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Praise for Margaret Coel’s national bestselling series ...
THE THUNDER KEEPER
“Coel has obvious respect for the land and people who populate it . . . She creates dense and compelling characters in complex stories to entertain her loyal fans.”—The Denver Post
 

“Coel gets the atmosphere just right. She is on original and interesting ground.”—Publishers Weekly
 

THE SPIRIT WOMAN
“Intriguing Arapaho and Shoshone history and realistic treatment of contemporary Native American issues make this cozy a winner.”
—Library Journal
 

“A well-drawn tale. Margaret Coel changes the direction of the series so that there is an added freshness that doesn’t lose the essence of the Wind River mysteries.”—Midwest Book Review
 

“Gives the readers a rare look into the lives of the Arapahos, and they can feel the pain of a nation forced to live by the white man’s standards. This is one of those books that keeps the blood pumping. Tight tension keeps it moving at an accelerating pace.”
—Rendezvous
 

THE LOST BIRD
“A truly touching story . . . the whole book is infused with the spirit of the Arapaho community.”—Sarah Smith, author of The Knowledge of Water
 

“Among the best mysteries of the year. She writes vividly about western landscapes and Native American customs . . . Coel is clearly at the top of her game.”—Booklist (starred review)
 

“An engrossing mystery and a great read. Margaret Coel manages to have enjoyable characters and a super mystery—not an easy task.”—The Literary Times
THE STORY TELLER
“Vivid western landscapes, intriguing history, compelling characters, and quick, tight writing that is a joy to read . . . Holden is a unique mix of the modern and the traditional. One of the best of the year.”—Booklist (starred review)
 

“All the strengths of this fine series are present here: Coel’s knowledge of and respect for western history, a solid mystery with a credible premise in Indian lore, and the struggles of Holden and O’Malley with their powerful, but so far unconsummated, attraction to each other.”—Publishers Weekly
 

 

THE DREAM STALKER
“Seamless storytelling by someone who’s obviously been there.”
—J. A. Jance
 

“Critics who have called Coel a ‘female Hillerman’ are right on the mark.”—The Boulder Daily Camera
 

“Murder, romance, a nuclear storage facility, and Indian lore blend appealingly in this third mystery . . . Another coup for Coel.”
—Publishers Weekly
THE GHOST WALKER
“Margaret Coel guides us mystery lovers on another of her gripping tours of evil among the Wind River Arapahos.”
—Tony Hillerman
 

“Coel is a vivid voice for the West, its struggles to retain its past and at the same time enjoy the fruits of the future.”
—The Dallas Morning News
 

“A corking good read . . . Excellent . . . An outstanding entry in a superior series.”—Booklist (starred review)
 

“A tautly written, compelling mystery, grounded in and sympathetic to the Arapaho culture.”—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
 

THE EAGLE CATCHER
“Margaret Coel’s account of dastardly deeds among the Arapahos on the Wind River Reservation shouldn’t be missed by anyone interested in either new trends in mystery writing or contemporary American Indian culture. She’s a master at both.”
—Tony Hillerman
 

“An uncanny sense of dialogue . . . Coel merges her grasp of history with the mystery genre. The result is so successful, you wonder what took her so long.”—The Denver Post
 

“Insightful commentary about Arapaho culture, well-drawn characters, and a lively pace.”—Publishers Weekly
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Father, the morning star!
Look on us. We have danced until daybreak.
We have danced until daybreak.
Take pity on us.
Take pity on us.
Hi ’i ’i ’!
 

Stand ready!
Stand ready!
So that when the crow calls you,
You will see him.
You will see him.
 

—ARAPAHO SONGS

1
My relations, stand ready, stand ready. I bring you the words of the father himself, Hesuna’nin. The father sent the lightning that cleansed and burned me into the ground. He took me to the shadow land, where I saw the ancestors: Black Coal, Sharp Nose, Yellow Calf, Little Raven, Medicine Man, Left Hand. I saw the beautiful women standing tall and proud and the children running and playing with hoops and sticks. The father told me to tell you that the new world is coming. Already crow is flying on the clouds and bringing the ancestors back to us. They come with the mighty herds of buffalo, deer, and elk. Once again the white lodges will spread beneath the cottonwoods. Green grass will cover the plains. There will be wild fruits and vegetables, and the rivers will run clean. The father will keep his promise to us. The new world will slide over the old, like the right hand over the left.

 

From a half-mile down the road, Father John O’Malley could see the small, white house reflecting the late afternoon light, stark and solitary in the empty expanse of the plains. The second act of Faust, “De l’enfer qui vient,” rose from the tape player beside him and mixed with the sound of the wind over the half-opened windows of the Toyota pickup. It was the last Monday in May, the Moon When the Ponies Shed Their Shaggy Hair, in the Arapaho way of marking the passing time. For a week, the temperature had been setting record highs.
He turned into the bare-dirt yard and stopped next to the concrete stoop at the front door. The curtains in the front windows were half-closed against the sun, making the house seem inviting, a shady oasis. A twenty-year-old sedan with the rear bumper bent at one end was parked next to the house. He let the tape play a moment, then hit the off switch and got out, giving the door a hard slam that sounded like a rifle shot in the quiet. Anybody inside would know he’d arrived.
He leaned against the pickup and pulled his cowboy hat down against the sun. It was not polite to bang on the door and call attention to yourself. If someone wanted to see you, he’d come out and say so. Beyond the house, the plains ran into the dun-colored foothills of the Wind River mountains. The white peaks lay along the blue sky like a serrated knife.
In his eight years at St. Francis Mission on the Wind River Reservation, Father John had come to love the quiet vastness and the way the plains revealed their secrets when you happened upon them unexpectedly—the swell of a bluff, the cut of an arroyo, the patches of sagebrush and pink, blue, and yellow wildflowers. So different from Boston, where he’d spent most of his forty-eight years. He was an Irishman, from a long line of Boston Irish with the same red hair and blue eyes and white skin that always looked flushed in the sun.
He’d been a drunk in Boston, alone in his study, grading papers for his American history classes at the Jesuit prep school, sipping whiskey—a harmless relaxation after the long day, he’d told himself. He’d found so many ways, dozens of ways, to hide from the truth there, until the day the Superior had confronted him. He’d spent a year in Grace House, and afterward—still recovering, always recovering—no one had offered him a job. Except for Father Peter at an Indian mission in Wyoming that Father John had never heard of. Three years later, Father Peter had retired and Father John had become the Superior. You couldn’t hide here, with the earth stretching into the sky. He was grateful for that. Your shadow was always alongside you.
“There you are, Father.” Minnie Little Horse stood in the opened door, patting at the white apron draped over her pink housedress. The sound of her voice surprised him. When had the door opened? She was in her seventies, with tightly curled gray hair that matched the pinched look on her dark face. Squinting into the sunshine, she waved him inside.
“How are you, grandmother,” he said, using the term of respect. He followed her into the L-shaped living room that extended into the kitchen in the rear. Another elderly woman—this would be Minnie’s sister, although she looked frailer and more sunken into herself than the last time he’d seen her—sat on the sofa: needle in one hand, white thread dangling over a piece of tanned deerskin in her lap, an embroidered design of colored beads taking shape on the skin.
“You remember Louise,” Minnie said.
“Yes, of course.” Father John walked over, and the old woman slipped her free hand, small and rough as bark, into his. Her face was crosshatched with wrinkles, the thin hair only partially concealing patches of pink scalp. She looked up at him out of ancient eyes, like the eyes of grandmothers in the Old Time, staring out of the bronze-tinted photos.
“Eat, eat,” Louise said, removing her hand. “We got cold chicken in the fridge. Minnie’ll get you a plate.” The other woman was already starting for the kitchen.
He had to laugh. The people were always trying to feed him. A habit from the Old Time, he knew, when Arapahos fed everybody who wandered into the villages.
He thanked the sisters and said he’d take a raincheck. The afternoon was wearing on, and Elena, the housekeeper at St. Francis, served dinner at six. It was Monday. That meant stew. Elena ran the residence like a drill sergeant. She expected promptness, and he was usually late. He would be late today, but his new assistant, Father George Reinhold, in all his German exactitude, would no doubt be on time, which, Father John knew, would only partially mollify Elena.
“Cup of coffee, then?” An impatient let’s-get-this-over-with note seeped into Minnie’s voice.
“Coffee would be fine,” he said. He took the chair across from Louise, set his hat on the side table, and made small talk for a few moments: the hot weather, the wild grasses burned brown in the sun. The old woman smoothed the deerskin in her lap. What’s it gonna be like in July, when the real summer heat comes on? They oughtta move to Alaska, she said. Finally she laid the deerskin on the cushion beside her.
“I been saying to Minnie,” she began again, and he knew this was what the sisters wanted to talk about, “we can’t keep our worrying all bottled up. We gotta call Father John.”
The call had come this morning. Minnie’s voice, breathless and hurried. She didn’t want to bother him, but she didn’t know what to do, and he, being a white man . . . Could he come over? He’d glanced at his daytimer. A married couple due in for counseling in thirty minutes, social committee meeting this afternoon, parish council meeting tonight. And he wanted to finish writing the annual report for the board of directors meeting next weekend.
He dreaded the annual board meeting—the bishop himself from Cheyenne and seven Jesuits from around the country, all scrutinizing the financial and spiritual conditions of St. Francis Mission. And always the possibility that the board would decide the mission had outlived its purpose—a nineteenth-century anachronism adrift in the twenty-first century—and recommend to the Provincial that it be closed.
He’d told Minnie he’d try to swing by about four-thirty or five.
Minnie was back with two mugs of coffee—one for him, the other for her sister. She sank onto the far side of the sofa, clasped her hands over the white apron, and drew in a long breath, composing something inside her head. Finally she said, “Louise and me, well, we been real worried about my grandson, Dean.” The words came in a torrent, as if a dam had burst.
“What’s going on?” Father John could still see Dean Little Horse running around the bases after he’d hit the ball into left field, long legs stretching out to take him home. Another score for the Eagles, the baseball team Father John had started his first summer at St. Francis. Dean was fifteen then, tall and thin-limbed, with black hair that fell over his forehead and dark eyes lit with curiosity and intelligence. He’d gone off to college three years later, and the last Father John had heard, he’d landed a job with a software company in Lander.
Minnie bit at her lower lip, then she said, “We can’t find him, Father.”
“What do you mean?” Father John set his mug on the table next to his chair. The house was stitched with tension.
“Four days now, since last Thursday. Ain’t that right, Louise?” Minnie glanced over at her sister. “We been calling and calling. He don’t answer the phone. I went to his apartment in Lander yesterday, but nobody was there.”
“What about his office?”
“That’s just it, Father.” The woman sat perfectly still, frozen with anxiety. “I went to his office, and they said he didn’t come to work Friday and didn’t show up today.”
Father John leaned forward. He set his elbows on his thighs and clasped his hands, trying to fit what the woman had said into some kind of logical context. Dean Little Horse might have decided to get away for a few days. Maybe he went fishing or decided to take a trek into the mountains.
He didn’t believe it. No Arapaho would just leave without telling his family. And Minnie and Louise were Dean’s family. They’d raised him from infancy, from the day after his father, Minnie’s only child, had died in a car accident. Dean’s mother, seventeen years old and terrified, had shown up at the front door. Twenty below zero outside, Minnie once told him, snow so deep that the girl’s footprints across the yard looked like post holes, and she’d handed Minnie a bundle wound in blankets and said, “Your grandson. I can’t take care of him.”
Minnie had tried to get the girl to come inside, but she’d turned and run back through the post holes, hopping through the swirling snow on one leg, then the other. Minnie had begun unwrapping the hard, still bundle, shaking with fear that the baby—God! She hadn’t known about the baby!—was already dead, frozen to death.
“Have you contacted the police?” he said finally.
Minnie was shaking her head, eyes closed against the possibility. “We don’t want the police, Father.” She opened her eyes and gave him a look that pleaded for understanding. “Dean’s a good boy, never had trouble with the police. Louise and me, we don’t want the police to know his name. Far as they’re concerned, Dean Little Horse don’t exist, and that’s how we want to keep it. They hear he’s missing, they’re gonna classify him with the losers and drunks that hang out at the bars.”
“Fort Indians,” Louise said.
Father John understood. The drunken Indians who, a hundred years ago, had hung out at the forts, trading their buffalo robes and their women, everything they had, for another drink of whiskey. Oh, yes, he understood. He’d traded his career for whiskey.
“Dean was twenty-three last March.” Minnie scooted to the edge of the sofa. “He’s got himself a college degree, knows all about computers, You’re a white man. You tell me where he might’ve gone off to.”
Father John had to glance away from the raw fear in the women’s eyes. They both knew that Dean Little Horse could have gotten into serious trouble—a reservation Indian, making his way in the outside world. There were people who’d run an Indian off the road if they saw him. He’d been in the backseat of a van once, on his way to speak at a luncheon for local businessmen. The Toyota had been sputtering, in need of new spark plugs, and they’d offered to pick him up. Four white men and the Indian priest, careening down the highway toward Riverton, and an Indian standing alongside the road, waiting to cross.
“Let’s see how high he jumps,” the driver called out.
“Yeah, go for it.” The others whooped and hollered. The van veered toward the Indian, who jumped back, stumbled, and fell into the ditch.
“Stop!” Father John had shouted. Even the memory brought the heat into his face.
“Hey, Father.” The driver’s head had swirled around, as if he’d forgotten who was there. “No harm done. Just a little joke.”
“Let me out,” he’d said.
“Hey, what about your talk?” One of the businessmen seemed to realize what had happened. “Lots of people gonna be disappointed.”
They were a quarter-mile down the highway when the van finally pulled over. He’d crawled past the brown-trousered legs, freed himself, and slammed the door. The van had squealed into the traffic and he’d run back to find the Indian, but the man was gone.
He felt his skin prickling. Dean was like that Indian. He could be lying in a ditch somewhere. He said, “I’ll have a look around Lander.”
“Oh, would you, Father?” The fear in Minnie’s eyes dissolved into a look of such trust and expectation that he could almost feel the weight of it settling over his shoulders.
He said, “I’ll need some information. Dean’s apartment. The name of his company.” He pulled out the small notepad and pencil he always carried in the pocket of his plaid shirt.
Minnie recited the addresses, telephone numbers, all from memory.
Father John wrote quickly. “What about his friends?”
“Friends?” Minnie was quiet, and he glanced up. Her dark eyes were like stones. “Kids he went to high school with on the rez, lot of ’em moved away. Far as I know, Dean was making new friends. He never had trouble making friends. Everybody likes Dean.”
“I think he had a girlfriend,” Louise said, her voice small and tentative.
“Oh, Louise.” Minnie gave the other woman an impatient look. This was well-trodden ground. “We don’t know that for sure.”
“Too busy to come for dinner last few Sundays,” the other woman persisted. “Only normal a good boy like Dean would find himself a nice girl to spend Sundays with.”
“Any idea of who she is?” Father John said.
Minnie squared her shoulders and drew in a long breath. “Dean never said anything about a girlfriend. I think . . . I really think he would have told us.”
Father John slipped the notepad and pencil back into his pocket, then got to his feet. “Look,” he said, taking in both women. “We’d better only give this one day. If I don’t find him, I want you to promise to file a missing persons report.”
Minnie pushed herself out of the sofa. “Louise and me, we feel a lot better already.” She glanced around at her sister pressed against the cushions, as if to ward off a blow that only she saw coming.
“Tell Dean to call us right away, Father,” Minnie said. “Tell him how we been awful worried.”
 

 

Father John jammed down on the accelerator. The pickup thumped over the hard-packed dirt and onto the road. An uneasy feeling set like a rock in his stomach. Nobody dropped off the earth for four days. Something had happened. He should have insisted that Minnie go to the police immediately, but he knew it wouldn’t have done any good. No amount of reasoning could break through the logjam in the woman’s eyes. He was going to have to try to find her grandson. He had to get as much information about Dean Little Horse as he could, and he had to get it fast.

2
The sun had burned hot all day, and now the heat pressed down over the flat, open stretch of plains on either side of Blue Sky Highway. Vicky Holden eased up on the accelerator. Ahead a line of traffic waited to turn into the graveled parking lot in front of the Arapaho tribal head-quarters. She stopped behind a white pickup, her turn signal clicking in rhythm with the flashing light on the pickup. The air seemed hotter than on the highway at sixty miles an hour with the breeze blowing through the Bronco.
She didn’t mind the heat, the smell of dry sage in the air. Reminders that she was home again after four months at Howard and Fergus, her old law firm, trying to convince herself she belonged in a steel-and-glass skyscraper on Seventeenth Street in Denver. She belonged on the Wind River Reservation, where not every foot of earth had been paved over and there were still the open spaces and sky that had always sheltered and comforted her people.
The traffic inched forward. Vicky could see what was causing the bottleneck: a dozen men and women—all Indians—circling the entrance to the parking lot, waving placards and shoving baskets at the vehicles that slowed past. They looked young, early twenties, she guessed, with calm expressions that might have been painted on the dark faces. The women wore long, white gowns that brushed the tops of their moccasins; the men, white shirts and trousers with fringe dipping over the shoulders and running down the arms and legs.
A semi slowed past, the driver gawking out his window. Then the white pickup swung into the turn and Vicky followed, bouncing over the gravel past the Indians. The men’s clothing was made of buckskin, like the clothing of the warriors in the Old Time. The women’s dresses were muslin. Now she could make out the painted symbols on the clothing: blue bands for her people, whom the other plains tribes called the Blue Sky People; yellow circles and crosses for the sun and the morning star; red thunderbirds for the eagle, the messenger of the Creator, and squiggly lines radiating from the eyes, the symbol of lightning.
A placard thrust itself across the windshield and Vicky stomped on the brake. Red block letters said: HESUNA’NIN IS THE WAY. PREPARE FOR THE NEW WORLD.
The placard slid past, and for a second, she caught the eye of a tall, muscular man with black braids that hung over the designs painted on his shirt. His features—the knife-edged mouth, narrowed eyes, and fleshy nose—seemed to sink into his flat face. He thrust a basket into her opened window. A few coins lay in the bottom. She pushed the basket away.
The man—Pueblo, Ute, Cheyenne, Lakota, she wasn’t sure, but he didn’t have the sculptured face of the Arapaho—stepped back and glanced around, the narrowed eyes issuing orders to the others. Then he started across the parking lot toward a black truck, a hopping motion, as if his left leg worked independently from the rest of his body. The others moved out of the circle and marched behind him like a precision drill team. He waved the placard overhead and shook the basket in a slow, jerky rhythm.
Vicky had no idea who the Indians were, and the realization made her feel as if she’d happened into an alien place, not her own place at all. Even the moccasin telegraph had failed to reach her since she’d returned to Lander. Had she remained on the reservation, where she belonged, instead of living and working in town, she would know. She would be connected.
She tried to push away the sense of being adrift. She was back home, after all; Lander abutted the southern boundary of the reservation. She swung right and parked in front of the squat brick building, once a school, now the tribal offices. She grabbed her briefcase from the passenger seat and crossed the sidewalk to the glass door.
A blast of cool air rushed over her as she stepped into the dark-tiled entry: receptionist’s desk against the opposite wall, plastic molded chairs along the side walls. Two elders had pulled their chairs forward and were staring out the door. One of them grinned at her. “We was bettin’ on whether they was gonna let you pass,” he said.
Vicky smiled at the elders, then walked over to the receptionist, a strikingly pretty young woman who leaned sideways around the computer monitor with the poise of an expert rider turning her pony. Vicky gave her name and said she had an appointment with Norm Weedly.
“He’s waiting.” The woman’s eyes switched to the corridor on the right.
Vicky found the office: third door on the left, TRIBAL WATER ENGINEER printed in black letters on the pebbly glass. She was about to knock when the door swung open. Weedly gripped the edge. Tall and wiry, with ropelike muscles in his neck and forearms, wearing blue jeans, yellow plaid shirt, and hiking boots. Arapaho, in his early forties, Vicky thought, close to her own age.
“Come on in.” Weedly ushered her into an office not much larger than an outsized closet. Two chairs and a metal desk with papers and folders sloping across the top took up most of the space. Motes of dust hung in the column of sunshine that slanted through the window. Tacked on the walls were maps of the reservation and aerial photos of the major rivers—Wind River, Little Wind River, Popo Agie—that spilled out of the mountains and into a spidery system of irrigation canals. Other photos showed views of the main reservoirs: Diversion Dam up north and, to the west, Bull Lake Dam, an earthen wall paved with concrete that contained a lake the color of turquoise.
“How ya doing?” Weedly threw the question over one shoulder as he walked around the desk. He sank into the swivel chair, picked up a folder, and motioned for her to take the straight-back chair next to the door.
Vicky sat down, settled the briefcase on her lap, and fielded the small talk about the weather, the heat spell—early this year—all the polite preliminaries to the real purpose of the meeting.
Finally, the water engineer cleared his throat and said, “So, what’s your opinion on our problem with the Wind River, counselor?”
Vicky felt a little flush of satisfaction. Her people had finally asked for her opinion on an important matter—the ongoing damage to the Wind River and to the fish and wildlife from the inadequate stream flow. There were a lot of lawyers in big-name firms with more experience on water issues and Native American rights than she had, and yet Weedly had called her—a fresh look at the problem, he’d said. Whatever she suggested, he’d promised to take to the JBC, the Joint Business Council, which represented the Arapahos and the Shoshones, the two tribes that shared the reservation.
Vicky raised the flap of her briefcase and extracted the clear-plastic-covered report she’d spent the last two weeks writing. “We have to go back to court. We don’t have a choice.” She handed the report across the desk.
Weedly flinched. She might have handed him a fire-cracker about to explode in his face. He stared at the plastic cover. “Not gonna happen, counselor. JBC’s had decades of lawsuits over water, enough to satisfy anybody’s litigious nature, and when it was all done, State Supreme Court gave the state the right to control the amount of water in the rivers.”
“But the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed our treaty rights to the water.” Vicky heard the stridency in her voice.
“All well and good, but the state still decides how that water can be used.” The engineer jumped up and turned toward the photos behind his desk. “State has a lot to say about the amount of water in the reservoirs and irrigation canals,” he said. He might have been talking to himself. “And every year, after the spring runoff piles up silt against the dam headworks, the local irrigation district decides to release walls of mud into the Wind River.” He turned back to her, a mild look of surprise in his expression, as if he’d just remembered she was there.
“I was hoping you’d find some legal loophole for us to keep the Wind River from dying.” He shifted his gaze above her head, as if the river itself had suddenly come into view. “This summer . . .” He halted, then stumbled on: Hot weather. Silt. Evaporation. River dies, might never be able to reclaim it.
Vicky got to her feet—she always thought better on her feet—and walked over to the window. Outside, the black truck was gone. Only a few pickups and her Bronco stood in the lot. She felt shaky with a sense of futility and helplessness. What had he expected of her? A miracle? Was she supposed to find a loophole that had just happened to slip by the scrutiny of other lawyers?
She turned back to the man standing ramrod straight behind the desk. “Bull Lake Dam is the key,” she said, gesturing toward the photo of the thick turquoise finger of water crooked into the green mountains. “One hundred and fifty thousand acre-feet of water. Everything below the dam”—she swept her hand over the map of the reservation—“depends on the water stored here.” She held the man’s gaze. “I suggest we file a federal lawsuit based on our rights as a sovereign nation to regulate water quality in the rivers. We ask the feds to impose water quality standards, which would ensure a better stream flow and cleaner water. A limited lawsuit.”
“No such thing. We’d be opening up the whole complicated water issue again. Last thing the state’s gonna want to see.” He leaned over his desk and flipped the edge of the plastic cover, as if he should open it but didn’t want to, and Vicky wondered if he would ever read the report.
“You said yourself the river will die.”
“JBC won’t go for it.” His fingers scratched at the report.
Vicky drew in a long breath. “I’d like to get on the agenda for the next JBC meeting.”
“I’ll give the council your report.” Weedly pushed the plastic across the desk. “You lawyers,” he said, a lighter tone now, “never give up hope the courts can settle everything. Problem is, Vicky, we have other issues with the state. We might be sovereign, but take a look.” He gestured toward the map of Wyoming, the reservation a large block of red in the center. “We’re surrounded. We depend on the state for maintenance on state roads across the rez, money for schools, welfare programs. Let’s say we file another lawsuit on the water issue and the federal court says, yeah, Indians got the right to regulate water quality in our rivers. You think the state won’t make us pay in other ways?”
“That shouldn’t happen.”
“Yeah? Aren’t you forgetting something? The Indians lost the war.”
Vicky got to her feet. She gripped the briefcase hard; the leather felt flimsy and wrinkled in her hand. Did everything have to be filtered through a prism of the past? Would her people always be immobilized by the old fears?
She said, “What about the agenda?”
“Won’t do any good.”
“I’d like to try.”
Weedly was quiet a moment. In his eyes, Vicky saw the smallest flicker of possibility. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said finally. Then he started around the desk and stretched out a sinewy hand for the tan cowboy hat on the coattree in the corner. “Past quitting time. I’ll walk out with you.”
Vicky led the way across the deserted lobby, the receptionist’s chair pushed into the desk, the two plastic chairs angled toward the door. Outside, the late afternoon heat lay over the parking lot like an invisible ceiling. The sun was high above the mountains, a red-orange flare that cast blue shadows over the foothills in the distance. An engine thrummed out on the highway. Except for the Bronco and a green Ford pickup—Weedly’s vehicle, she assumed—the parking lot was empty.
“The Indians took their placards and baskets and left,” she said.
“Good news.” Weedly kept in step across the sidewalk. “Last week they were up at Fort Washakie disrupting traffic. Did the same over at Arapaho. Mostly, people ignore them, so they go back up into the mountains to wait for the end of the world.”
“What’s it all about?”
The man threw her a sideways look. “Where you been?” There was a hint of amusement in his voice. He knew she’d been working in Denver.
“On another planet.” She’d been back only a month, hardly enough time to settle into a new office in Lander and write the report Weedly had asked for. She still had a sense of displacement, as if she’d stepped out of herself for a while and now had to get used to her own skin. There was so much to catch up on.
“James Sherwood, you know him?” Weedly gestured with his head toward the entrance to the lot where the Indians had been circling about.
“Sherwood family used to run a ranch in the mountains west of Fort Washakie.” Vicky walked around the Bronco, inserted the key, and opened the door. A blast of heat hit her.
“That’s the family.” Weedly remained on the sidewalk, hands jammed into the pockets of his blue jeans. “Old people died, rest of the family moved off the rez. All that’s left is James. Calls himself Orlando. Lives up at the ranch with his so-called followers, the shadow dancers. Every six weeks they put up what they call a shadow dance that lasts four days. Dancers claim they go into the shadow world and commune with the ancestors, who, they say, are on their way back to earth. Gonna be Indian heaven here soon. Maybe all our water problems’ll solve themselves.”
He gave a shout of laughter and shook his head.
“I didn’t see Sherwood here,” Vicky said.
“Never leaves the ranch. Too busy communing with the ancestors. Real sad, I’d say. James Sherwood was a bright kid at Indian High. One of the best and the brightest.” Weedly stared across the empty lot. “God help us if that’s what becomes of the best and brightest.”
“What happened?” Vicky said.
“Heard he moved to Denver, went to college, got to be a computer whiz kid. Landed a good job, then bam! Went on a hike in the mountains one day and got hit by lightning. Spent time in a coma. Says he died and went into the shadow world. Met up with Wovoka himself.”
“The Ghost Dance prophet,” Vicky said, reaching into her memory for what she’d heard about Wovoka. Bits and pieces started to come: Paiute Indian, started the Ghost Dance religion sometime in the 1880s, gathered followers from tribes across the West, her own people among them. Now she had it: Grandmother had told stories about how the Ghost Dance had given the people hope in the bad time when they were sent to the reservation and the buffalo was gone and the children were crying with hunger. Father, was what Wovoka called himself. Hesuna’nin.
“Followers come from all over,” Weedly was saying. “Probably some Arapahos at the ranch.” He let out a guffaw. “Orlando says the new world’s coming on the last day of one of the dance sessions, just like Wovoka prophesied. All the followers got to do is keep dancing. If the new world doesn’t get here after one dance session, they wait six weeks, then hold another. One of the Indians out here told me the dancing’s gonna start up again tonight.”
Vicky was quiet a moment. “What do the Four Old Men say about it?” The spiritual leaders had the final word on Arapaho beliefs, an authority that Sherwood, or Orlando, seemed to have taken to himself.
“I suspect the Four Old Men are thinking that sooner or later Orlando’s followers are gonna give up, just like Wovoka’s followers did when they kept dancing and dancing and the new world never came. Pretty soon Orlando’s gonna be sitting up at his ranch all by himself, one lonely prophet.”
Weedly shrugged. “Orlando’s harmless. Big nuisance, sending the followers out to block traffic and make converts, but harmless.”
The man gave her a little wave and started across the lot toward the green pickup. “I’ll get back to you about the JBC,” he called.
Vicky was already behind the steering wheel, pulling the door shut. She backed out, lowering the windows as she went, then shot forward onto the highway, the wind hot and scratchy on her face and hands. She checked her watch, conscious of her muscles tensing. She’d agreed to meet her ex-husband, Ben, for dinner at the Peppermill in Lander at six-thirty. She was going to be late. Ben hated it when she was late.



End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/coel_9781440603020_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/coel_9781440603020_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
«The »
Shadow Dancer

Margare Coel

#





OEBPS/Images/coel_9781440603020_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
<€ The »
Shadow Dancer

Margaret (oel





OEBPS/Images/coel_9781440603020_oeb_001_r1.jpg
< The »
Shadow Dancer

Margaret (oel

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





