

      The strong breeze whipped his hair around his face. He turned into the wind, his eyes on Kendra. Her brows rose, and her mouth opened as she gaped at him. Had she not fully understood his words?

      “What do you mean, you don’t have the vessel?”

      Wo'itsa’s eyes pored over her perplexed face. The wind caught strands of her dark hair, obstructing her features. A sudden urge overpowered him to run his fingers along the contours of her face, making it difficult to focus on the dilemma facing them.

      He turned away from her and kicked at the ground. Anger was a better emotion to grab hold of than tender thoughts about this female. His attraction to Kendra was neither wanted nor helpful. If he ever allowed another woman into his heart, it would be a proper Tukudeka woman, not a warrior female from the future.

      “Because of your interference, I was unable to save Morning Fawn. I failed Mukua again.”

      Kendra’s forehead scrunched. She leaned forward, staring up at him. “Wait. You don’t have the snakehead? Then how . . . and what are you talking about? What’s a morning fawn?”

      Wo'itsa returned her stare. “Mukua brought me to an unknown time to save a woman from drowning. Had you not appeared, I would have done exactly that. Since it seems that we have time traveled, I fear she did not survive because I was not there to save her.”

      Kendra shook her unruly hair out of her face. Her eyes narrowed. “Mukua wanted you to save someone’s life?” She sounded skeptical, but there was also a twinge of doubt and even remorse in her eyes.

      When another gust of cold wind stirred up the dust around them, she wrapped her arms around her middle. The tall grasses and sage rustled loudly, an ominous warning that the weather might change at any time, and not for the better.

      She didn’t remain quiet for long. With a piercing stare, she glared at Wo'itsa.

      “How was I supposed to know where that vessel would take me when Naatoyita handed it to me? I sure didn’t expect to end up on top of you.”

      She began to pace, her arms still wrapped tightly around her middle. Her body shivered slightly. In her future time, she must have forgotten how to survive the elements, just as she’d lost her connection to the spirits.

      Kendra spun sharply and pointed a finger in his face. She cast an accusing look at him. “And because of you, we time traveled again, and on top of that, you don’t even have the snakehead. What are we supposed to do now?”

      Her voice rose with each word. She began pacing a line in front of him again, then abruptly stopped, and looked off into the distance. Her head turned in all directions. “Do you have any idea where we are?”

      Wo'itsa gazed at the snow-covered mountain that loomed higher than the others in the distance. “These aren’t familiar hunting grounds, but I recognize that mountain. It will guide us back to the summer hunting grounds of the Tukudeka.”

      Her gaze followed his line of vision. “Looks like Mount Holmes to me,” she muttered. “The problem is, we have no idea what century we’re in, and more important, how we’re going to get back to where we need to be.” She shot a heated look at him over her shoulder.

      Despite her annoyance and her brave outer demeanor, there was a hint of fear in her eyes. He’d seen it before, several days ago after she’d time traveled from the future. She’d been confused about her whereabouts.

      She was right. It would be helpful to know if they were now in some unknown past or future. There was also the danger of hostile people who might inhabit these mountains. He had only his knife to protect her and keep her safe.

      Wo'itsa smiled. She’d already proven that she needed little help from him for protection. Her slight display of vulnerability at the moment made it easy to forget. Despite behaving like a warrior, there was a feminine side to her that she couldn’t hide all the time.

      “The mountain will guide us to familiar hunting grounds. There is also shelter ahead.” He pointed in the direction of the snow-covered mountain and the trees. It would provide an area for shelter for the night and give him time to survey their surroundings.  Perhaps he’d be able to figure out if they were back in the correct time.

      He didn’t wait for Kendra to respond and headed toward the hills and the forest. It didn’t take long before she fell in step beside him. Her strides were stiff and rigid, and she didn’t speak. She might be angry, but at least she was no longer attacking him. Even so, it wouldn’t be wise to let his guard down completely around her.

      “How did the vessel send us to another time?” Wo'itsa voiced the thoughts that had perplexed him, not expecting an answer.

      Kendra turned her head slightly to glare at him out of the corner of her eye. “You must have touched the eye when you were trying to grab the thing.”

      His brows rose. She’d figured out how the vessel worked? He mentally shook his head. Cameahwait must have told her, and she’d said she needed to have words with an elder of the Sky People. Apparently, she’d met one of Mukua’s brothers.

      There was a momentary pause before she mumbled, “I have a feeling I was supposed to be in the same time as you, but you had to go and mess it up.”

      She tilted her head to fully look up at him. Wo'itsa slowed to meet her stare.

      “As much as I hate to think about it, it wasn’t a coincidence when I landed right on top of you.”

      Was that a hint of a smile on her face? Wo'itsa gnashed his teeth. He had to remain vigilant around her and remember Mukua’s warning. The elder’s brother, Naatoyita, must have told Kendra to interfere with saving Morning Fawn’s life.

      “Do you really believe it was a good thing that you prevented me from saving the life of another?”

      Kendra stared straight ahead and walked on in silence. “I believe that you’re being misled by your pal, Mukua. He killed my grandfather and someone else I knew. Naatoyita told me Mukua also killed his own brother.”

      Wo'itsa scoffed. “Mukua is an elder of the Sky People. It is against their nature and laws to kill anyone, least of all their own family.”

      She shrugged. “Revenge, anger, and grief can be powerful motivators.  I’m going to bring him to justice for what he’s done, one way or another.”

      Wo'itsa studied the terrain around them as they walked. While Kendra and her words were foremost on his mind, he also had to remain alert to any potential dangers. So far, there were no signs that other people were in the area. The only smoke plumes rising into the sky in the distance were from hot water, not campfires.

      By the time the sun began to sink lower in the sky, they’d reached the trees. Wo'itsa had set a fast pace, but Kendra had kept stride alongside him for most of the time. She’d fallen behind on a couple of occasions, and without being obvious, he’d slowed to allow her to catch up. He’d avoided crossing a wide creek by following it upstream, and now that they were in the forest, this would be a good place to set up camp.

      “It’ll be safe here tonight.” Wo'itsa gathered wood and cleared an area of the forest floor for a fire.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have some food with you? I haven’t had a bite to eat since I got sucked back in time a couple of days ago.”

      Kendra sank to the ground. She crossed her legs and wrapped her jacket more firmly around herself, then rubbed her hands together. The temperature had steadily dropped as they were on the move, but now that they were still, it was even more noticeable.

      Wo'itsa glanced at her. Once again, she was showing her vulnerable side. If only he had his fur robe to offer her, but he wasn’t even wearing his hunting shirt. He’d left everything behind at his camp when Mukua had brought him to another time. The only thing he could provide was the warmth of a fire.

      Wordlessly, he took out the flint he carried in the pouch around his neck and struck it against his knife, setting fire to a pile of tinder. Kendra held her hands to the flames after he added more wood.

      “Until I am certain there is no danger in the area, the fire will have to burn low.” Wo'itsa stood. He glanced down at Kendra, who merely nodded.

      She looked tired and worn out. The long days since she’d come to the past were clearly taking their toll on her, and if she hadn’t eaten since then, her body would be weak.

      “I will return soon.”

      Her head lifted, and she looked at him. Instantly, her spine stiffened, and her eyes became more alert, staring up at him with suspicion.

      “Where are you going?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched, but he suppressed a full smile. It wouldn’t be wise to let her see that he wasn’t as guarded in her presence as he should be.

      His gaze lingered on the side of her head, where her skin was slightly discolored from the hit she’d taken the other day. A scab had formed over the broken skin. Renewed respect and admiration for her flowed throughout his body. She was a remarkable woman. She’d endured much yet hadn’t complained about anything.

      “I want to make sure we are safe here and perhaps find some food.”

      Her eyes brightened at his words, and a hint of warmth reflected in their brown depths, but she merely nodded. She looked away before he could study her reaction fully.

      Wo'itsa turned and headed into the woods. The quicker he could secure their surroundings and bring back food, the sooner he could rest and decide how to proceed in the morning.

      A short while later, a well-aimed throw of his knife brought down a whistle dog. It would be enough to fill their bellies tonight. He’d gone further away from Kendra than he’d first planned, but there hadn’t been any game nearby that would have been easily killed with a knife.

      He slung the animal over his shoulder and made his way back to where he’d left Kendra, when the distinct smell of wood smoke filled his nostrils. It definitely wasn’t coming from the direction of their temporary camp. There were other people in the area. The question now was, were they friend or foe?

      Wo'itsa followed the smell. There were still a few hours of daylight left, so whoever had set up camp must not be in a hurry to get somewhere. It wasn’t long before the sound of several voices reached his ear. Several men were talking and laughing. Wo'itsa’s heart lightened, recognizing the language of his own people.

      He kept to the trees, using the dense underbrush for cover. It was best not to be discovered until he knew for certain if he was back in his own time.

      Several men sat around a well-lit fire, roasting some meat and telling stories. Wo'itsa crouched behind a tree, studying each of them. They were definitely Tukudeka – a hunting party. He didn’t recognize any of them until his eyes fell on the one laughing and telling jokes.

      “You should have seen the look in White Wolf’s eyes when I told him our mother wanted a word with him. He cowered as if the spirits were after him and would strike him down.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Wo'itsa stared from behind his hiding place. It was the same man who’d advised the man called White Wolf to marry Morning Fawn. Only, he was older now. Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched.

      Had he and Kendra traveled forward in time? He blinked and shook his head. It couldn’t have been by many years. The Tukudeka hunter he’d recognized was still young, but definitely older than the last time Wo'itsa had seen him.

      Slowly, he retreated. He’d learned enough for now. Since he was not in his own time, it wouldn’t be wise to be seen. Wo'itsa hurried back to his own camp. The sun had nearly set by the time he returned to find Kendra curled up and fast asleep on the ground beside the fire. If only he had a robe to cover her for warmth.

      He glanced at the pile of firewood he’d collected earlier. He added several pieces, but not enough to make the flames burn higher. With the hunting party so close, he couldn’t risk a larger fire.

      Working quickly, he skinned and gutted the meat, and hung it on a skewer over the flames. Should he wake Kendra to eat? She looked peaceful and content in sleep. The meat almost burned while he watched her.

      If she woke and caught him staring, there would be another spat, but it would be worth it. For now, he could feast his eyes on her without her feeling threatened.

      Natukendra’eh weda.

      Did she truly possess the bear spirit, as her name implied? She didn’t see herself as a powerful puhagand. She barely knew anything about the spirits or the Sky People. Yet, there had to be a reason Mukua had warned him about her.

      He ate part of the whistle dog, absently chewing on the meat while his eyes strayed to the woman sleeping on the other side of the fire. The crackling of burning wood and the sounds of crickets and frogs at the nearby creek sounded the same as on any other night, but for some reason, they brought a sense of peace as he kept watch over Kendra.

      She appeared relaxed and content for the first time since he’d met her. Waking her to eat would be a mistake. She needed nourishment, but it would appear her body craved rest more than food. If hunger drove her from sleep in the middle of the night, the remainder of the whistle dog would be waiting for her.

      Although his body needed rest as well, sleep refused to claim him. He sat awake, feeding the fire throughout the night to give Kendra enough warmth to keep her comfortable. He also needed to keep watch to make sure there were no surprises lurking in the dark, or right here in his camp. His gaze strayed to Kendra, and he smiled.

      If she woke, she might decide to attack him again. Would she ever see him as anything but an enemy? There had to be a way to convince her that he wasn’t trying to kill her. For now, they were trapped in this time together.

      Would Mukua come looking for him? The elder was the only person who knew his last whereabouts. Perhaps he would find the vessel that had been left behind and figure out what had happened. It was the only chance to return to his rightful time.

      Dawn arrived, and Wo'itsa woke with a start. He stirred on the hard ground. When had he fallen asleep? The campfire had burned to glowing embers, and there was a definite chill in the air.

      His eyes darted to the woman on the other side of the fire. She was still asleep, but she shivered, then stirred. The loud chirping of birds in the trees was probably waking her.

      Wo'itsa drank from his water skin and rekindled the fire. Kendra roused fully awake. She stretched like a lithe cat and rubbed her temple. No doubt her head injury was still giving her some pain. If he could find more of the herbs and plants for his poultice, he might be able to offer her some relief.

      Their eyes met, but she didn’t speak. He pointed to the meat he’d wrapped in some leaves. The sight of her sitting on the ground with her hair disheveled, and eyes still unfocused from sleep sent an inexplicable longing through him.

      He clenched his jaw. He was wasting more time thinking about her and noticing things about her than was proper. They were already spending more time in each other’s company than was acceptable for an unwed couple. Not that anyone in his clan needed to know these things.

      “Eat.” Wo'itsa stood and kicked dirt onto the glowing coals until they were covered, completely putting out the fire.

      Kendra took the meat without protest, but met his eyes with a grateful look and mumbled words of thanks. She finished it all, and he handed her his water skin.

      “What’s the plan for today?” She handed the bladder back after taking a long drink.

      Should he tell her that he suspected they had traveled several years further into the future, or about the hunting party he’d seen last night?

      “We need to get back to the valley where you and I time traveled together.”

      “Why?” Kendra’s eyes narrowed.

      “Because I think Mukua will come for me, and then we can both return to our proper time.”

      Her reaction to his answer was no less than what he’d expected. She shook her head and stood with her back stiffened.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I think I’ll keep heading toward Mount Holmes and stick to the original plan.”

      Raking her fingers through her hair, Kendra stood and glanced around, then headed away from camp.

      “You can’t go off by yourself, woman. You don’t know where you’re going.”

      She slowed but didn’t stop walking. Tossing a quick glance over her shoulder, she retorted, “You do what you want, Wolf. I know I’m not going back to that valley until I figure out what year it is.”

      Wo'itsa cursed. He could simply leave her and do as he’d planned. It would be the wiser decision. He started heading in the direction of the valley where he’d parted ways with Mukua. If the elder came for him in this new time, the valley would be the most likely place. He glanced over his shoulder. Kendra had already disappeared between the trees.

      He shook his head and headed in the opposite direction. Why did he feel such an undeniable pull toward her? It almost outweighed the obligation he felt toward Mukua. He had to find out for himself why his path had crossed with this woman, and unless he followed her, he’d never find the answer.

      After some time, Wo’itsa stopped, and cursed again. That fool woman was going to get herself in more trouble if he didn’t stay with her. He’d already failed at saving a woman’s life. Leaving Kendra to fend for herself in an unknown time, and without a weapon, would be her death sentence. Besides, Mukua had always seemed to be able to find him without any problem before.

      There was no telling how far she’d gone already, but he had to find her. Wo'itsa stepped quickly through the forest. It wasn’t difficult to follow Kendra’s tracks, but movement through the trees caught his eye. Four men stood, looking intently at something, pointing to the nearby clearing and whispering. They were the same four hunters he’d seen the night before.

      Wo'itsa remained concealed behind a tree. One of the hunters – White Wolf’s friend – left the others and ran through the trees at a fast pace until he disappeared from view. The rest of the men continued to talk in hushed tones, then headed on their way.

      Whatever it was they’d seen had been urgent enough to send a messenger, presumably to alert other members of their clan. Perhaps a war party of Bakianee was in the area. If so, Kendra was in danger.

      Cautiously, Wo'itsa snuck through the forest until he reached the clearing. Whoever or whatever had alerted the Tukudeka hunters was no longer there. Kendra’s tracks had led in the same general direction, so he backtracked until he found her prints again, and picked up his pace.

      Why was she heading into the hills, where the terrain was more difficult to navigate? When he finally reached the top of the ridge, the stench of rotten meat filled his nose. A half-eaten elk carcass lay partially buried under a tree. Wo'itsa circled around the kill. There was a good chance a predator would be nearby. Further away, the ridge dropped off at a steep angle into a gaping canyon.

      Kendra’s tracks disappeared among the rocky ground a good distance away from the steep drop off. Some small pebbles broke loose from somewhere nearby, and the faint sound of feet scraping over rough ground became louder.

      The sound was different than Kendra’s foot pattern. Wo’itsa darted behind some rocks to conceal his presence. Not a second later, his eyes widened. A woman of small stature appeared. Her hair was the same color as Cameahwait’s wife, and she was wearing clothing similar to those worn by every woman he’d seen come from the future.

      A bony hand touched his shoulder, and Wo'itsa almost gave away his location. His heart pounded faster than usual. By reflex, his hand went to his knife.

      Mukua.

      Wo'itsa caught his breath as his body calmed from Mukua’s surprise appearance, then said in a hushed tone, “That woman. She must be warned of potential danger with a carcass so close. Kendra as well.”

      The elder smiled, his hand still on Wo'itsa’s shoulder. “The women are of no concern to us. We shall see how strong Natukendra’eh’s bear spirit truly is. Come, Wo'itsa, we have somewhere more important to be.”

      The loud roar of a grizzly bear echoed off the canyon. The large predator charged from the woods directly toward the woman with the yellow hair. Where was Kendra?

      Wo'itsa had no time to act as everything around him was thrown into darkness once again.
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      From atop the ridge, Kendra glanced across the wide expanse of the canyon, then leaned slightly forward to gape into its depths. A river – presumably the Gibbon River – meandered in a snake-like fashion far below. She stepped back as her gaze followed the flight of an eagle, his screech echoing off the canyon walls.

      The sound sent a thrill down her spine, and goose bumps formed on her skin. She’d seen and heard plenty of eagles before, but watching the majestic bird soar over this magnificent landscape sent her pulse racing as never before.

      Some inexplicable sensation took hold of her as her eyes were drawn to the eagle’s flight, as if she was trying to attain some spiritual connection. It was an odd, yet electrifying feeling, giving her a sense of freedom for the first time.

      The bird called again, soaring overhead. It appeared as if it was looking directly down at her, calling to her specifically, and trying to tell her something.

      Kendra blinked and shook her head. When she’d come to Yellowstone with Kunu, he had often pointed out eagles and had told her she should pay attention to them, but she’d brushed it off like she’d brushed off most everything else he’d ever said.

      The eagle continued to circle above, but his flight pattern became wider until he finally disappeared from view. Kendra continued to stare into the surrounding vastness. Nothing but mountains covered by lodgepole pines as far as the eye could see.

      She sighed and rubbed her arms. It truly was a beautiful sight. She’d just never taken the time to really see it before. After the first couple of trips to Yellowstone that Kunu had brought her on, it had become boring. One thermal feature looked the same as the other, and the mountains and forests simply didn’t hold her interest.

      Maybe she simply saw the beauty of the wilderness through an adult’s eyes now.

      Or, maybe there’s something about these mountains that is calling to you. You just never listened before.

      That elder, Naatoyita, had said she needed to reconnect with her family. How was she supposed to do that when she’d never known who her family was? Or had she already known them through Kunu’s stories of the Sky People? He had been telling her stories about her family all along. It was still too surreal to comprehend.

      Kendra drew in a deep breath of the fresh mountain air. The late-morning temperature was still crisp and refreshing. A gentle breeze blew through her hair, cooling the nape of her neck from the sun shining high above.

      Something seemed different somehow from any other time she’d been in this vast park. Was it because she was in the past? Perhaps learning about her true identity made her view this place with new eyes. What had compelled her to follow a path to the top of this ridge in the first place? She was supposed to be heading toward Mount Holmes.

      She was still going in the right direction, but for some unexplainable reason, she’d needed to be on higher ground, to see the valley and surrounding hills from above, like the eagle. Maybe here she could find that elusive connection to her real family.  Kendra shook her head and scoffed.

      Whenever someone had asked her about her family, she’d simply said she was adopted and didn’t know anything about her birth parents. It was the truth.

      If someone had called her a Native American on the streets of L.A., she’d denied her heritage. On the Rez, she was picked on for not being full-blooded.  All her life, she’d lived between worlds, never fitting fully into either. Her two parts had never been whole.

      She’d forged a life for herself and created her identity away from the Rez. She had a good career as a New York detective and had chosen to forget where she’d grown up. She was happy for the first time as she was on the road to achieving her goals, but then the dreams had started again.

      From what the elder, Naatoyita, had told her, she was part of both clans of the Sky People. That’s why she’d dreamed about bears and wolves, and why she had been compelled to get her tattoo. He’d basically said she already knew she belonged to both, and didn’t have to choose one over the other.

      Oddly, that infuriating Sheepeater, Wo'itsa - the Wolf - popped into her mind. A strange sensation she tried to push out of her mind swept through her, thinking about the way he’d looked at her this morning. His eyes had held admiration rather than hatred or the intent to kill her.

      He’d built a fire to keep her warm last evening, then had gone off to find food when she’d announced she was hungry. She’d done nothing but fight with him since the moment they’d first met under the most bizarre circumstances, yet he hadn’t attempted to hurt her at all, when he could have easily killed her on multiple occasions.

      The appreciative looks he’d cast her way had sent a tingling sensation down her limbs and through her insides. Plenty of guys had looked at her with interest, but there was something so raw and intense in Wo'itsa’s eyes that it defied explanation.

      Was Wo’itsa the other survivor of the war between the clans that Naatoyita had talked about? One of the last things the elder had told her was that the snakehead would always take her where she needed to go. It had, literally, dropped her into Wo'itsa’s lap.

      She shook her head. Whatever had created the snakehead devices was a mystery, but part of her lived inside it. That’s what the elder had said. That’s how she controlled it. As bizarre as it all sounded, she couldn’t deny the truth of it. Whenever she looked into the eyes of the snake, they drew her in as if her life depended on it.

      Kendra ran her fingers through her hair. She’d lost the snakehead, and she had no clue where and when in time she was, or how to get back to her real time. She stared off into the distance. Everything seemed to blend into one big blur.

      What was her real time? Was it in the twenty-first century, or in the seventeen hundreds? Too many confusing questions were going through her mind. The first thing she had to do was figure out what year she and Wo'itsa had been transported to. If he had touched the eye of the snake, did that mean it had brought them somewhere in time where he needed to be, or where they both needed to be?

      Maybe she should have stayed with Wo'itsa this morning and not walked away. If she was going to do her part to bring Mukua to justice and destroy the time travel vessels, she needed to get Wo'itsa on her side. To do that, she had to convince him that Mukua was nothing but trouble, but how?

      Kendra gaped down one final time at the thin ribbon of water that was, no doubt, the Gibbon River, then stepped away from the edge of the canyon and headed back into the trees. If she backtracked, maybe she could catch up with Wo'itsa before night set in again.

      “You really were stupid to think you could go off on your own like this.”

      She had no weapons in case she needed to defend herself, and she certainly had no clue where to go once she got closer to Mount Holmes. Cameron’s cabin was in Hayden Valley, and that was – if she wasn’t mistaken – an impossibly long distance away.

      The stench of something rotten filled her nose, and she froze. It was a faint odor, but she’d definitely smelled it. There was something dead nearby. Ravens sat in some tree branches a short distance away. Kunu had always said that ravens were the first messengers to alert a bear or wolf to a free meal.

      So, if there were ravens and a carcass, the odds of a predator being nearby were pretty good.

      Kendra ducked further into the trees, her eyes surveying the area around her. Her heart began to pound again. If she encountered a bear, it might not end well for her.

      You’re Natukendra’eh weda. You soar like the spirit bear.

      She almost laughed out loud. “I’m not going to test the theory that I might be immune to a bear attack.”

      The scars on Cameron Osborne’s back flashed in her mind.

      She stopped dead in her tracks when her peripheral vision caught movement coming from between the trees, heading for the clearing and where she’d suspected the animal carcass might be. Kendra ducked behind a young lodgepole. Her limbs weakened as adrenaline rushed through her system. Her first instinct was to run, but her years of law enforcement training helped her now to think more rationally, yet she scarcely dared to breathe. A bear would be able to sniff her out immediately.

      As whoever or whatever moved through the forest, there was a faint snapping of twigs and the underbrush rustled. He, she, or it was heading in the direction of the mountain ridge and closer to where Kendra had smelled the sour stench of decay.

      Kendra leaned around the branches of the lodgepole to get a better look. Her eyes widened as she caught a glimpse of golden hair partly spilling over something blue. That couldn’t be an animal. Besides, animals usually didn’t make any noise at all, unless they were moving quickly. But then it would be a much louder, crashing sound.

      Seconds later, a petite person walked into an area a few feet from the trees. The most startling fact was that this was a woman, all alone, out here in the middle of nowhere. She wore sturdy hiking boots, hiking pants that looked a bit dirty and worn, a t-shirt, and a daypack.

      Kendra’s heart skipped a beat. Was she back in her own time? This woman was clearly a backpacker, or at least a seasoned hiker, not something one would encounter in the eighteenth century.

      Something about her slight figure looked oddly familiar. Kendra squinted, then blinked and shook her head as another rush of adrenaline whooshed through her system.

      Aimee Donovan?

      As the girl came closer and passed within about ten yards of Kendra’s hiding place, there was no doubt that this was the daughter of Matt Donovan. She’d seen her less than a week ago. Except, she didn’t look like the grief-stricken teenager Kendra had last encountered. Her hair was still the same golden blonde, bound in a ponytail and bouncing down her back, but her face looked more mature. She was definitely a few years older than a teenager, probably in her early twenties, which would make her only a few years younger than Kendra at this point.

      Kendra stood rooted to the spot. She wasn’t back in her own time after all. It would appear she’d overshot 2005 by several years. Good for Aimee to have moved on with her life, and embraced her independence after her parents’ deaths. She had obviously become a confident woman if she was out here hiking without any companions.

      Kendra paused for a moment. If they were in the future, where were the hiking trails, the road, and hordes of people that would undoubtedly swarm Yellowstone National Park this time of year? She’d walked for hours and hadn’t so much as heard a car in the distance, or come across any other hikers.

      Or, Aimee Donovan had somehow traveled to the past.

      Kendra shook her head in dismissal. How could that be possible? Aimee had given Kendra the box with the snakehead. She couldn’t have time traveled to the past. Besides, she’d known nothing about what that box had contained.

      What would happen if she revealed herself? Would Aimee remember her, too, and then wonder why Kendra didn’t look any older? She had to at least warn her about the nearby carcass. If Aimee kept heading in the direction she was going, she’d walk right past it. So far, there hadn’t been any signs of a predator, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one close by.

      Kendra stepped from behind her hiding spot, then froze. Something else caught her eye. Another figure stood, watching from a safe distance.

      Mukua!

      Kendra’s eyes darted to Aimee, then back to the Sky People elder. Anger, and a sense of grave danger took hold in her. What had Cameron said? Matt’s daughter was at risk from the elder, too.

      Here was her chance to apprehend the old man and gain possession of his vessel. It didn’t appear that he had seen her. His eyes were following Aimee. Slipping quietly behind the tree again, Kendra moved to the next shrub to try to surprise the elder from behind. If he saw her, he might simply vanish again.

      Scarcely daring to breathe, Kendra slipped from tree to tree. Her hand had gone to the back of her jeans out of habit, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. She didn’t need a gun to apprehend the frail old man, but it would still be nice to have it.

      Mukua stood still as he watched Aimee head into the clearing and toward the ridge that overlooked the canyon. Suddenly he began following her, but not in a direct line. He was heading toward the area of the stench.

      A branch snagged Kendra’s jacket, nearly pulling her off her feet as it entangled with the collar. She cursed under her breath, reaching for the limb to free herself without giving away her whereabouts.

      Aimee reached the clearing and froze. Her face lifted slightly, as if she was sniffing the air. She’d clearly smelled the nasty odor of something dead. Hopefully, she’d know what that meant and would turn back into the forest.

      At that moment, Mukua raised his hand, then threw something into the thicket. Seconds later, the bush rustled forcefully, and a huge bear emerged, shaking its grizzled fur. Its eyes blazed with agitation as it swung its head around in apparent confusion.

      Kendra gaped, blinking in disbelief. Had that elder just deliberately woken a bear from sleep to provoke it? Mukua was far more dangerous than any criminal she’d ever apprehended. He’d already killed three . . . no, four people, and there was no telling what he would do next.

      One thing was clear, however. Cameron Osborne had been correct when he’d said that Matt Donovan’s daughter was in danger.

      “I wouldn’t put anything past him,” Kendra mumbled.

      Mukua moved through the trees with speed that belied his old age. He looked in her direction. Their eyes met. A triumphant smile lit up his face, then he continued to an outcropping of rocks, where he came up behind someone standing and surveying the area.

      Wo'itsa?

      Kendra’s heart sank. The two of them were in this together? They seemed to talk briefly, then Mukua’s hand was on Wo'itsa’s shoulder, and they both vanished into thin air.

      There was no time to let disappointment in Wo'itsa take over, or the anger at herself for believing he wasn’t so bad after all. Obviously, she’d been wrong about him. None of that mattered now, though.

      The confused bear lumbered out of its sleeping area, and the first thing it seemed to see was Aimee. The bruin huffed, then let out an ear-splitting roar and raised up on its hind legs.

      The girl stood still, facing the enraged beast. She backed up slowly, then stopped when the bear halted its charge. Maybe it was only bluffing and would return to the carcass when it realized Aimee was not a threat.

      The animal roared again. Kendra stared in horror as the giant beast charged Aimee Donovan a second time. She stumbled backwards, tripping over rocks.

      Kendra ran through the woods. She was too far away without an effective weapon against the bear. She picked up a rock and threw it at the predator, just as Aimee lost her footing and disappeared over the edge of the ridge.

      “No!” Kendra yelled and ran fully into the open. The ear-splitting roar of the bear drowned out her frantic cry. The animal charged after Aimee as she tumbled to her probable death, but stopped when it reached the edge of the canyon. It whipped around faster than its lumbering body would seem to be capable of moving.

      “Damn.” Kendra gritted her teeth. The predator had seen her and was coming after her now. There was nothing she could do to even attempt to help Aimee Donovan at the moment.

      Kendra ran back into the woods. It was probably the wrong thing to do with a grizzly bear chasing her, but there was no alternative. The enraged beast would tear her to shreds. She grabbed hold of a low branch from the nearest tree and pulled herself up, giving silent thanks to all those painful hours in the gym.  She didn’t stop to look where the bear was, but continued to climb upward, losing her grip on the next highest branch.

      Fear and adrenaline kept her going. The bear’s loud huffs seemed to be right behind her. Kendra ventured a quick glance over her shoulder. The animal circled the tree, raising on its hind legs and pushing against the trunk with its mighty paws. It was going to attempt to climb the tree after her.

      When the entire tree shook, Kendra hugged the narrow trunk, but she lost her balance. Her body quivered as she clung to the tree. Below her, the bear continued to push against the trunk.

      “Where’s my bear spirit that’s supposed to give me this great power?” She raised her head to the sky. “Where is it?” she screamed, not expecting an answer.

      The Sky People were supposed to have great mystical powers, and their strong spirit medicine kept them from harm. That’s what Kunu had always said. If she was one of them, as so many seemed to believe, where was her magic to defeat this bear?

      She looked down at the big bruin. At least he’d stopped clawing at the tree, which could mean he’d decided he wasn’t able to climb the trunk. His weight would probably bend the tree and snap it in half.

      “You’re supposed to be my spirit animal,” Kendra called to the bear, glaring at him with an accusing stare. “I’m supposed to beware of the wolf, not you.”

      The furry beast stared up at her, then abruptly turned its head and moved away from the tree. Kendra’s eyes widened. He was leaving? Had he understood her and had her Sky People power worked on him? What was her power, anyway? She certainly hadn’t felt anything.

      “Natukendra’eh?”

      Kendra’s eyes shot to the man who’d called her name and was running directly toward the bear. The beast roared again.

      A new sense of foreboding slammed her in the gut. “Wo'itsa, stay back.”

      Where had he even come from? She’d seen him vanish with Mukua right before the bear had charged Aimee Donovan.

      Wo'itsa threw his ax at the big animal. The bear raised up on its hind legs and seemed to not even notice when the weapon bounced off its forehead. Kendra moved. She wasn’t going to watch the bear shred Wo'itsa to pieces. That crazy wolf was putting himself directly in harm’s way.

      She shimmied from the tree just as Wo'itsa tossed something at her. It fell to the ground a few feet from her. The snakehead. Kendra grabbed the vessel, every inch of her trembling. She looked up, and her wide eyes locked with Wo'itsa’s stare.

      “Save yourself, Natukendra’eh.”

      “Wo'itsa, what are you doing?” He was sacrificing himself for her? She shook her head and rushed forward. Wo'itsa stood facing the bear, his knife raised. The creature’s giant paw swiped at Wo'itsa, tearing the flesh open on his chest. Wo'itsa stumbled and fell to the ground.

      Kendra lunged forward, throwing herself in front of the bear and grabbing Wo'itsa’s arm. The bear’s hot breath was in her hair as she pressed her thumb over the snakehead’s eye.
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      A slight groan escaped his lips as he forced his eyes open. The familiar swirling in his head could only mean that he’d time traveled again. The one difference this time was the added pain in his chest, as if someone had tossed hot coals onto his skin after slicing him open with sharp knives.

      Wo'itsa’s eyelids were heavy as he opened them. The fading sun left his surroundings in near-darkness, while the flickering of orange and red light reflecting off the nearby trees to his right suggested flames. The faint smell of smoke hung in the air, and the crackling of wood confirmed there was a fire nearby. Where was he this time?

      The echoes of a bear’s loud roar and the stench coming from its mouth still lingered in his nose, or perhaps it was merely a memory. While it had been daunting to charge headlong into a confrontation with the mightiest predator in the mountains, nothing had terrified him more than seeing Natukendra’eh in peril.

      The bear had almost succeeded in uprooting the tree and pushing it over, while the woman had held on as her grip on the tree had been slipping. The fear in her eyes, knowing she was trapped and had nowhere to go, would be etched in his mind forever.

      As he lay there, waiting for the dizziness to subside, the burning pain in his chest grew in intensity. He should be dead. After the grizzly had swiped him with its giant claws, his memory faded. There was only one explanation as to why he still breathed.

      The brave little warrior woman hadn’t taken the vessel to save herself. Somehow she’d managed to get close enough to him to touch his arm to enable them to time travel together. She’d risked her life to save his.

      Mixed emotions raced through him, mingling with the pain from the wounds created by the bear’s claws. Ever since he’d gone on his vision journey, his life had been nothing but confusing.

      He’d sworn for years never to give in to tender feelings for a woman, yet Natukendra’eh had come along and shattered that resolve without even trying. According to Mukua, they were supposed to be enemies, but as much as Wo'itsa had tried to cast her in a sinister light, he couldn’t bring himself to feel animosity toward her.

      Even his greatest wish – to be granted another vision to guide his life’s course – had ended in confusion. An elder of the Sky People had come forth to personally mentor him, but the more time he spent with Mukua, the stronger the feeling grew that not all was as it seemed with this elder.

      Wo'itsa stirred and lifted his torso from the ground. The movement brought more pain to the open rips in his flesh. He gritted his teeth and sat up fully. Something slipped from his chest, bringing even greater agony as the chill of the air touched his raw wounds.

      “You’d better lie back. Those lacerations finally stopped bleeding, but if you move they’ll start again, and I don’t think you can afford to lose any more blood.”

      Wo'itsa glanced to his right. His grimace turned into a smile.

      “Natukendra’eh.” It was an effort to speak. “I told you to save yourself.”

      It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that the woman hadn’t listened, but she’d put herself in harm’s way for him.

      “I wasn’t going to let that bear shred you to pieces. Now please lie back, or I might have second thoughts about helping you.”

      Her face was close enough for her breath to graze his cheek. Wo'itsa’s unfocused eyes blinked, and he stared into the eyes of a woman who was more breathtaking than anything he might conjure in a vision. Her cool hand touched his forehead, and a shiver passed through him at the contact.

      “I think you have a fever, too.”

      Wo'itsa lowered himself back to the hard ground, but his hand raised to touch her cheek.

      “Natukendra’eh,” he rasped. His fingers brushed against the softness of her skin. Instantly, she stiffened and shrank away.

      Perhaps it was the pain and fever making him say and do foolish things, but at this moment, he didn’t care. “My little warrior woman.” He smiled.

      A faint scoff was his reply. “I’m not your little warrior woman, and my name’s Kendra.” The glistening in her eyes betrayed her dismissive words. She sniffed. There was a slight tinge of fear in her next words. “You’re getting delirious.”

      “Where are we?”

      Wo'itsa raised his head, an action that brought instant pain again. He glanced around to see only trees. The faint sound of water gurgling like a meandering stream mixed with the crackling of the fire.

      “I don’t know.” Natukendra’eh’s reply was somber. “The snakehead was supposed to bring me wherever I need to be the most. That’s what that elder, Naatoyita, told me.  I was hoping for a modern hospital, but we’re still in the woods somewhere, and I assume it’s still in the past.” She sounded almost desperate with each word she spoke.

      She stood and moved away from him. The crackling became louder, and the light illuminated the area more brightly, indicating that she’d added more wood to the fire.

      “Leave me, and find safety for yourself. You can return to your own time now. I brought the vessel back to you for that purpose.” Wo'itsa’s words sounded faint in his own ears.

      She’d longed to go back to her future life, and he’d given her that opportunity with the snakehead. Instead, she was tending to his wounds. Those were not the actions of someone who thought of him as an enemy.

      He sucked in a deep breath when something cool covered the torn flesh on his chest. Pain gripped him like a thousand knives slicing him open, and he strained against it, clenching his hands into tight fists at his sides.

      “I’m sorry. Try and relax.” Natukendra’eh’s soothing words were once again close to his ear. “I’m doing the best I can to cover your wounds to keep them clean, but I have nothing other than my shirt. I don’t even have anything to use to sew them up, not that I could even do it.”

      Wo'itsa stared up at her. Her shirt? She hovered over him, her black jacket covering her, but it had never been closed in the front before now. He glanced downward at his chest. The dark material of her shirt without sleeves was wet and had been placed over his wounds.

      “It’s all I can do for now. It’s getting dark, and it might be too dangerous to move you again. Time traveling doesn’t exactly make for a soft landing most of the time. Since we didn’t travel to the future like I was hoping, I don’t know what else to do.”

      He looked up, and their eyes met. Wo'itsa blinked again to sharpen his focus. The concern in her eyes wasn’t in his imagination. She no longer looked at him as her enemy, and hopefully never would again.

      He’d been prepared to lay down his life for her when he’d charged at the grizzly to divert the bear’s attention away from her. Never had he held such strong emotions for a woman, not even the one who’d owned his heart years ago.

      His feelings for Natukendra’eh were a mystery he couldn’t explain. He’d been drawn to her since he’d first seen her lying in the tall grass when she’d time traveled for the first time. Those feelings hadn’t diminished when Mukua had warned him about her. Her fighting spirit and determination were admirable, and beneath that warrior exterior was a woman who simply needed to be shown the way back to her ancestors.

      Wo'itsa closed his eyes. He relaxed his muscles to ease the pain in his chest. Each breath was agony, but it gave him comfort to know that Natukendra’eh was safe for now.

      Earlier, he’d been shocked and surprised at Mukua’s actions. The elder had left two women defenseless against one of the fiercest predators in the mountains. There had been no time to react when Mukua had touched the vessel and had sent them both to a new time, far away from Natukendra’eh.

      “Why have you left the women to die?”

      Wo'itsa’s first question to Mukua had been spoken in heated outrage. The elder had stood quietly, gazing off into the surrounding countryside, clearly looking for something. Nighttime was upon them, with the last rays of the sun sinking quickly behind the distant mountains.

      After several minutes of silence that seemed to stretch on forever, Mukua had finally faced him.

      “Isn’t the woman with the golden hair proof that change is coming to the mountains? Is it not enough that Cameahwait’s wife comes from a time in the future? She has already poisoned his mind, and he moves further away from the traditions of the Tukudeka.”

      Wo'itsa had stood, quietly listening to the forceful words spoken by his mentor. Mukua had a point. Why were so many people sent through time by Mukua’s brothers to come to the past? Were they all trying to bring change to the sacred mountains?

      “Natukendra’eh needs to remember her ancestors,” Wo'itsa had argued. His mind had been filled with thoughts of her in danger, and having to face a grizzly on her own.

      She has the bear spirit. It will protect her.

      The thought had given him little comfort. Cameahwait had almost died when battling a grizzly, even though the spirit of the bear was his protector. Natukendra’eh knew nothing about the spirits. How could they protect her?

      Mukua had scoffed. There had been a dark gleam in his eyes. “It is better she doesn’t remember anything. She has no need for her ancestors. That is why I wanted to send her back to the time from which she came.”

      Something about that look in the elder’s eyes – as if he hadn’t been completely truthful – had sent an uneasy shiver down Wo'itsa’s back. As much as he’d tried to understand, he couldn’t see the old man’s reasoning. He hadn’t voiced his thoughts. Going against the elders of the Sky People was simply not done. They were the wisest men who had guided the Tukudeka for centuries.

      “Let me show you something, Wo'itsa.” The elder had swept his hand out in front of him and indicated for Wo'itsa to follow. “More men will descend upon our lands, and all of our sacred ground will be destroyed.”

      Wo'itsa had followed. Mukua had led him through an area where the ground was hot and unstable. Boiling mud, steam, and water made the going treacherous.

      “We must do what we can to stop more people from coming here. They will forever change things,” Mukua had continued as they walked. “My brothers would allow these people to come. The Wolf Clan of the Sky People didn’t believe this change was coming.”

      “That is why the clans were at war.”

      Mukua had laughed bitterly. “Yes, and because of the arrogance of the leaders of the Bear Clan, who proclaimed their line would make sure the mountains would remain protected.” The elder’s words had become more embittered. “They only meant to protect themselves and their own blood. They cared nothing for my wife or protecting her.”

      The elder had stopped abruptly, and the hate coming from his glare had caused Wo'itsa to take a step back. “Their line will not be the protector of the mountains. I will see to that.”

      Wo'itsa had then followed Mukua in silence. The loss of his wife had left the elder with a broken heart, and his words stemmed from his pain.

      “Sometimes sacrifices must be made, and laws broken for the greater good,” Mukua had mumbled as they came to a stop among the shelter of some trees. They were still surrounded by the brittle earth that could give way at any moment, resulting in certain death.

      Wo'itsa had come up beside the old man and looked in the direction the elder stared. His eyes had gone wide. Two horses stood tethered to a tree. The creatures were an uncommon sight. He’d only seen animals such as these running free, and only once or twice in his life.

      He’d heard of Bakianee who lived on the plains riding astride the beasts, but he’d never believed it. While they were fast on open ground, horses couldn’t navigate the treacherous terrain of the high mountains. They were not as surefooted as mountain sheep, and would only be a hindrance on a hunt.

      A short distance away from the horses stood a large, box-like contraption made from wood and partly covered by a material not unlike leather skins. Four round objects, also made of wood, held the box off the ground.

      A fire burned to the left, and a woman sat on a log, staring into the flames. This woman had hair the same golden color as Cameahwait’s wife and the woman he’d seen earlier. Wo'itsa’s gaze had turned to Mukua, who stared intently at the woman.

      “I bring you here so that you will see I speak the truth. More people who are not like us come, and if we don’t stop them, no one else will.”

      “It is only a woman,” Wo'itsa had reasoned.

      Mukua had scoffed, jutting his chin in her direction. “If Naatoyita has his way, this woman will be instrumental in setting a path for more to follow. We cannot let that happen.”

      The elder had turned away and scurried through the trees. Wo'itsa’s gaze had fallen on the woman once more before he’d followed the elder. She looked haunted and scared. Her delicate face was ashen as she stared into the fire.

      He’d rushed after the elder. What was Mukua’s plan?

      “You’re not going to harm this woman, are you?”

      Why had he felt the need to even ask a Sky People elder such a question? Something about Mukua’s demeanor had compelled him to seek assurance that the woman was safe.

      Mukua’s laughter cackled through the trees. “There won’t be any need to harm her. She will not survive on her own, and it is not my place to interfere with what happens to her.”

      Mukua had stepped from between the trees. A creek gurgled among the hot water features, and a man knelt to fill his water container. He wore clothing that was not made of skins, and some strange covering sat atop his head.

      He stood, then his eyes widened the moment he saw Mukua and Wo'itsa standing there. In the next instant, he’d pulled something from the sheath hanging from his belt. It wasn’t an ax or a knife, but had to be some kind of weapon. Wo'itsa had sprung forward, pulling out his ax and stepping in front of the elder.

      The man’s eyes had darted from Wo'itsa to where the woman waited at their camp.  He was much older than her. Perhaps she was his granddaughter. Much of this man’s face was covered in silver hair.

      “Miss Kate Ellen, stay in camp,” he’d called in the same language as Natukendra’eh and Cameahwait spoke. Addressing Wo'itsa, he asked, “What do you want?”

      Mukua stepped out from behind Wo'itsa and moved slowly toward the man. Perhaps it was best to let the elder answer the question. There was no reason for weapons to be drawn, and Mukua would simply tell him they were passing through.

      The white man took a step backward, stumbled, and lost his footing. The ground suddenly gave way. Hot steam billowed from the fissure that had opened. The man screamed and vanished as if the earth had simply swallowed him up.

      Wo'itsa had leapt forward and reached out his hand, but there was nothing he could have done to save the other man. It had all happened too quickly. Mukua’s bony fingers on his arm held him back.

      “Don’t be a fool,” the elder had hissed. “Do you want to plunge to a certain death, too?”

      “Ezra?” The terrified call from the woman had echoed through the trees.

      Mukua had pulled Wo'itsa into the shadows of the forest. The elder had stared at him, then at the time travel vessel he’d held in his hand. Wo'itsa had looked at it, his mind reeling with incomprehension. A day ago, the elder had wanted Wo'itsa to save the life of a woman.

      Today, he’d witnessed the accidental death of a man, and it might have been his fault that the man had fallen to his death. Somewhere in another time, another unknown woman and Natukendra’eh were in danger from a grizzly. His heart had begun to pound. He had to do something.

      “This is the original vessel my brothers and I created when I still believed we would save everyone.” Mukua spoke almost to himself. “With this, it will be much easier to travel to the right places in time to stop what my brothers have tried to protect for so long. You have done well, Wo'itsa.”

      Mukua’s triumphant smile hadn’t reassured Wo'itsa at all that he had done the right thing.

      “How does the vessel work?”

      Wo'itsa had asked the question, while in the background, the golden-haired woman wailed. She must have found the place where the man had fallen to his death in the hot water and steam.

      “It is good that you ask, for we will do many more great things together, Wo'itsa.” Mukua had held out the vessel, and Wo'itsa took it into his hand.

      “Touching the right eye will send you to the future, and the left brings you back to where it was last. That is how it works for someone who does not possess the same puha as a Sky People elder, or those whose spirits live within the vessel.”

      Wo'itsa had looked up at the old man. “Whose spirit lives within the vessel?”

      Mukua had nodded. “The spirits of the last remaining children of the Sky People live inside the vessel. It is part of the ancient magic we called forth when my brothers and I created it. Only the elders and the children can truly control the power within. Anyone else touching the eyes might accidentally travel to another time, or at the will of the Sky People.”

      Wo'itsa had realized what he held in his hand. The red eyes had stared right back at him, as if reading his thoughts. Could the vessel take him back to save Natukendra’eh? He had to try. Without thinking, he’d touched the left eye of the snake, and just as Mukua had said, it had brought him back to the last place it had been.

      He’d followed the roar of the bear, and had found Kendra clinging to the tree. With a satisfied smile, knowing he’d done the right thing by defying the elder, Wo'itsa pushed aside the pain from his wounds and drifted off to sleep.
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      Kendra sat by the fire, staring into the orange and yellow flames. She raked her fingers through her hair, working through some of the tangles and knots. Her eyes drifted to Wo'itsa, who’d fallen asleep again.

      If it hadn’t been for his labored breathing, she would have almost thought he’d died. It was probably a good thing he hadn’t been conscious for a while. The lacerations on his chest had bled profusely, and the only thing she’d had available to stop the bleeding was her shirt, which she’d removed and used to apply direct pressure.

      She stared up at the sky. “What am I supposed to do?”

      The sun had disappeared below the horizon a few minutes ago, and it was quickly getting dark. Stars emerged, twinkling as if they were winking at her. Were those her ancestors looking down on her? If they were, they definitely weren’t forthcoming with an answer to her desperate question.

      Kendra shook her head. They were just stars. Burning orbs of gas millions of light years away. They weren’t long-dead people she had never met.

      She blinked as a tear rolled down her cheek and fingered the snakehead in her jeans pocket. If she didn’t act soon, Wo'itsa was going to die. The lacerations on his chest were deep, and they continued to ooze. Without proper medical attention they would get infected.

      She pulled the vessel from her pocket. The red eyes reflected the light from the fire, giving them an intense, almost sinister look. She glared at it, as if she was staring down some creep on the streets of L.A., and she was unable to pull her eyes away. Once again, she was drawn to that object like a magnet. She held it up closer to her face.

      “You’re supposed to take me where I need to be the most. Right now, I need to be in a hospital.” She forced her eyes away and back to Wo'itsa. “He needs to be in a hospital.”

      Wo'itsa stirred, then flinched as if he’d been jabbed, but his eyes remained closed. Even sleep didn’t seem to bring him any relief from the intense pain his wounds must be inflicting.

      The tattoo on her arm tingled. Kendra rubbed at it through the fabric of her jacket while her eyes were on the selfless man who’d risked his life for her.

      “If you survive this, you’ll have marks like mine. Only, yours will be much more impressive because they are authentic, and a testament to your bravery.”

      She left her seat by the fire to sit beside Wo'itsa. She touched his burning hot forehead. His abdomen rose and fell with each uneven breath he took. A hesitant smile passed over Kendra’s lips, and she blinked back another tear.

      Dammit! She didn’t cry.

      “You saved my life,” she whispered.

      It hadn’t been the vessel or some mystical power that had saved her from the grizzly, but the selfless act by this guy. He’d looked out for her since Day One of her time travel ordeal.

      “You’re not my enemy. You never were.”

      Kendra’s gaze roamed his face as her hand stroked his forehead and she brushed strands of his long, dark hair from his face. Even now, he was ruggedly good-looking. Warmth filled her chest, as if the heat from his fever coursed through her fingers, up her arm, and surrounded her heart.

      My little warrior woman.

      She smiled, and a soft laugh that might have been a sob, escaped her lips. No one had ever uttered words to her that sounded so endearing.

      She’d never been in a meaningful relationship before because guarding her heart and keeping her distance from others had always been the safest option. Even her relationship with Kunu had been guarded. Knowing she’d been abandoned as a baby had created a fear of losing those she cared about. That fear had always been stronger than her need for companionship.

      Why, then, did this guy, of all people, have such an incredible pull on her? She’d felt it over the last few days, and she’d done her best to ignore it. Watching helplessly as he slipped away – leaving her abandoned yet again – was suddenly more terrifying than facing an inner-city street gang.

      “You’re not going to die.”

      Abruptly, she stood and gripped the snakehead in her hand. Her thumb hovered over the red eyes. She could go to the future to get help, but she hesitated. Who knew where that vessel was going to take her next if she touched the eye. It certainly hadn’t done what Naatoyita had told her it would do. It hadn’t brought her to a place where she – and Wo'itsa – needed to be.

      She walked a short distance through the woods, until the campfire no longer blinded her to her surroundings, and waited for her eyes to adjust. She lifted her head to stare into the ever-darkening forest. The trees opened into a wide valley a short distance away, and a river meandered through the grass. A steep mountain framed one side of the valley. Earlier, when there had been a little more daylight, she’d recognized it as the rim of the Yellowstone caldera.

      The question remained – where and when was she this time? She hadn’t ventured any further to explore the area, not with Wo'itsa needing her close.

      Her gaze followed the shadowy outline of the mountain. The only certain thing was that she and Wo'itsa were nowhere near Hayden Valley and Cameron Osborne’s cabin, if they were even in the right time.

      Kendra turned and headed back toward the light of the campfire. It didn’t burn quite as bright as a few minutes ago, and it was time to add more wood. She still gripped the snakehead in her hand, indecision about what to do driving her mad.

      If she used the vessel to time travel again, there was no telling where she’d end up next, or if she’d even be able to get back here. Nothing in her police training had ever prepared her for something as bizarre as time traveling. The only certain thing was that an officer didn’t leave a fallen partner behind.

      Partner

      Was Wo'itsa her partner?

      “There is one other child who survived the war. Find him, and together you can reunite the clans.”

      Was Wo'itsa the other survivor of the original Sky People? That question had been on her mind the last couple of days. And what exactly did the elder mean when he’d said that together they could reunite the clans? There were no clans left to reunite.

      A loud click behind her startled her from her thoughts. Kendra spun around, her heart already pounding. A man stood several yards away, just outside the light from the fire, and he pointed a rifle at her.

      Slowly, he moved closer. He wore a fringed buckskin shirt and buckskin pants. Kendra’s gaze lifted to his face as she slowly moved her arms out from her sides to show she wasn’t armed. For the hundredth time since time traveling, she cursed her own stupidity for leaving her pistol at home on the day she’d gone to see Aimee Donovan.

      “Take it easy, friend,” she said cautiously, squinting to try to make out his features. His alert eyes combed her camp. Something about him looked oddly familiar.

      The man took a step closer, bringing him fully into the light of the fire. Kendra’s eyes widened, and a gasp escaped her lips.

      “Who are you?” The man came even closer. His question was spoken in the Tukudeka dialect. He took his sharp eyes off Kendra to glance at Wo'itsa lying on the ground.

      Kendra stared. She blinked, then stared again.

      “Matt?” The name came out in a whisper. The instant she said it, she shook her head. This wasn’t Matt Donovan, but this guy was a dead-ringer for a younger brother.

      The man glanced up at Kendra, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. His question – this time spoken in English – surprised her even more. “How do you know my brother?”

      “I . . . don’t understand. I didn’t know Matt had a brother.” Her eyes dropped to the weapon in his hand. “Please, lower your rifle. I’m unarmed, and my friend is in no condition to be a threat.”

      The second part of her statement had the desired effect. The stranger lowered his gun. He looked more closely at Wo'itsa.

      “How badly is he hurt?” He knelt beside Wo'itsa, then glanced over his shoulder at Kendra. “Are you two Sheepeaters?”

      Kendra nodded. There was no time to explain that only Wo'itsa was a Sheepeater. “He was attacked by a bear, trying to save my life. He needs help.”

      Would this guy be of some help to them? Hope welled up inside her. He didn’t seem like he was going to hurt them. Then there was the uncanny resemblance to Matt Donovan. Most confusing was that he’d said Matt was his brother. If Matt had siblings, neither Naatoyita nor Cameron Osborne had mentioned it.

      The guy stood and faced Kendra. “You’re right. He’s going to die if he doesn’t get help. My mother is a healer. We live in the valley about a mile away. I’ll get my father, and we can move him.”

      Kendra sighed in relief. She even smiled and laughed. Nodding vigorously, she said, “Thank you.” Then, “Who are you?”

      The guy looked her over with a curious glance, lingering on her clothes. Her modern attire must have looked strange to him, making him suspicious of her.

      “Samuel Osborne. My folks are Daniel and Aimee Osborne. We’re friends with the Tukudeka, but I don’t recall having ever seen you or your . . . husband?”

      Osborne!

      Kendra’s mouth went dry. She simply nodded, having heard nothing after he’d said his name. The only other word that jumped out at her was the name Aimee. Could he possibly mean Aimee Donovan, Matt’s daughter? What was going on here?

      “Are you all right?” Samuel Osborne leaned forward, staring at her with raised eyebrows.

      Kendra swallowed. She glanced at Wo'itsa. “Yes, I’m fine. Please, I would appreciate any help you can offer to save him.”

      Samuel nodded. “I’ll be back shortly.” As quickly and quietly as he’d appeared, he disappeared into the trees.

      “This is all too strange.” Kendra held her palm to her forehead and swiped some hair back out of her face.

      Had she just encountered another member of her blood relatives? And if so, why did he look so much like Matt Donovan? Cameron had referred to Matt as his brother, but they weren’t related by blood.

      Kendra sat with Wo'itsa, feeling his hot forehead again. All she could do now was wait and see if Samuel would return as he’d said. Wo'itsa stirred. His eyes opened briefly, but he didn’t seem to see her.

      “Natukendra’eh?”

      His question had been barely audible.

      “I’m right here. Help is on the way, and you’re going to be just fine.” She leaned over him and spoke close to his ear.

      Wo'itsa’s hand came up to touch her face. His fingers grazed her cheek, and her heart fluttered in response. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second, savoring the sensation while at the same time wanting to run away from it. Instead, she leaned her face against his palm and placed her hand on top of his much larger one.

      “Everything’s going to be all right,” she whispered, more for her own assurance than for his.

      She sat, unmoving, holding Wo'itsa’s hand against her cheek.  When the faint noise of someone moving through the brush beyond the light of the fire reached her ear, she raised her head, breaking the contact. She stood, and squinted into the darkness.

      Seconds later, Samuel Osborne reappeared with another, much older, man. Kendra stared. While he had to be in his sixties or even older, this man bore a striking familial resemblance to Cameron. What year was she in?

      “This is my father, Daniel Osborne. He and I will move him,” Samuel said as they both strode into the light of the fire.

      Despite his age, Samuel’s father had eyes that were razor sharp as he assessed her with an almost indiscernible gaze. If her clothing seemed strange to him, he certainly didn’t let on.

      Rather than asking a bunch of questions, such as where had she and Wo'itsa come from, or what had happened to him, the older man nodded to his son. Samuel dragged something behind him that looked like a stretcher of sorts. A travois, perhaps?

      “My wife will tend to your wounded man,” he spoke in a rich, deep voice that belied his age.

      Kendra nodded. If he wasn’t going to waste time by asking questions, then neither was she. It was more important to get Wo'itsa somewhere safe where he could be cared for better than in the forest.

      “Careful when you move him. He’s in a lot of pain.” Kendra cringed at the concern in her voice.

      Samuel gave her an indulgent look, and with the help of his father, lifted Wo'itsa onto the travois. After Wo'itsa was positioned on the contraption, the older man killed her campfire, plunging everything into darkness.

      “He’ll be uncomfortable, but it’s the only way to get him back to the cabin. My mother’s waiting and prepared to tend to his wounds.”

      Kendra followed the two men through the forest and down a slight incline leading to the valley. Things were barely visible in the darkness, and she focused on walking without tripping or colliding with a tree. The old man stayed close beside her, no doubt to make sure she didn’t get separated from them.

      It didn’t take long before the faint glow of several lights appeared. Shortly after, the dark outline of a house, or cabin, could be seen if she strained her eyes hard enough.

      The door to the cabin swung open as Samuel dragged the travois closer, and the silhouette of a small female figure appeared. She waved him closer, and stepped aside when Samuel and the old man lifted Wo'itsa off the travois and helped him to his feet. With an arm slung around each man’s shoulders and wedged between them to hold him up, Wo'itsa staggered into the cabin.

      “Take him to Sarah’s old room. I’ve got the bed ready.”

      Kendra stopped just outside the door. Her eyes met that of the old woman. Their gazes locked. Most of her hair had turned gray, and the wrinkles of time criss-crossed her face, but the blue eyes held the same sparkle she’d had the night of her father’s death, before she’d been told the devastating news.

      Aimee Donovan.

      “I’m Aimee Osborne.”

      The old woman held out her hand in greeting and stared back at her, clearly trying to place her. Her eyes lingered on Kendra’s modern clothes.

      “Kendra.”

      She grasped the woman’s hand.

      Recognition suddenly filled Aimee’s eyes, and a faint smile passed over her lips. “Let me tend to your friend, and then I think you and I have a lot to talk about.”

      Abruptly, she broke eye contact and rushed after her husband and son. Kendra followed close behind, her ears ringing as a multitude of strange and surreal sensations flowed through her.

      Aimee worked quickly and efficiently, giving orders to her son and husband, and even to Kendra, as she cleaned the wounds on Wo'itsa’s chest. She spoke to him in the language of the Tukudeka, asking if he wanted something to numb the pain before she stitched up his wounds. He stared up at the old woman before shaking his head to decline.

      Kendra hadn’t understood everything she’d said to him, only that she’d explained she was known among the Tukudeka as Dosa Haiwi, a healer, and would make sure he lived.

      Kendra stepped up to the side of the bed and leaned over him. “It will be better if she gives you something for the pain.” Why would he decline painkillers?

      “I do not fear pain,” he’d rasped.

      “Give him something.” Kendra’s eyes had gone to Aimee.

      The old woman shook her head. “I can offer, but I learned a long time ago not to press the issue.”

      Kendra gritted her teeth as Wo'itsa lay there, not making a sound as Aimee sewed up his lacerations. The agony was evident on his face, and his eyes focused on her during most of the ordeal. When Aimee was finished, his body visibly relaxed, and he sank into the mattress and closed his eyes.

      “Best to let him rest now. I will give him some willow bark tea for his fever, so he can sleep.”

      Aimee nodded at her son and husband, and they left the room. She stopped in front of Kendra and smiled. “He’s going to be all right. Tonight will be the worst of it, no doubt. You can stay here with him, if you want, but he’s probably going to sleep for a while.”

      Aimee left the room. Kendra sat at the edge of the bed and reached for Wo'itsa’s hand. “You’re a stubborn man,” she whispered.

      Wo'itsa’s lips curved in a smile and he opened his eyes. “I cannot allow you to be more stubborn than me.”

      The admiration in his pain-glazed eyes was too much. Abruptly, she dropped his hand and stood. “I’ll be back to check on you in a little while. Try to sleep.”

      Aimee stood by a bench along the wall in the main room of the cabin, washing her hands in a large bowl. She reached for a towel and turned to her son.

      “Thank you for your help, Sam. Why don’t you go back to your own cabin? It’s late, and you should be with Summer. Her time is so close, she could go into labor at any moment.”

      Samuel nodded. He glanced at Kendra, his eyes lingering on her clothes again, then he wished his parents a good night and left the cabin. Aimee turned, looked at her husband, Daniel, then smiled at Kendra.

      “It’s been many years,” she said conversationally, as if nothing about this encounter was strange to her. “But for you, Officer Weda, I’m guessing it’s only been, what? A few weeks? You don’t look a day older than when I first met you.” She motioned with her hand to one of the chairs at the table. A twinge of sadness passed through her blue eyes. No doubt the circumstances of their meeting brought back painful memories.

      Daniel Osborne’s piercing stare was almost like a weight pressing down on her. Kendra stared back at him. If he was an Osborne, he was her blood relative. She dismissed the thought for now and focused her attention on Aimee.

      “What year is this?”

      Daniel pulled out a chair for his wife, and Aimee sat. She motioned again to the chair opposite her. Kendra slid into the chair, looking across the table at the two old people. The image flashed in her mind of Aimee Donovan falling over the edge of a canyon because a bear had charged her. The same bear that had chased her up a tree and almost killed Wo'itsa.

      “This is 1851. How long have you been in the past, Detective Weda, and how did you get here?” She turned her head slightly to look at her husband.

      Daniel had quietly taken a seat beside his wife and reached for her hand, which he now held tightly in his.

      Kendra shook her head. “Please, call me Kendra.” She sniggered. “I’ve been in several pasts already. When I first time traveled, I was a hundred years further in the past.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the snakehead. She set it on the table. An uncomfortable look passed between the old couple.

      “I thought we were done with this thing. It’s been many years since we last saw it,” Aimee whispered.

      “You time traveled with one of these?” Kendra held the old woman’s stare.

      Aimee’s forehead scrunched. “One of these? You mean, there are more? Daniel and I tried several times to destroy the one his father gave us. When that didn’t work, we got rid of it another way, but it kept reappearing. It’s been almost twenty years since the last time we saw it.”

      Kendra shook her head. “From what I’m told, it can only be destroyed by a select group of people.” She paused, glanced at the vessel sitting on the table, then back to Aimee. “One of those people was your father. I didn’t think you knew about this thing when you gave it to me.”

      Aimee blinked. Tears welled up in her eyes. “My father?” She shook her head. “I never saw this until the day Daniel’s father, Zach Osborne, showed it to me and offered to send me to the past. That was years after my parents’ deaths. How could I have given it to you?”

      Kendra cursed under her breath. Had she said something she shouldn’t have said? She took in a deep breath and looked Aimee Donovan . . . Osborne in the eye.

      “I guess I’d better start at the beginning.”

      It was more than an hour later when Kendra had finished telling the couple about Matt Donovan, the Sky People, how she’d time traveled, and everything she’d learned and experienced in the last several days.

      “I watched you fall over a cliff when Mukua aggravated the bear and it charged you. It almost got me, too, but that crazy Wolf came back and saved me.” Kendra shook her head and laughed, glancing over her shoulder toward the room where Wo'itsa slept. “For me, that was just a couple of days ago, but here we are, and now you’re saving him.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment, trying to absorb everything they’d learned so far. Kendra was first to speak again when something suddenly occurred to her. She looked at Daniel.

      “If Zach Osborne was your father, then that means that Cameron Osborne is your grandfather.”

      Daniel nodded. “My father has never told me much about my grandfather, but he did mention him by name.”

      Kendra moved her gaze to Aimee. “Your father and Daniel’s grandfather were good friends. I also recently found out that Cameron is my cousin.”

      Aimee cleared her throat. Her voice cracked slightly. “I always said there were forces at work much greater than we’d ever understand.” She smiled at her husband. “Even though we’ve long put the time travel device behind us, it’s a relief to finally find out exactly where it came from.”

      “Your parents’ deaths happened because someone wanted to change everything the Osborne family was going to accomplish to protect Yellowstone.” Kendra continued to tell them what she knew about Mukua, and his plans to destroy the Osborne line.

      “Who is the Tukudeka hunter with you?” Daniel hadn’t said much the entire time, so his question came almost as a surprise.

      “His name is Wo'itsa. I believe he’s another survivor of the war between the Sky People clans.”

      Daniel’s features changed, but his face instantly became unreadable again. He exchanged a quick look with his wife. Aimee’s brows rose in surprise, but neither of them said anything. Had they recognized Wo'itsa’s name or something?

      “And you say that you, as well as my grandfather, Aimee’s father, and Wo'itsa are children of the Sky People?”

      Kendra nodded at Daniel. She was only speculating about Wo'itsa, but her gut told her he was the one Naatoyita had referred to.

      “I was told by one of the elders that my job is to prevent Mukua from changing the correct time line. I’m supposed to protect the Osborne line and find the vessels, so they can be destroyed.” She scoffed. “Easy task, right?”

      Daniel blinked and shook his head. “I never truly believed in the Sky People legends and paid little attention to them. They are my Tukudeka brother’s beliefs.” He smiled. “He has always had it in his head that he has strong ties to the Sky People, even if none of them ever spoke to him.” His smile widened when he glanced at his wife. “I look forward to seeing his face when I tell him that we have met two of them today.”
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      “I’m glad to see you’re awake. I know I can’t make a hunter of the Tukudeka remain on his sleeping mat if he doesn’t want to stay, but I hope you will reconsider. Your wounds might break open again and prolong your recovery.”

      The old woman smiled as she came closer. She was short in stature, and her long hair that was braided in a single rope retained a hint of the golden color it must have had in her youth. She was a white woman, but she spoke the language of his people without flaw.

      Wo'itsa had just sat up and pushed the coverings aside when she’d opened the door and entered the room. He’d been awake for several minutes, trying to figure out his location. He certainly wasn’t in a Tukudeka wickiup.

      Perhaps this was the future Natukendra’eh had talked about, but the dwelling was similar to Cameahwait’s cabin.

      Wo'itsa flung his legs over the side of the sleeping mattress, which was much higher off the ground than he was used to with his own sleeping furs. He caught his breath when a sharp pain ripped through his chest. A hasty glance downward revealed that his upper body was wrapped in some kind of white material.

      “You’d do us both a favor if you continued to rest.”

      The old woman had come up to the side of the bed. She smiled, but there was also a firm look in her eyes, like that of a mother who wouldn’t be disobeyed by her children.

      “Where am I, and who are you?” His words came out raspy and hoarse, the dryness in his mouth making the sounds difficult. And where was Natukendra’eh?

      “I am called Dosa Haiwi. My husband is Dosa Bia’isa, and you are in our home.” She reached her hand out to touch the backside of it to his forehead.

      Wo'itsa gaped at her.

      Dosa Bia’isa. White Wolf. In one of his earlier time travels, the man who was supposed to marry Morning Fawn had also been called White Wolf. Could it be the same man?

      Wo'itsa remained sitting, taking in shallow breaths to minimize the discomfort in his chest. “Where is Natukendra’eh?”

      The woman smiled. “She’s outside with my husband. I’ll get her if you’d like to speak to her. Your friend’s been rather anxious to see how you’re doing.”

      Wo'itsa nodded as he stared at the old woman. Natukendra’eh was eager to see him? His lips twitched in a faint smile. That didn’t sound like her at all. He nearly laughed when the old woman had referred to Natukendra’eh as his friend. If only she’d feel at least that much for him.

      Perhaps she was starting to think of him differently. She’d stayed by his side and saved his life after the bear attack. She’d managed to bring him to this healer, and she still hadn’t taken the vessel to return to her future time.

      “I’ll be back shortly with some water, and some food as well, if you feel up to it.”

      The old woman turned to leave. Wo'itsa stood, despite the healer’s recommendation that he stay on the sleeping mattress. Every muscle in his body ached, and if there had ever been a time in his life when he’d felt this weak, he didn’t remember it.

      He walked toward the light shining in from the opening in the wooden walls. Only, it wasn’t open. Something that was as clear as ice sealed the opening. When he touched it, it wasn’t cold, but warm from the sun’s rays. This had to be some kind of wonder from a time in the future.

      “I see you’re up, even though Aimee told you to stay in bed.”

      Wo'itsa turned a little too quickly at the sound of the familiar voice – a voice that had called to him in his dreams while he lay on the sleeping mat, and now made his heart pound a little faster. He faced her, his eyes meeting hers across the space of the room. She looked different, yet just as breathtaking as before, perhaps even more so.

      Her hair had been tangled and unkempt the last couple of days, but now shone with new luster as it spilled down her head and over her shoulders. Most noticeable was the different clothing she wore. That’s what made her look different.

      Gone was the black jacket and the black britches. Instead, Natukendra’eh wore doeskin britches and a fringed leather shirt. She almost looked like an ordinary Tukudeka woman.

      She stared at him, holding his gaze while he quietly admired her. It was highly improper for a hunter to openly admire a woman who wasn’t his wife, but there was nothing he could do to stop himself. For some reason, this woman had taken hold of his heart with a force stronger than reason.

      “You really should listen to Aimee. She knows what she’s talking about.” She shook her head and frowned, stepping fully into the room and closing the distance between them. She handed him a cup of water.

      Whether his dry mouth now stemmed from thirst or in response to staring at Natukendra’eh, he couldn’t say. He accepted the cup and held it to his lips, emptying it in several swallows.

      “Are you all right?” Her frown turned into a worried glance. She held her hand to his forehead, just as the other woman had done.

      Wo'itsa caught her wrist when she lowered it again. Instantly, she tensed. “I am unsure whether I am having a vision, or if you are truly standing before me.”

      She pulled her hand away, but she didn’t move out of his reach. “Well, it really is me standing here, but I think the fever you’ve had for the last couple of days has done something to your mind.”

      Wo'itsa took a step closer. His fingers itched to touch the soft skin on her face, but he held his hand close to his side. A deep breath brought instant pain to his chest, as if the bear’s claws were trying to rip him open all over again.

      “The legends of the Sky People say their women were exceptionally beautiful. You could be one of them.”

      It was true. In the doeskin she was wearing now, rather than the dark clothing from the future, she could easily pass for the most beautiful woman of his clan. She would have countless suitors.

      Natukendra’eh blew air through her nose that sounded like a snort. “Now that’s a pick-up line I haven’t heard before.”

      Despite her dismissive attitude, she averted her gaze and shifted weight from one foot to the other.

      “I’m only wearing these borrowed clothes until mine are clean and dry. I tried to get all of your blood out of my shirt, but I think it might be ruined, so I didn’t have much choice.”

      She continued to look toward the ground to avoid making eye contact. Perhaps she was right. What had possessed him to spout words like a lovesick youth?

      “You say I’ve been sick with a fever for two days?”

      She nodded. “Aimee is a miracle worker. Without her, I don’t think you would have lived. I wanted to take you to the future for modern medical care, but she didn’t advise it. She didn’t think you’d do well, waking up in a hospital.” She smiled mischievously, instantly bringing back the confident woman he was accustomed to. “Her husband, Daniel, seemed to agree.”

      Some of the words she spoke he’d never heard before, and their meaning escaped him, but he understood that she’d wanted to take him to her future time to save his life.

      She glanced up at him, her eyes searching his. There was something on her mind, a question that lingered, but she didn’t ask.

      “Now you’ll have scars like Cameron’s.” She hesitated, then added, “And like my tattoo.” Her smile was back. “Maybe you’ll switch sides now and join the other team.”

      Once again, the meaning of her words escaped him. He would undoubtedly have scars on his chest from the bear attack, but it didn’t change his identity. His spirit animal wouldn’t have suddenly changed from a wolf to a bear. Or would it?

      Wo'itsa mentally shook his head. Too many questions filled his mind that no one could answer at the moment. He would have to seek Mukua’s counsel, but would the elder even speak to him after what he’d done?

      “Aimee has some soup simmering in the main room. I’ll bring you some if you promise to get back in bed.”

      Natukendra’eh’s words sounded as stern as the old woman’s. Instead of moving toward the bed, Wo'itsa headed for the door.

      “I have been in this bed too long already. If you have the vessel I gave to you, perhaps it can return us to my proper time.”

      Natukendra’eh rushed up beside him as he stepped into a larger room. The rich aroma of meat and broth filled his nose, and his stomach answered. Perhaps with some food in his belly, he wouldn’t feel so weak.

      “I see you’re not going to listen.”

      Wo'itsa smiled. The concern in her voice belied the narrow-eyed glare she cast at him.

      “Would you do the same if I asked? You didn’t listen when I told you to take the vessel and save yourself.”

      She scowled and shook her head. “That’s completely different.”

      “You didn’t listen when I was forced to tie you up because you were going to leave in the middle of the night and probably get killed. And you didn’t listen when I suggested we head back to the valley where I was supposed to save Morning Fawn.”

      She waved a dismissive hand in front of her face. “All right. You’ve made your point.” Quickly, she jabbed a finger at him, then pointed at the table and one of the chairs surrounding it. “Right now, you need to sit and I’ll get you some food.”

      Rather than comply immediately, Wo'itsa took a step toward her. He reached for her hand and lowered it, letting his fingers slide along her wrist. His eyes locked with hers, which had become like large round pools. Her full lips parted slightly as she stared back at him. The wounds in his chest burned as his heart answered the longing in her gaze.

      “Why did you leave with Mukua after he taunted the bear into chasing Aimee? And why did you come back?”

      Her softly whispered questions didn’t register at first. She didn’t move, nor had she pulled her hand away. Wo'itsa released her. He needed to create some distance between them, yet he hadn’t been able to stop himself from moving closer and touching her.

      Wo'itsa moved to the table and pulled out a chair. He sat before answering her.

      “I only saw Mukua when he came upon my hiding place. I had just seen the woman with the golden hair approach. I heard the bear, and Mukua took me to another time before I could say or do anything.”

      Kendra ladled some broth into a bowl from the kettle hanging over the cooking fire, then set it in front of him. The food smelled good, and tasted even better. Wordlessly, Kendra refilled his bowl after he’d eaten the meat and drunk the broth. Finally, she spoke.

      “That golden-haired woman you saw is the same one who saved your life.” Her eyes fell to the bandages around his chest. “Mukua harassed the bear because he wanted her dead.” She sat and faced him. “Do you still think he’s such a great elder?”

      Wo'itsa mentally shook his head. Certain things Mukua had said and done had already bothered him. The elder was trying to preserve the sacred mountains, but was he going about it the wrong way? There was no one to turn to for answers.

      “Do you have the vessel?”

      Natukendra’eh’s brows rose. “Of course.”

      “I must get back to the time where I left Mukua.”

      Wo'itsa stood. What had happened to the woman who had been left behind after the man died in the hot spring? Mukua had said there was nothing he could do to help her. If he could go back to that time, he could make sure she was all right.

      Natukendra’eh jumped from her chair. Any tenderness in her eyes was gone as they now blazed at him in anger.

      “You want to go back and do what?”

      Wo'itsa moved around the table and stood inches from her. She had to understand. “There was a man who died in a hot spring. A woman was left behind. I have to try to find her.”

      She scoffed. “Another woman you’re supposed to save? Don’t you understand that Mukua is evil? He’s driven by hate and revenge. Besides, you’re in no condition to go anywhere.”

      Anger and frustration rose. Wo'itsa reached for her arm. At that moment, the cabin door opened, and an old man and the old woman who had been at his bedside earlier walked in. Everyone froze. Wo'itsa dropped his hand. He stared at the old man.

      It was him. White Wolf, the young man he’d seen several days ago in another time. Next to him stood the woman. His wife? How had things changed because he had married this woman instead of Morning Fawn?

      “I tried, but he didn’t want to stay in bed.” Natukendra’eh moved toward the old couple, addressing them. The woman nodded and smiled.

      “It was to be expected, considering . . . ” She shook her head and raised her gaze to Wo'itsa. “Years ago, I saved the life of another Tukudeka hunter. He refused to rest so he could recover.” Her sharp eyes appraised him with a look of approval, then her gaze went to Natukendra’eh. “I learned long ago that this is a different time than that of my upbringing. Men are proud and stubborn, and refuse to give in to weakness.”

      “How is Summer Rain doing?”

      The old woman’s face lit up in a wide smile at Natukendra’eh’s question. “She and her son are doing well. Samuel is a very proud new father.”

      While the women talked of things he knew nothing about, Wo'itsa faced the old man. “Dosa Bia’isa,” he greeted, nodding in respect to someone older than he. Mentally, he shook his head. Two days ago, this man had been younger.

      White Wolf extended his hand while his sharp eyes assessed him without being obvious. Wo'itsa clasped his wrist. Despite his age, the old man’s grip was strong.

      “Wolf, these are the people who saved your life, Daniel and Aimee Osborne.” Natukendra’eh came between them, making the introductions. She glared at him with her next words. “The bear who attacked you and gave you your wounds also attacked Aimee. Luckily, she survived her fall over the cliff. Daniel saved her life, and that’s how they met and eventually married.”

      Wo'itsa’s gaze went from Natukendra’eh to the old couple. From the way she spoke, she must have told them about the vessel and about time travel. The name Osborne was familiar. Cameahwait’s white man name was Osborne. Things were becoming more complicated and incomprehensible all the time.

      Facing White Wolf, he said, “I have seen you before.”

      The old man’s brows rose slightly. “I would remember if our paths had crossed.”

      “You never saw me, but for you, it would have been many seasons ago. For me, it was only a few days.” He hesitated, then asked, “What happened to Morning Fawn?”

      If the old man was surprised at the question, he maintained a passive composure. His face gave away none of his thoughts.

      “Morning Fawn drowned,” he answered after several seconds of silence. His eyes went to his wife for a moment, then to Natukendra’eh. “She was a woman my adoptive mother suggested I marry. The day I was going to agree to the match, she fell in the river.”

      Dosa Haiwi stepped up to her husband and placed her hand in his. She gazed lovingly into his eyes and smiled. White Wolf returned his wife’s smile. The love between these two people was as clear as the waters of a mountain brook. It was unquestionable that they belonged together.

      Wo'itsa looked away. That kind of love between two people happened once in a lifetime, if even then. That’s what his mother, Day Star, had told him after the woman he wanted to marry had left. Day Star hadn’t approved of his choice. She’d once told him that eventually someone would capture his heart like no other, and he’d know for certain when it happened.

      Natukendra’eh stood several feet away, but without even looking at her, Wo'itsa felt her presence as if she was touching him. Once again, the draw to this woman was stronger than any other before her, even if it made no sense. Natukendra’eh was the most unlikely female to consider as his potential mate, but his heart was clearly more powerful than his mind.

      “I was too late to save Morning Fawn,” White Wolf continued. “I was on my way to speak to her when I saw my Tukudeka mother standing by the edge of the river, calling for help. She said there was nothing she could do when Morning Fawn was swept away by the strong current.”

      Natukendra’eh’s eyes were on Wo'itsa. He could feel them before he even turned his head to look at her when she spoke to White Wolf.

      “If you had married this girl, then you wouldn’t have met Aimee. She would have probably died.”

      Wo'itsa nodded. She was right. He’d already had the same thought, but who had the right to determine which woman – Aimee or Morning Fawn – survived?

      Natukendra’eh looked at him with a piercing glare. “How much more proof do you need that Mukua is not the person you think he is? His plan failed to have Daniel marry Morning Fawn, so he traveled further ahead in time, hoping to kill Aimee with that bear attack. What other things has he traveled through time for to alter or stop?”

      “Why don’t we all sit and have something to eat? You’ve got to be hungry, Wo'itsa, and you need to regain your strength.” Dosa Haiwi walked to the hearth and filled more bowls. She set them on the table and motioned for everyone to join her.

      “What are your plans now? Where do you think you’ll go next?”

      Wo'itsa took his seat, then looked up and across the table at the old woman. To his right, Natukendra’eh lowered her spoon.

      “I think we need to find Naatoyita. I have some questions for the elder. Then, I have to find the missing vessel and apprehend Mukua. Then I can get back to my normal life.”

      The old woman’s smile widened. She and her husband exchanged a conspiratorial glance.

      “Back to normal? What does that mean, Kendra? Where do you see yourself that’s normal? You told us you were a child of the Sky People.” Her gaze went to Wo'itsa.

      He stared, absorbing what the healer had just said. Natukendra’eh truly was a child of the Sky People? How was that even possible? His eyes returned to Dosa Haiwi when she continued.

      “I think the two of you have a special journey ahead of you. Together.”

      Natukendra’eh stood abruptly. She shot a hasty glance at Wo'itsa, then rushed to the door, pulled it open, and stepped outside. Before she closed the door behind her, she glanced over her shoulder. “If you’re not going to rest, I think we need to get going soon.”

      White Wolf smiled at his wife. “You said something she didn’t want to hear.” He and his wife both turned their eyes on Wo'itsa. “She is a special woman. It will take some convincing to show her that she’s already where she belongs.”

      Wo'itsa stared at the old man. “She sees me as someone she can’t trust.”

      “I think it’s a little more complicated than that,” Dosa Haiwi said with a wide smile. “She’s afraid. She doesn’t trust herself when it comes to you.”

      “How do you know this?”

      Dosa Haiwi smiled. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. I watched the way she sat by your side when you were battling a fever. Her mind is conflicted, and she’d rather run away than face her fears.”

      Wo'itsa laughed. “She’s as fierce as a Bakianee warrior. Natukendra’eh doesn’t fear anything.”

      Dosa Haiwi looked at her husband. “I think when it comes to matters of the heart, even the fiercest warrior might run in fear. It’s not always easy when two people come from such different worlds, but when it’s meant to be, nothing will stop it.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “She is a stubborn woman.” He stood, the action sending pain through his chest. “She has lost her connection to the spirits, and I am unsure what my heart tells me about her.”

      “You can help her reconnect with her past,” the old woman nudged. “I have a feeling that the two of you have somewhere else in time you need to be, and you need to work out your differences.”

      Wo'itsa headed for the closed door. He’d lost one woman because he hadn’t acted to win her back. The reason why seemed clear now. His heart hadn’t spoken as strongly then as it did now. If Natukendra’eh was a child of the Sky People, it might make things even more complicated.

      “I thank you for your healing skills, Dosa Haiwi.” Looking at White Wolf, he said, “I thought I was supposed to save Morning Fawn from drowning. Perhaps I was wrong.”

      White Wolf nodded and smiled. He walked up to Wo'itsa and offered his hand.

      “You may have seen me in my past, Wo'itsa, but I have seen your future. As my brother once told me, don’t be a fool and don’t wait too long to follow your heart.”

      The old man nudged him toward the door before Wo'itsa could ask the meaning of his last comment.
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      Kendra walked briskly along the banks of the Madison River, putting as much distance as possible between herself and the two larger cabins and the smaller, ancient-looking one that was a lot like Cameron and Riley’s cabin.

      She fingered the vessel in the pouch around her neck. Aimee had given it to her to keep the snakehead in a safe place since she didn’t have pockets in the britches she now wore. With her clothes soaked in blood from Wo'itsa’s wounds, Aimee had also insisted she change into a new pair of britches and shirt.

      The clothes, crafted of doeskin, certainly made her blend right into this time period. For now, that was probably better than wearing her usual street rags, which made her stand out like a gang member walking down the street of a posh neighborhood in New York. And surprisingly, these leather clothes were extremely comfortable. The moccasins hugged her feet like gloves.

      Kendra stopped once she reached the top of a rise and turned to gaze out at the valley. The Madison River meandered lazily through the lush meadow, and the rim of the Yellowstone caldera rose in an almost straight line, creating an obvious mountainous plateau on the other side of the river.

      She looked toward the cabins. She was running away again. Not out of anger and frustration at her grandfather this time, but out of fear. Aimee’s comment that she and Wo'itsa had a common destiny had been too much to swallow, especially with the old couple looking at her, and Wo'itsa sitting right beside her at the table. Somehow Aimee’s words affirmed that she was developing some kind of infatuation for the guy, and it was visible to others.

      Her attraction to Wo’itsa was one complication she certainly didn’t need. She’d definitely not seen it coming, although it had been brewing under the surface for days. Ever since Wo'itsa had come back to save her from the bear, she’d really fallen off the ledge, so to speak.

      Of all the opportunities she’d had to fall for a guy, why did it have to be this one, and under these bizarre circumstances? He wasn’t even her type. Shrugging, she huffed and walked faster. She didn’t have a type. There had never been any one kind of guy who’d caught her eye. Then again, she hadn’t ever been looking.

      She wasn’t looking now, either. Even though he had been duped into playing for the wrong team, Wo’itsa’s caring nature had wormed his way into her mind and heart. Unlike other guys she’d grown up with or met on the streets, Wo'itsa had never made a derogatory comment about her mixed heritage. He’d accepted her for who she was, even though he called her “Little Warrior Woman”. His little warrior woman.

      Do your job, then get home, and you can forget all about him.

      Why did he have to be such a noble guy? If he was more like Mukua, it would be easy to dismiss any romantic thoughts about him; but no, he had to be as nice in character as he was nice to look at.

      Taking turns to watch over him while he battled a fever from his wounds the last couple of days and taking part in the daily lives of Aimee and Daniel Osborne had added to the warm and fuzzy feelings she’d been having. The birth of Samuel’s son definitely didn’t help matters.

      Kendra had never been around babies, much less held one. Her hormones must have been kicked into high gear when Aimee had asked her to hold her newest grandson, Josh, who’d been born the day before, just before dawn. Since then, she hadn’t been able to shake those sappy female thoughts she’d been having.

      “My daughter and her family are going to be surprised when they come home from visiting our friends to the south in the Tetons. Sarah and the girls wanted to be here when Summer Rain had the baby, and they should be home any day now. Little Josh had other ideas, though. He wasn’t going to wait for anyone.”

      Aimee had smiled with pure joy as she’d held and showed off her newest grandson. Daniel had shaken Samuel’s hand, congratulating him on becoming a father. The more Kendra had observed the family, the more she’d felt empty inside.

      The Osbornes were everything she’d never had in a family, and until now, she’d never realized how much she’d wanted to be part of something like that.

      She shook her head. It was a silly notion. All her life, she’d been on guard and kept her distance from people. That’s how it should stay. Her job in New York put her in danger on a daily basis. There was no time for a family.

      “Natukendra’eh.”

      Kendra spun around at the sound of her name, her heart leaping out of control under her ribcage.

      “Why are you following me, Wolf? You should be in bed, resting, or we’re not going to be able to leave this time period anytime soon.”

      Ignoring her comment completely, Wo'itsa didn’t stop until he was a few feet from her. Kendra stood her ground, although every nerve in her body screamed to take a step or two back to keep some distance between them.

      Why did he look taller and broader all of a sudden? She’d always thought of him as a good-looking guy, but for some reason, he looked even more attractive now. And why did that look of admiration in his eyes seem to be growing more intense?

      His chest was still bare, except for the bandage that was wrapped around him to cover the lacerations. Kendra blinked and raked her fingers through her hair. The slight breeze that swept across the valley did little to cool the perspiration on her forehead. What the heck was happening to her?

      “I am ready now to leave this time period. I must try to get back to the last place and time I was with Mukua.”

      Kendra raised her chin to focus on Wo'itsa’s eyes. She shook her head.

      “Didn’t you hear anything I said earlier?” She pointed in the direction of the cabins. “Daniel was never supposed to marry that woman who drowned, because he and Aimee were meant to be together. Mukua tried to prevent that from happening by telling you to save her. It makes him look like the good guy, but in reality, it would change the natural timeline. When is it going to get into your thick head that your elder is bad news?”

      Her voice rose with each word she spoke, as her frustration with Wo'itsa – or maybe it was her frustration with herself for her attraction to him – mounted.

      Wo'itsa didn’t say anything for a few seconds. He just stood and stared at her. Finally, he gazed out across the valley. “I must think on these things. What Mukua has told me makes much sense. He wants to prevent change from coming to the sacred mountains.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

      Kendra latched on to that final comment. “I think you need to talk to Naatoyita, and maybe hear his version. Then you can decide whose side you want to be on.”

      Her feet finally cooperated, and she moved away from him. Retracing her steps along the river, she headed back toward the cabins. Wo'itsa fell in step beside her, but he kept a respectable distance between them. Not that it made a difference to the racing of her heart. The tranquil gurgling sound of water as it flowed along and the gentle breeze blowing through the valley didn’t help much, either.

      After some time, Wo'itsa was the first to break the silence between them. “The visions I’ve received have shown me that the bear and the wolf must be enemies. Mukua has told me the same thing, yet that is not what I feel.” He cast a glance in her direction, his eyes filled with something that could only be defined as hope and longing.

      Kendra averted her gaze. This was new territory for her. Guys had flirted with her plenty of times, and she’d given it right back, but there had never been anything more than light romantic banter. There was nothing flirtatious in Wo'itsa’s words or the way he said them. He sounded almost sad, as if he wished their circumstances were different.

      “Naatoyita told me I’m both bear and wolf, and I shouldn’t feel conflicted. He told me I was a child of the Sky People, like Cameron Osborne and Matt Donovan.” She scoffed. “I don’t even know if I believe any of it.”

      There was more that she should tell him. She should mention that she thought he was a child of the Sky People, too, but it was best if he heard that news from Naatoyita. Besides, she wasn’t even one hundred percent certain Wo’itsa was the one the elder had meant.

      If the idea that she was one of the Sky People had surprised him, he didn’t show it. As if he’d read her thoughts, Wo'itsa nodded. “I will listen to what your elder has to say.”

      Kendra stopped in her tracks and faced him. Her brows rose, and her eyes widened. His remark was most unexpected. “You will?”

      A slight twitch in the corners of his mouth revealed that he was trying hard to suppress a real smile. He nodded, then his eyes fell on the pouch around her neck.

      “Do you have the vessel?”

      Kendra wrapped her hand around the pouch. “Safe and sound.”

      Maybe she and Wo'itsa were finally on the same wavelength. She opened the pouch and took out the snakehead.

      “I’m still not sure exactly how to control this thing, but every time I’ve touched it so far, it was by accident or because I was in a hurry. Naatoyita said it will always take me where I need to be. Maybe if I think really hard about where I want to go, it will take us there.”

      Wo'itsa leaned forward. He eyed the object in her hand. “Mukua told me it will take an ordinary person back to the last place it has been. If you are a child of the Sky People, however, your spirit is part of the vessel, and you will be able to control it.” He looked up. “Tell it to take us back to where I left Mukua.”

      Kendra’s head snapped up to look at him. “No. That’s not where we need to go. We have to get back to 1751 to find Naatoyita. Besides, we can’t just leave without telling Daniel and Aimee goodbye.”

      His next move was unexpected. Before she had a chance to react, Wo'itsa grabbed her wrist and snatched the vessel from her hand. In the next instant, the familiar darkness that came with time travel overtook her.

      A loon or some other kind of water bird called from somewhere in the distance. Kendra opened her eyes and braced against the dizziness that always followed when she’d time traveled.  Anger instantly welled up inside her.

      He’d done it! That blasted Wolf had forced them to time travel again. Kendra scrambled to her feet. The movement caused a sucking and sloshing sound, followed quickly by an unpleasant stench of rotten vegetation.

      She nearly lost her balance again, but a strong hand gripped her by the arm and steadied her. Cold water seeped into the moccasins she wore. Her head snapped to the side where Wo'itsa stood, glancing around.

      Kendra jerked her arm free of his grip and stumbled backward, sloshing more muddy water into her shoes.

      “What did you do?” Her head snapped around and she looked at their surroundings. “We could be right back to where that bear attacked you.”

      “But we are not. We are somewhere else.”

      That fact was already clear as she shivered from the cold water surrounding her feet. She took a few steps toward the dense trees that appeared to frame the marshy area where they stood. Bugs swarmed around her head by the thousands, and she swatted an impatient hand at them. That’s when it occurred to her.

      “Where’s the vessel?” What if he’d dropped it? “I can’t believe you made us time travel again, not knowing where we were going to end up.”

      “I have the vessel.” Wo'itsa’s voice was infuriatingly calm.

      “Give it to me.” She held out her hand. “I’m getting us out of here.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “I must first find the woman I saw with Mukua. She may be in danger.”

      Kendra stared at the determined look on Wo'itsa’s face. He wasn’t going to budge without a fight. She scoffed. Because she was starting to develop feelings for this guy, feelings she didn’t want in the first place, she’d let her guard down.

      “You don’t even know where we are or what time we’re in this time. Give the vessel back to me and I’ll see if I can get us to where . . . when we really need to be.”

      “We will return to that time as soon as I know that the woman I saw is safe.”

      Kendra huffed. She eyed his left hand, which firmly gripped the vessel, Even with his wounds, she wasn’t going to be able to wrestle that snakehead from him. He’d already proven that he was stronger and a better fighter than she was, unless she could surprise him. In order to take that snakehead away, she’d have to think of something.

      “So, is this where you left Mukua? Are we in the right time?”

      Wo'itsa looked around. He shook his head. “We were in an area with many hot springs.”

      “Clearly, that’s not here.”

      Kendra glared at him after making a point of looking at her soaked moccasins and the dirt on her britches and shirt. She sloshed through more mud to finally reach the trees, which were on a slightly higher elevation where the ground provided relief from the marsh. Wo'itsa was right behind her.

      Once she’d gained solid footing, she spun around to offer her best glare at that infuriating Wolf.

      “You obviously can’t control the vessel. Hand it over before you do more damage to your wounds . . . or before I do more damage to your wounds.”

      There was a slight hesitation, as if he was weighing her words and considering them, then he shook his head again. A slight grin passed over his face.

      “You wish to try to fight me again? I may be weak from my injuries, but you will not be able to best me. I have told you that already, my little warrior woman.”

      If ever there was a good time to stomp her feet and throw a tantrum, now would have been it. Kendra gnashed her teeth and fisted her hands at her side. Every cell in her body wanted to throttle this guy and take him down, but she couldn’t do it. Not even an attempt, because if she did, his wounds would break open again.

      Without antibiotics in this primitive world, there was still a good chance the lacerations would get infected. Aimee had done a tremendous job with the tools and medicines of the time that she had at her disposal, but even she had cautioned that the wounds needed to be kept clean and Wo'itsa should move as little as possible for several more days. At least he hadn’t arrived in this time with his chest in the mud.

      “Stop calling me your little warrior woman,” she argued lamely. In a way, it sounded like an endearment. “And let me tell you something else, Wolf. I don’t think it’s –”

      He cut her off by putting his hand over her mouth and wrapping a firm arm around her middle, pulling her up against him. He held her so close that she was rendered immobile.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Her muffled question brought his hand over her mouth even harder.

      “Someone is coming,” Wo'itsa hissed in her ear. “Remain still.”

      Kendra froze. She listened, although the pounding in her heart, both from anger at Wo'itsa and embarrassment for having been overtaken so easily, prevented her from hearing much of anything else.

      The faint sloshing and splashing sound of something or someone moving through the nearby marsh became louder and clearer. To hear better, Kendra leaned away from Wo'itsa as much as he’d allow. By the cadenced, rhythmic splashes, it sounded like a horse moving through the water. She’d been horseback riding through streams on the Rez enough times to recognize that sound.

      She squirmed to get a better look, but Wo'itsa’s grip was ironclad. Guilt poured through her at the thought of jabbing her elbow into his chest. That would be an underhanded move, and she dismissed it as quickly as she’d thought about it. Instead, she raised one leg off the ground and brought her heel down hard on his foot with as much force as she could.

      Wo'itsa mumbled something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like a curse word in English, but her action had the desired effect. He released her just enough that she managed to snake out of his hold. She stepped on a branch, cringing at how loud it sounded to her. Grabbing for a bough on the nearest tree, she steadied herself.

      At that same moment, a horse and rider came into view. The man wore buckskins, much like Samuel Osborne. His dirty-blond hair was nearly to his shoulders. The rider looked alert as he guided his mount through the marsh.

      Kendra froze. If she moved and the man saw her or Wo'itsa, he might pull the rifle that hung on his saddle, shoot first, and ask questions later.

      She nearly jumped when Wo'itsa’s hand touched her arm. A branch moved slightly. At the same time, a flock of geese took flight out of the marsh, squawking and honking loudly.

      In the next instant, the horse spooked from all the commotion. The mare jumped to the side, causing a huge splash in the muck, and then she bucked. The rider had clearly not been expecting his horse’s reaction and fell from the saddle. The horse took off, galloping through the marsh.

      “Now look what you did,” Kendra hissed. All they needed now was for the rider to see them. “It’s time to get out of here before we’re discovered.” The guy who’d fallen off the horse would be all right.

      Kendra spun around and didn’t think. Her arm curled around Wo'itsa’s neck, and she pressed her lips to his. Her other hand sought the vessel he still held. All she had to do was touch one of the eyes, and it would send them somewhere else.

      Clearly, she’d caught Wo'itsa by surprise. He stood stiffly and didn’t even try to prevent her from taking the snakehead. While Kendra’s lips remained on his, her arm firmly wrapped around his neck, the familiar darkness came over her and transported them to another time.
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      Kendra opened her eyes and stared squarely into Wo'itsa’s, which were inches away. He didn’t move, but simply stared back at her. Their noses were nearly touching, and her arm was still wrapped around his neck, holding him close.

      She cleared her throat and squirmed. Something heavy draped over her thighs prevented her from moving her legs. A quick glance down confirmed that her lower limbs and Wo'itsa’s were entwined like vines. His arm was also wrapped around her middle, making it even more difficult to move, even when her forehead bumped against his.

      “I think we’d better get up and see where we’ve landed this time.” Kendra’s words were barely more than a raspy whisper.

      She blinked and shook her head while peeling her arm back from Wo'itsa’s neck. An odd but pleasant tingle tickled her lips, and the more she focused on it, the greater her awareness grew of the same sensation running up and down her limbs wherever she and Wo'itsa touched.

      For once, he wasn’t pinning her down with the intention of subduing her. This felt very much like a lover’s embrace, and it brought her back to reality quicker than a bucket of ice water over her head.

      This was all a big mistake. Kissing him had been the wrong course of action. There were other ways to divert someone’s attention. What had she been thinking?

      As if he’d just realized their vulnerable position, Wo'itsa moved abruptly and was on his feet in the blink of an eye. He clenched his jaw and gripped at his chest. Clearly, the quick move had hurt. Hopefully he hadn’t reinjured himself.

      Kendra’s knees wobbled weakly as she stood, waiting for the adrenaline to wear off and her heart to stop pounding.

      Did he have any reaction to what she’d done to get the vessel away from him? Wo'itsa looked at her, but except for his dark eyes appearing even darker, there was no indication what he was thinking.

      “How’s your chest feeling?”

      It was the first lame question that popped into her mind to stop thinking about the kiss. No, it hadn’t been a kiss; not a real one anyway. She’d needed some kind of element of surprise to catch him off guard, so she could at least touch the vessel to get them to another time. Kissing him had seemed like the perfect thing to do, and it had obviously had the desired effect. Had she touched the left or the right eye? Hopefully she hadn’t made things worse by sending them somewhere completely unknown.

      Wo'itsa continued to simply stare at her. His eyes narrowed slightly, and there was a scrunch to his forehead, as if he was trying to figure out what had happened before they’d time traveled. Kendra shrugged and laughed. Best to pretend it didn’t mean anything to her, either.

      “What’s the matter? You act as if you’ve never been kissed before.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. Finally, there was a reaction from him. “I have often seen Cameahwait and his wife touching lips, and always wondered why they seem to enjoy it so much. It is not something with which I am familiar.” A slow smile spread across his face. “I think now I understand.”

      Kendra’s brows rose. He wasn’t familiar with kissing? No wonder he’d stiffened up so much. He’d probably thought she was trying to bite him or something.  Judging from that smile on his face, he must have enjoyed it, even if it had been far from a real kiss.

      She took a tentative step away from him. While his face had been unreadable a mere minute ago, now there was a definite smolder in his eyes, and that familiar look of admiration. She shook her head. Not good. This was definitely not good.

      “Well, I had to do something to divert your attention so I could get the snakehead away from you, since you obviously weren’t willing to hand it over.”

      Kendra broke eye contact and put a little more distance between them. She glanced at their new surroundings, trying to focus while her mind still lingered on her body’s reaction to him.

      They were no longer in a marshy area, but definitely still in the wilderness. The mountains in the distance rose dramatically into the sky, and the nearby hills were covered in pine forests.

      “Where are we now?”

      Wo'itsa came up beside her. He swept a quick look around. “These are the summer hunting grounds of my people.” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “My village is not far from here, if we are in the correct time. It would appear we are back where you wanted us to go.” He hesitated, then added, “You truly are a child of the Sky People.”

      Kendra stared up at him. He looked uneasy at his own words. Had it really worked? Had the vessel actually brought them back to the time and roughly the right place where she’d wanted to go?

      You’re a child of the Sky People, too.

      It was better to keep that thought to herself. Maybe he wasn’t the one she was supposed to find. If he truly was the other child of the Sky People, wouldn’t the vessel have taken him back to where he needed to be rather than transporting them to that swamp?

      They’d almost been discovered by that rider who ended up taking a mud bath when his horse tossed him. The odds that they’d changed something on the timeline because of that little mishap were extremely slim, so it wasn’t something to even think or worry about. But then again, why had they been sent there at all?

      “I need to find Naatoyita. I don’t think coming here to your hunting grounds is going to help me do that.”

      “We will go to my village. Perhaps the shaman can offer some advice and guidance. If your elder has found you once, he will find you again.”

      Her brows rose. “Just like Mukua is going to find you again?”

      Wo'itsa’s face hardened at her question. “I have told you, I will listen to your elder, but I will also speak to Mukua if he returns.”

      Abruptly, he turned away from her and started walking in the direction of the mountains. Kendra sighed and caught up with him.

      “How far is it to your village? You really need to rest and let those wounds heal.”

      Wo'itsa didn’t look at her. “We will be there before sundown.” If his wounds were hurting, he certainly didn’t give any indication.

      “Now who’s the stubborn one?” Kendra mumbled. She glanced at the vessel she still gripped in her hand, then stuffed it back into the pouch around her neck.

      They walked in silence. Wo'itsa led the way through the forest, crossing several streams. He slowed down only once to refill his water bladder, but his mind seemed to be miles away. He hadn’t said a word in, what seemed like hours, and became more withdrawn with each step he took.  That was just fine. Kendra kept quiet, too, listening to the tranquil sounds of the forest as she followed the Wolf.

      Should she be worried about where he was taking her? The thought of going to his village and having to interact with people whose customs were far from familiar to her was more unnerving than walking alone through the back alleys of L.A. in the middle of the night.

      If they were back in the year 1751, she should be heading to Hayden Valley and Cameron Osborne’s cabin. Maybe Naatoyita was waiting for her there. Unlike Mukua, the old man didn’t have a time travel vessel to pop through time to find her whenever he wanted. She had to go to him.

      For now, she’d stick close to Wo'itsa and not make the same mistake as the day of the bear attack. If Mukua showed up, it would give her the chance to apprehend the elder and take the snakehead from him. That shouldn’t be too difficult, unless Wo'itsa insisted on protecting him.

      It must have been late afternoon by the time the faint smell of wood smoke drifted in the air. Kendra’s hand went to the back of her britches where she normally carried her revolver. The knife Aimee had given her was still concealed securely. It wasn’t her gun, but at least it was a weapon in case she needed something for defense.

      Wo'itsa raised his hand to signal she should stop. He barely glanced over his shoulder when he spoke in a hushed tone.

      “Wait here. I will make sure we are in the correct time.”

      He disappeared almost immediately through the thicket. Apparently he felt confident that she’d do as he asked. At least for the moment, his assumption would be correct. Kendra expelled a long breath through her mouth. She sank to the ground and leaned against a tree, pulling her knees up to her chest.

      Her hand went to the pouch around her neck. She could use the vessel to get back to her own time.  If Wo'itsa was right, and the thing had brought her back at least to the general time and area she’d been thinking of, it might be able to take her back to 2005 where she belonged.

      She sat up straighter, and her heart began to pound. She could even go to the day she’d met Matt Donovan and prevent his death. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? Then she could tell him that she knew about the Sky People and about time travel. He could come back to the past and help destroy the vessels, and she could live her life in peace.

      And never see Wo'itsa again.

      Kendra raked her fingers through her hair, then rested her head in her palms and closed her eyes. She couldn’t simply leave. What kind of detective was she if she abandoned a case? Mukua still needed to be apprehended. No telling what kind of damage he could inflict if he wasn’t stopped as soon as possible.

      Cameron and Matt could take care of him.

      “No, dammit. Naatoyita said it was up to me.”

      She opened her eyes to look up at the sky and nearly let out a startled cry.  Wo'itsa was standing directly over her. Kendra scrambled to her feet and impulsively reached for the knife she’d kept concealed.

      “Did you have to sneak up on me like that and scare me to death?”

      Wo'itsa smiled, glancing at the knife she pointed at him.

      “I would have been disappointed if you weren’t carrying a weapon.”

      Kendra shook some strands of hair out of her face and raised her chin. “Will you be disappointed if I use it on you?”

      His smile faded. “You can put the knife away. I’ve come to tell you that we are in the proper time.”

      “You found your village?”

      He nodded. “You will be my mother’s guest. You can rest in her wickiup for the night. Perhaps in the morning we can search for your elder.”

      “Your mother’s guest?” Kendra stuck the knife back in its sheath at her back.

      Wo'itsa smiled, but it didn’t conceal the look of worry in his eyes. “She will feed you well and give you a warm place to sleep.”

      He motioned with his arm for her to follow. When she fell in step beside him, he said, “I will explain to her that you are Cameahwait’s relative and have lost your voice, and will be moving on to visit him in the morning. There will be no need for you to speak since you do not know the language of our people.”

      Kendra laughed. “Lost my voice? So, what you’re saying is, you don’t want me to talk at all while I’m at your village. That’s probably not going to happen. What if I need to talk to you about something?”

      Wo'itsa glanced at her, then looked straight ahead. His jaw muscles tightened. “There won’t be a need for us to speak.”

      With those words, he moved ahead of her through the dense trees, and Kendra was forced to walk behind him until they reached a clearing in the forest. Eight wickiups came into view. They were all constructed out of lodgepoles that had been erected in a cone shape and covered with hides and branches.

      Several dogs barked and ran toward them, happily wagging their tails when they recognized Wo'itsa’s scent. A couple circled her curiously, but none of them approached her. Wo'itsa didn’t look at her or speak as he entered the village. The curious eyes of men, women, and children followed them.

      Kendra made eye contact with the people as she walked by and smiled, but none of them returned the gesture. A few of the older women held their heads together and whispered while watching her with wide and disbelieving eyes.

      Kendra’s spine stiffened as she walked. What were they all gawking at? She was wearing clothes appropriate for the time period. She definitely didn’t stick out like she would have in her regular clothes. Could they all tell that she wasn’t one of them, that she wasn’t full-blooded?

      This was no different than when kids on the Rez used to whisper and gossip behind her back, except these weren’t children. She gritted her teeth and kept walking as painful memories of her childhood resurfaced. Things seemed to be the same no matter what time period she was in.

      Wo'itsa slowed his steps when he came to one of the outlying huts at the other end of the village. He still hadn’t said anything to her, or even looked to see if she was still following. A woman stood, bent over a fire outside the dwelling, holding some kind of small pot. She raised her head, then slowly straightened and watched them approach.

      Wo'itsa greeted the woman in the language of the Tukudeka. He nodded respectfully. “Greetings, Pia. I return from my vision journey.”

      The woman returned the greeting, looked at the bandages wrapped around her son’s chest, and then her eyes went to Kendra. Her mouth opened, her eyes became round and wide, and she dropped the pot from her hands. The container shattered as it hit the ground, spilling liquid with pieces of meat and some kind of vegetables onto the dirt. As if by magic, several dogs appeared and snatched up the morsels, then quickly ran off again.

      The woman’s hands clasped her cheeks, then she clutched her fists to her chest. Instantly, she rushed forward, stopped in front of Kendra, and pulled her into a fierce hug.

      Kendra stood stiffly while the woman squeezed her tight. She managed to glance up for a second to see Wo'itsa standing with a perplexed look on his face. His mother finally released her, allowing her to take a deep breath to get some air.

      “Pahamittsi Puhagand,” the woman exclaimed.

      Her eyes filled with tears, but her smile was one of pure joy. Her hands wrapped around Kendra’s upper arms, and she held her slightly away from her and gave her a pleased once-over.

      “You look just like your mother, Pahamittsi Puhagand. I always knew you would return someday.”

      Kendra’s forehead scrunched. It had taken her a moment to translate the meaning of the woman’s words, but since coming to the past and having heard the old language spoken several times now, it was getting easier.

      She cast another hasty glance at Wo'itsa, whose confused look made it clear that he hadn’t expected his mother’s reaction. Her gaze returned to the older woman, and she smiled hesitantly.

      “You knew my mother?” Hopefully, she’d asked the question correctly. While her comprehension of the language was easier, constructing her own sentences still presented a challenge.

      “Your mother and I were good friends.” She glanced at Wo'itsa, opened her mouth as if to say more, but hesitated. “She was always a trusted advisor when I needed counsel, and she was a wise healer.”

      Her smile faltered, and sadness clouded her eyes. “I should not have spoken her name. We do not speak the names of those not living, but you look so much like her, Natukendra’eh weda. For a moment, I thought I was seeing her spirit.”

      The woman abruptly turned her head, as if she had just remembered that Wo'itsa was also present.

      “I see that you have brought back much more than a vision.”

      Day Star beamed with joy, her gaze volleying between Kendra and Wo’itsa. Her eyes lingered on his bandaged torso again.

      “You are hurt. Come inside, and I will take a look.”

      “Thank you for your concern, Pia. Another healer tended to my wounds already.”

      Day Star nodded. Her smile returned, and her focus was once again on Kendra.

      “Pahamittsi hoped this would come to pass. I am overjoyed with happiness.” She embraced Kendra again, squeezing her tightly against her bosom.

      Kendra’s forehead scrunched. Her mother hoped that what came to pass?

      “I must seek out the counsel of the shaman, Pia.” Wo'itsa’s features tensed even more than before. He’d already taken several steps back.

      Day Star nodded. “I will have food for you and Natukendra’eh when you return.”

      “I will eat with the shaman.”

      Kendra extracted herself from the woman’s embrace. Her eyes shot to Wo'itsa, whose gaze was glued to her. That barely concealed look of admiration seemed to now be mixed with a new sense of wonder, as well as conflicting emotions. He looked like a guy who hadn’t read the instruction manual to a complicated plumbing project and couldn’t figure out how to proceed after he’d already taken everything apart.

      “I’d like to talk to your shaman, too.”

      Wo'itsa’s body stiffened even more. “No, you will remain here with my mother. She will treat you well.”

      Kendra opened her mouth to argue, but that was probably not the wisest move in the middle of this village with others watching. She plastered a fake smile on her face.

      “Fine. I’ll see you later, then.”

      Wo'itsa didn’t answer. He nodded to his mother, then left without so much as a goodbye.

      “Come, Natu, you must be hungry and tired.” Day Star continued to smile and led her past the cooking fire and into the wickiup.

      Kendra followed. Her hand went to the pouch around her neck, absently fingering the vessel inside. While she was curious about this woman and her relationship with her mother, her thoughts remained on Wo'itsa and his strange behavior since coming to the village. When he’d left, he’d made it sound as if he wasn’t even coming back this evening but would be spending the night in the shaman’s hut or somewhere else.

      Day Star served her a large bowl of some kind of soup with large chunks of meat and floating pieces of greens, dried venison, and some kind of nut cake. While she wasn’t accustomed to the flavors, it was still satisfying and good to get a full meal in.

      She ate in silence while Wo'itsa’s mother sat across from her in the hut and kept smiling at her. She tried to make small talk, but the words still wouldn’t come quite as freely in conversation. Maybe it was because her mind was on Wo'itsa, and not how to speak the old language.

      Day Star didn’t seem to know how to make small talk, either. When they’d finished eating, she immediately took Kendra’s empty bowl and left the hut. Kendra settled on the fur pallet behind her, closing her eyes. Thoughts of Wo'itsa and her impulsive kiss remained in her mind as she drifted off to sleep.

      The next day, Wo'itsa was nowhere to be found. Kendra wandered the village, feeling self-conscious when people stared at her. Finally, she settled in Day Star’s hut to escape the looks of the people in the village. When she asked about Wo'itsa’s whereabouts, Day Star told her that her son was with the shaman. The older woman cast her uneasy smiles and glances, but didn’t speak much.

      After Day Star had offered her some food on the third night of her stay in the village, and left the wickiup with the empty bowls, Kendra stood. Restlessness prevented her from finding peace on her sleeping mat. If her Wolf was going to ignore her, at least she could find a place away from the village with some solitude and space to think. A good walk might help her sleep and decide what to do. If he wasn’t going to talk to her, it was time to find Naatoyita on her own.

      The volume of crickets chirping increased the further she walked from the village. Kendra followed the sound of flowing water. As the sun set in a glowing ball of red, she ended up along the edge of a wide stream.

      The evening was still rather warm, so she sat in the tall grass and removed her moccasins.  She stuck her feet in the water to let the gentle current wash away the tension. Too bad there wasn’t a place to take a full shower.

      With her eyes closed, she leaned back on her elbows to enjoy the tranquil sounds. She’d had plenty of opportunities to do this as a child, but she’d never taken advantage of it. Like watching the eagle soar in the sky or gazing out at the vast expanse of the mountains, it had never appealed to her before. Until now.

      She brought her fingers to her mouth as her thoughts wandered to Wo'itsa. What would a real kiss between them feel like? She shook her head. She wasn’t going to find out. Once this whole business with the vessels and Mukua was over, she was going back to New York.

      “Day Star wonders where you are. She insisted I come find you.”

      Kendra jumped to her feet at the unexpected voice behind her. Out of habit, she reached for the weapon strapped to her back, but she didn’t pull the knife.

      “You need to stop sneaking up on me, Wolf.”

      Wo'itsa shrugged. He stood a good body-length away, looking at her as if she was some unattainable treat at the ice cream shop. He masked the emotion instantly, but it had been there.

      “I thought I was loud enough that you would hear my approach.”

      “Guess I wasn’t paying attention,” she mumbled. She really did need to stay focused, especially in this primitive environment. She had to get her wandering mind reined in and stop daydreaming about the guy who stood in front of her now, looking all handsome and primal.

      Kendra moved toward him, tilting her head. “And what do you mean, Day Star had to insist that you find me? Why have you been giving me the cold shoulder treatment since we got here?”

      Wo'itsa’s brows rose. He glanced at his shoulder, then at hers. “Cold shoulder? If you require a robe, Day Star has plenty in her wickiup.”

      Kendra frowned, then laughed. He was serious, and the confused look on his face sent a hefty dose of adrenaline shooting through her veins.

      “What I meant was, you simply vanished after we got here. That was three days ago, Wolf. Why are you avoiding me?”

      Kendra mentally rolled her eyes. Could she sound any more like a needy girlfriend? Even if what she’d said was true. Wo'itsa had pretty much dumped her at his mother’s place and let her fend for herself.

      His lips twitched, then he smiled and covered the distance between them. He stood next to her, clasping his hands behind his back and looking out across the creek toward the setting sun.

      “I forget that you are not used to the customs of the Tukudeka.”

      “What customs would those be?”

      Wo'itsa’s head turned, and he looked at her. “I do not wish to cause you any embarrassment or create gossip among my people. You are a child of the Sky People and deserve respect.”

      Kendra moved in closer, leaning forward to look up into his face. She shook her head slightly. “Embarrassment or gossip? What did we do to cause that?”

      Finally, he dropped his gaze to look at her. His intense eyes had gone dark again, holding her mesmerized.

      “If I spend too much time in your company, it would appear as if I am ready to take a wife.”

      Kendra’s brows rose. She stared up at him, but there was no hint in his expression that he was kidding. A wife? He meant her. Some odd sensation she couldn’t name slammed her in the gut.

      “Oh,” she stammered, then laughed. “Well, that’s just crazy because anyone can see that there’s nothing going on between us.”

      Wo'itsa didn’t seem to find it funny. “It is the custom of my . . . our people, Natukendra’eh.”

      “Well, I don’t know any of the customs of the old ways, Wolf. I’m here to find the three vessels in existence so they can be destroyed. Then I can get back to my old life in the future, the life I’m used to.”

      Wo'itsa glanced up at the stars that twinkled in the cloudless evening sky.

      “You feel no pull or calling from your ancestors, Natukendra’eh?” He lowered his gaze to look at her.

      She averted her eyes to study the tufts of grass growing along the creek bank before answering his sultry question, then whispered, “I don’t know.”

      Kendra’s breath caught in her throat when Wo'itsa’s hands reached for her upper arms. It was difficult to determine whether she’d leaned toward him, or if he’d pulled her closer. The increased pounding of her heart made it difficult to hear his next words.

      “You are a child of the Sky People. I should not even be speaking to you unless you wish it.” Wo'itsa’s voice held a hint of frustration, perhaps even anger. He hesitated. His eyes pored over her face, then a determined look came over him, as if he’d decided something.

      “Perhaps you can learn about your ancestors, Natukendra’eh, and I can learn about your customs from the future.”

      Wo'itsa’s arm was around her middle in the next instant, and he pulled her up against him. Then, he shifted slightly forward and his mouth was on hers.

      Her first impulse was to push against his chest, but her hands gripped Wo'itsa’s shoulders instead, and she moved closer. One arm wound around his neck, drawing him in. She parted her lips and leaned into him as his arm around her waist tightened, and he deepened the kiss.
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      Wo'itsa stood at the edge of the creek, staring at nothing. The sun was slowly making its appearance, cresting in a bright golden shimmer over the distant mountains. For hours, he’d sat under one of the willows that grew near the water, waiting for night to end, yet also wishing it would stay dark.

      The wounds on his chest sent jabs of pain through him every time he moved too much or took in a deep breath, but that mattered little. The pain in his heart was far greater than any wound from the bear attack.

      Images and sensations from the embrace and kiss he’d shared with Natukendra’eh at sunset the night before would remain with him forever. His actions had been inexcusable, and he should have been stronger than to allow his feelings for the woman to rule his head.

      The problem was, she’d been a willing participant, even if she’d pulled out of his embrace much too soon and had mumbled that nothing could ever come of their mutual attraction.

      She was right, of course. Learning that she was a child of the Sky People, like his friends Matunaaga and Cameahwait, had sent an uneasy feeling through him. Hearing it from his mother had come as a shock and made it real.  Had Mukua known her true identity all along? Of course the elder knew, so why would he want her to go back to the future rather than reconnect with her ancestors?

      “Go back to my mother’s hut before someone sees us together.” Sending her away had been one of the most difficult things he’d ever done, and he’d been rather gruff about it. He would have much rather gone with her so that everyone could see that they were joined as a couple, but something had held him back.

      She is a child of the Sky People. You are only a Tukudeka hunter.

      Worse. She belonged to the Bear Clan. Wo'itsa shook his head. It no longer mattered that the bear was her spirit animal and his was the wolf. He could never see her as his enemy, no matter what Mukua had said.

      After leaving Natukendra’eh with his mother the night before, Wo'itsa had sought the shaman’s advice, and his words had resonated with him.

      “The Bear and Wolf clans of the Sky People were once brothers. The war destroyed both clans. There is no reason to continue the animosity.”

      This should have occurred to him long before now, but there had been things Mukua had told him that made sense, and Wo'itsa had seen proof that the white man was coming to the sacred mountains. An elder of the Sky People was wiser than a shaman of his clan.

      Wo'itsa knelt by the water and splashed some of the cold liquid onto his face. He stood, then looked toward the village. Since he hadn’t returned to his mother’s wickiup all night, there was no reason for anyone to think that he was interested in Natu . . . Kendra as a mate.

      Perhaps he should think of her as Kendra, since that was the name she preferred, and since she’d made it clear that she was eventually going to return to her future time.

      Had she been an ordinary Tukudeka woman, even if she’d come from a time in the future, he would have fought for her, but Kendra was no ordinary woman. She was a powerful puhagand, and if her choice was to return to the future, how could he change her mind and stop her?

      Wo'itsa stood. It was time he returned to the village. The conflict between his mind and heart was going to drive him mad. Before meeting Kendra, he’d been content with his life and in no hurry to find a wife. Now, all he could think about was her. The sense that they were meant to be together kept growing stronger.

      Mukua chose you to help him. He said you possess powerful puha.

      Perhaps if he sought Mukua’s guidance again, he might learn more about his powerful spirit medicine so that he’d be worthy of a woman of the Sky People.

      Kendra had no desire to remain in this time, though. Would she change her mind if he could somehow show her the way to reconnect with her ancestors? Clearly, the elder of the Bear Clan hadn’t done much to encourage her. He’d simply instructed her to find the time travel vessels for his own gain.

      Wo'itsa glanced toward the village. People were talking, and dogs barked. The smoke from morning cooking fires filled the air. His mother would be awake by now to prepare a meal.

      Perhaps Day Star would be of some help. She had even known Kendra’s mother. What had she said? Kendra’s mother had hoped it would come to pass. Day Star had looked from him to Kendra as she’d said those words. Had she been hoping for a match between them?

      Hopefully she was no longer under that impression, since he’d made it clear that he had no intention of spending time with Natukendra’eh among the villagers. For this reason, he’d remained with the shaman for the last three days.

      Yet he had willingly gone to find her when his mother had asked. Day Star could have easily gone and looked for Kendra herself. His mother had seemed more than eager for a match between him and the woman she knew was of the Sky People.

      Wo'itsa strode through camp, ignoring the curious glances from some of the older men and women. His friends greeted him as he passed. These men had been his hunting companions all his life, but they didn’t approach him now.

      Everyone knew by now that he’d spoken to the shaman, and they were no doubt curious if he’d received a new vision. They were probably also curious about the woman he’d brought back with him, but no one would step forward to ask about her or his vision journey.

      Day Star stood outside her hut, building her cooking fire. She looked up as Wo'itsa approached and slowly straightened. He nodded in greeting.

      “Good morning, Pia.”

      Day Star smiled in response, but something wasn’t right. The way she gripped the piece of wood in her hand revealed the tension in her body, and there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. The only other time she’d had that kind of look had been after the death of his father many seasons ago when he was still a boy.

      A feeling of dread washed over him. Had something happened with Kendra? Maybe she’d taken the vessel and had returned to her future time. He dismissed the thought as quickly as it had entered his mind. Kendra would not leave to return to her former life until all the vessels were in her possession. He was sure of it. The woman was too determined and not one to quit a task that had been set before her. He almost smiled. Her tenacity was another thing he admired about her.

      “Where is Natukendra’eh?”

      Day Star motioned with her chin toward the edge of the woods, well outside the village.

      “She waits for you there.”

      Wo'itsa’s brows rose. “She waits for me?”

      “Along with an elder of the Sky People.” Day Star stepped up to him. Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she placed a trembling hand on his arm. The apprehension in her voice was palpable. “The time for truth has arrived, my son.”

      Wo'itsa frowned. Truth about what?

      He didn’t ask, but headed toward the trees. His mother followed close behind him. Natukendra’eh stood with an elder along the edge of the forest. She looked to be in an animated discussion with him, and by the way her body leaned toward the elder with her hands waving through the air, she was probably arguing with him.

      Despite the trepidation flowing through him after his mother’s words about what truth he might learn this day, his eyes focused on the woman.  She’d grabbed hold of his heart like a wolverine clamping down on its prey and not letting go.

      Even from a distance, she was breathtaking. Her proud and fearless stance as she conversed with the elder, no doubt speaking her mind, was admirable. She was so unlike any woman he’d ever encountered, and something swelled in his heart for her, stronger than before.

      Memories of the kiss they’d shared the night before made heat flow through his body. A deep understanding came alive in him for Camehawait’s feelings for his wife. He could now relate to the despair the woman, Kayla, had felt when she’d thought she’d lost Matunaaga. Both of his friends had found their soul mates, and it had never made him envious of them, until now.

      Kendra glanced in his direction as he approached, and so did the elder. It wasn’t Mukua, but Wo'itsa had known that already. This must be one of the elders of the Bear Clan. What could the old man possibly say that would convince Wo'itsa that Mukua’s vision of the future was wrong?

      The elder smiled and headed toward Wo'itsa with outstretched arms. Once they were feet apart, he looked up to stare into Wo'itsa’s eyes and nodded in apparent approval. Pride and appreciation shone in his gaze. Wo'itsa stared back, then his eyes drifted toward Kendra as she slowly approached.

      She looked at him, then quickly glanced at Day Star, who came up beside him. It wasn’t like Kendra to avert her gaze, but today, she seemed rather reluctant to look him squarely in the eyes. Was she uncomfortable now because of what had happened between them the night before? Had she spent a sleepless night, like him, thinking about it and how it had affected her?

      “Natukendra’eh,” Wo'itsa greeted to draw her attention back to him. Annoyance rose in him at the presence of the elder and his mother. He had to talk to Kendra alone, but that wasn’t possible at the moment.

      Her eyes lifted back to his, but her features revealed nothing about what she was thinking. There was a slight hint that her breathing was quicker, but even that could have been his imagination.

      “It is good that you are both here,” the elder croaked, clasping Wo'itsa’s hand and drawing his attention away from Kendra.

      Kendra stepped forward. “Wolf, this is Naatoyita, elder of the Sky People.” She motioned with her hand to the old man, then waved it through the air toward Wo'itsa. “Naatoyita, this is Wo'itsa. I think he’s the one you told me to find.” Her voice held a cold edge, as if she was trying hard not to reveal her true emotions.

      The elder smiled. “You have done well, Natukendra’eh.” Looking at Wo'itsa, he pointed at the bandage that was still wrapped around his torso. “It appears you have been marked by the bear.” His eyes went to Kendra, and he chuckled. “In more ways than one.”

      Wo'itsa remained quiet, letting the old man ramble on. It wasn’t his place to speak while the elder was talking.

      Naatoyita’s smile vanished, and he glanced from Wo'itsa to Day Star. “I believe the right time has come, don’t you agree?”

      The question was directed at Day Star. Wo'itsa glanced at his mother, who looked old and frail all of a sudden. He’d admired this woman all his life for being strong and courageous, and for not taking another husband after his father died. Now, however, she stared at him with sad and fearful eyes. She nodded, then forced a smile at the elder.

      “I believe the time is now,” she whispered. Her gaze went to Kendra, who narrowed her eyes, clearly trying to decipher the woman’s words.

      “If there is something both of you wish to tell me, then do so.” Wo'itsa stiffened, staring from the elder to his mother.

      Clearly, they knew some mysterious secret about him. Day Star looked almost scared. It was not like his mother to keep things from him.

      Naatoyita reached up and touched Wo'itsa’s arm. “My brother, Naatosi, and I knew this day would come, when we must reveal ourselves to you.”

      He glanced at Kendra for a moment, then returned his gaze to Wo'itsa. “When you encountered Matunaaga’s woman, Kayla, a season ago and protected her from Mukua, we feared that we had waited too long and had lost you. Mukua sensed something in you that day, but he did not know what gave you your strong puha. For now, I do not believe he suspects your true identity.”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. “My true identity? I am the same man I have always been.”

      Naatoyita nodded and smiled. “Yes, and my brother and I . . . as well as your mother, made sure that you lived an ordinary life.” He sighed, glanced at the ground, then back up into Wo'itsa’s face.

      “Sometimes, however, our birth is stronger than our upbringing. Your spirit medicine was strong enough for you to receive a vision years ago when you sought answers about a woman you had lost.” He paused. “Instead of answers, you received a vision about your family.”

      Wo'itsa closed his eyes for a moment. The vision he’d received years ago, when he’d sought answers about the woman he’d thought he had loved and lost, had been about the Sky People and the battle between the Wolf and Bear clans. What did any of that have to do with his family?

      “When you came to the rescue of Matunaaga’s woman and crossed paths with Mukua, he realized he could use you for his own gain.”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. “Use me? Mukua asked for my help. He didn’t use me.”

      Naatoyita smiled. “Mukua told you to seek another vision, did he not?”

      The elder paused. Wo'itsa nodded, because it was the expected response, and because the elder was correct. Satisfied, the old man continued.

      “He used that vision, one that would aid him in finding the one person he had sought above all others for over twenty-five years.” Naatoyita glanced at Kendra before he added, “and to further his revenge against the man he held responsible for the death of his wife.”

      “You make little sense, old man.” Wo'itsa spoke the words between clenched teeth. Anger rose in him. Mukua had always been straightforward with him. This elder spoke in riddles, and it was difficult to show his respect for an elder of the Sky People at the moment.

      Naatoyita’s voice rose. “Mukua blamed Agwai Puhagand, shaman of the Sky People and father of Cameahwait, for the death of his wife. He vowed to wipe out his entire bloodline throughout time and with it the future of our sacred mountains.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. An uneasy feeling swept over him. Kendra had told him something similar. He’d always been taught that the Sky People were good, and to follow their teachings. It was difficult to believe that an elder of the Sky People could do evil.

      “Mukua has tried to do a lot of good things,” he reasoned. “He sent me to save the life of a young woman, and he showed me some of the changes that are coming to the mountains he’s trying to protect. He said the elders of the Bear Clan have a different vision of the future, one that will destroy the sacred lands, and he wants to make sure it doesn’t come to pass.”

      Naatoyita smiled indulgently. He nodded, then gripped Wo'itsa by the shoulder. Nudging him along, he walked beside him and led him further into the woods.

      “The woman Mukua sent you to save from drowning was meant to die that day. Death is not something that can be escaped when it is meant to be, especially when it serves a greater purpose. If she had lived, the man you know as White Wolf would have married her and changed the course of the future. That was Mukua’s intent.”

      Wo'itsa stared ahead, following a worn path away from the village, avoiding exposed roots and dead trees that had fallen long ago and were being reclaimed by the earth.

      Absently, he said, “I have met White Wolf again as an old man, along with the white healer he married.”

      “Yes. It was their destiny to marry. White Wolf, or Daniel Osborne, is the grandson of your friend, Cameahwait. The woman he married is the daughter of another friend, Matunaaga. Through them, the family line of Agwai Puhagand continues.”

      Wo'itsa stopped and narrowed his eyes on the elder. “You mean, the Bear Clan and their vision for the future continues. What about the Wolf Clan? Is their vision for the future not justified?” His voice grew harsher.

      Naatoyita nodded again. “Of course it is, but because of his hatred for the leaders of the Bear Clan, Mukua is blinded to see that the ideas of both clans could help protect the mountains.”

      Wo'itsa fell in step beside the elder when he kept walking. Everything that had happened since he’d received his vision played in his mind. The more he thought about the events that had occurred, the more conflicted everything became. The path they walked turned and twisted as it wound through the forest, much like the thoughts in his mind.

      He honed in on the sound of footsteps behind him. Kendra and his mother followed. For once, Kendra was uncharacteristically quiet. While nothing else around him made any sense, his feelings for the woman who had come from somewhere in a future time were like an arrow shooting in a straight line. His heart, not his mind, gave him clarity at the moment.

      Wo'itsa turned his gaze on the old man walking beside him. “Mukua has shown me the future. He’s taken me there, and I have seen some of it in my vision. Everything I have seen leads me to believe him. He wishes to preserve the sacred mountains so they remain as they are now.”

      Naatoyita remained silent for several seconds before he responded. He quietly shook his head.

      “Unfortunately, not even the Sky People can prevent change to our sacred homelands.” He stopped and faced Wo'itsa. “Change will come, but we can take measures to protect our mountains as this change is occurring. Mukua refuses to see past this because of his need for revenge.”

      Wo'itsa ran a hand over his face. He glanced over his shoulder at his mother, then back at the elder. “What is it that you are holding back from me?”

      “You possess strong puha, Wo'itsa, something Mukua knows but he does not know why. With the help of your mother, we have kept your true identity from him, as well as from you.”

      Naatoyita stopped and faced everyone, looking at Kendra. “With the return of Natukendra’eh, the two of you hold the power to continue what the Sky People have always done . . . protect our sacred mountains.”

      Kendra huffed. Not even she was convinced by the old man’s riddles. No doubt she didn’t fully appreciate Naatoyita’s words, since she’d refused to reconnect with her past.

      He glanced at his mother, then at the elder. “I don’t understand. Natukendra’eh is a child of the Sky People. I am nothing but an ordinary hunter in my village.”

      This time, Day Star stepped forward. Tears pooled in her eyes as she smiled at him. Her hand trembled when she gripped his arm.

      “My son, you are also a child of the Sky People.”

      Wo'itsa’s heart pounded in his ears and his temples throbbed as the words his mother spoke slowly penetrated his mind. His brows furrowed and he shook his head.

      “How is that possible?” he croaked.

      Day Star glanced uneasily at Naatoyita, clearly looking to the elder for guidance. The elder smiled at her and simply nodded. She cleared her throat, but her voice was weak.

      “Many years ago, when I gave birth to a son, my husband couldn’t have been more proud.” She laughed uneasily. “As you know, our custom doesn’t allow for a father to see his child until a full cycle of the moon has passed. I knew after a few days that something wasn’t right. My child was weak and sick. I called on Pahamittsi Puhangand, the Sky People healer of the Wolf Clan, to offer me guidance and to help my child.”

      Day Star sniffed and wiped her hand under her nose. A soft laugh escaped her throat as she looked at Kendra. “Your mother was heavy with child herself, but she came to see me and my infant. She told me there was nothing she could do for my son, and he would die.”

      Kendra’s eyes grew round. Her gaze lingered on Wo'itsa. “She must have done something. Wo'itsa looks alive and well to me.”

      Day Star shook her head. “She returned the following day, holding a newborn in her arms, offering the boy to me while I cradled my dead son.”

      Naatoyita placed his hand on Day Star’s arm and continued the story.

      “Shortly before she was to give birth, the wife of the chieftain of the Wolf Clan came to see Pahamittsi for guidance. She told the healer she feared for the life and future of her child with the war going on. She begged Pahamittsi to take the baby when he was born and find a safe home for him. When Day Star’s son died, Pahamittsi had the perfect solution.”

      Kendra motioned with her hand. “So, Wo'itsa is really the son of the Wolf Clan Chief? He was switched at birth with a dead baby? How is it possible that no one would notice something like that?”

      Wo'itsa simply stared from the elder to the woman he had known all his life as his mother. She wasn’t really his mother? He was the son of a Sky People chieftain? The information was too much to comprehend.

      Day Star’s words sounded far away and unreal as she spoke.

      “No one knew the difference. Since I was sequestered in the birthing hut for a month, no one but Pahamittsi and I knew what my son looked like, so it was easy to deceive everyone.” She glanced at Wo'itsa, her eyes begging for forgiveness and understanding. “How could I refuse? My child had died, and I was given another baby to hold, love, and raise as my own.”

      Naatoyita added, “Pahamittsi devised the plan to hide you among the Tukudeka. Your birth mother took the dead infant, and everyone believed her child had died. Not long after, both your parents were killed in a raid. Had it not been for your birth mother’s concern for your future, you would have died along with your birth parents.”

      Wo'itsa turned away from the people staring at him. He was a child of the Sky People. He felt no different than before. Too many thoughts swirled through his mind, but stopped when one in particular took hold. There was nothing stopping him now from pursuing Natukendra’eh. His muscles stiffened when a bony hand touched his arm, and he glanced over his shoulder.

      “You have much to think about, Wo'itsa, but you know we speak the truth.”

      Wo'itsa didn’t respond right away. The elder was right. He had much to think about. When he did speak, his voice sounded weak.

      “Mukua told me that someone born to the Sky People could control the vessel, yet the last time I used it to time travel, it did not take me and Natukendra’eh where I wanted to be. I was hoping to see what had become of a white woman in the future after I made the choice to return to save Natukendra’eh from a bear.”

      Naatoyita chuckled. The elder glanced at Kendra, then back at him.  “The vessel sent both of you exactly where you needed to be. You did not need to see the woman again.”

      Wo'itsa turned to face the elder. Once again, the old man was making little sense. Naatoyita must have realized that further explanation was needed.

      “You and Natukendra’eh were both in the right time and place. Mukua hoped the woman would die, being alone without her guardian.”

      “Who was she?” Kendra chimed in.

      “She will be an important aid to Kyle Russell, the grandson of Daniel and Aimee Osborne when he fights to secure the protection of the sacred mountains from being exploited by other whites.”

      “So what happened to her?” Kendra pressed. “Why didn’t we get sent back to save her?”

      Naatoyita’s gaze fell on Wo'itsa. “When you two traveled the last time, you saw a man – Kyle Russell – on his horse. Had the animal not shied and thrown him because one of you scared a flock of geese into flight, he would not have met the woman. His fight for protection of the sacred lands would possibly have ended differently.”

      The elder smiled and squeezed Wo'itsa’s arm. “So you see, you do have control of the vessel, even if it may not be clear to you at the time.”

      Wo'itsa stared. His mind was still numb. “I need time to think,” he mumbled, then pulled his arm away and headed deeper into the woods to be on his own.
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      “That went about as well as when you told me about my secret identity.”

      Kendra’s voice dripped with sarcasm as she spoke to Naatoyita without looking at him. She stared after Wo'itsa until he disappeared between the trees. He wasn’t going in the direction of the village, but moved straight for the creek where. . .

      Kendra shifted weight. She touched a finger to her tingling lips. Wo'itsa was heading for the area where he’d kissed her the evening before. Adrenaline rushed through her limbs, making her weak all of a sudden. Her face flushed. She’d been kissed before, by guys who were much more experienced at it than Wo'itsa, but his kiss had literally swept her off her feet.

      If he’d been telling the truth and really hadn’t ever kissed a woman before, he was a natural at it. With a little more practice, she’d melt in his arms. Her legs turned to rubber at the thought. Mentally, she shook her head. It couldn’t happen again.

      Wo'itsa was the wrong guy for so many reasons. Besides, she wasn’t ready to get involved with anyone. She didn’t want to get involved with anyone. She liked being a loner . . . right?

      “Wo'itsa has much to think about.” Naatoyita’s words pulled her back from her wandering thoughts, sparing herself from having to ponder her own question. Despite the old man’s advanced age, the elder looked at her with piercing eyes that were as sharp as an eagle’s.

      “You have always known in your heart you were different. For Wo'itsa, this is an unexpected revelation,” Naatoyita continued.

      “That didn’t make it any easier for me.” Kendra glared at the elder. “No one ever gave me any straight answers. My grandfather dropped little hints about how special I was, but he never came right out and told me about all of this.” She waved her hand out in front of her.

      Kendra’s eyes went to Day Star, who stood looking frail and afraid. She offered the older woman a smile that was meant to be encouraging. It had to have been extremely difficult for Day Star to keep such a deep secret bottled up all her life. Was it a relief for her now that it was out in the open?

      Naatoyita turned and exchanged a few words with the woman. As best as Kendra could translate the words, the elder was assuring Day Star she had done the right thing. He also thanked her for her role in raising Wo'itsa and keeping his identity a secret all these years.

      Smiling weakly, Day Star mumbled she needed to return to the village and tend to her cooking fire. Her gaze lingered on Kendra.

      “You will find him past the bend where the creek joins another body of water.” She took a step closer and raised her hand to touch Kendra’s cheek. “Your mother would be proud of you.”

      Day Star smiled through the tears shimmering in her eyes. “He needs you, and you need him. This is what your mother would have wanted.”

      With those words, she nodded curtly at Naatoyita, then scurried off in the direction of the village.

      Kendra stared after the woman. Her fingers grazed along her cheek where Day Star had touched her. She swallowed back the lump in her throat. This had been the nearest she’d come to receiving any type of motherly affection. Day Star had known her mother, and somehow that seemed to bring Kendra closer to the woman she’d never met.

      She blinked rapidly a few times then gazed in the direction where Wo'itsa had disappeared. Had she translated Day Star’s words wrong? How had the woman read her mind that she wanted to go after him?

      He was, no doubt, as confused as she’d been after she’d ended up in the past; or maybe more so. He hadn’t been prepared for this kind of news at all. At least he didn’t have to contend with trying to figure out how to live in a completely new century.

      Next to her, Naatoyita coughed. When she turned to look at the elder with a raised brow, he wore an expectant look on his face, similar to the one he’d worn earlier when he’d arrived at Day Star’s door.

      Kendra had been restless all night and had probably kept Day Star awake with her tossing and turning under the fur covers of her sleeping pallet. At the crack of dawn, soon after Kendra had finally dozed off, the Sky People elder had shown up at Day Star’s door.

      “We have much to discuss, Natukendra’eh.”

      “Can we discuss it a little later?” she’d mumbled, yawning and trying to keep her eyes open, but he’d shaken his head and insisted she walk with him.

      Reluctantly, Kendra had gone with the elder into the woods, where they’d had a long discussion about the Osborne family line and the key players who were destined to see to the preservation of Yellowstone in the upcoming centuries.

      “I knew the vessel would lead you to Wo'itsa. Your bond with him is even stronger than I thought, since the vessel led you to him right away.”

      The word ‘bond’ had sent a strange feeling through her, and a slight chill racing down her spine. Was the elder aware of what had been happening between herself and Wo'itsa? She’d laughed uneasily. Time to deny everything.

      “What bond? There’s nothing going on between that Wolf and me.”

      The old man’s words had jolted her fully awake. How much longer was she going to keep lying to herself? As much as she had wanted to dismiss the notion that she was falling for Wo'itsa, she couldn’t deny the truth any longer. She was falling like a rock down a steep cliff. For now, at least she could keep it to herself. No one else needed to know, but Naatoyita seemed to be aware. Come to think of it, Aimee Osborne had known, too, and that was before any kissing had occurred.

      “Because of you and Wo’itsa, the visions of both clans will be realized.” Naatoyita hadn’t let go of the subject once she’d followed him into the woods, shivering in the cold, early-morning air.

      Kendra had glared at the old man. His words could have been interpreted to mean that she and Wo'itsa were supposed to get together as a couple. It had put her on the defensive, and she’d reacted in anger.

      “You told me that I needed to find the missing vessel and take the one Mukua has so they could be destroyed to keep Mukua from changing future events; not that you were running some kind of matchmaking service.”

      Naatoyita had simply smiled, infuriating her even more. “You and Wo'itsa are the last of the Sky People. A union between the two of you will ensure that we are not forgotten. You are the protectors of the Osborne line, the line of your uncle and your mother.”

      “There won’t be a union between Wo'itsa and me. I agreed to find your snakeheads, and then I’m heading home.” Kendra’s words had come out loud and heated. She couldn’t stay in this time, and she definitely wasn’t going to allow this old man to play matchmaker for her.

      “You seem to know an awful lot about what happens along the course of history, so if you want my help in finding the missing vessel and stopping Mukua, you’d better start filling me in and giving me some more information.”

      Surprisingly, Naatoyita had nodded in agreement. While the sun was rising, he’d enlightened her on events that had helped create Yellowstone as a national park, and the key roles that certain members of the Osborne family would play in order for it to happen.

      “And Mukua wants to stop all these events from happening? He travels through time and sabotages things?”

      Naatoyita had nodded. “When Mukua failed to find the three children Naatosi and I sent to the future, he began interfering with crucial events along the timeline to get his revenge on the leaders of the Bear Clan. He has been trying to find you, especially, for many years, because you are a daughter of both clans.” The elder had paused and his eyes grew round as he stared at her.

      “You are to beware of him, Natukendra’eh. While the elders of the Sky People can only influence the actions of others, it is against our laws to personally do harm. Mukua crossed that line when he killed our brother, and again when he caused the deaths of Matunaaga and his wife. Your grandfather warned you to take heed of him.”

      Kendra had waved him off with a dismissive shake of her head. “I can take care of myself.”

      Naatoyita had studied her with a worried look in his eyes. “Do not underestimate him. When Mukua crossed paths with Wo'itsa, he knew he could use Wo'itsa’s strong puha to find you. He influenced Wo'itsa’s vision; and by doing so, he was able to locate you and Matunaaga – the man you knew as Matt Donovan.”

      It had taken a few seconds to comprehend the old man’s words. She’d suspected that Wo'itsa had been at fault for Matt’s death when she’d first thought he was the wolf Kunu had warned her about, but she’d dismissed it later.

      “You mean, Wo'itsa is partly responsible for the death of Matt and Kayla Donovan?” Kendra’s eyes had widened. A sinking feeling had come over her with that thought that she’d been correct after all.

      Naatoyita had shaken his head. “Wo'itsa had no knowledge that Mukua used the vision for his own gain. He was hoping the daughter of Matunaaga, Aimee Donovan, would perish that night as well, but when that attempt failed, he tried to harm her in another way when she came to the past.” The elder had stared at her, his eyes blazing. “He will try again to prevent Aimee from coming to the past. He will continue to seek ways to keep her and Daniel Osborne apart somehow. He must not succeed.”

      Kendra’s mind had swirled. Mukua could travel to any point in history and change events to suit him. He clearly hadn’t been able to keep Daniel and Aimee apart, but what if he succeeded and changed some other vital event in history? A sudden thought had taken hold, and she’d raised her head to stare at the elder.

      “If Mukua can change events to suit him, why can’t we do the same thing?  We could go to the time right before Matt was killed. I could warn him.”

      Naatoyita had worn a somber expression. “Mukua is breaking the natural laws of time. The vessel was never created to change events from how they are intended to occur. Mukua did not realize that the death of Matunaaga set events into motion that brought Aimee to the past. We should never do something to alter the timeline as it is meant to be, but Mukua has forced our hand to ensure that certain events occur.”

      “But in order to stop Mukua, we might not have a choice to tweak things more than a little, don’t you think? As long as the outcome is the way it should be, what harm can it do?”

      Naatoyita had adamantly shaken his head. “We must never try to control the vessel to change the future or the past when someone dies. To do so might have grave consequences.”

      Kendra had argued. “I don’t see the harm in time traveling to save Matt Donovan, especially if he is a child of the Sky People.”

      “There are consequences to disturbing the timeline,” Naatoyita had repeated. The elder’s voice had become more forceful and adamant.  “Mukua is constantly manipulating things to suit his needs. This is why it is vital that all the vessels are destroyed. Altering the timeline to bring someone back from the dead is not something that should be attempted.”

      “Is that why Mukua couldn’t save his wife?”

      This time, the elder had nodded. “We can only travel forward in time from when the vessel was created, not back. Events cannot be repeated. They can only be changed again further along the timeline.”

      Kendra had struggled to make sense of it all. “But Mukua jumps to different points in time and tries to change events.”

      “I am aware of the events that must take place, since I have seen the future.” He pointed to the pouch around her neck. “The vessel you hold will take you to specific points along the timeline to ensure their completion because it is a part of you.”

      Further argument had been interrupted when Day Star had appeared with Wo'itsa. Now, Kendra once again stared in the direction he’d gone to be alone. What was he thinking? Next to her, Naatoyita tapped her on the shoulder.

      “You and Wo'itsa are stronger together. You are both children of the Sky People, and your combined spirit medicine will guide you in the right direction.”

      Kendra gritted her teeth. How could she fight her feelings for the guy if she spent any more time with him? Until all the vessels were in her possession, she didn’t have a choice. She might need Wo'itsa’s help in apprehending Mukua. Her Wolf probably wasn’t completely convinced that his elder was doing anything evil, so it would be best to stick close to him.

      “I need to find Wo'itsa,” she mumbled.

      Naatoyita smiled, clearly pleased. “Yes. Show him that his spirit medicine is strong. Together you can find and bring back the missing vessel.”

      Glad to get away from the elder, Kendra headed for the creek, while her conversation with Naatoyita replayed in her head. Her mind spun with names of future Osbornes and their roles throughout history for the preservation of Yellowstone.

      Apprehending Mukua and taking his vessel so he couldn’t do more damage along the timeline was a top priority. According to Naatoyita, he’d apparently caused enough trouble already by sending a man named Hastings to the past to do his evil deeds. Who knew what else the old man was capable of in his drive for revenge?

      In order to find Mukua, she needed Wo'itsa’s help. He was close to the elder, and Mukua had used him once already. Hopefully, Wo'itsa could be convinced to change sides.

      “I have to look at him as my new partner for now,” she mumbled as she scrambled over some dead lodgepole pines that had fallen countless years ago and were decaying on the forest floor.

      She nodded to solidify that thought. Wo'itsa would be her partner in finding evidence and apprehending a criminal, nothing more. She would not think of how his touch and kisses affected her.

      Kendra’s heart pounded as she hurried along. The quicker she could convince Wo'itsa to help her find the missing vessel and Mukua, the quicker she could get back to her old life. Then she could forget about the one guy who’d managed to worm his way into her heart, making her yearn for things she’d never wanted before.

      She came out of the woods and into the clearing where the creek meandered through the grass. Another wider stream flowed into this one, and that’s where Wo'itsa sat along the banks of the water with his back to her.

      Kendra slowed her steps, then came to a stop and simply stood there looking at him. Wo'itsa sat tall, straight, and still as a statue. She held her breath and didn’t move.

      The sun’s rays accentuated the bronze skin of his broad shoulders and corded arms, and made his raven hair appear almost blue as it hung in long strands down his back. The white linen bandage that was wrapped around his chest looked even brighter as it contrasted with his skin.

      Kendra blinked and shook her head as Naatoyita’s words echoed in her mind that she and Wo'itsa shared a special bond and were meant to be together. Was the elder correct? Was that why she was so inexplicably drawn to this man?

      Was the reason she’d shown no interest in guys before because deep down she’d known that Wo'itsa was out there, waiting for her? They shared a common past. It drew them together. She closed her eyes for a second. Impossible.

      As if he’d sensed her, Wo'itsa turned his head to glance over his shoulder. His face remained impassive, but his eyes betrayed him. Without words, he seemed to beckon her to him, winding an invisible rope around her and drawing her in. On weak and trembling legs - so unlike her - she walked toward him.

      Wordlessly, she sat down in the grass beside him. The warmth of his bare skin radiated toward her, seeping through the doeskin of her dress and heating her insides.

      “How are the claw marks?” Kendra didn’t look at him as she asked the neutral question. Slowly, her head turned to glance up into his face.

      Wo'itsa met her gaze. His lips twitched in a slight smile.

      “The healer, Dosa Haiwi, has strong medicine. The wounds still give me pain, but if she had not sewn my skin together, it would be worse.”

      “I don’t remember if I ever thanked you properly for coming back for me and saving my life.”

      Kendra reached her hand up to touch his upper arm. Her fingers grazed along the smooth and hard contours of his muscles, which tensed under her touch. Wo'itsa placed his larger hand over hers before he responded.

      “I would do it again.”

      Kendra stopped breathing. She squeezed her eyes together momentarily. This was not going according to plan. She’d meant to keep everything businesslike, but being near him made it impossible. It was time to put a stop to her crazy emotions.

      “Wolf, I know everything you learned today must come as a shock to you.” She sniggered. “It definitely was a shock to me when I time traveled and was told I belonged to the Sky People and had to save the world . . . or, at least save Yellowstone – the sacred mountains – as the future will know it.”

      Wo'itsa stared at her. His eyes roamed her face, and he smiled. “I am trying to understand everything that Day Star, my mother, has told me, and what the elder has said. All my life, I thought of myself as a hunter of the Tukudeka, not as the son of the Wolf Clan chief. The shaman could not satisfactorily explain my first vision and why I possess such powerful spirit medicine when I have done nothing to deserve it.”

      “I guess now you know.”

      Wo'itsa nodded. His hand came up to touch the side of her face. His thumb caressed along her cheek, sending an instant longing through her that was impossible to resist, no matter how much she fought against the feeling.

      Kendra closed her eyes and scarcely dared to breathe. Wo'itsa’s simple, tender touch crumbled her resolve to keep her distance.

      “Today I was told I am a child of the Sky People. I do not know how I am supposed to feel about that. As I sit here, the only thing I can think about is you.”

      Kendra opened her eyes at his words and nearly groaned out loud. Why did he have to say those things and make it even more difficult? She sucked in a deep breath.

      “Wo'itsa, I don’t know what’s happening between us, but I just don’t see how a relationship between you and me is going to work.” Saying the words out loud to him would create some distance. “I’m here in this time to find a missing time travel vessel and apprehend an old man. All I know is that I need your help.”

      Wo'itsa’s hand dropped, and his smile vanished. “That is what Mukua has said to me, as well. He needed my help to bring him the other vessels.”

      Kendra shifted in the grass to face him more fully. “I don’t know what it’s going to take to convince you that Mukua is only thinking of revenge for the death of his wife. He can’t see past the blame he’s placed on the leaders of the Bear Clan to realize he’s not doing anything to help the sacred mountains he’s supposed to be protecting.” She paused before telling him, “I know you care about the land and the visions of your ancestors. Mukua used your vision to find me, and to kill another child of the Sky People, Matt . . . Matunaaga. Do you really want to keep helping him?”

      Pain clouded his eyes. And the muscles along Wo'itsa’s jaw twitched. His internal struggle was plainly visible on the hard lines of his face.

      Kendra waited in silence. The pouch around her neck containing the snakehead seemed to grow heavier as the minutes passed.

      After some time, Wo'itsa’s eyes fell to it as well, as if the vessel pulled on him, too. He glanced up at her, their eyes meeting in a silent exchange, and his features softened. He reached for her hands, clasping both of them between his palms.

      “I can accept that I am a child of the Sky People. It answers many questions I’ve had since my first vision.” He held on to her hands while his eyes connected with hers, making it impossible to look away.

      “What must happen for you to embrace your ancestors and lead the life for which you were born, Natukendra’eh, and make you realize you belong in this time and not to the future?”
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      “Maybe I should take a look at your wounds before we do anything else. It’s been almost a week. A few more days and you might be healed enough to take the stitches out.”

      Kendra hovered over him, her words coming fast as if she was uncomfortable or anxious. Her eyes were still slightly dazed.

      Wo'itsa kept his eyes on her as he stood, his legs not as steady as usual. He hardened his face against the dull ache to his chest. The wounds were no longer painful, but there was a slight discomfort at times, especially after he traveled to another time.

      He gripped the vessel in his hand, glanced at it, then held it out to Kendra. “You should return this to the pouch for safekeeping.”

      She raised her head to meet his gaze before she took the snakehead from his outstretched palm. There was no longer that familiar look of suspicion in her eyes, and Wo'itsa’s heart warmed in response.

      It was a start. He would win her complete trust, and then her affection. The elder of the Bear Clan had hinted that Natukendra’eh and he should join as a couple. His mother had said so as well. All he needed to do now was get her to listen to her own heart to realize they were meant to be together. He and Natukendra’eh would be the last of the true Sky People after the elders were gone. That might explain why he felt in his heart that she was his soul mate.

      Cameahwait and Matunaaga had both married women who were not even Tukudeka. Their children and their children’s children would carry the blood of the Sky People, but if he and Kendra were to marry and have a child, their son or daughter would also truly be one of the Sky People. Despite the Sky People dying out, their legends would live on forever.

      Wo'itsa closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath as sorrow swept through him. Matunaaga was dead, and it was his fault. Naatoyita hadn’t cast blame on him, however.

      It was still difficult to believe that Mukua had used him for his own gain. His vision had merely guided the elder to find Matunaaga and Kendra, but had he truly wanted Matunaaga dead? Mukua had been looking for the vessels – just as Naatoyita was using Kendra to do - not to kill someone. Surely, Mukua wouldn’t want the Sky People to die out completely.

      “Wolf? Can I look at your wounds to make sure there’s no infection?”

      Kendra’s soft words and her hand tapping his arm brought him out of his thoughts. Wo'itsa met her gaze, the softness in her eyes once again startling him. Before they’d time-traveled, he had asked her what it would take for her to embrace her heritage. In a clear attempt to divert his attention from his question, she’d handed the vessel to him, then reached for his hand.

      She’d glanced from the snakehead to him. “The last time you used this, it took us where we needed to be.” Her face had softened in a smile. “I know you wanted to go back to where that man was killed in the hot springs to save that woman. Even though it didn’t quite take you where you thought you should be, according to Naatoyita, you made things right. Let’s see where it will take us this time.”

      Wo'itsa had stared at the snakehead for a long time before he’d taken it from her and touched the red stone that would send them to another time. Only one place had come to mind where he’d wanted to take Kendra. Looking around, it clearly hadn’t worked. They were nowhere near the high mountains where he’d received his first vision. Taking Kendra there, guiding her to be closer to the spirits, might help her connect with her ancestors . . . and with him.

      Instead, they were in the black canyon along the mighty Elk River, or as Cameahwait called it, the Yellowstone River. Several Tukudeka clans frequented this area in the winter for elk hunting. Wo'itsa had been here himself not more than a year ago, when he’d met Matunaaga’s woman, Kayla.

      The area was mountainous and the terrain was beautiful, with many hidden side canyons, creeks, streams, and waterfalls that all joined with the main river that flowed through this vast canyon.

      The exposed rocks in the area were dark in color, not the brilliant yellows and reds that painted the mighty canyon to the east where the Sky People oversaw from high above in the mountains. It was no less spectacular, however, but why had the vessel brought them to this place?

      “Wolf? Stop daydreaming and take off the bandage.”

      Wo'itsa’s gaze returned to Kendra, who stood facing him with a deep frown of displeasure on her face. He smiled, then reached for the white material that was wrapped around his chest.

      “The shaman already looked at the wounds and said all was healing well. He was intrigued that someone had sewn the skin together.”

      Kendra studied the three dark, jagged lines that marred his skin. The edges of the lacerations were held together like the seams of a hunting shirt. Dosa Haiwi had used hair from the tail of one of those creatures that carried people on their backs.

      “You might not have much in the way of scars, after all. Aimee did a fabulous job stitching you up. And nothing looks infected.”

      The tips of Kendra’s fingers slid along his skin near the edges of the wound, eliciting a shudder from him. Wo'itsa’s hand snatched her wrist and held tight, bringing it up against his chest. She stiffened, her face rising to meet his gaze. Her lips parted slightly, as if inviting him to kiss her again, but there was apprehension and uncertainty in her wide eyes.

      Wo'itsa reached for her other hand, bringing it to rest over his pounding heart. No man in his clan would be so bold to display affection openly for a woman in this way, especially if the woman was not yet his wife.

      Here, in this unknown time, they were completely alone. Would he have behaved this way in the middle of his village, allowing all his friends to see his desire for a woman?

      The answer was already clear. He had hidden away in the shaman’s hut to stay away from Kendra for three days, but when he’d finally sought her out, he had done something uncharacteristic of his people. He had kissed her.

      “Is this where you wanted the vessel to bring us?”

      Kendra drew back, but it was a half-hearted effort to escape his hold on her hands. Wo'itsa leaned forward.

      “I wanted the vessel to bring us somewhere close to the spirits, so you might learn to reconnect with your ancestors.”

      She smiled hesitantly. “And? Did you succeed?”

      He shook his head. “Perhaps the vessel brought us here for a different reason.”

      “What reason might that be?” Her voice trembled uncharacteristically.

      The look of affection she held for him was clear in her eyes, but she was afraid of the emotion. For the first time, her fear and vulnerability were not of him, but because of him. Wo'itsa eased his hold on her and straightened.

      “What do you fear, Kendra? The truth that you try so hard to deny?”

      Her eyes widened even more, glistening as they reflected the setting sun. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You know in your heart that you are meant to be here, yet you fight it. Why are you afraid?”

      Kendra pulled one of her hands free and ran her fingers through her dark strands. She blinked several times and averted her eyes.

      “I’m not –”

      Wo'itsa tugged at her wrist, pulling her closer until their bodies touched.

      “You faced me like a fearless warrior when you thought we were enemies,” he murmured, leaning close to her face. “Now your body trembles, but I do not believe it is fear of me. You fear yourself and what you feel for me.”

      Her head moved slightly from side to side, but then stopped before it fully turned into a gesture of denial.

      “Why do you fight what is between us?” Wo'itsa’s heart beat strong against the soft hand that was pressed to his chest. He was acting boldly, but this was his chance to make his feelings known, or he might lose Kendra forever.

      She stared up at him, the shadows in her eyes filled with indecision and confusion. Wo'itsa remained motionless, holding her close while the battle inside her mind played out. Her heart would come out the victor.

      “I don’t know what I’m afraid of,” she finally whispered, her gaze locked on his. “Everything that’s happened recently has all been so overwhelming.” She laughed softly. “My entire life has been turned upside down.”

      “Sometimes it is good to stray off the path and find a new direction,” he coaxed. He paused, before continuing to speak. It wasn’t easy to talk of something hurtful from the past, but perhaps it would help her understand.

      “I was sure of my path all of my life. I was content as a hunter of the Tukudeka. Several seasons ago, I saw myself with a wife and perhaps a child.”

      “So why aren’t you married?”

      “The woman I was going to marry chose someone else. After she left, I decided on a new course. I was not going to marry.” He smiled, then laughed. “And now that path has altered again. I discovered I am a child of the Sky People, and my thoughts are once again on the future with a wife.”

      She dropped eye contact, inhaled deeply, then looked up at him again with a faint smile. She’d understood his meaning regarding a wife, but she clearly chose to ignore his comment.

      “I thought I’d carved my own path when I left my grandfather. I never felt like I truly belonged anywhere, so I didn’t let myself get close to anyone. I was happy being a cop.” Her head shook. “I’m still happy being a cop, but I can’t shake the feeling that something’s missing. With you, I feel a connection I’ve never felt before. I can’t explain it, and to be quite honest, it scares me, Wolf.”

      Kendra pulled away and turned her back, hugging her arms around her waist. Wo'itsa stepped up behind her. His hands were on her shoulders, turning her to face him, but she resisted.

      “I need some time to think.”

      Her voice was raspy and he leaned in closer to hear better. He waited until she turned to face him without needing any coaxing.

      “I’ve never met a man like you before. You’re honest and real, and you’re true to yourself.” Her lips quivered, and she even smiled a little. “I was horrible to you from the first day we met, but you always treated me with respect.”

      Wo'itsa leaned forward slightly. He touched light fingers to her forehead, where the faint scabs of her head wound served as a reminder of one of their first encounters.

      “You surprised me when I first met you. You acted like a warrior on the outside, but underneath you are strong in ways that only a woman can be.”

      When she frowned, he reached for her hand and held it over his wounds and continued. “You cared for me when I lay dying from the bear attack. You are my strength in your softness. The love that flows from you heals me.”

      She stared at him with a disbelieving look, as if his words were something foreign to hear. Finally, she scoffed. “You’re the one who was brave enough to face that grizzly to save my life. I can think of only one other man I’ve met who would do something like that for me, and his name was Matt Donovan.”

      “The spirits gifted men with the strength to stand in defense of our women and provide for them with kindness and honor. These are the teachings of the Sky People. I would always protect you with my life from any danger you might face.” His hand cupped the side of her face, letting his fingers caress her soft skin, while his other hand still held her palm to his chest. “We are meant to be together, and I will honor you always with my love.”

      Kendra lowered her gaze to the ground, but not before she revealed the moisture in her eyes and the tender look of longing.

      “This is all too new to me, Wo'itsa. I don’t know how to respond.” She pulled her hand out from under his and straightened. A determined look, perhaps even a hint of regret, replaced the softness in her eyes. “Right now, we should figure out why we’re here in this area. There has to be a reason why the vessel sent us to this place.”

      Reluctantly, Wo'itsa dropped his hands. He was trying to bare his heart to her, but she wasn’t completely ready to answer or fully accept the life into which she’d been born. All he could do for now was guide her in the right direction and give her the time she desired. He stepped back.

      “If you wish to remain in this canyon and learn why the vessel has brought us here, we should find a place to make camp for the night.”

      Kendra nodded. She looked up at him, letting her eyes linger on his face for several silent seconds before she stared off in all directions. Her gaze followed the course of the river. Wo'itsa let his eyes roam in the same direction.

      “Maybe we should figure out how to find the missing snakehead. Naatoyita told me the missing vessel was last held by Kayla, Matt’s wife, when she was sent to the past by Mukua. Maybe that’s a clue to what time we’re in. Why else would he mention it?”

      She raised her finger to point at him. “You, Wolf, were the only person other than Matt who had direct contact with Kayla while she was in the past. If she had the vessel, wouldn’t she have used it and time traveled back home?”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “When I found the woman, she was suffering from exposure to the elements. She had been wandering for several days. The cold made her sick in the mind, and she accused Mukua of sending her to the past to kill her. She was not in possession of the vessel.”

      Kendra scoffed. “You should have believed her. She must have lost the snakehead when she time traveled. Since it wasn’t with Matt in the future, it has to be lost in the past somewhere, but that could be anytime and anywhere.”

      She glanced toward the river again, in the same direction that kept drawing his eye, too.

      “I found her not far from here,” Wo'itsa said absently.

      Almost simultaneously, they headed toward the water. His eyes weren’t drawn to a particular stretch along the river, but something pulled him in that direction. The same seemed to be happening to Kendra, as if some invisible spirit was calling to them.

      “Do you feel it, too?” Kendra glanced at him out of the corner of her eye after they’d walked along the banks of the river for some time. “It’s like a magnet pulling me in this direction.” Her hand clasped the pouch hanging around her neck. “I have the same feeling every time I look at the snakehead.”

      Wo'itsa nodded wordlessly, his eyes lingering on the water. The river was shallow in this spot, flowing over exposed rocks. The sound of rushing water, perhaps a waterfall, could be heard a short distance away. He stopped to listen while his eyes roamed along the river’s edge.

      He and Kendra saw it at the same moment.

      “There,” she shouted excitedly, pointing among the rocks, where something red shimmered under the surface. Wo'itsa rushed forward and reached his hand into the water, grabbing the unmistakable shape of a snakehead with red stones for eyes.

      “Are you kidding me? We found it. I can’t believe we found it. The vessel led us right to it.”

      Kendra nearly knocked him off balance as she threw herself at him. The impact sent a twinge of pain through his chest, but he recovered quickly as his arms wound tightly around the woman’s waist. He drew her fully against him, while he gripped the vessel in his hand.

      Kendra’s face lit up in a bright smile, her eyes glowing with happiness and a hint of disbelief.

      “One vessel led us to the other.” The same wonder Kendra felt filled him. The power of his spirit medicine had revealed itself. The blood of his Sky People ancestors flowed through him like the powerful force of the mighty river along whose banks they now stood.

      Kendra had wrapped her arms around his neck and stared into his eyes at that moment, and in the next, she pressed her lips to his. The sensation was almost overpowering. Wo'itsa held her close, bringing his hand up behind her head to hold her to him while their lips taunted and tasted each other.

      “I think you’re right about everything, Wo'itsa,” she mumbled, her breathing fast and shallow. “I feel like there’s nothing I . . . we can’t do . . . together. I thought I was following my own dreams when I ran away from my grandfather, but maybe I’ve finally found what my heart was really searching for.”

      Wo'itsa wrapped his arms more fully around her as his own heart filled with a force much stronger than anything the spirits could produce. He leaned forward slightly and pressed his lips to hers again. This ritual of affection brought them closer together in mind and spirit, and he would never grow tired of it.

      The faint sound of a voice – a woman’s voice – broke them apart. Kendra stared at him, her wide eyes still glazed with passion. Wo’itsa grabbed her hand and dragged her away from the river to find cover behind the dense foliage that grew along the banks. His heart still pounded from his reaction to their kiss, and he cursed the unwelcome interruption.
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      Kendra stumbled along as Wo'itsa dragged her behind the dense foliage of the willow trees that grew along the stretch of the river. Her heart pounded strong and her legs were like rubber, barely supporting her weight. Adrenaline was the only thing that kept her on her feet.

      Finding the vessel had seemed too easy, but the pull the object had on her and Wo'itsa was a powerful reminder of her identity. No ordinary person could have found the snakehead in the river unless they were meticulously searching for it, and even then, it would have been difficult to spot. Some inner sense had led them right to it. Naatoyita had said part of her lived inside that vessel, and for the first time, she really believed it.

      Wo'itsa’s strong grip on her hand added to the warmth flowing throughout her body. Everything seemed to be happening to her at once, from the fear and dread of having a serious relationship with someone, to the indescribable elation from finding the missing snakehead.

      Wo'itsa was right about forging a new path, a new direction in life. Everything she’d experienced lately had affected her profoundly. The feeling of closeness to the land and her ancestors calling to her became stronger with every breath she took. Nowhere else but with Wo'itsa had she ever felt this kind of acceptance or purpose. New York and the police force seemed to pale in comparison to the job she had to do in ancient Yellowstone.

      It was no longer a matter of bringing her grandfather’s and Matt Donovan’s killer to justice. It had become protecting something far greater. The breeze sweeping off the mountains and along the river rustled through the leaves of the willows and caressed her cheeks as if in approval of her new way of thinking.

      Then there were her feelings for the guy who was currently dragging her through the bushes to get further away from the voice they’d heard. She could no longer lie to herself by denying that she was falling in love with Wo'itsa.

      He stopped abruptly, and she nearly collided with him. “Stay here while I find out who is nearby.”

      Kendra shook her head. “Not a chance. Whoever that was spoke English, which means we’re not in your time. Besides, I think we should just stay here and see if the person comes this way.”

      Rather than argue with her, or tell her to do what she was told, Wo'itsa gazed at her with warm eyes that were filled with a strong emotion. It could only be described as love. She’d seen the same kind of look in Cameron Osborne’s eyes when he’d glanced at his wife, and also in their grandson Daniel’s eyes whenever he was near Aimee.

      Kendra blinked. Maybe she was noticing his feelings for the first time because she no longer denied or tried to ignore them. Her heart began to speed up again. She tore her eyes away and directed them toward the area where she’d heard the woman’s voice.  Was there more than one person nearby? How likely was it that a lone woman would be traveling through this canyon?

      Aimee was on her own when she was sent to the past.

      This couldn’t be Aimee Donovan again, could it? Kendra craned her neck to peer between the dense foliage. Whoever had spoken earlier was definitely coming closer. Her voice was louder than before.

      “If only you could have understood what they were saying, they might have at least sent you in the right direction.” The words of frustration were followed by a loud sigh. “Face it, Danica Jensen, you are hopelessly lost, and unless those people help you, you might be in big trouble.”

      Danica Jensen? Why did that name sound familiar?

      Kendra raised her head to stare up at Wo'itsa, whose eyes met hers. He pointed in the direction of the voice, a puzzled frown on his face.

      “Another white woman who is lost. Do all the white women in the future have hair the color of autumn grass and wander around lost?”

      Kendra shrugged, then caught a glimpse of someone stopping along the banks of the river. The woman was turned away from them, revealing her long, blonde hair that hung in matted strands down her back. It appeared as if it hadn’t seen a brush in quite some time. Her clothing was dirty and torn in places.

      “She’s definitely not from my future,” Kendra whispered, leaning toward Wo'itsa, who stiffened all of a sudden and looked further upriver. With his hand help up, he signaled for quiet.

      Kendra followed his line of vision. Several hundred yards away, a small group of people was also headed toward them. They appeared to be Indians. She counted seven figures and half a dozen dogs that looked like they were pulling travois.

      “Tukudeka?” she whispered, shooting a hasty glance at Wo'itsa.

      He nodded. “It looks to be a family. They must be separated from the rest of their clan.”

      Kendra eyed the approaching people, then focused on the woman by the river. She stood, also directing her attention in the direction of the group of Indians. She looked exhausted, but there was an undeniable determination in her eyes as she appeared to be waiting for the Sheepeaters to catch up to her. Why would she be waiting for them?

      She approached them when they came closer. “Doesn’t one of you speak English? Do you know how to get to Virginia City?”

      Kendra remained in a crouched position behind the willows, her legs tingling from lack of circulation.

      Danica Jensen.

      Kendra’s mind still struggled to place the name. If she’d learned anything by now about time traveling, it was that nothing was ever a coincidence. The vessel in the pouch around her neck had clearly brought her and Wo'itsa to this time and place to find the missing snakehead, but what if there was also another reason?

      “My name is Dani Jensen. Please, can anyone help me?” The young woman implored the group of Sheepeaters without being whiny or desperate, although she did seem to be utterly lost, and by her appearance, had been wandering for some time.

      “Josh Osborne will find a white woman, heavy with child and lost in the wilderness, who will become his wife. The woman will live among the Tukudeka until she and Josh cross paths. Her name is Danica. Without her, the Osborne line remaining in the sacred mountains will end with Josh.”

      Kendra recited the stories that Naatoyita had told her the other day about the future of the Osbornes. Her hand gripped the pouch around her neck. It appeared as if the vessel had once again brought them to the right time and place to make sure everything happened according to the timeline.

      She stared at the woman trying to communicate with the group of Sheepeaters. They continued walking past her without so much as a glance.

      “We have to help her,” Kendra whispered. “It’s really important that the woman stays with those Tukudeka.”

      Wo'itsa’s brows rose. “Why would she remain with them? They appear to be a poor family with few possessions. Taking in another mouth to feed is not in their best interest. We could help her find her way back to her own people.”

      Kendra shook her head. “No, I really think she needs to stay with this group, or else she won’t meet Josh Osborne.” She paused, looking up into Wo'itsa’s perplexed face. “Do you remember the child born to Aimee’s son while we were with them?”

      Wo'itsa hesitated, then nodded.

      “He will grow up to become a protector of the park – of the sacred mountains. This woman will be his wife, and their children will continue their father’s work in helping to protect the area. I have a feeling they won’t meet unless she’s with this group of Sheepeaters, since Josh is part Tukudeka himself.”

      Wo'itsa stared at her, his eyes roaming her face. He looked as if he was torn about what to do.

      “Change is coming to the sacred mountains. Mukua has been trying to stop it.”

      Kendra gripped his hand. Clearly there was still some part of him that believed Mukua was doing the right thing. She smiled. “Yes. Naatoyita says there is change coming, too, but there is nothing anyone can do to stop it. Mukua’s way isn’t the right way. Even with all the changes, it is our job to make sure there will always be someone in the area to protect it.”

      Wo'itsa glanced in the direction of the group. They were already moving on. An old woman paused momentarily and gave Danica a small pouch, then waved a hand at her in a gesture that clearly meant she needed to leave.

      “You need to talk to them. Convince them that Danica needs to be under their protection.”

      Their eyes met. Wo'itsa studied her with a piercing gaze. By her estimation they were at least a couple of decades further into the future than when they’d met Daniel and Aimee. By that time, most of the tribes that frequented Yellowstone would have been put on reservations by the government.

      Apparently, this family of Sheepeaters had eluded the army, and it would explain why they were such a rag-tag group. If Danica Jensen was going to meet Josh Osborne in the wilderness at some point, her odds of survival would be greater if she was with a group of people – even this impoverished family – than on her own, especially if she was pregnant.

      Kendra smiled. “I think it’s time we pulled the Sky People card. Since I’m a bit rusty with the language, you need to do all the talking.”

      Wo'itsa didn’t seem quite convinced, but finally nodded when the group of Sheepeaters moved further down the river.

      “You will remain here. I will talk to them.”

      Kendra’s smile widened. She almost leapt forward to throw her arms around his neck and kiss him, but held back to keep them from being discovered. In order to persuade the group to take Danica with them, Wo'itsa would need to convince them that it was the wish of the Sky People.  No one would believe that he was one of the Sky People if he was found smooching in the bushes.

      Wo'itsa headed for the group, still concealed by the willows and thick undergrowth. He revealed himself in such a way that it appeared as if he’d come out of nowhere. The group was clearly startled, but none of them pulled any sort of weapon.

      Distance prevented Kendra from being able to follow the back and forth discussion that included hand gestures and words too faint to hear. She smiled, and something fluttered inside her chest. Wo'itsa stood out among this small group of people. Her Wolf looked like a confident and self-assured leader as he stood conversing with them.

      Finally, the old woman who had waved Danica off earlier reached her hand up and placed her palm on Wo'itsa’s chest. She nodded as if something had been decided. Almost in unison, the group turned and headed back in the direction where they’d left Danica Jensen.

      Kendra crouched lower among the willows. It wouldn’t be good to be discovered by the Sheepeaters or the lost woman. The old woman reached for Danica’s hand and smiled at her, then led her away from the river.

      Kendra turned at the soft rustle of the underbrush. Wo'itsa appeared and sought her eyes.

      “These people have lost their hope. They have told me that the Tukudeka as well as all other tribes were chased from the sacred mountains. They are among the last remaining Sheepeaters who have managed to remain. Is this the kind of change you and the elder of the Bear Clan want?”

      He didn’t sound angry, but there was sadness and probably a hint of annoyance in his voice.

      Kendra walked up to him. “I know this is hard, Wo'itsa, but there is no way to stop this. The sacred mountains will be protected. Not in the way the Tukudeka would have wanted, but Naatoyita knows that with the descendants of the Sky People, there will always be someone to watch over the land. Without the Osborne line that Mukua is trying to destroy, there is no telling what might happen.”

      She placed her hand on his chest the way the old woman had done. “You did the right thing today.”

      Wo'itsa covered her hand with his, sending an instant warmth up her arm and around her heart. His features softened slightly. “I gave the people hope, and something to believe in again. They have agreed to watch over the woman and offer their protection.”

      Kendra smiled. “Did you tell them who you are?”

      He nodded. “It is an odd feeling to call myself a son of the Sky People, but I cannot deny who I am.” There was a slight pause, and his hand wrapped fully around hers. “And neither should you.”

      Adrenaline flooded her veins at Wo'itsa’s intense stare. There was so much more meaning to his simple statement.

      “I’m trying,” she whispered.

      The smile on his face erased all traces of disapproval. There was no way to change the part of history that had driven the Sheepeaters from this land; but as she’d told him, they had to make sure someone was in place to act in the best interest of the sacred mountains, and that certainly wasn’t Mukua.

      The best course of action in bringing the elder to justice was not by apprehending him in the future. It was within her and Wo'itsa’s power to make sure Mukua’s plans failed, and stop him whenever he tried to alter the course set by her mother, uncle, and Matt’s father.

      That course includes you and Wo'itsa getting together.

      She didn’t have to take Naatoyita’s word for it. Day Star had been friends with Kendra’s mother, and she’d said it, too.

      “Are you ready to return to our proper time?”

      Wo'itsa’s question snapped her from her thoughts. She gazed up into his dark eyes. Was he willing to go back to Naatoyita rather than bring the vessel they’d found to Mukua? He could have easily taken both vessels and left her behind. It’s what Mukua would expect him to do.

      Kendra shook her head. “I think we did great things here today. Maybe we should stick around for a little while and you can tell me about my ancestors. It’s what you wanted when we first arrived here.”

      Wo'itsa studied her with an intensity in his eyes that nearly took her breath away. He definitely seemed happy about her response to his question. Wordlessly, he took her hand and led her from the willows and away from the river.

      “Among the trees is a good place to make camp for the night,” he finally said after leading her into a stand of trees that grew along the sheer walls of the canyon.

      The rich aroma of the earth infused the air around them, and Kendra closed her eyes. She lifted her chin into the slight breeze and inhaled deeply. The crisp air with all its scents awakened her senses. Why hadn’t she ever noticed the intense fragrances of the wilderness before? If she had, she definitely hadn’t paid any attention or thought that nature smelled so wonderful.

      Kendra opened her eyes. Wo'itsa stood in front of her, his appreciative gaze greeting her.

      “The forest is more alive than ever,” she whispered. “It’s like something is waking up in me that’s been dormant all my life.” She held back from adding, “The same goes for my feelings for you.”

      “The Sky People were very connected to their surroundings. It’s what made them such great spiritual leaders and advisors to the Tukudeka. The earth speaks to you. Now that you hear it, it means you are finally embracing the life you were born into.” He brought her hand up against his chest. “My heart also calls to you.”

      Kendra merely nodded. It seemed as if the earth was speaking to her, calling her home to where she truly belonged. Awareness of the warmth of Wo'itsa’s hand holding hers grew in intensity as well. New York, and her job as a detective, no longer seemed important. Being in this time, and with Wo'itsa, was her true calling.  After all that had happened, especially today, this was where she wanted to be.

      “It’s all falling into place,” she finally whispered.

      Wo'itsa moved closer. His hand reached up to cup the side of her face. “You are my chosen mate.”

      Hesitating a moment, she slowly nodded while swallowing the sudden lump in her throat. She leaned into the touch of his palm.

      “So, what happens now?”

      The yearning and desire displayed in Wo'itsa’s eyes grew in intensity with her question.

      “I will take you back to my mother’s hut as my wife.”

      “How do I become your wife?” Her heart beat faster with the implication of what he’d said. If she agreed to marry him, it meant she was not going back to her other life.

      “Tradition demands we are seen together, then we spend the night in my family’s wickiup. Then you are my wife.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the mouth.

      “How about we toss in a little non-traditional stuff?” Kendra wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips more fully to his. If she was going to make the leap from the future to the past, she might as well do it completely.
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      Kendra stood under the fast-flowing, natural shower that cascaded down the sheer canyon wall and plunged into a shallow pool. The cool liquid was refreshing and soothed the tension from her muscles. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head upward to let the water spray her face. She raked her hands through her wet hair, giving her scalp a good rub.

      The sound of the water splashing into the pool was almost intoxicating, adding to the surreal feelings flowing through her. It was almost as if she was slowly waking up after a long night’s sleep and becoming aware of her surroundings again. How was it possible that her perspective and goals could change so drastically over such a short period of time?

      While she hadn’t always known the path she’d take in life, one thing had always been certain. She’d wanted nothing to do with her grandfather or his teachings when she was growing up. She’d thought she’d freed herself from it all when she’d left the Rez. Turning her life around to become a cop – and finally a detective – had given her a purpose in life, but it all paled in comparison to the recently ignited passion in her.

      With her eyes still closed and the water splashing on her face, her lips stretched in a smile. She’d heard people say that falling in love had changed everything for them, but she’d never paid much attention to them. Falling in love had never been on her radar before. But it had happened to her in the most unexpected way and under the craziest of circumstances.

      She’d learned how to survive on her own on the streets of Los Angeles. She didn’t need a man to take care of her, and she certainly didn’t need one to sweep her off her feet. Wo'itsa had done neither of those things. Each time they’d met, he’d simply chiseled away at the walls she’d created to protect herself from getting attached to anyone, just by being himself.

      While he’d protected her and saved her life numerous times, he hadn’t hovered or treated her like a damsel in distress. He was kind and patient, not some guy acting macho or trying to prove something. He accepted and respected her the way she was.

      Even their differences seemed to bring them closer. He was deeply entrenched in his traditions, the ones she’d always resisted from Kunu’s teachings.

      Kendra smiled. The meaning of her words earlier about breaking from his traditions hadn’t escaped him, judging by the way his eyes had darkened with desire. He’d pulled her more firmly into his arms, holding her close and caressing her with his look.

      She retraced the touch of his hands along her cheeks from earlier when he’d made her feel like the most important person in his life. For once, it wasn’t about being called special because she was a pawn in someone else’s grand plans. He simply wanted her for who she was. Even though he’d said she should reconnect with her ancestors, he wasn’t pushy about it and hadn’t tried to force it on her.

      In his typical nice-guy fashion, Wo'itsa had released her rather than take advantage of her obvious vulnerability at that moment. His touch had lingered on her skin when he’d stepped away from her, making her hum all over and leaving her with unfulfilled longing. She’d had to restrain herself from leaping back into his arms.

      “We should make camp, and I will look for food before we lose daylight.” His eyes had lingered on hers for several seconds, as if struggling with a decision. He’d finally turned his attention to gathering wood and building a lean-to, then asked her to start a fire.

      “I will return with some meat,” he’d said without looking at her, then disappeared into the woods, as if he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      After several failed attempts at getting a fire started, Kendra had finally succeeded in getting a spark to ignite the dry leaves and branches she’d gathered. It had certainly been easier to do with a lighter or matches whenever she’d gone camping with Kunu, but her grandfather hadn’t let her cheat often. He’d taught her how to use a flint, and at least she’d paid attention on how to use it.

      The sound of the nearby waterfall had finally proven too much of a temptation while she’d waited for Wo'itsa’s return. He only had a knife and tomahawk. There was no telling how long he’d be gone. Sitting around with nothing to do except letting her mind get overrun with second thoughts and what-ifs had left her with an anxious feeling.

      She’d never been this nervous about anything. Her decision to remain in the past and fulfill her role as one of the Sky People should be no different than anything else. She’d always tackled things head-on. That included running away from Kunu and joining the police force in New York.

      This was different, though. For the first time, she was putting her heart on the line, and that was the one thing she’d avoided doing all her life. To keep from going stir-crazy and second-guessing the most important decision of her life, she’d left camp and headed for the waterfall to divert her attention to something else.

      Rather than being as frigid as she’d anticipated, the temperature had been tolerable, so she’d discarded all her clothing – except for the small leather pouch hanging around her neck containing the time travel vessel – and splashed into the water. It had been just cold enough to be invigorating.

      For a few minutes, it had allowed her mind to rest. Ever since she’d admitted to herself that she was in love with Wo’itsa, her mind wandered to thoughts of him almost non-stop, setting off tingles and pleasant sensations that seemed to take over her body.

      Stepping away from the waterfall, Kendra wiped her hands across her face and smoothed back her dripping hair. As nice as it would be to linger under the shower, it was time to dry off and return to camp. Besides, it was starting to get cold.

      The shadows had grown longer, and the sun had already dipped behind the mountains, leaving the sky in hues of reds and purples. The fire she’d left burning at the campsite would hopefully warm her up again.

      As she brushed the water off her arms, stepped out of the pool, and reached for her clothes, the distinct sound of a branch snapping alerted her that she wasn’t alone. Glancing around, nothing caught her eye, and all was quiet again except the sounds of the waterfall. Yet, something – or someone – was out there. It hadn’t been her imagination.

      She grabbed her knife, which lay on top of her pile of clothes, then snatched her shirt off the ground. Another branch snapped and leaves rustled. There was no time to get dressed. Clutching her shirt to her chest, she scurried behind some trees and waited.

      It only took a moment for her to start shivering in the cool air.

      “You can’t stay hidden forever,” she mumbled, gritting her chattering teeth. It was better to surprise whoever was nearby than get ambushed herself.

      With her knife firmly in her grasp, she fumbled with the leather shirt, but it would take time to lace up the rawhide ties that held the thing together, and she couldn’t let her guard down at the moment. Her only option was to hold it to her chest. Not a second later, someone moved through the brush and into the clearing by the pool of water.

      Kendra expelled a relieved sigh. She stepped out from her hiding place without a second thought.

      “You could have called out instead of scaring me half to death, Wolf. Sneaking up on me is a habit you definitely need to break.”

      Wo'itsa spun around, then stopped in his tracks, as if he’d been hit in the chest. His eyes were filled with disbelief, but they instantly darkened into something far more intense as his gaze traveled over her. Awareness crept through her that she stood in front of him completely naked, and the cold was quickly forgotten.

      The only thing covering her was the shirt she now clutched tightly to her chest, but it certainly didn’t conceal much. The pouch around her neck with the vessel was no help, either, unless she used it to quickly time travel somewhere else. Of course, then she’d be stuck in a different unknown time without her clothes. Her current situation was definitely preferable.

      Kendra inhaled a quick breath and raised her chin.

      “Eyes up here, Wolf.” Even her best cop voice was a feeble attempt at hiding her sudden lack of confidence and feeling of insecurity.

      Wo'itsa’s gaze focused on her face as he took several steps toward her to close the distance between them.

      “I returned to camp and you were not there.”

      “I thought I’d take a quick shower to pass the time.” Kendra swallowed. The pounding of her heart was relentless.

      Every sensation and reaction Wo’itsa had awakened in her before, and that she’d thought she’d extinguished for a little while under the waterfall, came back stronger than ever. Her body trembled, but the chill in the air was long forgotten.

      She blinked and mentally shook her head. Maybe it would have been better if she hadn’t admitted to herself that she was in love with him. While the feelings were pleasant and exhilarating, they also left her vulnerable and weak.

      She needed to get her confidence back, and there was only one way to do that at the moment. Time to resort to what she always did in a bind, and take control of the situation.

      Kendra took a step forward, bringing herself completely against Wo'itsa’s chest. In the same instant, she dropped the knife in her hand and let go of the shirt that acted as nothing more than a security blanket. She reached up to place her hands on his chest, stood on her toes, and kissed him on the mouth.

      Wo'itsa’s response was immediate. His hands clasped her face between them. He tilted back her head and deepened the kiss. His lips parted to take complete possession of her mouth. Kendra’s limbs went weak. She grabbed hold of his shoulders to keep her knees from buckling and surrendered to the sensations coursing through her.

      Wo'itsa leaned over her, still holding her head in his hands. His fingers raked through her damp hair until his palms cradled the back of her neck. Unable to breathe, Kendra’s nails dug into his skin to keep a tight grip on him or else she might topple over backwards.

      In an effort to regain her balance, she took a shaky step backward. Wo'itsa’s reflexes were as sharp as ever, and he moved with her. Steely arms snaked around her to hold her up and pulled her tightly against his lean body. His calloused hands against her bare skin sent shivers down her spine and weakened her limbs even more.

      Time stood still as she melted in Wo'itsa’s arms. Her attempt at control had completely backfired, and it was he who now was in charge. His lips played across hers with passionate urgency as his hands explored the contours of her back, sending renewed shivers of delight through her. In the next instant, he scooped her into his arms, holding her securely against his chest.

      Kendra lacked the will to protest as he carried her a short distance before lowering her to the ground and onto a soft bed of moss. There was nothing to protest. This was exactly where she wanted to be, even if it meant relinquishing control to him. The thought had barely crossed her mind when he leaned over her, his face close enough for their noses to touch, and his warm eyes smoldering with unspoken desire.

      Her chest heaved in an effort to get some much-needed air into her lungs. She sucked in a quick breath in anticipation of his next kiss, but it never came. Her shirt lay discarded somewhere on the ground, and the only thing concealing her was the bare skin of Wo'itsa’s chest on top of hers. His breathing was as labored as hers.

      Slowly, he shook his head and raised his body, as if he intended to move away from her.

      “My heart and body yearn for you, but this is not the tradition of the Tukudeka or the Sky People.” His voice was low and filled with passion.

      Kendra reached up to pull him back to her. Suddenly, she was the one in control again. She smiled.

      “Didn’t I suggest earlier that we don’t have to follow ancient traditions? I think it would be rather awkward to spend our wedding night in your mother’s wickiup, don’t you? Or will that mean we aren’t really married?”

      There was a slight hesitation from him before he answered. “Both of our mothers, as well as the elder of the Bear Clan, have said they were in favor of a match between the two of us. As long as we both consent, we are considered married.”

      Kendra leaned up to kiss him. It was too late to turn back now. This was what she wanted. She’d never been more sure of anything, and all the apprehension she’d had about making the right decision vanished.

      “Then I don’t see the problem,” she whispered. “If we’re married already, we should seal the deal completely.”

      Wo'itsa hovered over her, his arms on either side of her head. “This is what you truly want?”

      A fleeting look of disbelief shimmered in his gaze in the dim evening light before his eyes filled with an emotion so strong it could move mountains.

      Adrenaline rushed through her in response to what was written in his eyes. She smiled, then nodded. “Yes. I was too afraid to tell you earlier, but . . . I love you, Wolf. A life with you is what I want.”

      There. She’d said it, and there was no turning back. With her feelings fully out in the open, she’d walked through the door of her new life and slammed it shut behind her.

      Wo'itsa hovered over her, watching her as if he was trying to comprehend what she’d said. He still had her pinned beneath him, but his guard was down. Kendra smiled. The last time they’d been in this position, she’d been fully dressed and had thought he’d wanted to kill her.

      Kendra leaned upward, then pushed with her hands against his chest. It didn’t take much effort to get him to roll to the side. She took full advantage of the situation and straddled him, planting her hands firmly on either side of his head. She stared down at him.

      “I think I need a rematch of the last time we wrestled on the ground,” she purred.

      He stared up at her, confusion in his gaze. Slowly, comprehension dawned on his face, and his lips widened in a languid grin reminiscent of a fox rather than the wolf for which he was named. In a quick and unexpected move, his arms snaked around her back, making her elbows buckle and she collapsed fully on top of him.

      Wo'itsa rolled her over onto her back again faster than she could blink.

      “My grandfather was right, after all,” she panted. “I do have to beware of the wolf.”

      “It would appear you are a fierce warrior in all things you do, my little wife,” he growled as he leaned in to nuzzle her ear. “This time, I might let you win.”

      His lips claimed hers without further reservation. Slowly at first, his hands moved over her bare skin, touching and feeling, and bringing every inch of her alive and longing for more. Kendra squirmed and gasped beneath his touch. Her hands clutched at the hard muscles of his back, but she soon allowed her fingers to wander, exploring every inch of his body, just as he’d done to her.

      “I think this one time, I’d like to surrender completely,” she whispered.

      Their lips and hands touched and teased while they learned and discovered each other in ways that left them both gasping for breath. By the time their union was complete, a full moon shimmered over the canopies of the trees and outlined the top of the canyon. The waterfall appeared as a silver veil appearing out of the darkness, creating sparkling ripples in the pool below.

      “I think I may need another shower after this.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      Kendra squealed when Wo'itsa picked her up and carried her back to the water. She held on tight, wrapping her arms around his neck when he stood under the falls with her. The cool water did little to douse the heat coursing through her. With the spray of the falls on their faces, Wo'itsa kissed her again.

      “This will be a new tradition of the Sky People,” he murmured against her lips.

      Kendra smiled. “I can’t believe they didn’t enjoy kissing their better halves. I bet they did, but no one talked about it.”

      “Perhaps, but I won’t be able to be near you without kissing you, no matter who sees us.”

      “Wolf, for as devout as you are with your traditions, there is hope for you, yet, that you’ll embrace some more modern things.”

      Wo'itsa set her on her feet. The warmth from his body shielded her from the cool breeze on her wet skin.

      “If we are to see to the protection of the sacred mountains into the future, I believe we must embrace some changes of what is traditional.” He took a step forward, as she backed up against the slick canyon wall. His head dipped to touch his lips to hers. “But for now I would like to create some traditions of our own.”

      Wo'itsa pressed his palms against the stone on either side of her head, pinning her to the canyon wall. Kendra wrapped her arms around his neck and straddled his hips. They moved as one while the water streamed down their bodies, and finally collapsed together in the shallow pool that did little to douse the fire they’d ignited.

      Much later, Kendra snuggled against Wo'itsa’s chest. Outside the crude shelter he’d built before the sun had gone down, the flames flickered, creating shadows on the contours of his body. The tips of her fingers slid gently over the stitches that held his wounds together. They served as a reminder of the sacrifice he’d made for her, and also that – like her – he belonged to both the Bear and the Wolf clans of the Sky People.
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      Wo'itsa led the way over a rise in the vast valley. He stared off into the distance, surveying the area with a slow sweep of his eyes. A herd of bison dotted the landscape, making the green hills appear nearly black. The herd was a good indication that Kendra’s vessel had sent them back to their proper time – or at least close to it – when they’d used it to leave the Black Canyon several days ago.

      Before they had left the Black Canyon, they’d encountered a much smaller group of the mighty beasts, and Kendra had told him that even further in the future, the bison would be nearly wiped out by all the newcomers to the land.

      Had he done the right thing when he’d convinced the family of Tukudeka that he was of the Sky People, and had instructed them to take the lost white woman into their group for protection?

      The old matriarch of the family had been recently widowed. She had hoped that life would return to the old ways she remembered from her youth, but those dreams had died along with her husband, and now she only saw a bleak future for her children and grandchildren. She’d told Wo'itsa that very few Tukudeka were left in the mountains. Most had been driven from their homelands, and those who remained had taken refuge higher in the mountains than ever before.

      “I cannot tell you that life will return to the ways we know, Grandmother.” Wo'itsa had touched the old woman’s arm and given her a gentle squeeze. Then he’d recited the words Kendra had said earlier.

      “There is nothing that even the Sky People can do to change things back to the old ways. All we can hope for is a better future, and see that our sacred mountains are protected.” He’d paused, then something had become clear to him.

      “The Wolf Clan and the Bear Clan destroyed each other. If they had remained united, perhaps things would have been different. All we can do now is protect those who will defend this place in the future.  Help the woman, shield her, and keep her safely with you. I know it may not be easy to understand, but she is needed to give birth to the next generation of guardians of our sacred mountains.”

      After studying him, the old woman had nodded. “In my youth, I knew a woman whose parents were rumored to have been of the Sky People, even though it had been many years since the last of the Sky People had walked among us. She was married to a shaman and bore a son right after her husband was taken from her in a hunting accident. That is as close as I have come to speaking to someone of the Sky People. . . until today.” She’d studied him with a sharp stare that belied her age, then smiled. “She had your eyes, Wo'itsa.  My prayers have been answered. My family and I will do as you ask.”

      Wo'itsa’s conversation with the old woman had weighed heavily on him over the last several days, even as his heart had soared with happiness that Natukendra’eh had made the decision to stay with him as his wife. He couldn’t recall any other time when he’d been more content, yet so conflicted all at once.

      The corners of his lips twitched, and he glanced over his shoulder. Kendra walked up beside him, and he reached his hand out to take hold of hers. Her head tilted as she looked up at him, and her eyes narrowed.

      “What’s the smug look for?”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead creased slightly. His grasp of the language she spoke was fairly good, but some of the words or phrases she chose were unfamiliar and perplexing. Her way of speaking kept him alert, however. It was part of her nature, and he wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

      He’d also started teaching her the language of the Tukudeka, although she already knew more than he’d first thought. She just needed more practice with the spoken words to recall them.

      “My grandfather insisted that I learn, just like he pushed me to learn about the Sky People and the ancient traditions. I wish now that I’d taken him more seriously and paid better attention.”

      She’d avoided eye contact when she’d spoken of her grandfather and of her regrets.

      “It is better to look ahead than to look back. You cannot change what was, but it is up to you to influence what will be.”

      She’d frowned, then reached for her pouch, holding it up to him. “Kind of like what we’re doing with the vessels, isn’t it? Naatoyita told me we can’t go back to alter things. There is only going forward, but that just makes no sense when time traveling to the past.”

      Her reasoning made sense. The question was perplexing. It would require talking to the elders for clarification. “Perhaps it isn’t good to alter what came before. Everything happens for a reason. Change can still occur the way we want, but it has to happen by going forward.”

      She’d smiled then. “Maybe this is why Naatoyita talks in riddles all the time. Listen to you, Wolf. I think you’ve got a future as a leader of the Sky People. You’re already talking like a wise old man.”

      He’d grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into his arms at that moment, kissing her thoroughly.

      “Would you like me to prove to you that I’m not yet an old man?”

      “Please do.”

      They’d made camp early that night, much like they’d done every other night while journeying to reach the vast valley where Cameahwait made his home, if they were back in their correct time.

      Now, Kendra stepped closer and wrapped her arm around his middle, gazing up at him with an expectant look.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s got you looking so satisfied, or do I have to wrestle with you to get you to talk?”

      A wrestling match with his wife sounded enticing, but they were close to the location of Cameahwait’s cabin, and had been delayed too often because of precisely that reason. Wo'itsa’s smile increased. His little warrior wife was not only a fierce opponent in battle, but just as passionate when they were in each other’s arms.

      “I was thinking about our time together in the Black Canyon and the journey to this valley.”

      Kendra’s face brightened. The memories his answer stirred in her seemed to match his own.

      “Is the honeymoon coming to an end?” She leaned up to kiss his cheek. Wo'itsa turned his head slightly to fully capture her lips.

      “If you are asking if we’ve almost reached Cameahwait’s cabin, then yes. We are not far from where he makes his home with his wife and son, if we are in the correct time.”

      The sun had risen and set six times since the night he’d made Kendra his wife. His heart had never been lighter or filled with more joy, and those feelings grew stronger the more time they spent together and learned about each other.

      Kendra had shared stories about her childhood and growing up in the future. Most of the things she talked about were difficult to envision and comprehend. Wo'itsa told her of his vastly different upbringing as a hunter of the Tukudeka. The only topic of discussion they both seemed to avoid was Mukua.

      Kendra hadn’t spoken the elder’s name since the day she’d asked Wo'itsa to approach the family of Tukudeka.  For now, she seemed content that he was willing to speak to Naatoyita and return the found vessel to the elder of the Bear Clan.

      Wo'itsa’s own thoughts had only briefly strayed to the elder of the Wolf Clan. Mukua would not be pleased at all about the turn of events. At some point, he would talk to the elder and get more clarity about his plans for the future.

      Until the day came when he and Mukua would meet again, he wouldn’t trouble Kendra with bringing it up. He’d been too content to risk upsetting the balance with her. They’d remained in the canyon for several more days before a mutual decision had been made to return to the time where Naatoyita was waiting for them.

      “We should probably not use the vessel we found in the river to time travel,” Kendra had suggested. “Who knows where it might take us.”

      They had once again found themselves in an unknown time after touching the eye of the snakehead that Kendra kept in her pouch, and they were definitely not in an area near his village. Instead, they’d been transported further to the south along the shores of the great lake from which the mighty Yellowstone River flowed.

      All they had to do was follow the course of the river to find Cameahwait’s cabin. The journey hadn’t been difficult, and they hadn’t encountered any other people, which was another good indication that they were in the correct time. But why had the vessel transported them to the shores of the lake rather than closer to where they needed to be?

      “I think the vessel knows that we both wanted to spend some uninterrupted time together,” Kendra had said with a cunning smile when he’d voiced his thoughts.

      “Are you sure that was the vessel’s wish, or was it yours?”

      She’d pulled him close, wrapped her arms around him, and kissed him until there was no doubt about the answer to his question.

      Wo'itsa once again glanced into the distance and at the herd of bison that stretched out before them in the valley. Their number was too great to count, and they’d have to go around them to reach Cameahwait’s cabin. He squeezed Kendra’s hand and led her down the hill and around a marshy area where the Yellowstone River had overflowed its banks from the spring snowmelt.

      Wordlessly, they trudged through the tall grass for the better part of the day until finally, a thin wisp of smoke in the distance rose skyward.

      “That’s not another hot spring, is it?” Kendra pointed at the smoke.

      Wo'itsa smiled. It hadn’t taken long for her to be remarkably in tune to her surroundings, and there was little that escaped her notice. He nodded.

      “I believe we have arrived.”

      Cameahwait stood outside his cabin, pulling the hide from an elk carcass he’d strung on a tree. He glanced up and turned his head in their direction as they approached. Setting aside his knife, he headed out to meet them, wiping his hands on his shirt as he came closer.

      He hesitated when they were a short distance apart, his sharp eyes going from Kendra to Wo'itsa. Then he held out his hand. Wo'itsa clasped his wrist in a firm shake.

      “It is good to see you again, brother.”

      Wo'itsa nodded. “It is good for our paths to cross again, Cameahwait. Let there be no bad blood between us.”

      Cameahwait smiled and nodded in reply. He once again looked at Kendra. “I was wondering if you’d be back soon. Naatoyita has been waiting for both of you.”

      “I’m sure he’s been waiting. He can breathe easy when he hears that my Wolf and I found the missing vessel.” Kendra nudged Wo'itsa in the arm. He held up the pouch around his neck that contained the newly found vessel.

      Cameahwait’s eyes shifted from him to Kendra, then back to him. He grinned. “Your Wolf, huh? So it’s true what the old man’s been saying. You two are married?” His gaze widened with disbelief as it lingered on Kendra.

      Kendra nodded. “Don’t look so dumbfounded, Cam. Stranger things have happened.” She leaned over and kissed Wo'itsa on the cheek, hugging his arm. “You can welcome the two latest members of the Sky People into the fold.”

      Cameahwait’s eyes widened, and an amused smirk spread across his face. Then he laughed.

      “You are a brave man.” After he recovered from his fits of laughter, he added, “Naatoyita told Riley and me that you were one of us, Wo'itsa. For once, the old man didn’t hold back with information. I also think he has something for you.”

      With those words, Cameahwait glanced over his shoulder. His wife appeared from the cabin, followed by the frail-looking elder. Riley reached them first, her free arm spread wide. She held her son against her hip in the other arm. She rushed up to Kendra and embraced her.

      “I’m so happy you’re back.” Her eyes sparkled as she looked from Kendra to Wo'itsa. “And thrilled that you two are together. I didn’t think it was possible at first when Naatoyita told us that Wo'itsa was a son of the Sky People and destined to marry you, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. His eyes went to the elder, who approached them at a leisurely gait. Riley reached for Wo'itsa’s arm, drawing his attention back to her. She leaned forward and whispered to him.

      “I know you two have your differences and come from very different worlds. It’s not quite the same as it was for Cam and me. At least he knew about the culture in the future.” She smiled at Kendra before looking back at him. “I’m sure Kendra’s unlike any Tukudeka woman you would have ever met. Just always remember that she gave her heart to you because she wanted you, not because she needed a man.”

      Wo'itsa stared at Riley. Cameahwait’s wife had always been intelligent and perceptive. Her words of advice proved to be correct again. He’d already been well aware that Kendra hadn’t given herself to him because she needed a husband to provide for her and keep her safe. She was a proud and self-reliant woman who didn’t need anyone’s protection. Wo'itsa smiled at the thought.  He would never admit that to her, though.

      It made no difference that Naatoyita – or anyone else of the Sky People –had wanted a match between them. She’d agreed to become his wife and had given her heart to him freely, by her own choice, and she would always have his love and respect because of it.

      Naatoyita smiled as he approached. He nodded in satisfaction as he appraised both Wo'itsa and Kendra. The reaction from Mukua would undoubtedly have been much different.

      “It makes my heart happy to see you two return safely, and that you have united as husband and wife. Your union is vital, both now and in the future.”

      The elder stepped closer to Wo'itsa and placed a hand on his arm. He gazed up, then raised his other arm, holding a bow. Wo'itsa’s eyes widened. It was the finest bow he’d ever seen.

      A simple glance revealed that the creator of this bow had been an extremely skilled craftsman when forming the horns from the Bighorn Sheep to shape the weapon. It was flawless in design, and the sinew looked tight and strong.

      The elder raised the weapon higher. “This bow, Wo'itsa, belonged to your father. Had he known that his only son was alive, he would have wanted you to have it. I present this to you now in his honor.”

      Wo'itsa stared from the elder to the fine weapon. His heart beat faster when his fingers curled around the handle. It felt as if it had been made for him. An indescribable sensation raced up his arm, as if his father’s spirit flowed from the bow and into him.

      “I also have his quiver and many obsidian-tipped arrows that he fashioned, as well as a few other possessions. They rightfully belong to you.”

      Next to him, Kendra patted his arm. When he turned to look at her, she was smiling at him with a loving gaze in her eyes.

      Riley shot Wo’itsa a fleeting glance, then smiled at Kendra.

      “Kendra, I was just heading to the river to check my fish traps. I realize you and Wo'itsa must be tired, but would you like to go with me? That’ll give Wo'itsa and Naatoyita a chance to catch up.”

      Cameahwait’s wife shifted the small child in her arms to her other hip. The boy’s birth had caused quite an uproar two years ago with Wo'itsa’s mother, Day Star, when Cameahwait had been adamant about being with his wife and child immediately after the birth. Day Star had insisted upon the tradition that the father not see his child before a full month had passed.

      Wo'itsa smiled. Perhaps this was another tradition he would break also. How could he not be near his wife or any future children they had together for an entire cycle of the moon?

      Kendra nudged him in the arm. “I’m going with Riley. You should spend time with Naatoyita.” She leaned up to kiss his cheek, then left for the river with Cameahwait’s wife.

      Wo'itsa stared after her. With her buckskin clothing and her dark hair flowing down her back, she blended into this time as if she’d always lived here. No one would ever suspect that she had known a life completely different from this one.

      “While you two chat, I’m going to finish skinning my elk.” Cameahwait seemed relieved when Naatoyita indicated that he wanted Wo'itsa to walk with him but didn’t invite Cameahwait to join them.

      “I was pleased to see that you and Natukendra’eh chose to take the vessel and time travel. Did it take you where you wanted to go?”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “It did not take us to the location I wanted, but it served the same purpose. Our journey brought Kendra and me together. We also found the missing vessel and were able to aid a woman who Kendra believed was important for the protection of the sacred mountains in the future.”

      Naatoyita listened in silence as they walked, following a path that led through a stand of trees.

      “Your ability to control the vessel will strengthen with time,” the elder predicted.

      Wo'itsa reached into his pouch and pulled out the vessel he’d taken from the Yellowstone River in the Black Canyon. He glanced at it. Mukua had wanted his help in finding the two other time travel vessels, yet here he was, about to hand it over to the elder of the Bear Clan.

      “Mukua told me that the only way to protect the sacred mountains is by preventing change from coming.” Wo'itsa didn’t look at the elder as he spoke. “Yet, according to Kendra, you say that change will come no matter what, and it is up to us to make sure that a protector will be present as the changes happen.”

      Naatoyita nodded. “I am sure that Natukendra’eh has told you that my brother, Mukua, is acting out of revenge against those he believes wronged him. He cannot accept that his wife is dead. In his grief, he blames the leaders of the Bear Clan and his own brothers, and it has blinded him to follow the right path.”

      “What is the right path?” Wo'itsa whispered, voicing the question that had confused him for so long.

      “My brother, Naatosi, and I tried to make sure that Mukua would not harm the correct timeline in the future, but as time went on, Mukua became bolder and started going against many of the laws of the Sky People. It began when he started influencing others to do his bidding. His actions put many people in great peril, including your friend Cameahwait. When his efforts failed to find and destroy the three children of the Sky People who had been sent to the future for protection, he became bolder still.”

      The elder paused in his tale, looking sideways at Wo'itsa. He hesitated, as if his next words would bring him great pain. “He broke the most sacred law when he killed his own brother, Naatosi. He did not stop there, and had a hand in the death of Matunaaga and his wife, as well as the guardian of Natukendra’eh in the future. The child he has searched for the longest is Natukendra’eh, and he will not rest until she is dead, as well.”

      Wo'itsa gripped the vessel in his hand. Anger consumed him. No one would harm his wife, not even an elder of the Sky People. If Naatoyita spoke the truth, then Mukua had deceived him when he’d said that all he’d wanted was Kendra’s vessel and then he would send her back to her time in the future.

      Cold fear raced down Wo'itsa’s spine. What would have happened if he had succeeded in taking the vessel from her when Mukua had first demanded it? Would the elder have killed Kendra?

      Naatoyita glanced at the vessel in Wo'itsa’s hand. “The right thing to do is destroy the vessels to clear the correct path of the future once and for all. It has always been the destiny of the descendants of the leaders to protect the mountains,” Naatoyita continued.

      “What about the leaders of the Wolf Clan?”

      Naatoyita stopped and looked him in the eyes. “You are the son of the leader of the Wolf Clan. The wolves have always looked out for the bears.” He shook his head as sadness clouded his eyes. “It is something both clans forgot because neither side would listen to the other or work together when it was foretold that change was coming to the mountains.”

      After a stretch of silence, the elder continued.  “The wolves are the master hunters of the mountains. They provide food for the bears. In turn, the bears, with their strength, are the protectors. What the wolves lack in strength, they make up with cunning. Wolves and bears look out for each other.  So it has always been, and so it shall be in the future, Wo'itsa. Your bloodline will be there to protect the line of the bear, whose calling it is to oversee the changes happening to the mountains. Your union with Natukendra’eh joins the lines together as one.”

      Wo'itsa raised his head into the breeze, which softly rustled the leaves in the trees overhead. He followed when the elder continued walking.

      “In my vision, the wolves were leading the people to safety, but the bears wouldn’t let them.”

      Naatoyita cackled as he laughed. “Mukua gave that vision to you to deceive you. He sensed your strong puha, but I do not know if he has guessed your true identity. He believed – correctly – that by leading you in your vision, he could find Natukendra’eh.”

      Wo'itsa’s stomach churned. It was because of his vision that Matunaaga was dead, and it had also led Mukua to Kendra. He was suddenly reminded of the part of his vision where he’d seen the bear arguing with the younger she-bear who had changed into a wolf and back into a bear. It had been Kendra arguing with Matunaaga shortly before Matunaaga’s death. It all seemed clear to him now.

      The elder placed his hand on Wo'itsa’s arm. “It is not your fault. It is my doing as much as it is that of Mukua. I should have come to you sooner and revealed your true identity.” He paused and let out a long sigh. “Naatosi and I believed we could keep your identity hidden. We did not foresee that Mukua would cross your path when you met the woman, Kayla.”

      Wo'itsa stared from the bow he clutched in one hand to the vessel he held in the other. His jaw muscles tightened and relaxed as he wrestled with his thoughts. Finally, he raised his head to look at the elder, who stood quietly before him. Inhaling deeply, he handed the vessel to Naatoyita.

      The elder took the snakehead. He nodded in satisfaction and stuffed the vessel into his medicine pouch that hung from his neck.

      “This vessel will be destroyed, but first it needs to serve one more purpose.”

      “What purp –?”

      Wo'itsa didn’t finish the word. He’d glanced up at that moment toward the river in the distance. His heart plunged to his stomach. By the water were three figures. One woman held a child in her arms. The other woman, Kendra, jumped in front of the woman with the child just as a knife flew through the air, aimed at her. She fell to the ground.

      “Kendra!”

      Wo'itsa ran. His breath was lost in his throat. He clutched his father’s bow, but the weapon was useless at the moment. Naatoyita had not yet given him the quiver and arrows.

      His hair flew around his face as he sprinted toward the river. His focus was on the fourth person by the water.

      Mukua

      The elder had thrown a knife at Kendra! Wo'itsa’s mind grappled with what his own eyes had seen. The elder had tried to kill Kendra. Fear and anger mixed into one as he ran faster. Had Mukua succeeded? Kendra was still on the ground, and Riley screamed for her husband.

      “What have you done?” Wo'itsa roared as he reached the banks of the river. Without hesitating, he grabbed Mukua by the shirt. The elder clutched at Wo'itsa’s arm, and then everything went dark.
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      “Wo'itsa, it is good that you have returned to me.”

      Wo'itsa faced the elder, still swaying slightly on his feet after unexpectedly traveling through time. He glared at Mukua, who stood opposite him with wide eyes directed at the bow Wo'itsa clutched in his hand.

      “I did not return to you.”

      Wo'itsa’s stare didn’t waver. Rage coursed through him, unlike any he’d ever felt. Every part of him, every instinct urged him to grab the elder again and put his knife through him, yet something held him back. If he killed Mukua, he would be no different than the elder.

      His own father had succumbed to the weakness that had destroyed all the Sky People. If he repeated the actions of his ancestors, nothing would be learned from their mistakes.

      Wo'itsa advanced on the old man, every muscle taut. “You attacked my wife. She may already be dead at your hand.”

      The elder raised his head. Surprise flashed in his eyes. His features hardened, but he recovered quickly. “Wife?”

      “Natukendra’eh is my wife, and you may have killed her.”

      Mukua shook his head. The wrinkles along his lips deepened with his sudden smile. His body relaxed, and he turned away from Wo'itsa. He shuffled to a nearby boulder, and lowered himself to sit.

      “You mistake what you saw, Wo'itsa. I came upon the women by the river, and I wanted to speak to the wife of Cameahwait, to make peace with her husband.” Mukua glanced at Wo'itsa with an expectant look on his face. “After you left me, I went to reflect and meditate in the mountains. It became clear to me that you are conflicted by my teachings. I have returned to try again and to make peace with everyone.”

      “Yet you attacked the woman who is my wife.” Wo'itsa repeated as he continued to glare at the elder, towering over him. The old man hadn’t moved.

      “I attacked no one. Natukendra’eh saw me approach, and she threatened me. I was defending myself.”

      Wo'itsa paused. He blinked in an effort to refresh his mind regarding what he had seen.  “You threw a knife at her. I saw her fall. I do not know if she is alive or dead.”

      Mukua’s face hardened. He frowned with confusion, staring at Wo'itsa as if he’d been insulted. He rose to his feet, placing his hand on Wo'itsa’s arm.

      “The Sky People elders do not kill, Wo'itsa.” His voice was calm and subdued. “Has the shaman of your clan not taught you better? I tossed a stick at Natukendra’eh to prevent her from attacking me further. She has not been harmed.”

      Wo'itsa blinked again. The temporary dizziness that always accompanied time traveling seemed to cloud his mind. Kendra had fallen from the impact of the object that had hit her. It couldn’t have been his imagination. Had it been a knife, or merely a stick as the elder said? He couldn’t be sure now. Perhaps he had assumed it had been a knife when he’d seen her and Mukua facing each other by the river.

      “You lie, old man. You have broken the sacred laws of the Sky People before by killing your own brother. Too many times have I witnessed you trying to harm people. Return me to my wife before I forget who I am and take your vessel by force.”

      The old man cackled with laughter, but then his eyes narrowed slightly. “Who you are? I see that my brother, Naatoyita, has gotten into your head, as has Natukendra’eh. They have filled your mind with untruths.”

      Mukua again stared at the bow in Wo'itsa’s hand. His eyes gleamed with recognition, then a new understanding seemed to come over him. He approached slowly, and reached his hand out to run his fingers along the upper limb of the bow. He glanced up at Wo'itsa with his eyes slightly narrowed.

      “This bow belonged to the leader of the Wolf Clan. Where did you get it?”

      Wo'itsa gripped the weapon and held it up. “It was given to me by Naatoyita. He told me it belonged to my father, the leader of the Wolf Clan.”

      The elder’s head snapped up to fully stare at Wo'itsa. A new understanding was apparent on his face.

      “Of course,” he whispered. “That explains your powerful puha.” He stared for a long time, as if he was thinking and making sense of what he’d been told.

      “I should have known the first time we met. I see the resemblance now. You do favor your father.” Mukua continued to stare, his eyes roaming over Wo'itsa as if seeing him for the first time.

      “It appears your mother was very clever when she announced that you were stillborn, but why? Your father mourned your death, and his grief drove him into battle. Your mother must have had help from the clan’s shaman, Pahamittsi Puhagand. She was Natukendra’eh’s mother. . . and a traitor to the Wolf Clan.”

      Wo'itsa gritted his teeth. Everything he’d been told by the elder of the Bear Clan, as well as the woman who had raised him, confirmed Mukua’s tale. They, however, had not called Pahamittsi a traitor. She’d only wanted peace among the clans and had gone to her brother, the shaman of the Bear Clan, for help.

      “My mother saved my life when she gave me up to be raised as an ordinary Tukudeka,” Wo'itsa defended.

      The elder nodded. He smiled with great approval. “And now that you have united with Natukendra’eh, the Wolf Clan is victorious. You will be a great leader like your father before you.”

      “You are wrong, Mukua. Natukendra’eh and I will honor the memories of both clans. There is no one, single victor.”

      The elder hesitated, then finally nodded. “You speak wisely, like your father. The visions and legends of the Sky People will live on through you and your wife. Your descendants will be the true protectors of our sacred mountains.”

      Wo'itsa studied the elder. Mukua was a difficult man to read. Were his words sincere? Perhaps he had truly reflected on making peace between himself and his brother.

      “We have both known the loss of someone who held our hearts, Mukua, but I have learned that it is best to move on. We cannot change what has happened.”

      Mukua glanced at him with watery eyes. He paused as if considering Wo'itsa’s words, then grasped Wo'itsa’s arm again and gave it a squeeze. “You speak like a true leader of the Sky People. Your father would be proud of you.”

      The elder stepped away and gazed out at the mountains that surrounded them. Wo'itsa came up next to him. For several seconds, they stood in silence.

      “I have tried repeatedly to go back to a time before the death of my wife to save her, but my puha is not strong enough. When the original vessel was created, there was talk that it could be done, but only by someone with great puha.”

      “I understand your grief, Mukua, but perhaps it is time to go forward now, and not dwell on the past. We all lost someone in that senseless war. You have grieved for your wife long enough. She is gone, and there is nothing that will bring her back. The grief to which you cling so tightly does nothing to change the past, yet it hardens your heart to anything good in the future. As an elder of the Sky People, you must do what is best for the protection of the sacred mountains.”

      Mukua faced him. He squared his shoulders, then pulled his vessel from the pouch around his neck. “You are right, Wo'itsa. It seems that the student has become the teacher. For that, we shall go to where you last saw your wife.”

      Wo'itsa smiled. The elder had truly understood what he’d said. Perhaps it was not too late for him to make peace with his brother, Naatoyita.

      “Take my hand, Wo'itsa.”

      Mukua reached for him. Wo'itsa hesitated. Could he trust the elder? If he wanted to return to Kendra, he had no choice but to trust him. He clasped the old man’s wrist. The elder closed his eyes and pressed his finger to the vessel’s red stone. The darkness that followed was immediate.

      The sound of water lapping against a riverbank and flowing with the current brought him back to his senses. Wo'itsa squinted into the sunlight, and for the second time in the same day – or what seemed to be the same day – he stood on wobbly legs as his body shook off the effects from time traveling. A quick glance around confirmed that he stood along the banks of the Yellowstone River in the same spot where he’d been only a short time before. Next to him, Mukua groaned as he stood.

      The elder had been true to his word. Wo'itsa picked up his horn bow off the ground and glanced in all directions. He and Mukua were the only ones here, however.

      Wo'itsa’s heart sped up. Apprehension flowed through him. Something didn’t seem quite right. Why was everything so quiet? The grasses along the banks of the river grew tall, and he could barely make out the overgrown trail that had been created by Riley and Cameahwait from their cabin to the river.

      Wo'itsa stared in the direction where the cabin should have been visible along the stand of trees a short distance away. The trees seemed to have grown taller, and their number had increased from what he remembered was there. There was no smoke rising from any chimney.

      Without waiting for the elder, Wo'itsa headed in the direction of the cabin. He’d gone about halfway when he stopped and stared. The cabin was not there, at least not the way it should have been. A pile of partially burned wood lay strewn around the ruins of a stone fireplace and chimney. Many of the stones appeared to have toppled to the ground. The area surrounding the cabin was as overgrown with grasses and sage as the trail leading to the river.

      “Kendra.”

      Wo'itsa moved faster to reach the rubble of wood and rocks. Even from a distance, it was clear there was no one else present. Several ravens took to the air from their perches on the rubble that had once been Cameahwait’s home. The deep, rasping sounds of their protesting caw-caws were the only sound other than the river cutting through the stillness of the valley.

      Wo'itsa spun around. Mukua was slowly walking in his direction.

      “You brought us back to a different time. What happened here?”

      As Mukua surveyed the area, a surprised frown marred his face and his eyes clouded with something that could have been anger.

      “It appears as if everyone has left the valley.”

      “How long ago?” Wo'itsa glanced over his shoulder at the ruins. He swiped away strands of his hair that the breeze blew into his face. “This appears to have happened many seasons ago.” His eyes fell to an area that looked to have been an outside cooking fire, but it, too, was overgrown with weeds.

      What had happened here? A growing sense of dread spread through Wo'itsa’s chest. Something was terribly wrong here, and by the look on Mukua’s face, the elder hadn’t expected to return to the cabin abandoned and in ruins.

      Mukua studied the ground as intently as Wo'itsa had been doing. “This is my brother’s doing,” he said, almost under his breath. When he looked up, a spark of anger flashed in his eyes.

      “I will find them,” he vowed. His face had hardened into a hateful stare into the distance.

      Before Wo'itsa could lunge forward to grab the elder by the arm, Mukua disappeared. Wo'itsa cursed. Who had deceived whom? Had Mukua brought him here so that he could abandon him again?

      “We shall go to where you last saw your wife.”

      Mukua had done exactly what he’d promised. He’d brought Wo'itsa back to where he’d last seen Kendra, but he’d deceived him by bringing him back to a different time. The sincerity the elder had displayed had all been an act.

      Wo'itsa kicked at the ground. He clutched his bow in his hand and raised it skyward. Looking up, he squinted into the bright sunlight and let out a roar of frustration. Why had he given the vessel he’d found to Naatoyita? Why hadn’t he waited a while longer before handing it over? He’d relinquished it to the elder not minutes before he’d seen Mukua.

      With the elder’s deceit, what else had Mukua lied about? He hadn’t thrown a stick at Kendra. Wo'itsa’s eyes hadn’t deceived him. It had been a knife. Would he ever know if she was alive or dead?

      Wo'itsa dropped to his knees, his hands and head still raised to the sky. He stared skyward until only dark spots appeared before his eyes from the brightness of the sun. Wo'itsa blinked and lowered his head. He braced the palms of his hands against his thighs and inhaled deeply.

      Never again would he be fooled by Mukua. The elder knew it. That was why he had time traveled again so quickly. The only thing that wasn’t clear, however, was Mukua’s surprise at seeing Cameahwait’s home in ruins. By the look on the old man’s face, it he hadn’t been what he’d expected.

      Wo'itsa didn’t move until the sun gave way to the darkness and stars twinkled overhead, and long into the night. He stared into the darkness. Questions to which he would not receive any answers crowded his mind.

      Where in time was he? What had happened to Cameahwait and his family? Most importantly, was Kendra alive or had she died at Mukua’s hand? Anger consumed him, and with it, the helpless feeling that there was nothing he could do. His wife was lost to him because he had no vessel to take him to her.

      Only when the sun emerged on the distant horizon to illuminate the valley in a brilliant golden shine did he move his limbs. The effort was excruciating, as if a thousand knives cut into his legs, but it didn’t matter. His body was numb to all pain because the pain in his heart overshadowed all other feelings.

      Gritting his teeth, Wo'itsa walked to the river to cleanse. The water did little to revive him. Unless Mukua returned, he was lost in this time forever. A small glimmer of hope remained. Would Naatoyita be able to find him in this unknown time? Did it matter? If his wife, the woman of his heart, was dead, he had nothing to live for? Not knowing if she was alive or dead would slowly kill him.

      Understanding of Mukua’s grief and anger became clearer. The woman he loved had been taken away from him in the same manner Mukua had lost his wife. There was nothing he could do to bring her back. Naatoyita had been correct when he’d said that Mukua would stop at nothing to make sure that Kendra died. If Cameahwait was gone, as well, Wo'itsa was now the only child of the Sky People to remain.

      Ravens took to the air when he returned to the ruins of Cameahwait’s home. Perhaps if he searched the rubble, he might find something that would tell him what had happened. He was halfway to the site of the cabin when movement along the river caught his eye. It came from the direction of the distant hills.

      Wo'itsa tensed. It wasn’t an animal, but a person walking. Wo'itsa stood and waited. There was no need to take cover. It was only one man, but it wasn’t an elder. Disappointment washed over him. Whoever it was would probably not be of much help in finding the answers he sought.

      The newcomer had seen him, for he stopped momentarily, then continued to approach. He raised his hand in greeting. Wo'itsa slowly returned the gesture. His eyes narrowed. There was something familiar about the man. He’d seen him before. Slowly, realization dawned. He’d seen him twice before, in fact.

      “Greetings, friend.” Wo'itsa held out his hand. The other man smiled and clasped his wrist.

      “I was not expecting to meet another hunter of the Tukudeka in this area,” the newcomer said. He glanced toward the ruins, looking around as if there might be others, then back at Wo'itsa with curious eyes. “We have not met before. Are you lost?”

      Wo'itsa nearly laughed. Yes, he was lost. Lost in a time in which he didn’t belong, but he couldn’t reveal that to this man.

      “What brings a lone hunter of the Tukudeka this way?” he asked, instead of giving an answer.

      “I am on a journey. I seek answers from the Sky People, but I do not think they will reveal themselves to me.”

      Wo'itsa studied the hunter, who matched him in stature and age. “Why do you seek answers from the Sky People?”

      The other man shook his head. He threw his hands skyward as if in defeat.

      “It is my brother. He refuses to follow the traditions of the Tukudeka as set forth by the Sky People.”

      Wo'itsa cocked his head to the side. “What traditions?”

      The hunter scoffed in exasperation. “His wife is near her time to give birth, yet he refuses to leave her side. I have repeatedly told him that he will anger the spirits, and that he must go on a hunt to bring gifts to our clan, but he will not hear it.”

      Wo'itsa nodded, even as a sharp pain threatened to crush his heart. Hadn’t he had similar thoughts about remaining with Kendra at the birth of their future children? He would never know.

      Perhaps he was brought to this time for a reason, after all. Even as his heart bled for the woman he had lost, he might be able to do some good for this man and his brother.

      “What is your name?”

      The hunter studied him. He hesitated. There was a question in his eyes, but he didn’t ask it aloud. Instead, he said, “I am called Patuhuyaa nuukwi.”

      Wo'itsa nodded. He hadn’t been mistaken. This was the man he’d seen before. “Patuhuyaa nuukwi, your pleas to the Sky People are answered. I am here to give you the advice you seek and tell you that it is not always a bad thing to start new traditions. They will not be angry by the actions of your brother. Return to your clan and be happy for your brother that he can be with his wife when she gives birth.”

      The man stared at him with a frown. Wo'itsa raised his bow for him to see, and the hunter’s eyes widened. Wo'itsa glanced at the weapon that had belonged to his father. No doubt the hunter would recognize it as exceptional, something that would belong to the Sky People.

      “Return to your clan. Stand by your brother’s side and protect him and his new family. After all, it is you who brought White Wolf and his wife together.”
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      Kendra hissed and sucked in a quick breath as the knife sliced through the buckskin of her shirt and grazed the side of her abdomen. She lost her balance and fell in the mud along the riverbank. The impact with the ground knocked the wind out of her, and she lay stunned and motionless for a few moments. Somewhere nearby, Wo'itsa was calling her name, then he shouted something at the elder.

      Kendra raised her head, pushing off the ground with the palms of her hands. The effort sent a burning sensation through her side. The injury from Mukua couldn’t be that bad, could it? A new respect grew for her husband, who’d endured much worse when the grizzly had attacked him.

      She struggled to her feet and caught a glimpse of Wo'itsa as he grabbed the elder by the shirt, nearly lifting the old man off the ground. In the next instant, both of them were gone.

      Close by, Riley was yelling at her. “Kendra? Kendra, are you all right?”

      A baby wailed in her ear. Kendra groaned and clenched her teeth as she clutched her side. Cameron made an appearance on the scene, running full-speed in their direction.

      “Are you all right?” Cameron pulled his wife into an embrace, then took their crying son from her and held him close.

      “Mukua was going to kill Zach, but Kendra put herself between him and us,” Riley choked. “If she hadn’t been here, Zach would be dead. I didn’t even see the elder until it was too late. He came out of nowhere.”

      “And now that coward disappeared again. Wo'itsa must have grabbed him just as Mukua touched his vessel. Now they’re both gone.” Kendra caught her breath as she forced the words from her mouth.

      A mixture of fear and anger triggered her heart to pound fiercely, causing most of her body to shake uncontrollably. She reached for the pouch around her neck, fumbling with trembling fingers to remove her own vessel from within.

      “What are you doing?” The question came from Cameron.

      Kendra glanced up at him, still trying to get the vessel out of the pouch. If only her hands would stop shaking, she might be able to remove the thing more easily.

      “You’re injured, Kendra. Your shirt is torn and bloody. Let me take a look,” Riley chimed in. She’d stood close to her husband, leaning against him while he had his arm around her, but now reached out to Kendra.

      Kendra stopped what she was doing to take a step back, preventing Riley from fussing over her. The color was still drained from Riley’s face, her eyes wide with fear. Her young son squirmed and cried in his father’s arms. Thankfully, the boy was unharmed.

      For some reason, Kendra had turned to glance over her shoulder at the exact moment Mukua had stepped into the clearing and stood a short distance behind them. He’d raised his knife and aimed it at Zach Osborne. She’d done the only thing that had made sense in that split second and leapt in front of Riley and the baby to shield them from the knife.

      Wo'itsa had appeared seconds later, and now he and Mukua were both gone.

      “I’m going after him,” Kendra growled. “I’m going to take care of this problem with Mukua once and for all.”

      Rage flowed through her veins and made the pulse throb at her temples. She once again reached into the pouch and finally succeeded in getting the snakehead out. A bony hand on her arm stopped her from touching the eye of the vessel. Kendra’s eyes shot to Naatoyita, who had come up beside her.

      “The only way you will find Mukua is with his own vessel. You won’t know for certain if your vessel will take you to him.”

      “You said I can control this thing, that it will take me where I want to go.”

      “You have not completely mastered control of the vessel, Natukendra’eh. It is foolish to try to go after Mukua. You will most likely travel somewhere else.”

      Kendra squeezed her eyes shut momentarily. She swallowed back the lump in her throat.

      “What about Wo'itsa? I need to find him and bring him back.”

      “Wo'itsa can take care of himself,” Cameron chimed in. “But if you’re going after Mukua, I’m going with you.” Turning his gaze to Naatoyita, Cam added, “I agree with Kendra. Something needs to be done about Mukua. He nearly killed Riley and Zach.”

      A haunted look came over Cam’s face. Most certainly, the thoughts that he’d nearly lost his child or wife and had failed to protect them from the elder, had him visibly shaken up.

      “I know Wo'itsa can take care of himself,” Kendra blurted. “What if Mukua talks him into switching sides again? Wo'itsa wasn’t completely convinced that Mukua was wrong.”

      They hadn’t really talked about Mukua since the day they’d encountered Danica Jensen and the family of Sheepeaters. Kendra had been satisfied when Wo'itsa had said he wanted to return to this time to give the lost vessel to Naatoyita, rather than seek Mukua. Despite the trust that had grown between them, a nagging doubt lingered that Wo'itsa might be swayed by Mukua’s lies.

      “Mukua will not harm Wo'itsa, and Wo'itsa cares deeply for you, Natukendra’eh. He will not betray you, if that is your fear.”

      Kendra stared at the perceptive old man. She pressed her lips together and nodded. Was she really worried that Wo'itsa’s loyalty would be stronger to Mukua than to her? Wo'itsa loved her. She silently scolded herself. If he could manage it, he’d take the vessel away from the elder and time travel back to her in an instant.

      “What do you expect us to do?” Cam glared at the elder. “We should try and find them. Mukua isn’t going to give the vessel up voluntarily, and Wo'itsa is too honorable to harm that old man to get rid of him permanently.”

      Kendra nodded. “Wo'itsa may be too honorable, but I have no problem taking Mukua’s vessel by force. Then we will have all of them, and they can be destroyed.”

      Naatoyita shook his head. “Finding Mukua right now is too risky. It is better if he comes to you.”

      Kendra’s eyes narrowed. “And how are we going to get him to do that?”

      The elder hesitated. “There is something you must do, Natukendra’eh, to guarantee that the timeline follows its intended path.” He hesitated. “It is something I was going to ask, and I realize Mukua’s appearance and taking Wo'itsa away makes you reluctant to go, but I will accompany you. It might bring Mukua to us.”

      Going on another mission was the furthest thing from her mind and really didn’t sound like the best option. Kendra frowned. There was no need to worry about Wo'itsa’s safety. He could easily defeat an old man, but Mukua had proved before that he was devious and cunning. He would try to get to Wo'itsa in other ways.

      She glanced from Naatoyita to Riley, and then to Cam. Indecision gripped her. The elder’s gaze was focused on little Zach.

      “Mukua has once again demonstrated that he is willing to break the sacred laws of the Sky People elders. You cannot protect your family while you remain here, Cameahwait. As long as Mukua is able to time travel, you are not safe.”

      Cam’s forehead wrinkled. “And that’s why Kendra and I want to find him, before he can try again to kill my wife and son.”

      The old man shook his head. “You must take your family far away from the sacred mountains, Cameahwait. You have never wanted to embrace the life of the Sky People. It is time for you to live a normal life with your wife and son, where Mukua will not be able to follow.”

      Cam looked stunned, and so did Riley.

      “You want me to take my family to the future to live there?”

      Naatoyita shook his head. “As long as Mukua has his vessel, he could find you in another time, just as he found Matunaaga. The safest thing to do is remain in this time but go far away from here. Make a life somewhere else. There are many white settlements in the east. Raise your family among them. It is not something Mukua will expect you to do. If he were to look for you, he would do so in the future.”

      Cam stood in silence. It was clear that he was wrestling with the idea of leaving.

      “Natukendra’eh and Wo'itsa will carry on here in the sacred mountains,” the elder coaxed. “Your children will grow up not knowing anything about Sky People. That lack of knowledge will protect them.”

      “We’ve never considered leaving. Do you think this is really something we should do, Cam?” Riley stared up at her husband. It was difficult to determine whether she was asking out of fear that he might not want to leave, or if she was asking because she wanted to stay.

      Cam hesitated. He took Riley’s hand, glanced at Naatoyita, then focused his attention on his wife. “Not a day goes by that I don’t worry about you and our son.” He placed his other hand on her slightly swollen belly. “And our future children. We could be raided by a war party of Bakianee and I might not be able to protect you, or we could freeze in a particularly cold winter.” He visibly clenched his jaw.  “Mukua nearly killed our son today.”

      Riley shook her head. “There are dangers back east, too, during this time in history. Are you sure you want to give up this life, Cam?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure. I don’t want to run like a coward, but I need to do what’s best for my family. I can give you a better life if we are among other people.”

      Naatoyita nodded in approval. He pulled Kendra to the side. “You and I must go now to and make sure another important event along the timeline takes place, before Mukua can do something to change it.”

      Kendra held up her vessel. Naatoyita shook his head and removed the other snakehead from his medicine pouch. “We will need this vessel.”

      Kendra glanced at Cam and Riley, who were still talking in hushed tones about their plans for the future. She leaned toward Naatoyita.

      “If they leave, how are their descendants going to help the sacred mountains? I thought Daniel Osborne was Zach’s child.”

      Naatoyita smiled. “Zach Osborne will return to these mountains, but he will not know about his connection to the Sky People. As I have said, this is the best way. Zach will have two sons born to his wife. One son will grow up among the Tukudeka in this time. He will join with Matunaaga’s daughter to continue the family line. His twin will grow up in the future where he is destined to carry on the work of the Sky People.”

      Kendra frowned. She shook her head. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” was all she said.

      Naatoyita nodded. “Let me tend to your wounds, Natukendra’eh, and then we are needed somewhere in another time.”
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      “Where in the future are we?”

      Kendra followed Naatoyita through the dark parking lot. Stars twinkled in the night sky, but they didn’t seem as bright as when they shimmered several hundred years in the past. She glanced at the ground. It should be asphalt, but the surface had a strange shine to it that almost looked like a sheet of ice.

      “We are in the year 2035,” the elder finally answered.

      Kendra’s eyes widened. Traveling to the past was one thing, but going twenty years further into the future from when she’d grown up was downright strange. It almost took her mind off Wo'itsa, and where he could possibly be at the moment. She fought back tears again, something she’d been struggling with since before they’d arrived in this new time.

      After he’d inspected the wound Mukua had inflicted, Naatoyita had told her they’d be traveling to the future. He’d mixed together some kind of poultice that he’d given to Riley to apply. It had brought back memories of the time she’d awoken in Wo'itsa’s camp, thinking he’d taken her prisoner. The elder had left the cabin shortly after, only to return an hour later, while she’d paced the room and almost used her vessel to try and find Wo'itsa.

      “I don’t want to go on this mission with you, Naatoyita. I need to find my husband,” she’d said adamantly.

      The elder had held out a pair of pants, a shirt, and one of her leather jackets, and he’d told her to change into them. Kendra hadn’t bothered to ask where he’d gotten them. He’d obviously done some time traveling while she was being bandaged up by Riley.

      “Your husband is capable of taking care of himself. You must have more faith in the love Wo'itsa has for you.”

      Kendra had gritted her teeth. She was still working on trust and faith. She raised her chin and finally gave in. The elder was right. She had to put her insecurities aside and trust Wo'itsa, but if he wasn’t back by the time she’d completed Naatoyita’s mission, it wouldn’t matter what the elder said. She’d go and find her Wolf.

      Kendra stared at the strange ground again. If they were in the year 2035, it was entirely possible that many things had changed from what she knew.

      “What are we doing here?” She finally raised her head and looked around. Beyond all the cars parked in the lot and the buildings in the distance, something looked oddly familiar. One of the signs on the buildings read Canyon General Store.

      “We’re in Yellowstone in the future?”

      Naatoyita kept walking, leading her past the parking lot and through the trees. He followed a path that led past barracks and other buildings that looked like housing units, until he finally stopped near a log structure. Still concealed behind some lodgepoles, he watched and waited.

      Kendra rolled her eyes as she stood next to the elder. “If we’re on some kind of a stake out, it might be a good idea for you to clue me in on what we’re looking for.”

      “We are waiting for someone.”

      “I figured as much. Are you going to tell me who and why?”

      Out of the darkness, laughter and voices grew louder. Seconds later, a group of people emerged, heading for the building in front of them. It looked like a group of young guys, maybe college age. Some looked obviously drunk.

      “That man.” Naatoyita pointed at the group.

      Kendra craned her neck. It was difficult to determine which one he pointed at.

      “Can you be a little more specific?”

      “The tall one with the yellow hair.”

      Kendra squinted into the darkness. One of the guys was definitely a little taller than the others, and he had blond hair. He was built like an athlete, and walked with a cocky swagger. Apparently, some things never changed, no matter the time period. These guys all looked to be a bit wasted.

      “And what am I supposed to do with him?”

      “His name is Chase Russell. You must convince him to climb into the canyon of the Yellowstone with his friends.”

      Kendra’s brows rose, and she stared at the elder. She shook her head. This was absurd. Would it even be worth asking the obvious question?

      “Why?”

      “He must be sent two hundred years into the past.”

      Kendra groaned. What would it take to get a straight answer from this elder? When she glanced through the trees again, the last in the group of raucous guys had entered one of the buildings. Her eyes returned to the elder. She held her hand to her hip, glaring at Naatoyita.

      “So, should I go up to him and simply ask him, or would you like me to cuff him and take him to the bottom of the canyon by force?”

      “Something will come to you, Natukendra’eh. This man is vital in the past for the continuation of the Osborne line.”

      Kendra sighed. “Fine.”

      She headed for the building, grumbling under her breath about how she’d let herself be talked into this by the old man. It quickly became obvious that it was some kind of bar, or nightclub. Music blared from several speakers, a football game played on a huge screen over the bar, and people mingled at various tables, laughing and talking loudly.

      It was easy to spot the group that had entered a minute before. They were huddled up to the bar, ordering drinks. Several girls had already surrounded them, like flies to fresh bison dung.

      Kendra surveyed the rest of the room. She stuck her hands in her back pockets and walked around. Three young women sitting at a table close to the bar caught her eye. They were all giggling and making eyes at the tall blond guy who was her target. Chase Russell. The last name sounded familiar, but now wasn’t the time to mull over where she’d heard it before.

      She walked up to the girls. “Is this seat taken?” She pointed at the only empty chair.

      “No. Come join us,” one of them invited. “Haven’t seen you around before. Are you new?”

      “Kendra.” She held out her hand. “Yeah, I’m new.”

      At the bar, girls giggled, and the guys were laughing and making obnoxious comments. Chase was in the process of downing his third shooter since Kendra had entered the room, making a big show out of it in front of the girls. With each drink he poured down his throat, he became louder and more boisterous. Kendra studied him. That guy was vital to the Osbornes? Naatoyita must have pointed out the wrong guy.

      Kendra leaned closer to the girl sitting next to her who was staring dreamily at the tall blond. Kendra motioned with her chin toward the bar.

      “Who’s the hottie over there?”

      “That’s Chase Russell.” The girl’s voice was filled with the admiration of an adolescent.

      “What’s his story?”

      “He’s part of the trail maintenance crew. Rumor is he’s here because he’s on probation.”

      Kendra’s brows raised. “Bad boy, huh? What got him in trouble?”

      The girl seemed more than eager to talk about her object of desire. “Got arrested in California for possession, so they sent him here.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like a big deal to me. He’s a really nice guy.”

      Yeah. Being nice was always a good reason to get out of trouble. Kendra stood. She smiled at the three girls and excused herself. In just a few short minutes, she’d gotten the measure of this Chase Russell.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She hurried through the room and out the door and straight for the line of trees where Naatoyita was waiting. Kendra headed directly toward him. When she was concealed behind the trees, she glared at the elder.

      “Are you sure you pointed out the right Chase Russell? Because if you did, you’re making a huge mistake. That guy in there can’t possibly be the one who’s going to be vital for the Osborne line.”

      Naatoyita smiled quietly and nodded. “I am sure. I was doubtful at first, as well, but Naatosi and I both agreed that he is the one.”

      Kendra rattled off what she’d surmised about Chase Russell in the few minutes she’d observed him, and from talking to his admirers. “He’s a petty criminal with no regard for authority. He’s been given a chance to turn his life around, and he’s not taking it seriously. Do you know how many guys like him I’ve arrested in my line of work?”

      Naatoyita held up his hand to stop her rant. He smiled confidently. “With the proper guidance, he will come around.”

      Kendra huffed. Clearly there was no swaying the elder. “You’re asking me to get this guy to do more illegal stuff by climbing to the bottom of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone. Why can’t you simply offer him the chance to time travel? He’s drunk already. He might go for it without question.”

      Naatoyita chuckled. “Chase Russell is all the things you have said. He must learn his lessons, and he must fight hard to overcome his past mistakes. None of these things will happen if he is handed the opportunity to easily escape his former life.”

      Kendra stared at the elder. “I must be as nuts as you are,” she mumbled, then turned and headed back toward the pub. The sooner she got this over with, the quicker she could get back to what was most important – finding Wo'itsa.

      She found Chase Russell where she’d last seen him – at the bar with a shot glass in his hand and several girls surrounding him. Talking loudly, he and his drinking buddies were boasting about the brave acts they’d supposedly done in Yellowstone, like going hot-potting and cliff diving at the Firehole River.

      More like brainless and illegal stuff.

      Kendra rolled her eyes. She blew air through her mouth, then shook her head to tousle her hair. She pulled her shoulders back and pushed the front of her tank top downward to expose her cleavage.

      “I’m sorry, Wo'itsa,” she mumbled, then walked up to the bar.

      She ordered a beer, moving closer to Chase. He glanced her way. She smiled coyly, then averted her eyes, but not before he’d winked at her.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to encourage criminal activity,” she mumbled, staring into the glass of beer. She’d left her life of petty crime behind once she’d become a cop, so maybe there was hope for this guy, too.  This was for a greater purpose, if she was to believe the crazy elder.

      If Naatoyita thought Chase Russell was going to do great things in the past, then who was she to doubt it? Stranger things had happened. She leaned toward one of the guys standing next to her.

      “I think you guys should have a party at the bottom of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, near the Lower Falls,” she whispered suggestively.

      The guy stared at her, then his face lit up in a stupid grin. “That’s a great idea. We could hike down there tomorrow and spend the night.” He turned to some of the other guys and loudly made the suggestion. They all seemed in favor of the idea. Surprisingly, Chase Russell was silent.

      “Come on, Chase. Here’s your chance to prove that you’re not just a city boy,” one of the guys shouted at him.

      “I doubt you’d make it all the way to the bottom,” someone else goaded.

      The three girls at the table where Kendra had sat earlier giggled and made eyes at Chase. The object of their admiration scoffed. Kendra’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t want to do it. It had seemed so easy to make the suggestion to his drinking buddies, but Chase was clearly not very keen on the idea. Maybe she’d misjudged him, but that wasn’t helping her at the moment.

      She pushed away from the bar, beer in hand, and moved closer to him. The other guys continued making their plans for hiking down to the bottom of the canyon, occasionally calling out to Chase that he was a coward if he didn’t join them.

      Kendra nudged his arm, holding up the beer and smiling her most seductive smile.

      Let’s just pretend I’m practicing for when I see Wo'itsa again.

      “I’m Kendra,” she said, sliding her hand up his arm. She nudged with her chin toward his companions. “Sounds like an adventure.”

      Chase smirked. “I’m trying to be on my best behavior. You and I could get out of here and I can show you what I mean.” His smile was flirtatious. It wasn’t difficult to see what made him so appealing to young girls. He was easy on the eyes and very good at laying on the charm.

      Kendra laughed and leaned forward. “That sounds interesting, but you do know that those guys won’t let you live it down if you don’t go with them.”

      She batted her eyes at him and winked. Leaning closer, she whispered in his ear, “I like a guy who enjoys living on the edge and taking risks. If you go, I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

      Chase looked at her, his cocky grin widening, then shouted to his friends that he was going with them.

      “I’ll see you when you get back.” Kendra shoved the beer into his hand, smiled, then quickly left the bar to join Naatoyita.

      “All right, it’s done. Now what?”

      The elder smiled, and held out the vessel he’d kept in his medicine pouch. “Now we must make sure he touches this at the bottom of the canyon.”

      “Are you insane?” she hissed. “You want me to climb to the bottom of the Yellowstone canyon? You can forget that. This was a crazy idea in the first place.”

      “Chase Russell must touch the vessel at the bottom of the canyon. It will send him two hundred years into the past, and his true test will begin to mold him into a worthy husband for the daughter of Daniel Osborne, and father of the man who will ensure that the sacred mountains are protected.”
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      Kendra dug through the snow until her bare hands made contact with a cold, stiff body. Was she too late? No, she couldn’t have failed. He was too close to his goal to fail now. Her hands trembled, and she ignored the biting sting of the icy snow. Forcing herself to not touch the body, she leaned over him and whispered in his ear.

      “Leave now, Chase, before it’s too late.”

      Dammit. It would be so easy to simply shake him awake and get him to move before he froze to death, but Naatoyita had told her repeatedly that she couldn’t interfere directly. Moving the snow off his near-frozen body had probably been too much interfering already, but it didn’t matter. Chase Russell was barely conscious and wouldn’t remember her being here at all.

      A tear of desperation and anger escaped her eyes, running down her cheek. All she could think about was her husband. Why was she helping this guy get back to the woman he loved?

      Because you’re a daughter of the Sky People, and this is your calling.

      Naatoyita’s preaching droned in her ear.

      She raised her head to the sky. “Haven’t I done enough already?” Kendra’s breath swirled in front of her as she stood and raised her voice. “I got Chase Russell to the bottom of the Yellowstone Canyon, what more do you want? I need to get back to Wo'itsa.”

      There was no reply. Naatoyita wasn’t around to hear her frustration.

      After her argument with the elder on the evening when she’d persuaded Chase to hike to the bottom of the canyon, she’d relented and followed the old man as he started the treacherous climb into the canyon.

      After several death-defying steps, Naatoyita turned his face toward Kendra with a sly smile. “We do not have to make the climb ourselves, Natukendra’eh,” the elder had cackled. “The vessel will take us to the bottom ahead of Chase Russell, and we will be there for him to touch it.”

      “We can do that? Time travel just a day?”

      “Once you know how to completely control the vessel, it can take you anywhere in time.”

      Kendra’s eyes had narrowed. “But we’re not supposed to change certain things.”

      Naatoyita had nodded. He’d placed a hand on her arm. “I know what is on your mind, Natukendra’eh. You cannot bring back the dead. Matunaaga was meant to die to pave a path for his daughter so she could find her way to the past.” He’d paused before adding, “Only the most powerful puhangand would even attempt such a thing, but it is not without severe consequences.”

      Kendra had to concede that the elder was probably right. Without Matt Donovan’s death, Aimee might not have come to the past to meet Daniel, and the Osborne line would never have existed. She’d smiled.

      “I wonder if Mukua knows that he made a big mistake when he caused the death of Matt and Kayla Donovan.”

      “I am sure he is aware, and it is why he continues to look for ways to put an end to the Osborne line.”

      “I still don’t think this is the right guy to further the Osborne line,” Kendra had scoffed as she’d watched Chase Russell stagger toward the river to empty his guts. Not long after, he’d passed out near the water’s edge in a drunken stupor.

      His friends had set up camp a short distance away, and Naatoyita had placed the vessel next to the unconscious man.

      “Take my hand, Natukendra’eh,” he’d said, while touching Chase’s arm with one hand, and the eye of the snake with his finger.

      They’d woken up by the river, and Naatoyita had announced they were a couple hundred years in the past.

      “What do we do now? Just leave him here?” Kendra had glanced at Naatoyita when he’d told her it was time for them to go.

      “His journey begins here. You will watch over him while his transformation takes place, but there is also another who will guide him and set him on the right path.”

      Kendra had stared at the elder with surprise. “Another? You mean, Wo'itsa is here?” Excitement and joy had made her heart pound faster. The elder had quickly extinguished her hope with the shake of his head.

      “Not Wo'itsa, but a descendant of the union between the Wolf and Bear Clans.” Naatoyita had glanced at her with a smile and touched a hand to her abdomen. The elder’s implication was confirmed with his next words. “Already, you carry his mother within you.”

      Kendra had taken a shocked step back.

      Carry his mother?

      Her hand flew to her belly. “I’m pregnant?” she gasped.

      Naatoyita had nodded, his smile widening. Her limbs went weak as her mind grappled with the idea that she was going to have a child. Wo'itsa’s child. The idea of having a baby – something that had never before crossed her mind – was terrifying, yet also exhilarating.

      “I have to get back to Wo'itsa,” she’d stammered. “I have to find him.” Tears had blurred her vision, and she’d barely been able to choke the words out.

      “Once Chase Russell has completed his quest of personal growth, you are free to search for Wo'itsa. Your love for him is strong, and you will find him again as easily as you have found him before.”

      “Why can’t you guide Chase Russell?”

      “The vessel and I have other places to be for now, but we will meet again.” With that, Naatoyita had disappeared.

      Reluctantly, Kendra had obeyed the elder and held off using her vessel to search for Wo'itsa. She’d used the snakehead many times to find Chase Russell as she followed him through various stages of his journey. Her ability to control it had improved each time.

      Her first impression that he was a drunk and a loser had been completely wrong. He’d fallen deeply in love with Daniel and Aimee Osborne’s daughter, Sarah, and had wanted to prove his worth to her by going on a solo journey through the wilderness to learn about survival.

      The snakehead had brought her to Chase when he’d nearly died from food poisoning, and she’d coaxed him not to give up. To her great surprise, Mukua had shown up then, laughing and proclaiming he’d never survive. Before she’d had the chance to apprehend the elder, he’d disappeared again.

      Now, her vessel had once again brought her to Chase when he was in trouble. He must have fallen asleep the night before and hadn’t been aware of the heavy snow that had fallen, threatening to bury him alive.

      “You’re almost there, Chase, but you have to go now,” she whispered in his ear.

      Behind her, a deeper voice cackled. “There is no escape this time.”

      Kendra leapt to her feet at the sound of the familiar, raspy voice behind her. Mukua. Was he deliberately stalking her? He wasn’t going to get away a second time.

      “Where’s Wo'itsa?” She advanced on the elder, her heart pounding.

      The elder’s satisfied smile split his wrinkled face. “You and Wo'itsa will feel the same pain I have felt all these years.”

      Before she could pull her knife and lunge through the snow at the elder, he was gone again.

      “That’s it,” she called, throwing her hands skyward. “I’m done here.” In the next instant, she hurled her knife through the air. It landed where the elder had stood a minute ago. With a frustrated growl, Kendra stomped through the snow to retrieve her only weapon.

      It was time she found her husband. If Mukua had managed to harm him, he wouldn’t be taunting her. He would simply tell her that something bad had happened to Wo'itsa. The elder was probably trying to lure her away from Chase, but she couldn’t stay here any longer.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the tall, blond man who stirred under his blanket and shook off the snow that had threatened to suffocate him. He would be fine. The knowledge and experience he had gained through this journey would help him find his way to the trapper outpost that was less than a day’s walk away.

      “Good luck, Chase,” she murmured. “Just like you have to get back to your love, so do I.”

      Kendra’s hands tingled as she dug for the snakehead in her pouch. She touched her hand to her belly and smiled. It was still inconceivable to think that she was carrying Wo'itsa’s child. How would he react when he found out he was going to have a daughter?

      She pulled the vessel from the pouch and stared at it. “You’re going to take me to him,” she whispered, closing her eyes. Then she touched the red stone that would send her to another time.
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      Kendra coughed as she inhaled the sharp odor of wood smoke. She blinked and opened her eyes. Everything around her was dark. She raised herself to her knees, then stood. The vessel she held nearly fell from her hand, so she hastily stuffed it back into her pouch.

      Nearby, a fire crackled, and men’s voices drifted through the night. Kendra widened her eyes to adjust to the darkness. There was just enough light from the flames to make out the silhouettes of trees and two men sitting around their camp. Kendra moved slowly to hide behind a tree.

      These men spoke in English, and they were dressed in modern clothes. Her eyes fell to the rifles they held across their knees. They looked like they were game hunters. Was she somewhere in her own time again? One of the men raised a mug to his lips, then laughed.

      “Killing those Indians is sure to get Osborne’s attention. Once it draws him away from his cabin, I’ll be able to take care of his wife and kids once and for all.”

      “And you’re sure we’ll be able to time travel back to 2011 once this is over, Hastings?” The other man sounded rather apprehensive.

      Hastings. Naatoyita had mentioned that name before.

      “That’s what that old Indian told me after we woke up here in the past and met him. He said to touch the left eye, and it would take us right back home to Yellowstone, and then things will be different.”

      The other man sipped from his own mug. “It sounds like a brilliant idea. Get rid of someone before their descendants can chart the course of history.” He smirked. “We should do more of that once we’re done here. Just think of all the things we could change to suit our needs?”

      They both laughed.

      “Let me get rid of the Osbornes in this time first, then we’ll see,” the guy named Hastings said. “That bleeding heart, Dan Osborne, won’t be around anymore to cause trouble when we get back to our time, that’s for sure.”

      “But isn’t he somewhere in this time? Didn’t he time travel with his girlfriend when you managed to grab that snakehead device away from him?”

      Kendra followed the conversation, trying to make sense of it. What they were discussing was sickening. It was already obvious that she wasn’t in the future, but somewhere in the past. The man named Hastings had been referring to Daniel and Aimee Osborne. Clearly, they were in danger. Dan Osborne . . . Hastings wasn’t referring to Daniel, but an Osborne from the future. Kendra’s heart pounded, along with Naatoyita’s words.

      “One son will grow up among the Tukudeka in this time while his twin will grow up in the future where he is destined to carry on the work of the Sky People.”

      According to Hastings, Daniel’s twin was here, in the past? He was supposed to remain in the future. It definitely wasn’t good that he was here. Nothing about this scenario was making sense, but one thing was obvious. Mukua had a hand in all of it.

      Kendra eyed the guns these men carried. She only had a knife. She had no chance to apprehend them without a better weapon. At any other time, she might have risked trying to disarm them somehow, but she had a baby to consider. Her best option at the moment was to get to Daniel and Aimee’s cabin to warn them before these men got there.

      “When do we head out?” Hastings’ accomplice asked.

      “Let’s give it a little more time. Osborne will probably follow the Firehole south to where we got those Indians. We’ll follow the Gibbon River to the Madison Valley.”

      Kendra backed up slowly. She’d heard enough. She needed to get to the valley to warn the Osbornes. The moon was just bright enough to give her some light by which to see. It didn’t take long before the sound of flowing water reached her ears. She followed it until she came upon a shallow river. Hopefully, this was the Gibbon River and not some other random river. The Gibbon would lead her to the valley where Daniel and Aimee made their home.

      Keeping to a slow jog, she followed the water. Ahead of her, dark shapes moved through the meadow on either side of the river. Kendra cursed. A small group of bison had decided to graze and bed down for the night directly in her path. There was no safe way through them, so she detoured around. How much time would this cost her?

      By the time she reached a wide bend in the river with a tall mountain looming before her, gray sky to the east announced that it would be dawn very soon. This had to be the Madison Valley.

      The faint smell of wood smoke drifted to her nose. She squinted and saw the distinct outline of a cabin. Not a moment later, several shots rang out, fired in rapid succession. Those were the sounds of a modern rifle, not something found in this time.

      “No,” she called. She was too late. Hastings had been faster.

      Kendra ran through the tall grass, then splashed through the water to cross the Gibbon River. She scrambled up the bank to see the dark figure of a man raise his knife as he entered the cabin. Even in the dim light, he looked vaguely familiar. Daniel Osborne.

      From inside the cabin, the faint cries of a baby – two babies, or maybe even more – could be heard, then the scream and wailing of a woman. Kendra stopped and hid behind a tree to catch her breath. She leaned against the trunk, squeezing her eyes shut. She moved her head from side to side as images of what had occurred replayed in her mind.

      Kendra was no stranger to crime scenes. She’d seen her share of homicides, but she’d never witnessed an actual murder. She was too late to stop a tragedy from happening, just as she’d been unable to prevent Matt Donovan’s death. Someone had died in that cabin, but thankfully it wasn’t Daniel Osborne. Had Hastings killed Aimee?

      She shook her head. That couldn’t be possible. She’d met Aimee when she was an older woman. Aimee had saved Wo'itsa’s life. She couldn’t have died this day . . . unless Mukua had succeeded in changing the intended timeline.

      Kendra sank to her knees. She rested her head against the trunk of a tree. She’d been too late to save someone’s life. She sat motionless as numbness washed over her. She clutched at the pouch around her neck and let the tears flow. She’d failed in protecting the people she was charged to keep safe. What did that mean for the future?

      It meant that Mukua had won.

      Kendra shook her head. This wasn’t an acceptable outcome. Why had her vessel brought her to this specific point in time? She’d willed it to bring her to Wo'itsa, yet it hadn’t. Worse, it had failed to bring her to a point in time where she could do some good. Slowly, rage built inside her. What good was the vessel if she couldn’t use it to prevent a tragedy?

      Stunned, Kendra sat on the slight rise above the valley, concealed behind some trees, as the sun slowly made its way over the mountains. Slumped against the trunk of a tree, she cried freely for the first time in her life. Everything that had happened recently was taking its toll on her. She’d never been this emotionally drained before.

      Her hand went to her stomach. She couldn’t be weak now. She had to remain strong for her and Wo'itsa’s child, and make sure they would give her a good future.

      Kendra wiped her eyes once the tears stopped flowing. She gazed in the direction of the cabin along the Madison. When it was light enough, people emerged from the home.

      Daniel dragged Hastings’ body outside and dropped him a short distance away. He dug through the man’s pockets and took something from him. Kendra straightened and squinted. Was that a time travel vessel?

      Daniel returned to the cabin and re-emerged, carrying another man outside. Two women followed, wrapped in each other’s arms.

      The short, petite blonde was easy to recognize as Aimee. She looked no older than the day she’d come to the past and had nearly died falling over a cliff. Kendra breathed a sigh of relief. Aimee was safe.

      The other woman, dressed in modern clothes, was tall and thin, with shoulder-length dark hair. She was the same girl who had been with Aimee the night her parents had died. Only this time, it was Aimee who was consoling her for a loss that clearly tore her heart apart.

      The man on the ground also wore modern clothes. Even from her vantage point, it was clear to see that he bore a striking resemblance to Daniel. Dan Osborne, his twin. Hastings had shot him. Had they known that they were brothers? How strange for them if they knew.

      Kendra’s tears flowed freely. She couldn’t move or bring herself to leave. Her sorrow for having failed the Osbornes alternated with the rage and anger consuming her. It could not end like this. It was inconceivable that Mukua’s plan had been successful in destroying the Osborne line.

      Kendra stood after watching the heart-wrenching scene of Daniel burying his brother on top of a ridge overlooking the valley. She set her mouth in a determined line. It wasn’t going to end this way.

      “We must never try to control the vessel to change the future or the past when someone dies. To do so might have grave consequences.”

      Naatoyita’s warning swirled through her mind.

      “This death was not supposed to happen,” she argued out loud. “I don’t care what the consequences are. I only needed a few more minutes, then the outcome would have been different.”

      Kendra made her way to the gravesite after Daniel, Aimee, and her friend had left. She touched the stone that had been carved with everyone’s names in it. The stone would remain as a reminder, but the man buried beneath it would not. She clutched her medicine pouch.

      Kendra sat down hard and closed her eyes. She inhaled several deep breaths, then stared up at the sky. She was Natukendra’eh weda - daughter of the shaman of the Wolf Clan of the Sky People, niece to the shaman of the Bear Clan, and wife of the leader of the united clans - and today she would call on the spirit power of all her ancestors to set a new course in time.

      With a determined nod, Kendra set the vessel on top of the stone and stared into the gleaming red eyes of the snake. It caught the light from the sun and seemed to stare right back at her, the red stones glistening as if it was ready to answer her request.

      “Dan Osborne was never supposed to come to the past. Change the timeline and take him back to a time before the events that brought him here.”

      Kendra touched both red stones of the vessel and closed her eyes, willing the lifeblood within to do her bidding. When she opened her eyes again, she lay on her back, staring up at a stained ceiling above her. Dogs barked somewhere outside and several children yelled. She sat up and looked around. She was in her old bedroom . . . in Kunu’s house on the Rez.
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      Kendra rubbed her throbbing temples and sat up. The mattress underneath her creaked and dipped. The bed was old, just as it had been years ago when she’d last lain on it as a teenager and decided to run away from home. She frowned. Why was she here?

      She swung her legs over the mattress and waited for the dizziness to go away. It seemed to linger longer than usual this time. Her hand went to the pouch around her neck. It seemed unusually light. When her fingers made contact with the empty pouch, her heart jolted, sending a heavy dose of adrenaline shooting through her system.

      Kendra turned, glancing over her shoulder first one way and then the other, her eyes searching the rumpled bed. She stood and leaned over, lifting the covers, checking under each layer, under the pillow, between the mattress and the wall, and finally under the bed. Nothing. The vessel wasn’t there.

      She stuck her hands in her pockets. She hadn’t put it there, either. A growing lump formed in her throat.

      “No, this can’t be happening,” she whispered frantically.

      She swallowed, then inhaled slowly several times to try to calm the ever-increasing panic that grabbed hold of her. She’d obviously been transported to another time, but the vessel had stayed behind. Why was she on the Rez? Why had she time-traveled in the first place? All she’d tried to do was reset the timeline so Dan Osborne wouldn’t be sent to the past or be killed by Hastings.

      Kendra ripped open the door to her room. She ran down the narrow corridor to the kitchen. If she was on the Rez, then the vessel must have sent her to a time before she’d run away. That meant she’d be a teenager. A quick glance in the cracked mirror hanging on the wall confirmed she wasn’t any younger than she’d been before she’d time traveled.

      “Kunu?” She called repeatedly for her grandfather. She ran from room to room, ripping open doors as she went. The house was empty.

      “What happened,” she whispered, breathing hard when she finally conceded that she was alone.

      “We must never try to control the vessel to change the future or the past when someone dies. To do so might have grave consequences.”

      What had she done? Her hand went to her flat stomach. Was she no longer pregnant with Wo'itsa’s child? Was that one of the consequences of what she’d done?

      She only had Naatoyita’s word that she was pregnant. It was still too soon to know for sure. Kendra raised her shirt to glance at the area on the side of her abdomen where Mukua’s knife had grazed her. She breathed a sigh of relief. There was still a visible wound that she’d been injured. Physically, at least, nothing seemed to be different.

      Kendra opened the front door and stared into the dusty yard. Several small children ran and played at one of the houses up the road. They were yelling and laughing, while a dog happily chased after them.

      “What’s the matter, Kendra? I heard you yelling.”

      Kendra whipped around. Randy Gray Owl came strolling from the garage. He tossed a cigarette on the ground and stomped it out.

      “Where’s Kunu?”

      Randy’s eyes widened. He laughed nervously. “Kunu? You need to lay off the bottle, Kendra. Your grandfather’s been dead for months now.

      “Months?”

      So, Kunu really was dead. The vessel must have reset her own timeline to before she’d met Aimee Donovan. The girl had given her the vessel that had started her journey to fulfill her role as a child of the Sky People. Her hand once again went to her belly.

      Randy Gray Owl walked up to her. He smiled and wrapped his grease-stained arm around her. He smelled of motor oil. “How about we go inside and start the day fresh? You can make me some breakfast.”

      Kendra pulled out of his embrace, staring at him. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed. “I don’t know why you think I’d make you breakfast, but if you lay another hand on me, I’ll lay you so flat on your back, you’d think a truck ran over you.”

      Randy raised his brows. He chuckled. ““Hey, calm down, Kendra. I know things have been stressful since your grandfather’s death, but I thought we decided to work out our differences. That’s why I moved in, remember?”

      Moved in? What was going on here? It would make sense that Randy would have taken over the house after Kunu’s death.

      “Living in Kunu’s house doesn’t mean you and I need to get that friendly. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I have to get back to New York.”

      Randy laughed again. “What do you want to do in New York?”

      “It’s where I live, if you recall.” He knew as well as anyone that she’d always hated this place. If she returned to New York, she could find Aimee, get the vessel from her, and return to the past to find Wo'itsa. A twinge of sadness engulfed her. Why couldn’t she have come back a bit sooner, to the time before Kunu had died. If her grandfather was dead, then Matt Donovan was probably not alive anymore, either.

      She turned to head back toward the house. She needed to make a phone call. Behind her, Randy laughed.

      “Are you dreaming about leaving the Rez again, Kendra. Haven’t you given up on that crazy idea? You’ve been spouting nonsense like that since we were kids, but you’re still here.”

      Kendra stopped in her tracks. She turned to face Randy. “What do you mean? I left the Rez when I was eighteen. I’m a detective in New York, and the only reason for me to be here is to get my grandfather’s affairs in order, and then I’m going back home.”

      Back home. First, she had to go to New York to get the vessel that would take her to her real home in the past with Wo'itsa.

      Randy let out a hearty laugh. “You really do need to lay off the booze, Kendra. Better go back to bed and keep dreaming.”

      Kendra rushed into the house and slammed the door in Randy’s face. Her hands trembled. Something was seriously wrong. She reached for the phone hanging on the wall in the kitchen and dialed her office in New York.

      “This is Detective Kendra Weda. I need you to give me Detective Donovan’s home phone number.”

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” the woman who’d answered the phone sounded suspicious of her. “What precinct did you say you are with?”

      “I’m new to the precinct. Maybe my name’s not on the list, yet.”

      The woman on the other end hesitated. “I’m pretty sure I know the names of all the detectives here.”

      Kendra paused for a moment. Dread slammed her in the gut. “Is Detective Donovan there?” Her voice was shaky as she asked the question. There was a slight pause on the other end.

      “Detective Donovan hasn’t been with us for several months. He passed away in an accident. Perhaps I can put you in touch with someone else?”

      Kendra hung up the phone. She fell against the kitchen wall and ran a trembling hand through her hair. This couldn’t be happening. Whatever she’d done to change the timeline had also changed her own timeline. This was like being in some old Twilight Zone episode.

      “You warned me, Naatoyita, and I didn’t listen.”

      She had all her old memories, but apparently none of the ones from the new timeline she was on. There was no telling what events had occurred in her past that she wasn’t aware of. Apparently, she’d never left the Rez. A mounting feeling of dread engulfed her. How was she going to get back to where her heart truly belonged? It wasn’t this current timeline, and it wasn’t as a detective in New York.

      “I belong with you, Wo'itsa,” she whispered as a tear threatened to spill down her face. She held her hand to her stomach. If she had all her memories from her time in the past, did that mean she was still pregnant, or did she no longer carry Wo'itsa’s child because she was on a new timeline?

      Kendra wiped her face, then picked up the phone again. There was one last chance for her to get back to the past. At least she remembered where Matt Donovan had lived. She dialed the information line in New York and asked for the phone number listed for his address.

      When she called the number, an unfamiliar voice came on the line. “I’m sorry, Aimee Donovan no longer lives here.”

      Kendra hung up the phone. Her vision blurred as she sank to her knees on the cold linoleum of the kitchen floor.
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      Wo'itsa kicked some dirt on his campfire. He glanced around the site of Cameahwait’s cabin one final time, then followed the river through the vast valley, heading west.

      He’d waited four days and nights, but he hadn’t seen anyone other than the young hunter to whom he’d given the advice that traditions handed down by the Sky People were sometimes all right to change. Wo'itsa smiled despite the sadness in his heart.

      Kendra would have been proud that he’d advised someone to embrace new traditions. She would have told him that it wasn’t coincidence that he and the hunter had crossed paths. Wo’itsa could almost hear her telling him he should act like the son of the Sky People that he was and offer guidance to anyone in need.

      Wo'itsa’s heart ached to see her and hold her again. Unless Mukua or Naatoyita returned to this time, there was little hope that he would ever know what had happened to her. For now, he was lost in a time where he didn’t belong.

      “You are one of the Sky People,” the hunter had said with awe in his eyes. “I knew you would reveal yourself to me someday.”

      Wo'itsa had merely nodded. He hadn’t told the man that he’d seen him twice before in different seasons. Once, when he’d told his white brother that he should marry a woman named Morning Fawn, and again when he’d left his hunting group to notify his brother that he’d seen a white woman wandering lost in the woods.

      “If it is the wish of the Sky People that my brother goes against the traditions of our people, then so be it,” the hunter had said. “I will return to my village, as you say, and tell the shaman that my brother, Dosa bia’isa, has the approval of the Sky People to be with his wife during the birth of their child.”

      They’d parted ways and Wo'itsa had set up camp among the ruins of Cameahwait’s cabin. Perhaps he should have followed the hunter and gone to see the man’s brother. Dosa bia’isa, the man known as Daniel Osborne to Kendra, might be his only link to the Sky People. They could send him back to his proper time and perhaps tell him what had happened to his wife.

      In the end, he’d decided to wait. He’d cleansed, fasted, and meditated. He’d hoped for a vision, but nothing had happened. His nights had been filled with dreams that Kendra was alive and needed his help, but he had no way of reaching her.

      His frustration and feeling of helplessness grew, and by the fourth day, he’d finally decided to leave the valley in search of the only two people in this time who had a connection to the Sky People.

      Before the valley changed into the mighty canyon with its brilliant golden rocks, Wo'itsa left the banks of the Yellowstone River. If he had continued in that direction, he would have reached the high mountains of the Sky People, but his destination was another valley several days walk away. If the elders of the Sky People resided in this time, surely someone would have answered his pleas for help by now.

      Two days passed  before he reached the familiar valley where Mukua had sent him the first time he’d time traveled. It was also where Kendra had brought him when he’d nearly died from the bear attack.

      What was he going to say to Daniel and Aimee Osborne? Aimee had saved his life, but in a different time many seasons in the future. According to the hunter he’d met, the wife of Daniel Osborne was about to give birth. They would not yet know him, and it wouldn’t be proper for him to arrive at such a time.

      Wo'itsa kept to the trees surrounding the valley. He made camp not far from the cabin where he could observe without being discovered.

      Everything appeared peaceful and quiet, but something didn’t seem quite right. The longer he remained, thoughts of Kendra grew stronger and filled his mind. He spent a restless night under the stars, listening to the cries of his wife as she called to him in his sleep. It was as if she was here, or had been here, and every time he closed his eyes, he could feel her presence, but was unable to reach her.

      Wo'itsa stared at the stars. “Natukendra’eh,” he whispered, as if saying her name out loud would bring her back to him. He clenched his jaw and fisted his hands at his sides. No one answered his pleas for help. Mukua wasn’t going to return for him, and it would seem that Naatoyita had abandoned him, as well.

      The reality that he’d lost Kendra was almost too much to bear, especially since her presence was so strong. What good was it for him to be a son of the Sky People if he could not call upon the spirits to help him?

      Morning came, yet his grief and feeling of helplessness had only intensified.

      “I’m sorry I failed to protect you. You will always be the woman of my heart.”

      Wo'itsa knelt on the cold ground. He faced skyward and reached his hands to the heavens.

      “Give me a sign, elders of the Sky People,” he pleaded. “Show me a way to bring back my wife.” The anguish he felt in his heart flowed out through the tears that streamed down his face.

      He’d lost track of time before he finally lowered his arms. Every part of him was numb, except he had the same feeling as when he’d found the missing vessel in the river. Something was calling to him. Kendra’s spirit was so close, yet he had no idea how he could reach her.

      When Wo’itsa moved to stand, movement through the undergrowth nearby alerted him to someone’s presence. He leapt to his feet and pulled his knife from its sheath. Not a moment later, the hunter he’d encountered days ago appeared. The man stopped, bent over something he must have seen lying on the ground, then stood and glanced in Wo'itsa’s direction.

      Slowly, Wo'itsa approached the hunter, who held up his hand in greeting.

      “I took your advice and returned to my village, but now have come to visit my brother and his wife. Word was sent that he is the father of two healthy sons. He is ready to go on a hunt to gift the village with meat in celebration.”

      Wo'itsa nodded. Perhaps now would be a good time to speak to Daniel and Aimee.

      The hunter stepped closer and studied Wo'itsa. “I watched you asking for help from the spirits and did not wish to disturb you. When my path led me here, I found this on the ground. Perhaps you know what it is?”

      Wo'itsa’s eyes widened as he stared at the man’s open palm. His heart sped up. “Kendra’s vessel.” The words spilled from his mouth. “Where did you find this?”

      The hunter turned and pointed into the trees. “There was a stone with carvings on it that resemble the symbols my brother and his wife make. This object was lying on top of the stone.” He paused and studied Wo'itsa with keen eyes. “I was going to ask my brother about it, but I believe you are more likely to have the answer.”

      “This vessel belongs to the woman of my heart. I am trying to find her.” Wo'itsa took the snakehead when the hunter offered it to him.

      Patuhuyaa nuukwi nodded. “My mother has often spoken of the legends of the Sky People and the snakehead that holds their knowledge and wisdom, but no one has ever seen it.”

      Wo'itsa smiled at the Sheepeater. “You would be wise not to speak of this to anyone. Our paths have crossed for a reason, and I thank you for your help. Now go and be with your brother. I wish you both a successful hunt.”

      Patuhuyaa nuukwi stared at him for a long time, then finally nodded and disappeared into the trees, heading into the valley. Wo'itsa waited until he no longer saw the other man, then held the vessel in front of him. He closed his eyes and touched the red stone.

      “Take me to my wife.”
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      Wo'itsa glanced around the strange area as he stood and regained his balance. Mountains loomed in the distance, but nothing looked familiar. Unusual dwellings stood in rows on both sides of a wide dirt path. They were reminiscent of some of the structures he’d seen in the vision he’d received from Mukua.

      He hastily stuffed the vessel into his medicine pouch. Was he in the future? Kendra’s future? His heart rate increased. Dust churned in the distance, and not a moment later, a strange-looking creature the size of a bison came at him with speed far greater than the mighty animal possessed. Wo'itsa jumped out of the way and stared as the monster went past him. It emitted a foul odor and made a horrible noise.

      His eyes widened. Had that been a person trapped within the creature’s belly?

      He spun around when several children ran up to him, laughing and kicking a round object in front of them. A dog ran alongside them, barking and wagging its tail. The round object, red in color, rolled against Wo'itsa’s feet. He stared at it, then at the children.

      “Are you going to kick it back?” one of the boys asked, looking at him expectantly.

      Wo'itsa glanced at the object at his feet, then back at the children. He gripped his bow. The familiar feel of the sheep horn offered him comfort in this foreign world.

      With their dark hair and skin, the children all looked like they could be Sheepeater children, yet they were all dressed in a manner that resembled the clothing Kendra had worn when he’d first met her. They also spoke her language. Hope surged in him that he was in the correct time and place.

      “I am looking for a woman.”

      He stepped over the object at his feet and approached the children. They all stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Are you, like, a ceremonial warrior?” one of the boys asked.

      “I am called Wo'itsa,” Wo'itsa offered. “I am looking for my wife. Perhaps you know her. She is called Natu . . . she is called Kendra.”

      Several of the children glanced at each other with perplexed looks. A couple sniggered.

      “You’re a good actor, mister, but we’re not holding a pow wow anytime soon. Now, could you please give us back our ball?”

      Wo'itsa gritted his teeth. “Is there a woman named Kendra in this village?”

      One of the girls stepped forward. “Kendra Weda? She lives a few blocks over in her grandpa’s old house.”

      Wo'itsa knelt in front of the girl, his heart surging with joy, He nodded and smiled. “Yes, she’s my wife. Would you guide me to this . . . house.”

      Another girl rushed up to the one who’d given him the information  and whispered in her ear.

      “We’re not supposed to leave our neighborhood,” she finally said when her friend stepped away from her.

      Wo'itsa stood. “Can someone help me and take me to her?”

      The boy who’d asked for his ball a minute ago nodded. He smiled, glancing over his shoulder at his friends. “I’ll take you to her house. It’ll be entertaining to see what Randy has to say when you tell him that you think Kendra’s your wife.”

      They all sniggered.

      Wo'itsa frowned. “Who is Randy?”

      “Kendra’s boyfriend. I heard my mom say that she finally let him move in with her the other day, on account-a he’s been taking care of the place since her grandpa died.”

      Wo'itsa mentally shook his head. He didn’t understand the meaning of their words, except that one of the boys was willing to show him where to find Kendra. He followed the boy, who led him past rows of dwellings that all looked the same. They were passed by several of the loud and foul-smelling monsters, like the one that had nearly killed him. Each of them carried one or more people.

      Finally, the boy stopped and pointed straight ahead. “That’s where Kendra lives.”

      Wo'itsa glanced at the boy and nodded his thanks, then headed for the dwelling. He passed a few more similar dwellings, ignoring the stares from several women and old men who stood outside or sat in the shade.

      As he approached the home where he would find his wife, the angry voice of a man grew louder.

      “What the hell happened, Kendra? You finally wanted me to move in, and now you’re acting like you don’t even know me. I thought we were past all that. I’m getting tired of your little games.”

      “And I’m sick of you and your bossy attitude, Randy. You haven’t changed a bit since we were little when you used to bully me in front of all the other kids.”

      Wo'itsa stopped. His heart leapt with joy. Kendra. It was her voice. Love gripped his heart, and he smiled. She was alive, and by the sound of her voice, she was ready to do battle with someone.

      “You still think you’re something special, don’t you, Kendra? Your grandfather sure spoiled you and gave you a big, inflated head. Well, let me tell you something. You’re no better than the rest of us.”

      “I may not be someone special to you, but I don’t have to listen to your constant put-downs, Randy. I’d like to believe I have a much greater calling than being the bedwarmer to a bully. It seems like that much hasn’t changed.”

      Wo'itsa walked up to the door, which was similar in function to the one in Cameahwait’s or Daniel Osborne’s cabin. He reached for the handle and pushed. It required a second try until it finally sprang open. The instant he stepped inside, he tensed at the sight of a man standing close to Kendra. He looked as if he was about to strike her.

      Wo'itsa leapt forward and grabbed the man by the shirt. He threw him to the side, then rushed up to Kendra. Her hair was matted and unkempt, and she looked like she’d been crying. Her appearance sent a surge of anger through him. Never had he seen her look so lost and afraid.  Recognition filled her eyes, which widened in surprise, then joy.

      “Wo'itsa?”

      She threw herself into his arms, nearly knocking him over. Wo'itsa wrapped his arms around her and held her tight.

      “I didn’t know if you were alive or dead,” he murmured into her hair, inhaling deeply.

      “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” she sobbed. “I . . . I changed the timeline, and I may have made a big mistake.” She leaned away from him, tears of joy flowing down her cheeks. “How did you find me?” She shook her head, laughing and sobbing at the same time. “It doesn’t matter. Everything’s right again now.”

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      The man Wo'itsa had pushed away came up beside him and grabbed Wo'itsa’s shoulder. In one fluid move, Wo'itsa set Kendra aside, ducked to dislodge the man’s grip, then kicked him against the wall. Shiny objects along a shelf that appeared to be pots and containers of several sizes clanked loudly as they toppled to the ground.

      “Stay away from my wife,” Wo'itsa growled, towering over the man, who stared up at him with wide eyes. He moved to get back on his feet, but Wo'itsa put a heel in the man’s chest and pinned him to the ground.

      “Enough,” Kendra shouted. She grabbed Wo'itsa’s arm and pulled him away. “Take me away from here, Wo'itsa. Let’s get back home where we belong.”

      Wo'itsa hesitated, glaring at the angry face of the other man. Finally, he took his foot off the man’s chest and stepped back. He reached for the vessel in his pouch. Kendra moved up beside him and wrapped her hands around his arm. Wo'itsa held the vessel out for her to take. She shook her head.

      “The last time I used it, it brought me here, and it changed the timeline. You’ve mastered it better, since you found me.”

      Wo'itsa smiled. “We will both touch it, and it should take us back to where we need to be.”

      “Kendra, what is going on here?”

      The man didn’t attempt to stand, but his eyes darted from her to Wo'itsa. Kendra leaned forward.

      “I am Natukendra’eh weda of the Sky People, and this time, I’m following my destiny.”
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      “Where are we this time?”

      Kendra wiped the dust from her pants, staring over the edge of a deep canyon. Something seemed vaguely familiar. She’d been here before, but it wasn’t immediately apparent when and where she stood. She glanced up at Wo'itsa, who surveyed his surroundings as well.

      “This is where the bear attacked me.”

      Kendra’s eyes widened. “Why did the vessel bring us here?” She expelled an exasperated breath.

      Wo'itsa smiled. He pulled her into his arms. “Perhaps there is something we must finish here.” He leaned forward and kissed her lips.

      Kendra leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his neck. Love and happiness filled her, replacing the feeling of complete despair she’d had after arriving at her grandfather’s house, knowing her entire timeline had been altered. Near-panic had filled her as she’d grappled with the thought that her life would never be the same.

      “I thought I’d lost everything,” she whispered. “I wanted to make something right, something that I know in my heart shouldn’t have happened. I only hope I succeeded, but Naatoyita was right when he said that it would have consequences.”

      “Why did you leave your vessel behind when it sent you to your former life in the future?”

      “It didn’t take me to the life I left behind before I came to the past. The vessel took me to a time before I ran away from my grandfather. It gave me a glimpse of how my life could have turned out if I hadn’t left the Rez.” Kendra stared up at Wo'itsa. “It was a consequence of what I did to try and alter time, I’m sure of it. When I called on the spirits to send Dan Osborne back to a time before he time traveled, the vessel also sent me to a different timeline.”

      She wrapped her arms more fully around her Wolf’s neck. “You and your strong spirit medicine found me again.”

      “I heard you call to me. Our love is what reunited us. You will never be lost to me again” Wo'itsa kissed her again. “I would always find you, no matter where or what time.”

      Kendra kissed him back and laughed, “I think we both need to master this snakehead better. It seems to do what it wants, not what we tell it to do.”

      Wo'itsa shook his head. “I have no wish to learn how to master the vessel. I only want it to take us back to our true time, and then we can destroy it.”

      Kendra met his gaze. “First, we need them all before we can destroy them. Mukua is still out there with his vessel, and there’s also the third one.”

      Wo'itsa stepped away from her and gazed over the ledge. “Why has it brought us here?”

      Kendra joined him. Instead of looking out across the vastness, she looked down. She grabbed Wo'itsa by the arm, then pointed. “Look.”

      Wo'itsa leaned forward. “The woman who you tried to save from the bear. She can’t possibly be dead.”

      Kendra stared into the canyon. Aimee Donovan . . . Osborne, lay lifeless on a narrow ledge. She appeared to be unconscious.

      “Are we here to save her?” Wo'itsa wondered out loud.

      Kendra frowned. This wasn’t making any sense. “No. Daniel is supposed to save her. That’s how they met.”

      Voices drew closer, and they both spun around. Wo'itsa pulled Kendra behind some stone outcroppings. She recognized those voices. Her eyes widened. Her pulsen pounded at her temples as a surge of anger flooded her limbs with adrenaline, and she nearly stood to reveal her presence. Wo'itsa clearly felt her tension and tightened his hold on her to keep her hidden. Not a second later, the two elders of the Sky People, Naatoyita and Mukua, appeared and came closer to the edge of the canyon. They were obviously in a heated argument.

      “You will not alter the timeline again, Mukua. You have done enough in your senseless revenge against the Bear Clan. Your plan continues to fail. How many more times are you going to alter the true timeline because of your misguided hatred?”

      Mukua glared at his brother. The elder’s deep emotions were easy to see from Kendra’s vantage point. His eyes gleamed with hatred, but there was also the despair and anguish in an old man’s eyes from years of suffering a broken heart.

      “I will always search for a way to destroy your plans for the bloodline of those who took my wife from me,” the elder spat.

      Naatoyita reached his hand to his brother, who jerked away. “This is not what your wife would have wanted. She knew her role was to remain with her people.”

      Mukua’s face hardened, but the lines along his lips moved as his jawline quivered.

      “My wife died needlessly,” Mukua rasped, his voice weakening. A tear spilled from his eyes.

      Naatoyita nodded. “Everyone died needlessly. This war should have never happened, but it did, and we must move forward. It is our duty to protect the sacred mountains.” The elder stared beyond the chasm of the canyon before turning his gaze on his brother again.

      “In the end, you are the one who loses because you will not let go of your hate.”

      Mukua seemed to hesitate, then shook his head. “I will not rest until there is no breath left in me. I will always search for a way to destroy your plans for the bloodline of those who took my wife from me.”

      Naatoyita stared at his brother. A resigned look passed through his eyes.

      “Then there is only one recourse left for us, my brother.” Naatoyita glanced over his shoulder. He made quick eye contact with Kendra, and his lips twitched in a satisfied smile before he turned back to Mukua.

      “The vessels must be destroyed, so there can be no more time traveling. The days of the Sky People have come to an end. Future generations will talk about us around their camping fires. They will tell the legends of the Sky People, and speak of those who have saved our sacred mountains.”

      Mukua laughed. “You are aware, are you not, Naatoyita, that the vessels can only be destroyed in one of two ways?”

      Naatoyita nodded. “They can only be destroyed at the hand of the children whose spirits live inside them . . . or if the elder who created the vessel gives his own life.” Naatoyita paused, then added, “I cannot allow you to continue altering the timelines, Mukua. It is now up to the descendants of the Sky People to continue our work. May you find peace with your wife, my brother.”

      Without any warning, and with surprising speed, Naatoyita tossed his medicine pouch on the ground, tore his brother’s pouch from around his neck and flung it into the dirt beside his own, grabbed his brother by the arms, then lunged forward and over the edge of the canyon, taking Mukua with him. Kendra sprang from her hiding place.

      “No.” She stared over the gaping chasm. Rocks and dirt rolled down the side of the canyon, tumbling along with the bodies of the two Sky People elders, until everything came to rest with a splash in the river below.

      Wo'itsa grabbed her and pulled her into a tight embrace. She squeezed her eyes shut and clung to him.

      “Why did he do that?” she sobbed.

      Wo'itsa stroked the back of her head. “Naatoyita must have believed it was the only way to stop Mukua. We could all see that Mukua’s heart would never change.”

      He held her face between his hands and looked at her. “Naatoyita sacrificed himself to ensure the protection of the sacred mountains. According to what he said, his death destroyed the vessel he created.”

      Kendra nodded, too stunned to say anything. Wo'itsa kissed the top of her head and pulled her back into his arms. He held her until she stopped sobbing, stroking her back.

      “Perhaps now Mukua can find peace and be reunited with his wife again.”

      After a while, he stepped away from her. He gathered Mukua’s medicine pouch along with the one Naatoyita had tossed aside, then led her away from the edge of the canyon. “All we have to do now is destroy the remaining two vessels.”

      Wo'itsa glanced at the canyon again. “Are you sure we should leave the woman to die on the ledge?”

      Was it the right thing to do? What if something else changed along the timeline, and Aimee wouldn’t be rescued? Before she had time to contemplate too much, Wo'itsa pulled her back to their hiding place and gestured for silence. Moments later, Daniel Osborne appeared with another man.

      Kendra held her breath. She dared not move while Daniel climbed down the steep canyon wall and came back with Aimee a short while later. The two men conversed in hushed tones. The other man left, leaving Daniel alone with his future wife lying unconscious on the ground. He picked her up, gathered her in his arms, and stared at her for a moment, then carried her away from the edge.

      A tear trickled from Kendra’s eyes. She wrapped her arms around Wo'itsa, and kissed him

      “Let’s try again to get home to our proper time.”

      She reached for the snakehead in Wo'itsa’s pouch. Their eyes met.

      “Their children and children’s children will tell the legends of the Sky People,” Wo'itsa murmured.

      Kendra nodded as she glanced in the direction where Daniel carried Aimee away to meet their destinies. She wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck, and gazed into his loving eyes.

      “They don’t know it yet, but that is the beginning of a beautiful love story.”
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      He wrapped his arm around her waist and held her close while a strong breeze blew off the side of the mountain. The sun was setting as they stood, overlooking the valley and surrounding mountains below. The mighty river flowed from the distant lake across the wide expanse of the valley before it carved its way through the canyon with the yellow rocks.

      The woman glanced up and smiled, her face radiant as the colors of the sun reflected off her skin. Wo'itsa pulled Kendra closer. The years hadn’t diminished her beauty or her warrior’s heart.

      “What are you thinking about, my wife?”

      “I’m thinking how glad I am that I took your advice all those years ago and started reconnecting with my ancestors. I can’t imagine a better life than the one I have here with you.”

      “You don’t miss your life in the future? It is not every woman who prefers to live in seclusion at the top of a mountain with only her husband for company.”

      Kendra laughed. “But look at the view from atop this mountain.” She swept her hand out in front of her, then looked up at him. “And you’re not bad company, either.”

      Wo'itsa squeezed her hand, then led her back to their hut. “Our ancestors would be proud. I believe we have done all the Sky People proud.”

      Kendra nodded. “We raised a beautiful daughter while we lived among the Tukudeka.”

      “Gentle Sun grew up leading an ordinary life without the burdens of the Sky People, while still fulfilling her destiny as protector of the bloodline that will oversee the sacred mountains into the future.”

      When they’d ducked into the protective shelter of their hut, Kendra dug through one of her many pouches, her back turned to him. She glanced over her shoulder. Wo'itsa knelt by the fire, stoking the flames and adding more wood.

      “Do you ever wonder if everything is going according to the plan set out by the elders when they created the vessels?”

      Wo'itsa glanced up and looked at his wife. “I am confident that the timeline is on the correct course, thanks to Naatoyita’s sacrifice all those years ago.”

      He shook his head. “Mukua would never have stopped his relentless need for revenge.”

      “It’s sad how he allowed his grief to turn to such hate,” Kendra whispered. “He obviously loved his wife very much to grieve like that, but he could have used those feelings for good, rather than trying to destroy others.”

      “At least it has come to an end. The vessels are destroyed, Daniel and Aimee Osborne raised their children, and their grandson will see to the protection of the mountains going into the future.”

      Kendra walked up to him. She stood behind him and asked, “What about our grandson?”

      Wo'itsa laughed. “He will never realize that without him, you and I might not be together this day. If not for him, who knows if I would have found the vessel to bring you back to me?”

      He looked up and held out his hand. When Kendra took it, he pulled her to the ground to sit beside him. She reached for a stick and poked at the fire, staring into the flames.

      “I’m sure Naatoyita knew we would be together again,” she said absently. “That’s why he waited for the right opportunity to finally put a stop to his brother.“

      Kendra smiled and let out a contented sigh. “Even if our grandson wasn’t aware of it, I’m sure Naatoyita guided him to look out for Daniel, and later, Chase. Naatoyita was teaching him early on to be the successor to the Sky People.”

      Wo'itsa’s forehead scrunched. “The blood of the Sky People flows in his veins, but there is no need for a successor after we are gone.”

      Kendra held up her hand and opened her palm. Their eyes met after Wo'itsa had finished staring at the snakehead she revealed.

      “The original vessel. I thought you destroyed it. You’ve kept it all these years?”

      Kendra nodded. “I couldn’t bring myself to destroy it. It’s as if the spirits called to me to keep it alive. But now it needs someone new to safeguard it. I believe it’s time for it to be handed off to someone else.”

      He looked at her for a long time. Perhaps she was right. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Wo'itsa smiled. “Then tomorrow we will take the vessel to our grandson. From this day forth, Elk Runner will be the keeper of the vessel and the legends of the Sky People.”
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      Please join my list of awesome readers, and get exclusive content, such as the unpublished Prologue and first three chapters that were cut from the original manuscript for Yellowstone Heart Song just for signing up! Find out about Aimee’s encounter with Zach before she time traveled.

      You’ll also be kept up-to-date with the characters from the Yellowstone series in my popular exclusive monthly “Aimee’s Journal” entries, sneak peeks, free book offers, behind the scenes info, latest releases, and much more!

      

      You can also join me on Facebook. I love interacting with my readers, and you can stay current on my book projects and happenings.

      For even more behind-the scenes news, interaction and discussions with other readers about my books, and just general fun, consider joining my closed Facebook Group.

      You can always reach me at

      peggy@peggylhenderson.com

      

      YELLOWSTONE ROMANCE SERIES

      (in recommended reading order)

      Yellowstone Heart Song (Book 1)

      Return to Yellowstone (Sequel to Yellowstone Heart Song -novella)

      A Yellowstone Christmas (novella)

      Yellowstone Redemption (Book 2)

      Yellowstone Reflections (novella)

      Yellowstone Love Notes (short story)

      A Yellowstone Homecoming (novella)

      A Yellowstone Season of Giving (short story)

      Yellowstone Awakening (Book 3)

      Yellowstone Dawn (Book 4)

      Yellowstone Deception (Book 5)

      A Yellowstone Promise (novella)

      Yellowstone Origins (Book 6)

      Yellowstone Legacy (Book 7)

      Yellowstone Legends (Book 8)

      

      Many of my readers have asked for a timeline for both the YELLOWSTONE ROMANCE SERIES as well as the TETON ROMANCE TRILOGY and the WILDERNESS BRIDES SERIES, since the three series are closely related (by setting and time period) and characters from one series tend to make cameo appearances in the other, and storylines have even crossed over.

      All three  of the above series combined create one big world in and around the Yellowstone and Teton area of the early 1800’s when mountain men and fur trappers roamed the land. Another six-book spin-off is planned for release starting sometime in 2018.

      To download a pdf file with a list of all the books currently available in the three series, and their reading order as they fall on the timeline, please click HERE. The file is updated as new books get added.

      

      
        
        About the Author

      

      

      

      Peggy L Henderson is an award-winning, best-selling western historical and time travel romance author of the Yellowstone Romance Series, Second Chances Time Travel Romance Series, Teton Romance Trilogy, and the Blemished Brides and Wilderness Brides Western Historical Romance Series. When she’s not writing about Yellowstone, the Tetons, or the old west, she’s out hiking the trails, spending time with her family and pets, or catching up on much-needed sleep. She is happily married to her high school sweetheart. In April 2018, she and her husband made their  permanent home in Yellowstone National Park.

      

      As always, a special thank you goes out to my editor - Barbara Ouradnik, my proof-reader - Heather Belleguelle, for all their hard work and dedication to make this book the best it can be. Thank you to my beta readers for questioning everything! And, my cover designer - Collin Henderson, for putting up with my endless requests for changes.
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