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			The First Nation woman sat down by the crackling campfire. Friends and family gathered around her, whispering and laughing. Her long black hair was interspersed with ash-gray strands that framed her young face.

			She let her gaze glide over the people; it had been a long time since their last reunion. However, she had needed the time in solitude to devote herself to her tasks, even if it meant doing without many things. The flames of the campfire flickered in the starry night sky, and it was time for a story.

			The native woman cleared her throat as the people fell silent. “Today I will tell you about a time when the earth was young,” she began, her voice barely more than a rasp. But the longer she spoke, the softer the sound of her words became, and what she said floated between listeners like a magical spell.

			“It was bitterly cold and snowing incessantly; ice covered all the lakes. The animals had never seen snow before, and for the first few days, it was an exciting novelty, a glorious white playground. But the temperature continued to drop, and they began to worry. The small animals were buried in snowdrifts, while the larger among them could hardly walk in the deep snow. Soon they would all perish if something weren’t done swiftly.

			“We must send a messenger to Kiljamuh Ka’mong, who creates our future by imagining it,” said the wise owl. “He should ask the Creator to imagine the world warm again, so that the snow spirit will leave us in peace.”

			The animals liked this plan. They tried to decide whom to send to the Creator. Owl did not see well in the daylight, so it could not go. Coyote was easily distracted and played tricks; he was not to be trusted. Tortoise was sensible and reliable, but she crawled too slowly. Finally the lot fell to Rainbow Crow, the most beautiful bird in the world, who had feathers that shimmered all the colors of the rainbow and a magical singing voice. She was chosen to fly to Kiljamuh Ka’mong.

			It was an exhausting journey, three days high, high up into the sky, past the trees and through the clouds, above the sun, the moon and even higher than the stars. The wind slowed down her journey and Rainbow Crow had no place to rest, but she bravely flew on until she reached the sky. When Rainbow Crow arrived at the sacred place, she called out to the Creator, but she got no answer. He was too busy thinking about the future, so he did not even notice the most beautiful of all birds. So, Rainbow Crow began to sing.

			The Creator was torn from his thoughts by her lovely song and came out to see who was singing. He greeted Rainbow Crow and graciously asked what gift he could give for the song.

			Rainbow Crow asked the Creator to think away the snow so the animals of the earth would no longer be buried under it and freeze to death. But the Creator explained that snow and frost had their own spirits, and they could not be destroyed.

			“But what should we do?” asked Rainbow Crow. “We will all freeze to death or be suffocated by the snow.”

			“You will not die of cold,” the Creator reassured her, “for I will imagine fire, something that will keep all creatures warm during the cold times.”

			The Creator stuck a stick into the hot sun. The end ignited, and the brightly glowing flame gave off heat.

			“This is fire,” he said to the crow and handed her the cool end of the stick. “You must quickly fly back to Earth before the wood burns up completely.”

			Rainbow Crow nodded and thanked the Creator. Then she flew off as fast as she could. It had been a three-day journey to heaven, and she was worried that the fire would go out before she reached the earth. The stick was big and heavy, but the fire kept Rainbow Crow warm as she flew down from the sky through the stars. Then the flames grew hotter and crept closer to the crow’s wings. As she flew past the sun, her tail feathers caught on fire, and her shimmering plumage turned black. When she got to the moon and flew past it, her entire body turned black from the ashes of the hot fire. As she flew through the clouds, the smoke reached her throat and choked her beautiful singing voice.

			When Rainbow Crow landed among the half-frozen beasts of the earth, she was as black as tar, and her formerly lovely singing voice could only croak. She brought the fire to the animals, and they melted the snow with it, warming themselves and rescuing the smallest among them from the snowdrifts in which they lay buried.

			It was the time to rejoice and celebrate again, as Tindeh Fire had come to Earth. But Rainbow Crow sat apart, distressed by her ugly feathers and scratchy voice. Then she felt a breeze on her face. She looked up and saw the Creator coming toward her.

			“Don’t be sad, Rainbow Crow,” he said, “all the animals will honor you for the sacrifice you made for them. And when people come, they will not hunt you, because I made your meat taste like smoke, so that they will not want to eat you. Your rough voice will prevent them from putting you in a cage to sing for them.”

			Then the Creator pointed at Rainbow Crow’s black feathers. Before the other animals’ eyes, the feathers began to shimmer and glow in all the shades of the rainbow. “This will remind everyone who sees you of what you have done for the earth,” he said, “so they will not forget the sacrifice you have made to save them all.”

			And so it shall be forever.

			(A Lenape legend)
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			“Dad’s dead,” Chuck muttered. “I still can’t believe it.”

			His fingers clenched around the steering wheel, then he forced himself to relax them again. It had been four months since the funeral. The news hadn’t reached him until a week ago, at which time he’d returned – it was early February – to the nearest town from his job at a hunting camp in the Yukon wilderness and had cell phone service again. The message came in the form of a text that had been sent to him months ago. It had taken several days for him to receive his pay, further delaying his departure.

			Now he and his old pickup truck, which he called Maggie, were on their way home to the town of Spruce View. Maggie rattled along, and from the trailer behind him, he heard a metallic knocking. It was Goat, his mule mare, who’d had enough of the long drive and was kicking the trailer wall. He couldn’t blame her; after all, they had been on the road for ten hours already, from the Yukon to Alberta. It was early afternoon now, and his backside hurt from all the sitting. His eyes burned from staring at the endless asphalt, and his mood was as gray as the road. He took a sip of Pepsi from the can and pulled a piece of jerky out of the bag sitting next to him on the passenger seat. Chewing, he thought about what to do after his hopefully short stay in Spruce View, but he didn’t know. Beaver Lake came into view on his right. Perched on the bare branches of a mighty birch were two crows, silhouetted in black against the pale gray February sky. Suddenly, the engine of his truck rumbled, popped once, and then fell silent. It was dead.

			“Damn it, Maggie, we’re almost there.” He tried to crank the engine again, but the pickup made no sound. Chuck got out and raised the hood, while Goat started kicking the trailer door more loudly.

			“Hey, don’t break my trailer,” Chuck shouted as he walked to the back. He opened the rusty hook and lowered the tailboard. “Want to stretch your legs a little?”

			Goat, who wasn’t tied down, stalked stiff-legged down the ramp, gave him a disapproving look, and hobbled over to the verge to hunt for grass under the snow cover. Chuck knew she wouldn’t run far and opened the hood. He checked the connections but couldn’t see where the problem was.

			He wasn’t getting out of here without assistance, so he pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket. But before he could decide who to call, he spotted a red vehicle approaching. Recognizing the two occupants, Chuck hesitated, but then raised his hand in greeting.

			The driver parked in front of Maggie and got out. A young woman came walking around the red truck; her black-brown hair reached to her hips, and a wide grin made her dark-brown eyes glow. She wrapped her arms around his neck.

			“Finally, you’re here!” She hugged him and hurried over to Goat.

			Chuck grinned as Lyla greeted his mule with the same warmth she had shown to him.

			“We can hitch the trailer to my pickup, and you should let Denis know so he can tow yours to the shop,” Nick offered.

			“All right,” Chuck replied, eyeing Nick for a moment. Except for a few strands, his straw-blonde hair was hidden under his cowboy hat. With his distinctive face and three-day beard, he would easily get the lead in a western movie, thought Chuck as he twirled his own shaggy mustache.

			“Goat can come back to Willow Ranch,” Lyla said. “She still has some friends there.”

			He grimaced. Goat was probably the only one who could make friends back at the ranch. “Thanks, but we’re staying with Eric Laforge. I’d be grateful if you could give us a ride over there.”

			Nick muttered something and set about unhitching the trailer from the truck. Chuck gave him a hand.

			“Sorry about your dad. He was a great man and taught me a lot,” Nick said, avoiding his eyes.

			“Thanks,” Chuck replied, his lips pressed together. He watched Nick, who was unhooking the trailer with practiced hands. Chuck had known him since the day Nick had started working at Willow Ranch nine years ago. The ranch owner, Darcy Meyers, had taken the then sixteen-year-old in, and Nick had grown into his duties as ranch helper. After Darcy’s death three years ago, Nick had risen to co-owner of Willow Ranch and now ran the business with Darcy’s son, Lee.

			Nick straightened up. Their greeting was so impersonal because of Chuck’s disappearance just over a year ago. Without giving a reason or saying goodbye, Chuck had simply up and left; he hadn’t felt he owed anyone an explanation, especially not his former best friend Lee. Because he damn well ought to know why I left, Chuck thought.

			“Are you going to stick around a while?” Nick asked, snapping him out of his thoughts.

			“No, I just have a few things to take care of here, after that I’ll be gone again.”

			Nick shrugged, and the men braced themselves against the horse trailer to push it away from Maggie. Then Nick backed his truck up, and a few minutes later, Chuck’s rusty trailer was hitched to it.

			“Goat can get in now,” Nick called, and Lyla approached with the mule.

			“Just put the lead rope over her neck,” Chuck said. “She can walk in on her own.”

			“Good girl,” Lyla patted Goat’s croup as she faithfully climbed up the ramp. “Lee always raved about how well trained she was.”

			Chuck winced at the mention of Lee. “Oh, he did?”

			He closed the trailer’s flap, got his duffel bag out of Maggie, and threw it in the back of Nick’s pickup. The three got in, and Nick drove off. Chuck gazed out the window at the snow-covered fields and saw that there was now a flock of crows perched in the birch tree branches. They looked like a black canopy of leaves. He wondered if he should take the birds as a good omen or a bad one, but pushed that speculation away. He truly had other problems now, such as how much it would cost to repair his truck. And what if Maggie couldn’t be fixed at all? He pulled out his phone and dialed the number for the garage; Denis promised to have Maggie towed within the hour. Chuck put his phone away, and Lyla turned to face him from the front seat.

			“What are you going to do until Maggie is fit to drive again?”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			“Your father’s car is still at Willow Ranch,” she remarked. “I’m sure Lee won’t mind if you borrow it. We …”

			“The old Cadillac belongs to me, not your brother,” Chuck interrupted her roughly. “Or did my dad leave the car to Lee?”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”

			Her hurt expression made him feel guilty. “That’s all right. I’m just in a bad mood.”

			Nick put his hand on Lyla’s thigh. She smiled at him, and Chuck could tell from her face that she was still head over heels in love with the cowboy. Good for them, he thought fleetingly.

			“Where have you been for the past year?” Nick asked.

			“In the Yukon. Worked for a hunting company in their most remote camp you can only get to by plane.”

			Lyla turned to him. “Oh, that’s why you look a little … well … ragged.”

			Chuck looked down at his stained jeans and frayed jacket sleeves, knowing his shirt collar was speckled too. Not everyone can have a cushy day job on a ranch, he thought with a shrug.

			After fifteen minutes, they pulled up at Eric Laforge’s house, which looked like a shack with its plywood walls and small windows. Eric had been one of Chuck’s father John’s best friends, and Chuck had known the fur trapper for more than twenty years.

			“Doesn’t look like anyone’s around,” Lyla noted.

			“Eric won’t be back from his trapline until tomorrow,” said Chuck. “He knows I am coming.”

			Once Nick parked in front of the half-collapsed fence next to the house, Chuck got out, unloaded Goat from the trailer, and led her to a small pasture. The mule eyed her quarters skeptically.

			“Sorry, beautiful. We can’t afford the Ritz,” Chuck said, taking off the halter. Goat shook her muscular neck and searched the ground for something to eat.

			“Thank you very much for your help.”

			“Sure, all right,” Nick waved. “We have to go. Are you coming, Lyla?”

			Lyla, saying goodbye to Goat, strode quickly to the pickup. “I am already here. Bye, Chuck. Hope to see you again soon.”

			Having thrown his sack over his shoulder, Chuck tapped the rim of his cowboy hat before walking up the three steps to the somewhat crooked porch. The door was unlocked. Chuck had visited Eric only a few times, but the house, which Eric had built himself, was still in its same, unfinished state. From the outside, it resembled a clapboard house, but the living room with its kitchenette, dining table, and sagging leather couch were cozy.

			Chuck tossed his duffel bag into the small guest room. Surprised, he noticed that the cot had given way to a comfortable bed, freshly made. This gesture stirred something in Chuck that made him uneasy. He didn’t want to feel welcome, after all he was just passing through. In the kitchen, he turned on the coffee maker and took a cup from the draining rack.

			“You’ll make it for a few days here,” he murmured, rubbing his face tiredly.

			He decided on a shower over coffee, and stepped into the small bathroom. The hot water did his tense, travel-weary muscles good, and he began to lather himself with a bar of soap. Suddenly, the water running down his body turned red like blood.

			Chuck blinked a few times, and the hallucination disappeared. What remained were the memories of the countless moments in the hunting camp when he had scrubbed the blood of the animals he had helped to kill from his hands and arms, as well as from his face, usually with cold water. By this time, the wannabe hunters, who had paid thousands of dollars for the trophy hunting expeditions, had long since made themselves comfortable by the fire with a whiskey in hand, congratulating each other on their hunting success. For Chuck, who had to scramble to process the animal carcasses after the fatal shots and professionally sever the antlers, these were the loneliest and cruelest hours. He had long ago realized the futility of this kind of hunting, and had begun to hate the job and eventually himself. He reached for the brush that hung in Eric’s shower, and scrubbed himself until his skin ached and the grim memories were dispelled, at least for the moment.

			[image: Sternchen-kl]


			“I’ll carry the groceries in,” Lyla announced as she stepped out of Nick’s pickup.

			“All right. I’ll grab the broken bridles from the tack room and be right there,” Nick called, already on his way to the stables.

			Lyla took the bags and walked down the snowy path to the trailer, which stood some distance from the main Willow Ranch house. It was an oblong, fairly narrow house with a mobile base. Nick had covered it with particle board to give the impression of a solid house, but to Lyla, this semi-mobile dwelling of thin sheet metal and wood seemed anything but cozy. Four steps led up to a small porch whose railing needed painting; the porch roof was fairly loose in one place, and moss was growing out of one corner.

			She turned the knob and pushed the jammed front door open with her shoulder. In the entryway, she slipped off her winter boots and walked the few steps in her socks to the kitchen. She set the shopping bags on the counter, took off her jacket, and quickly put away the few groceries she had bought. Since they mostly ate with the others in the main house, they rarely used the kitchenette, but Lyla loved it when she and Nick took the time to cook and enjoy their togetherness. Besides working on the ranch and their commitment to protecting the wild horses and their habitat, there was little time for things like cooking. In the beginning, she had simply helped out at Willow Ranch, but her brother Lee had eventually offered her a job.

			“Makes it easier for the ranch’s accountant,” Lee had explained. “You’ll be responsible for the mares and the foals, will get a fixed salary, and can set your own working hours. When foaling season comes, I expect you to keep an eye on the mares around the clock.”

			Lyla had agreed, although at first it had seemed a little strange to work for her brother. But she had to admit that the contract confirmed the importance of her activities on the ranch. For their part, Nick and Lee took care of training the young horses and selling them.

			A few months ago, the two men had decided to board their six stallions at the neighboring Tanner Ranch. Rob Tanner owned a large herd of cattle and only geldings, no mares, which made it easier to handle the stallions. The boarding fee was affordable, and Rob took expert care of the horses. In addition to working with the animals, Nick and Lee shared the bookkeeping duties, and often the two worked late into the night.

			Sometimes Lyla missed the intimacy and constant closeness with Nick that she had experienced during their time together shortly after her stepfather Darcy’s death. Chuck had offered to help Lee out at the Willow Ranch to allow Nick to get away with Lyla for a few months. That had been in late November, and Nick had suggested they first spend two weeks in a cabin in the mountains.

			“But let’s spend the rest of the winter on the Sunchild Cree Reserve,” Lyla had suggested, and Nick had agreed. During the two weeks in the secluded cottage Nick had rented for them, Lyla had learned what it meant to really trust a man. They told each other their wishes and dreams, snowshoed, and made plans for the future. To her surprise, Nick confessed that he had never been in a long-term relationship before. His work on the ranch had always taken priority.

			“But with you …,” he said one evening, “with you I don’t want it to ever end. I see a future for the two of us.”

			From the beginning, Lyla had felt safe with Nick, who seemed to care about nothing more than making sure she was happy and close to him. After the initial two weeks, they drove to the Sunchild Reserve and stayed there until April, at which point Nick suggested that he could take Lyla on a road trip through the province of Alberta and then they could ride horses in the mountains for the summer. Commitments and promises they needed to keep had brought them back to Willow Ranch at the end of that wonderful year. Shortly after their return, there had been a falling out between Chuck and Lee, and Chuck had packed his bags and disappeared. That had been a year ago, and now he was back, but Chuck seemed like a different person to Lyla. He appeared to have lost his laughter and his exuberance up north. Or was that the result of his fight with Lee? At that moment, her lab scrambled into the house through the dog door and greeted her.

			“Well, Mr. Mud, where did you leave Nick?”

			The door swung open, and Nick came in. “That wimp got cold paws and wouldn’t wait for me, but since it’s minus seventeen outside, I forgive his mutiny.”

			Lyla laughed and stroked the lab’s head. Nick hung his cowboy hat on a hook, but held onto the two bridles in his other hand.

			“I have to fix these,” he said, and went to the little work nook he had set up in the living area. In the summer, his leather workshop was in the tack room, but it was too cold in there during the winter. Because of the cramped living quarters, he tried not to bring too many projects into the house, but during the last few weeks, he had accumulated quite a few.

			Lyla poured dog food into Mud’s bowl, then stepped up to Nick and pressed a kiss to the back of his neck. “Have you given any thought to my idea?”

			“Hmm? Yes, I have, but it’s not as easy as you might think. Give me a little time, okay?”

			“I know it’s not a simple decision,” she replied, once again swallowing her disappointment at his renewed evasiveness. “I’m going up to the ranch house to see if Jeanne needs help in the kitchen.”

			“All right. If you see Lee, tell him I’ll take care of the hoof abscess on the new gelding after dinner.”

			Lyla crossed the yard. Nick’s trailer, which she had moved into after their trip together, was situated at an angle behind the main house, near the stables. Between them stood the woodshed with the horse feed and the tack room. The snow crackled under her boots, and the cold wind burned her cheeks. She hurried up the porch steps. In the hallway, the smell of freshly baked rolls wafted toward her. She brushed off her boots and jacket, and found Jeanne in the spacious kitchen.

			“Hi, Jeanne. It smells delicious in here. I’m starving.”

			The petite woman chuckled and brushed a strand of gray hair from her face, but it immediately slipped back down. Lyla grinned and was filled with love for her aunt, who had instantly welcomed her to Willow Ranch upon her return to Canada. Jeanne was Darcy’s sister, so Lyla wasn’t actually biologically related to her. But that didn’t matter to Lyla, and it didn’t make any difference to Jeanne. After her husband’s untimely death, she had moved back to the ranch and had been the kindly soul of the operation ever since. That hadn’t changed after Darcy’s death, either.

			“If you help me peel the potatoes, I’ll let you taste one,” Jeanne offered.

			Lyla tied on a kitchen apron, grabbed a warm roll, and scarfed it down in a few bites. Then she sat down on a stool and reached for the potato peeler.

			“Have you talked to Nick about your log cabin idea?” Jeanne asked as she chopped carrots.

			“He’s having a hard time pulling the trigger,” Lyla said. “I looked at the house on my own a few days ago. It’s right on the border of the wild horse territory, and would be a perfect home for my foundation. There’s enough room for an office and a small store with information about the wild horses and First Nation art,” she said with enthusiasm. “The rent is affordable, too.”

			“Your eagerness is contagious. I’m sure Nick will pull himself together and love moving into your new home with you.”

			Lyla wasn’t so sure about that, but said nothing of her concerns. As much as she would have liked to move out of the uncomfortable trailer, she also understood his hesitation. For Nick, moving would mean driving thirty minutes to work at the ranch every day and not being immediately available in case of emergencies. As co-owner of Willow Ranch, he felt obligated to always be on hand. Lyla admired his sense of responsibility, yet she still wished he would agree to the move.

			Sighing softly, she changed the subject. “Chuck is back in town.”

			“Oh, yeah? Does your brother know about that?”

			“Do I know what?” Lee stepped into the doorway. “Are you talking about me behind my back?”

			“Don’t take yourself so seriously,” Lyla replied. “Nick and I ran into Chuck this morning.”

			“Is he planning on staying around?” Lee asked, also grabbing a roll, which earned him a punishing look from his aunt.

			“I don’t know, but he’ll be showing up here soon to get his father’s car. His truck broke down today. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

			“Sure, the Cadillac belonged to John and now to Chuck. No problem.”

			“Geez, hopefully Maggie will get back up and running soon,” Jeanne interjected, hoisting a roasting pan out of the oven onto the stovetop. The scent of roast filled the kitchen, and Lyla’s mouth watered.

			“That smells delicious,” Lee said. “I want to give Naira a quick call, and then get back to work, so I can relax and enjoy dinner later.”

			“I’m supposed to tell you that Nick will take care of the gelding with the abscess this evening.”

			Lee gave her a thumbs up and disappeared.

			Lyla watched her brother, who strode through the hall and disappeared in the office. He and Naira, a Cree woman, had been together for almost three years, and his eyes still lit up at the mere mention of her name. Being a ranch owner suits Lee perfectly, Lyla thought. I can hardly imagine him without a cowboy hat and jeans. And yet she knew he used quieter days on the ranch routine to go out with his camera and take photos. When he donned a baseball cap over his brown, curly hair, trekking pants, and hiking boots, a different kind of passion sparked in his eyes. He had been an avid photojournalist before they had both returned to Canada, and Lee had inherited the ranch.

			Lee was her half-brother, but she had only learned three years ago that they didn’t have the same father. The two of them had grown up in Germany with their mother, and had come to Canada to see their seriously ill father, who had died six months later, one last time. After that, everything had changed for Lyla; she now knew that she wasn’t the daughter of Darcy Meyers, but of a Cree man. After learning that, she had decided to stay in Canada and explore her indigenous heritage. Nothing had changed in her relationship with Lee, and she loved him as much as ever. Her mind drifted back to Chuck. She felt sorry for the break between him and Lee.

			“I never understood why Chuck and Lee didn’t reconcile after everything with that shady vet. Chuck made a mistake, but should that end a friendship?” she asked Jeanne.

			The latter shrugged. “I have a feeling there’s more to it than we know. There was also a fight between Chuck and his father, and John took it hard.” Jeanne sighed, suddenly lost in memories of Chuck’s father, John, who hadn’t been just an employee but also a close family friend for years.

			Silently, Lyla peeled the rest of the potatoes. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

			“No, go out to the horses. I can manage by myself.

			No sooner had Lyla opened the gate to the open stall than there was a joyful sound of neighing. The eight pregnant mares gathered around her to get petted. She lingered longer with Greta and stroked her belly. Greta was the mother of Shining, the horse that held a very special meaning for her and her First Nation family as an animal of strength and soul.

			Lyla remembered clearly the night three years ago when she had released the young stallion to become part of the valley’s wild horses. Ever since the First Nation people settled the area around Spruce View and the Clearwater River

			Valley, it had been a tradition for them to release one of their best horses into the wild to help increase the herd.

			Lyla thought about her Cree family, about her father Kangee and his sister Donoma, both of whom had died young. It saddened Lyla that she never met her First Nation relatives, and yet she knew from talking to the shaman Chinook that by releasing Shining she had given peace to the spirits of her deceased relatives.

			Asra approached, pushed next to Greta, and pulled Lyla out of her thoughts. On the back of this gray mare, Lyla had experienced the beauty of the Rocky Mountains and had seen the wild horses for the first time. Nick had told her that the herds had lived all across Alberta since the early nineteenth century. The locals, Lyla knew, called the horses Wildies, and the animals that roamed the mountains today had lived in freedom for many generations. For Lyla’s indigenous relatives, however, the herds that lived in the Clearwater River Valley held special significance because their family horses were among them.

			Asra tried to stick her nose into Lyla’s jacket to search it for treats. Lyla laughed, her heart full of love for the horses. Her innermost thoughts were intimately connected to the gentle animals in a way she couldn’t explain, even after three years. Even during the time she had spent with Nick among the Cree on the Sunchild Reserve, she had found no logical explanation for the nature of this intertwining of her being with the horses and other animals.

			Lyla thought back to one of her conversations with Chinook, who wasn‘t only the shaman on the reserve but also Naira’s grandfather. On the day when Nick had helped the reserve residents repair their school building, Chinook had invited her to tea.

			“Horses are your soul animals,” he explained. “And the shadow horses, the protectors and companions of our deceased, strengthen your bond with them. This magic cannot be explained with words.”

			“Nick knows the legend of the shadow horses, but it saddens me not to be able to tell him that this legend is true and that I can see these mystical creatures and feel their magic inside of me,” said Lyla, pouring them both tea.

			Chinook rocked his head back and forth a few times, then he looked at her. “Nick is a fine young man, and I feel the love that binds you. As a non-First Nation person, the truth about the Shadow Horses must remain secret to him. But if your bond is strong enough, he will support you in your task without fully knowing everything.”

			Lyla raised an eyebrow questioningly. “What kind of task are you talking about?”

			A smile appeared on Chinook’s wrinkled face. “You’ll find out tonight when we celebrate the beginning of spring together. It is March 21, the equinox.”

			After a festive meal, the Cree community gathered around a large campfire. They were celebrating the beginning of spring, but the temperatures were still winter cold; blankets and hot chocolate were distributed. Three members of the group had brought their drums with them and started beating a slow rhythm. Nick sat next to Lyla and leaned closer to her. “It’s damn cold for an outside party. Couldn’t we have gathered in the community hall?”

			“We’re celebrating the awakening of Mother Earth,” Lyla explained. “Chinook told me this can only happen in the open air.”

			Nick sipped his drink. “I just don’t get some First Nation customs.”

			“Thank you for being here anyway,” Lyla kissed him on the cheek. “The last few weeks here have helped me feel closer to my Cree father.”

			“Good, then how about we soon …”

			Before Nick could finish the sentence, Chinook stood up and called Lyla to him. With a whistle, the shaman silenced the people around him. “We have the great pleasure to have Lyla, Kangee’s daughter, with us and to get to know her. As many of you know, my granddaughter Naira has been chosen to teach college-level courses on First Nation traditions and culture to people of all colors and backgrounds. As a result, she will only be able to fulfill her role as protector of the wild horses of the Clearwater Valley until the end of this year. After much deliberation, I, along with the Elders on the Council, have decided to give this role to Lyla. We are sure that she has grown more than needed into this important and honorable role.”

			Lyla swallowed. She was so overwhelmed by Chinook’s words that she couldn’t say a word at first. The eyes of the bystanders were full of expectation, and she cleared her throat. “Thank you for your trust. I will try to be as good a protector of the wild animals and the valley as Naira has been,” she said with difficulty.

			Later that night, Nick asked her what the new job would mean for her work at the ranch and their relationship. “Right now, I don’t know exactly how I’m going to approach this,” Lyla said, snuggling into Nick’s arms. “I’m sure I’ll get all my ducks in a row once the time comes.”

			Nick planted a kiss on her neck. “Let’s hope so. And I will help you as best I can. I think it would be nice if we could leave the reserve early in April. I’d like to take you on a road trip through Alberta as soon as the weather is good enough, and we could head for the mountains with the horses until the snow drives us back to the Willow Ranch.”

			Lyla had planned to stay longer on the reserve, but Nick’s words made togetherness sound like an adventure and she had lovingly agreed. At twenty-two, she had been in two shorter relationships in Germany, but Nick was her first great love. Since coming to Canada and learning that indigenous blood flowed in her veins, Lyla felt more comfortable in her skin, and no longer constantly doubted herself. There were still plenty of moments when she would have preferred to crawl away from new challenges, but in those moments, Nick, five years her senior, was now by her side. In Germany, she never would have thought it possible that such a handsome, confident man could be interested in her. As Naira had once remarked, he looked a little like the Australian actor Chris Hemsworth. The last year with Nick had been a whirlwind of new impressions and adventures.

			Nick showed her the beauty of the land, the vastness of which fascinated Lyla but still scared her a little. She was glad to have Nick by her side, who moved confidently in the wilderness and always made her feel safe.

			Asra lifted her head, snorting onto Lyla’s cheeks and snapping the woman out of her memories. Lyla laughed and stroked the gray mare’s forehead. Nearly two months ago now, at the beginning of the year, Lyla had accepted the role as protector of the wild horses in the Clearwater Valley, and in the coming weeks, she would move forward with establishing the Wild Horse Foundation.

			Lyla remembered something Darcy had said to her just before he died, “Thank you for your courage in coming back to Canada. There’s a strong woman inside of you.” Those words encouraged her in her endeavor. She stroked Asra’s flank and glanced at her watch. Time to go back to the ranch for dinner.

			[image: Sternchen-kl]


			Together with Eric, Chuck entered the Coyote Moon two days later. It was the only bar in Spruce View and accordingly crowded. People always liked to go out on Saturday nights. While Eric was greeted by most of the bar patrons, Chuck earned some puzzled looks. This hardly surprised him; he knew that not only his demeanor, but also his appearance had changed in the last year. Upon his return from the mountains the day before, Eric had declared that he looked haggard. Shaking his head, he had studied Chuck. “You look as if you’ve been on a starvation march far from civilization and stared down every conceivable horror.”

			Chuck had only shrugged, and he did so again now, his gaze fixed stubbornly on the counter where he took a seat next to Eric.

			“Hi, Laforge, have the mountains spit you out again? The usual?” the barkeeper asked, and Eric nodded. Then the man turned to Chuck. “Young Morton, the sparrows have whistled the truth from the rooftops. I’m sorry about your father. John was …”

			Before the barkeeper could continue, Chuck waved him off. “Bring me a double whiskey and a beer.”

			“Coming right up.”

			Chuck turned to Eric. “How were the yields on the trapline?”

			“Oh, it’s always a lot of work, and the fur prices aren’t what they once were. But tell me about yourself. Where the hell have you been? I sent you a text after John died, but it seems you only received it months later.”

			John drank the whiskey in one go and took a sip of his beer. “What you really want to know is why I didn’t make it to my father’s funeral, right?”

			Eric ran his hand through his tousled, gray-brown beard and scratched under his stained cowboy hat. “Listen, Chuck, if you don’t want to say anything, that’s your business. You know I am the last person to hold anything against you.”

			Chuck sighed and nodded. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. After the mess with the vet, Lee ended our partnership at Willow Ranch. I was broke and hired on with a hunting outfit that offers moose and bear hunts in the Yukon.”

			“You and trophy hunting, I can’t even imagine that.”

			Chuck drained his beer and ordered another. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. When I started working at Willow Ranch, I got out of the rodeo business, and I didn’t have any savings to fund a college degree or look for a job in peace. All I wanted was to get the hell out of Spruce View.”

			“I knew you ran into trouble with that corrupt Dr. Banks. Did you get my message that Banks was finally busted for insurance fraud?” asked Eric.

			Chuck nodded. “Yeah, I heard about that.”

			“To be honest, it’s a mystery to me what happened between you and Lee. I can understand that there was an argument about the contaminated stallion semen, but for you to disappear without a trace …”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” Chuck interrupted him.

			“You don’t have to. I just meant that your father was hurt that you left town in the middle of the night.”

			Chuck stared at the beer bottle in his hand. “I couldn’t have known that he … that I wouldn’t …” Instead of finishing the sentence, he ordered another double whiskey and gulped it down. The burning in his throat drove away the gloom for a moment.

			“And how was the year in the Yukon?”

			Just the words were enough, and Chuck once again saw the dead animals, the disgusting grins of the trophy hunters, the disemboweled carcasses. He stared at his hands on the counter, smeared with blood. With a blink, the blood disappeared. He drew in a sharp breath and forced himself to exhale slowly. Pull yourself together, he admonished himself.

			“Ancient history,” he replied tightly. “How long can Goat and I stay with you?”

			Eric stared at him silently for a moment, then the old trapper took a sip and wiped his beard with the back of his hand. “How long do you plan on staying?”

			“Until I sell my father’s trapline, which I hope will be soon.”

			“And then?”

			“I’ll take the money, and Goat and I will move on.”

			“Two souls lost on the highway,” replied Eric, and Chuck grinned painfully.

			The two sank silently into their thoughts, then Eric emptied his beer. “I’ve had enough for today.”

			Chuck nodded. “Yeah, let’s get out of here. Oh, can you drive me to the garage in the morning? I want to see what’s wrong with Maggie.”

			Chuck glanced over at the entrance, through which Lee and his girlfriend Naira were just entering. Eric followed his gaze, stood up, and nudged Chuck lightly with his elbow. “You pay. I’ll wait for you in the car.”

			As Chuck rummaged in his jacket pocket for money, he felt someone wrap their arms around him from behind. He turned and saw Naira smiling at him.

			“Hello, stranger. I’d like to say you look good, but lying isn’t my thing.”

			Chuck grinned and took a sheepish wipe at his mustache, which was in dire need of trimming. “But you’re a sight for sore eyes as always.”

			“You’re right about that,” said Lee, stepping up behind his girlfriend. “Hello, buddy.”

			You can stop calling me buddy, Chuck thought and squeezed out a “Hello.” He put twenty dollars on the counter and stood up. “Gotta go. Have a good evening, you two.” He tapped his cowboy hat and lowered his head so the brim of it hid his face.

			Turning away, he snaked his way between the tables to the door. He heard some of the guests whisper his name as he passed; a group of young farmers made no effort to lower their voices.

			“Isn’t that the guy who got mixed up with Dr. Banks?” one asked.

			“Yeah, he was suspected of cutting corners at his insemination station to increase his profits. Almost cost Willow Ranch a crop of foals and several criminal cases for fraud.”

			“And then the whole vet clinic went up in flames. Strange, isn’t it?”

			Chuck bit his lip. Those guys have no idea what happened back then. Lee had probably diligently supported half-truths like these to further drag Chuck’s name through the mud. The vet’s conviction hadn’t made a difference, Chuck suddenly realized. The rumors surrounding his overnight disappearance were still part of the town gossip. He pushed his hat farther over his eyes. Let them run their mouths about him; he didn’t give a damn about them and this town.

			Still sleepy, Chuck stood in Eric’s little kitchenette the next morning, pouring himself coffee in a plastic cup. Through the window, he caught sight of Eric throwing hay over the fence of Goat’s paddock. The powerful swing with which the trapper wielded the pitchfork gave no hint that he was already in his mid-sixties. Eric wore lined winter boots into which he had stuffed his sweatpants. The dirty, blue down jacket was repaired in several places with silver duct tape, and his head was adorned with his beloved fur hat with the long ear flaps that bobbed up and down with every movement. With his shaggy gray beard, his gentle but ever-alert eyes framed by countless wrinkles, and his wiry, tall body, he had something of an aging Irish wolfhound about him. Chuck had to grin at the comparison.

			He watched as Goat trotted up and sniffed the dried grass critically. The trapper pulled something out of his jacket and offered it to the mule. She’ll never eat that, Chuck thought, taking a sip of coffee. But to his surprise, she barely hesitated before taking the treat. Eric patted her forehead, put away the pitchfork, and returned to the house.

			“What did you bribe Goat with?” Chuck asked, as soon as Eric walked in the door.

			“Good morning to you first. Can you pour me a coffee, too?” Eric took off his boots and walked into the room in his socks.

			Chuck held out a filled cup, and the two men sat down at the small table.

			“Your beauty loves licorice,” Eric mumbled, as he shook cereal into a bowl and poured milk over it.

			Chuck did the same. “I wouldn’t have thought to try licorice, but that’s good to know.”

			They ate breakfast in silence, then Eric got up, refilled his coffee cup, and sat back down at the table with a notebook in his hand.

			“I need to quickly make out a shopping list for my next mountain trip, and then we can drive over to Denis’ shop.”

			Chuck nodded and stood up to clear the dishes and put them in the sink.

			“Hand me the tobacco and the paper packet,” Eric asked. “Roll yourself one if you want.”

			Chuck put the plastic container with the loose tobacco on the table and shook his head. “No, thanks. I quit.”

			Eric cocked an eyebrow, then turned his attention back to the list.

			Chuck strode to the door, grabbed his hat, pulled on his boots and jacket, and left the house. He sauntered over to Goat, who was nibbling unenthusiastically on the hay and raised her head when he stepped up to the fence. “Well, sweetie, how’d you sleep?”

			The mule nudged him lightly with her nose, and Chuck smiled. “Sorry, I don’t have any licorice for your sweet tooth.”

			Disappointed, Goat turned her attention back to the hay as he gazed thoughtfully over the small paddock. Desolate, that was the first word that came to his mind. He braced himself against the tightness that was building up in him and took a deep breath. The cold air stung his lungs and helped to drive away the gloomy thoughts.

			The front door opened behind him, and Eric stuck his head out. “Hey, why don’t you go start my truck so the engine can warm up? I’ll be ready in ten minutes. The key’s in the car.”

			Chuck walked over to the old vehicle, disconnected the cable that had charged the battery overnight, and climbed in. The truck started up with a cloud of black exhaust. He cranked up the heat before getting out again and checking to see if Goat needed fresh water. But Eric had taken care of that, too. The trough with the electric heating element was filled to the brim.

			“You’re all set for the day, sweetie,” he said.

			A few minutes later, Eric emerged from the house, and both men got into the truck. They covered the nine miles to Spruce View in silence. At the city limits sign, Chuck was overcome once more by the feeling that he wanted to be anywhere but here. Since Denis’ garage was at the other end of the main road, Chuck couldn’t help but look around. He didn’t notice many changes, which hardly surprised him. In a town like Spruce View, the clocks ticked more slowly. There was a gas station that sold a little bit of everything, a general store, a bank, the post office, and two or three other businesses. The center of the town was still Mary’s Diner, Chuck noted as they drove past it. The restaurant was doing good business this morning. Eric let him out in front of Denis’ garage. “I’ll do my errands and pick you back up here.”

			Chuck entered the front of the garage; a bell tinkled above him. He stepped in front of the counter and looked through the window onto the shop floor.

			Denis came out from behind a car and beckoned him to come in. “Hello, long time, no see.”

			Chuck grabbed Denis’ outstretched hand and greeted the mechanic. “Good morning. How’s Maggie?”

			Denis rubbed his forehead, lifted his baseball cap briefly, and sighed. “Bad news, sorry.”

			“How bad is it?”

			“There is nothing I can do for her.” Denis walked over to the jacked-up truck and stepped in front of the open hood. “Unless you want to invest in a brand-new heart. The transmission is shot. Some other organs are on their last legs, too.”

			Chuck patted the dark green paint with one hand and swallowed hard. He hadn’t expected this. “Maggie, Maggie, how can you leave me in the lurch now?” Chuck muttered.

			“I’m really sorry, man.”

			“Ten years, almost two hundred and fifty thousand miles,” Chuck said with a sigh.

			“If it helps, I can park it in my yard for now until you know if you want to sell it for parts or scrap it completely.”

			“Thanks, that would be nice. At the moment, I have no idea what I want to do.”

			A horn sounded. “That’ll be Eric,” he said, before bidding the mechanic goodbye.

			As Chuck got into the car, Eric eyed him for a moment. “Looks like bad news to me.”

			“Maggie can’t be fixed, and I don’t have the money to buy a new truck.”

			“So, what now?”

			“Can you drop me off at Willow Ranch? Dad’s old Cadillac is there. At least, I’ll have something to drive again.”

			“No problem. And like I said, you and Goat can stay with me as long as you want. I’m heading back to the mountains in two days and will be on my trapline for the next two weeks.”

			“Thank you. I owe you one.”

			Eric waved this off and turned toward Willow Ranch when they reached the city limits. The closer they came, the faster the memories flooded back to Chuck. His father had moved to the ranch as a foreman after Chuck’s mother died, and he, then five years old, had grown up with Lee. After graduating from high school, rodeo became Chuck’s life, but he kept returning to the ranch. Until the argument with Lee and the fire.

			After fifteen minutes, Eric turned down the Willow Ranch driveway and drove up the long dirt road. Chuck’s gaze slid over the snow-covered paddocks that stretched endlessly beyond the wooden fence. He hadn’t been here in over a year, and it felt like an eternity. Eric stopped in front of the rambling ranch house. Chuck noticed that the massive cedar logs used to build the house had been given a fresh coat of paint. They shone in the sunlight in a chestnut red that impressively accentuated their original grain. On the covered porch that surrounded the entire building were numerous rattan chairs, all of which were now pushed close to the wall of the house for the winter.

			His gaze traveled up to the windows on the second floor, where the bedrooms were located. The wooden window frames had been replaced with new, white vinyl ones. Business was apparently good these days.

			Eric elbowed him lightly, snapping him out of his thoughts. “Are you getting out any time soon?” the trapper asked. “I have some things to do.”

			“Sorry. Thanks for driving me around. I’ll see you tonight.” Chuck got out and found himself automatically heading past the main house to where his father’s trailer had once stood. After a few steps, he stopped and doubled over as if he’d been punched in the stomach. I wasn’t there for you, Dad, he thought, and only because …

			“Chuck Morton, Will you have the decency to say hello to me first before you wander out back?”

			He turned to see Jeanne standing on the porch with her arms crossed. How could this little person exude so much authority? He trotted guiltily toward her. Without another word, the woman stood on her tiptoes and embraced him. Chuck pressed a kiss to the top of her head and then let her take a good look at him. Disapprovingly, she shook her head. “Lyla already told me that you look worn out.”

			He cleared his throat. “The past year hasn’t been a bed of roses,” he muttered.

			Jeanne lifted a hand and placed it briefly on his cheek. Then she put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “But that’s no reason to look as bedraggled as a stray dog.”

			“Sorry, ma’am,” was the only thing he could think of to say in reply, and her smile showed him that she was finished with her criticism.

			“Now come on in and have a cup of coffee with me. There’s some cinnamon buns left over from breakfast.” When Chuck hesitated, she put her hand on his arm. “Don’t worry, Lee is out with Nick and won’t be back until dinner.”

			“Well then, I’d be an idiot to miss your cinnamon buns.”

			They went into the house, and Chuck sat down on the corner bench in the cozy ranch kitchen. Amazed, he noticed that some things had changed. The old stove had given away to a modern stainless-steel model with a larger countertop, and a dishwasher had finally been installed. Jeanne placed two cups and a pot of coffee on the table, followed by a plate with a huge cinnamon bun, which she pushed toward him. After fetching milk from what Chuck noticed was also a new refrigerator, Jeanne took a seat across from him while he poured the coffee.

			“Things have changed around here,” Chuck said, taking his first bite with a sigh of pleasure.

			“The bed and breakfast is doing well. We now have five guest rooms here in the house, and we’re going to put three more in the trailer of your …“ She fell silent. “Sorry, this must seem rushed to you.”

			“That’s all right. Just because the news only reached me a week ago, Dad passed away in October. Life goes on.” He tried unsuccessfully to smile.

			“Where have you been, my boy?” Jeanne’s words didn’t sound reproachful, only sad and full of compassion.

			But sympathy was what was the hardest for him to bear at the moment. He sat up straighter. “Lyla mentioned that Dad’s old Cadillac was here. My truck gave up the ghost, and I need a vehicle.”

			“Yeah, sure. It’s in the little barn.”

			At that moment, Lyla came sauntering into the kitchen, followed by a frantically wagging dog.

			“That dog has no business in the house,” Jeanne said. “What do we have the doghouse on the porch for?”

			Chuck immediately recognized that Lyla’s contrite expression was just an act and winked at her. “What’s that furball’s name?”

			“This is Mr. Mud.”

			“Nice to meet you, Mr. Mud,” Chuck quipped, scratching the dog behind his floppy ears.

			“Now get him out of here, then come back and have a cup of coffee with us.”

			“As you wish, ma’am.” Lyla saluted, returning a few moments later unescorted and sitting down.

			“Glad to have you here, Chuck.”

			“It’s not a social call. I need my father’s old Caddy.”

			“When will Maggie be fixed?”

			“Unfortunately, she’s shot.”

			“Oh, that’s crummy.”

			“You can say that again. But tell me, what are you up to these days?”

			Lyla stole the last piece of his cinnamon bun and stuck it in her mouth. “You didn’t want that anymore, did you?”

			Chuck laughed; as so often, Lyla seemed like a little sister to him. He missed their comfortable banter.

			“I’ve taken over the mares here at the ranch, and I’m in charge of their feeding and foaling.”

			“Wow, you’ve got your work cut out for you,” Chuck replied.

			“If only that were all,” Jeanne interjected. “Tell him about your new plans.”

			“Well, since Naira won’t have much time because of her college job, the elders of my Cree tribe have appointed me protector of the wild horses and their valley.”

			“But I thought the area was legally protected, ever since Lee and I found the owls there three years ago.”

			“Unfortunately, not. The owls have left the area, whether voluntarily or not is debatable.” Lyla rolled her eyes. “Now it’s time to give the area a new status that protects the wild horses and the land in general. We could use all the support we can get.”

			Chuck, who couldn’t help but notice her pleading look, felt himself tense up. Hastily, he took the last sip of his coffee; he didn’t want to be dragged into this battle, despite his affection for Lyla. “Well, you’ve got your work cut out for you. I’m sure Nick’ll be happy to help out. I’ve got to go.”

			He thanked Jeanne, ignored her puzzled look, and hurried out the kitchen.
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