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    High in the giant oak called whinea mohan—the Great Father Tree—a hunter waited. His 
body tensed with each gust of wind, steadying against the swaying branches. He wore leggings 
made from his father’s horse, brown and black and scented with tree oil. The smell of old leaves 
and wet dirt rose into the air and mixed with the sweet notes of sap. 
    His boots rested on the ground against the trunk and his bare toes gripped the tough bark. 
Black laces wrapped around his toned, bronze forearms, forming crude gauntlets. Green war 
paint streaked across his skin, creating a leaf-like pattern that melded with the surrounding 
foliage. He timed his breath with the wind to mask even that sound. Finally, when he felt it was 
safe, he moved. 
    Taking each branch at a time, the hunter lowered himself to the ground, fixing his short-
handled mapu knife to his belt. He crouched low in the grass, keeping the tree to his back. 
Thousands of maples and spruces and sycamores stood like living statues, sentinels of the forest, 
around an enormous lake. Gray mountains pushed out of the horizon, blurred by fog. The hunter 
waited a moment, holding his breath, listening to the voice of the wind as it rolled through the 
leaves and branches. He inhaled, taking in the familiar scents and pushing them aside, searching 
for something foreign...a predator. 
    Satisfied there was nothing about, the hunter pulled his leggings down and urinated. He 
crinkled his nose at the acrid aroma. At the same time, he pulled a gourd of water from his belt 
and drained it. He finished and shook himself off before redressing. He made a mental note of 
the new boundary line he’d created and moved on to the next tree. 
    A bow made of pinewood, crooked as a drunkard’s grin, hung over the hunter’s shoulder. His 
quiver bristled with sleek, black arrows with lark feather tips. It swung gently with each stride as 
he walked the perimeter of the forest. 
    A sudden sound broke the silence, and the hunter flew behind a tree. He looked into the woods 
and brought his bow to bear, notching an arrow and pulling the string to his ear. He listened for 
the musical twangs as the line reached its breaking point and held his arm still. Leaves crunched 
and twigs snapped a stone’s throw upwind. 
    The white wolf approached.  

*    *    *    *    * 



    Chief Wohmea sat in a chair of layered animal pelts, smoking dried tobacco leaves through an 
ash-stained pipe. He wore several coats of fur to fight off a feverish chill. Around him, hung on 
every corner of his mud hut, beautiful multicolored tapestries brought color to the otherwise drab 
home. The smell of old leather and herbs was nearly overpowering. His son, Cahen, stood in the 
doorway, awaiting his father’s permission to enter.  
    “Come in.”  
    Cahen walked to his father’s seat and knelt down, lowering his head. He felt thick and callused 
hands rub over his scalp, gathering strands of black hair together. With skilled twists of his 
fingers, Wohmea created a square knot and worked in a series of green and blue beads.  
    The hands pulled away and Cahen looked up in the weathered visage. His father’s milky white 
eyes gazed unseeing into the wall, but his hands worked around the boy’s shoulders and lifted 
him to his feet.  
    “Six knots. The winters pass faster and faster.” He smiled, baring his remaining teeth. “Soon 
you’ll wear the years as I do.” 
    “Then I hope I age as well,” Cahen said. “The sun has been kind to you.” 
    Wohmea laughed. He placed his hand over his son’s heart. He buckled, nearly collapsing on 
his spindly legs. Cahen took his father’s hand and lowered him back onto the animal skins. The 
young man draped the wolf-blanket over his father’s shoulders.  
    “You seem troubled,” Wohmea said. Cahen scoffed. “My eyes, not my wits, have failed me.” 
The Chief's hand crept along the ground until it found a bowl of steaming deer meat. He used a 
thin knife to spear the chunks and brought them to his white lips. “I know you’ve been avoiding 
Ralena.”     
    Cahen’s cheeks reddened. “She talks to you more than me.” 
    “Women prefer if men come to them, not the other way around. Ralena brings me her own 
problems, her wishes. She has secrets and needs a friend to tell them to, lest they boil inside and 
sicken her heart.” He paused between sips from the bowl. “And no, I won’t share them with 
you.” 
    The boy let out a short breath. “She confuses me. I pass her in the courtyard, I smile, and she 
says nothing. I ask how she is doing, and she says nothing. It is as though she is playing some 
clever game but forgot to tell me the rules.” 
    “And thus you learn all you need to know of women,” Wohmea said. 
    “I can’t make any sense of it.” 
    “Have you spoken to her father?” Wohmea wiped a sleeve across his mouth. Gravy stained the 
gray furs. 
    Cahen looked away. “He does not honor my request. I’ve asked him before if she has been 
cleaved to some other noble man, but he refuses to answer.” He stood and paced around the hut. 
“Am I not the son of the Chief?” 



    Wohmea held up a hand to calm his eldest child. “Mind your temper,” he said. "Neither a 
Chief nor his son owns any member of the tribe. Do you think I was 'owed' your mother when I 
set out to win her heart? You must control that fire inside you." 
    “It’s easy to sit there and be calm. You’re not in my skin, without a wife or hut or trade.” He 
threw up his hands. “Father, I feel the Spirits are against me.” 
    “Hold your tongue.” Wohmea put down his bowl with a shaking hand. “You will not speak 
with such bitterness in my home. If you love Ralena, no man should stand in your way. Give her 
father no reason to refuse your requests.” He put an arm over Cahen’s shoulder. “I know she 
would be happy to have as brave a warrior as yourself.” He smiled knowingly. 
    “But what of her father? How do I convince him?” 
    “That,” Wohmea said, “is for you to find.” 

*    *    *    *    * 

    The Washoe camp sat in the nook between two thick carpets of trees and brush near Lake 
Tahoe. They hunted the deer, wolves and elk in the forests, always searching for the eldest 
animals, and used the hides for clothing and building their homes. The nearby Nootka, a tribe of 
merchants and fishermen, often waited on the water in canoes laden down with bartering items 
for the packs of hunters on their weekly runs.  
    From the far off mountains to the nearby canyons, Washoe claimed ownership of the land. 
They lived peacefully with the other tribes, trading and meeting for dances and festivals. Every 
year, at the time of the harvest, the elders came together to exchange produce and cloth and gods. 
Grandfathers returned to their villages with stories of the Great Spirits of every animal, plant and 
rock in the country.  
    The moon grew fat and full as Cahen wandered through the courtyard of his camp. His leather 
tunic fought against a bitter wind coming from the lonely mountains to the west. Roaring fires 
cooked hunks of elk and boar, tended to by elders and children. Flesh and fat cracked and spit, 
releasing the irresistible smell of meat throughout the camp. Across the grounds, Cahen saw 
Gohmoon, Ralena’s father. The man’s belly fell over his loosely tied leggings. A thick and 
beautiful deer-fur coat hung off his shoulders. When they made eye contact, Gohmoon frowned 
and looked away. 
    “Father,” Cahen called out, using the term respectfully. Gohmoon stopped and turned back 
toward him. “May I speak with you?” 
    The elder man grunted disapprovingly but didn’t move.  
    Cahen jogged over. “Thank you. Would you like to sit in my hut, away from the wind?” 
    “You mean your mother’s hut, Cahen?” Gohmoon smiled, his lips twisting like two fat worms. 
“I prefer the night air on my face than such indignity.” 



    Cahen took a breath and ignored the bait. “Father, I would like to ask you something.” 
    “And here were are, talking, and I thought it was for the sake of practice.” 
    “Why are you cruel to me? Do I have some flaw you are loathe to describe?” Cahen felt his 
father’s words inside and forced the words out. “I wish to take your daughter, Ralena, as my 
own. I am of age and could be a good husband.” 
    Gohmoon held up a fine, manicured hand. “A dog could be a good man, had only the Spirits 
made it so.” 
    Cahen fumed, his hands balling into fists. He let out a sharp breath and continued. “Gohmoon, 
I’m not going to give up. I will ask until your voice wanders away on the last insult, and I will 
ask again.” He moved in close, his face inches from the older man’s. “And I will keep asking 
until you consent, be that on your deathbed or mine.” 
    A cool breeze came in low and fast, kicking up a small funnel of dust and leaves. Gohmoon 
drew his coat close and shivered, his fat belly quivering.  
    “The night is indeed cold.” His teeth chattered. “Come to my hut, we will discuss this.” 
Gohmoon led the way back, cursing the wind under his breath. As they approached the large 
home, Cahen shivered. He was not certain it was just from the chill. 

*    *    *    *    * 

    The hunter's boundaries had failed. 
    For every other wolf in the rolling woodland, the barrier of urine and feces became an 
impenetrable wall; this creature, this demon walked through as though such matters could never 
be of concern. Cahen trembled in his hiding spot.  
    Each padded footfall echoed against the soft bark of the trees. Leaves crackled and twigs 
snapped as the predator moved purposefully toward its prey. It paused, sniffing the crisp air, its 
blue eyes piercing the shadows. A harsh wind blew through the wood, biting deep into Cahen’s 
skin. He shivered, his bow rattling in his hands. The arrow fell off the string. Cahen swung out 
his arm, fingers grasping, but the shaft slipped out of reach and tumbled to the earth. It pierced 
the earth with a barely audible thud. 
    The wolf stopped, its snow-white hair standing on end. It growled, the sound starting low in its 
stomach and rumbling outward. Cahen pulled another arrow from his quiver, all fear replaced 
with cold determination. He nocked the arrow, drawing the string back until the bow formed a 
perfect half-circle. Each breath came out cool and slow, a steady countdown to action. The soft 
touch of the lark's feather tickled his cheek. 
    Cahen closed his eyes, whispered the name of his Spirit guide, and sprang from behind the 
tree.  
    The wolf sneered. 



*    *    *    *    * 

    Gohmoon dropped down onto his pile of animal furs, stoking the last embers of a long dead 
fire. He didn’t offer any food or drink, mainly because nothing lay out to be presented. Cahen 
eyed the scarce accommodations suspiciously. He sat on a bear-skin rug, the only one of the 
village. Pieces of fur had rotted away, exposing the bone underneath. The old man dipped a piece 
of cloth into a warm water basin and placed the rag on his head.  
    “This cold is unbearable. It brings illness to all the elders of the village.” 
    Cahen nodded. He looked around the room, admiring the variety of skins hanging from the 
walls. Foxes, wolves, elk and buffalo coated the room in a collage of fur and skin. The musk of a 
dozen animals mixed in an oddly sweet potpourri. Gohmoon's hut was built to impress, as long 
as one didn't look too closely. As Cahen glanced about, he noticed that some skins were showing 
their age, much like the man who had claimed them. 
    “My father often spoke of you as a hunter, Gohmoon.” 
    The fat man nodded. “Back when I was your age, Cahen. I was known throughout the land 
between the sea and the mountains.” He beamed with pride. “Now I look on my life with the 
greatest satisfaction, knowing my skill cannot be questioned.” He sat up, his black eyes peering 
deep into the young man across the hut. “Do you know what it is to have a daughter?” 
    “Of course not. I’ve not yet taken a wife.” 
    “Then you cannot understand what compels me to refuse to once again. You are noble, and 
your blood as pure as the Washoe hide. I would be honored to have you as my son, if only I knew 
of your commitment to my daughter.” 
    Cahen moved close, kneeling down by the rotund man. “But I am. I swear by father’s name, 
by the Spirits, I love Ralena. I’ve thought of none but her since the first knot was tied in my hair. 
I know she holds me as dear, as well.” 
    Gohmoon snorted. “I don’t care about your love, I care about your commitment. My daughter 
deserves more than any Chief can give, more than any Chief knows of. She deserves a truly 
courageous man, one with the skills needed to give my daughter the life she has earned.” 
    Cahen licked his dry lips. He looked around the room, his mind racing. “What if I brought you 
the Winter Spirit?” 
    Gohmoon choked on his water. He sat up, wiping spit from his chest. He glared at Cahen. 
“What did you say?” 
    “I’ll go into the wood and find Akuro Mahareaha, the Great White Wolf. I will bring you his 
coat and teeth, so that you may know my bravery and commitment.” 
    The fat man rubbed his chins, thinking of the prospect. He looked at Cahen, his eyes kinder 
then before. “You would go now?” 



    “This very night,” Cahen said. 
    “Winter isn’t for another three winks of the moon.” 
    “Then I will have time to prepare my boundaries.” 
    Gohmoon smiled, a short twist of the lips. He scratched at the underside of his stomach and 
chuckled. “You do realize what you’re saying. Akuro is not an easy Spirit to hunt. In my years in 
the wood, I saw him once, and only from very far away.” 
    Cahen stood, confident and proud. “I will return with the skin of the wolf, or not at all.” He 
didn’t wait for any response. He bowed low, turned and left the hut. Gohmoon settled back in his 
seat of furs and sipped at his water.  
    That night, as the moon dipped down to the horizon, Cahen walked to the edge of the village. 
His bow bounced against his back, his full quiver swayed from side to side. As he reached the 
border, he paused, taking a deep and cleansing breath. A sound caused him to spin around.  
    Ralena, dressed in her golden brown fahnol gown, stood in the path. Her gray eyes twinkled in 
the full-moonlight, her thin lips parted as she took in the night air. Cahen put his hand on his 
chest and lowered his eyes.  
    “Sister,” he said respectfully. His voice came out wavering and stilted. It felt as though his 
heart was somewhere near his jaw, pounding away with wild abandon.  
    Ralena smiled. "Always so formal, brother." She placed her hand over her chest and then held 
it toward him, palm outward. 
    "I apologize. You startled me." 
    “I know where you’re going, Cahen. Father told me.” She took a step forward and Cahen’s 
chest tightened. “You don't have to risk your life for my sake. We can go to the Chief and he will 
convince my father to give me away." 
    "I don't want to be given you," Cahen said. "You are not a prize I need to earn. You are a 
Washoe."  
    "And you already have my heart, Cahen." 
    "I know, and I am humbled." He took a step toward her. "Your father wants what is best for 
you. I must show him that I am just that. I will not simply be given this honor. I will earn it."  
    "Then I will pray for your success. I—I made you something.” She reached behind her neck 
and removed a necklace of braided beads and hair. A single bear claw, sinister and black, hung 
from the center.  
    Cahen took the gift, careful not to brush Ralena’s hand. “This is too kind a token,” he said.  
    Ralena smiled, her face glowing out from the darkness. “You deserve more, but that is all I can 
give. Please take it, not for luck, but to return to me when you finish your hunt.” She stood 
straight and allowed Cahen to see where a few strands of hair seemed missing from her head. He 
looked down at the coal-black string of the necklace and smirked.  



    “Until the wood throws me out,” he said. Ralena nodded and turned, her dress spinning 
gracefully. The red-laced edges danced in the light, sparkling. “Until the wood throws me out,” 
he whispered. Cahen wrapped the necklace around his wrist so that the claw hung into his palm. 
He squeezed the thick nail, amazed at how sharp it was after so many seasons.  
    Without a word more, he turned and jogged into the forest.  

*    *    *    *    * 

    The arrow whistled through the air, spiraling perfectly. It grazed the wolf’s fur, burying itself 
four inches deep into a maple tree. Cahen froze, resting on his knee with the bow outstretched in 
front of him. Wind shook the branches of the trees and leaves rained down on the two predators. 
Time stood still, and neither hunter moved. 
    With a bark the wolf charged, teeth bared, saliva dripping hot into the snow. Cahen rolled to 
the side and felt claws rake his flesh. White-hot pain flared in his shoulder, but he gritted his 
teeth and fought off the urge to cry out. He drew his knife and squared off with the creature. 
Warm blood spilled down his back. 
    For a moment they stared each other down, eyes locked. Cahen saw no energy or power in the 
wolf, no spiritual beauty. He only saw the cruel and unforgiving face of nature, the muscles and 
teeth of a monster. This wasn't a god walking among the woods, looking over his people. This 
was his death. 
    Cahen thought of Ralena. He saw her standing in the field with the other women, picking the 
flowers that looked so much like clouds fallen from the sky. Her legs rose from the ground, long 
and slender into her backside.  
    Suddenly thunder clapped. Cahen grabbed his ear, wincing from the pain and shock. The wolf 
howled and crumpled to the ground, whimpering. It sounded so pitiful, such a shadow of its 
former shape. Something moved in the brush and Cahen scrambled up the nearest tree, drawing 
an arrow once he was high enough.  
    A figure emerged from the shrubs, clothed in leather and some blue cloth. It wore brown boots 
and a hat with a wide brim. Cahen watched, unable to believe, as the figure slung a thin stick 
over its shoulder. Smoke drifted from a hole at the end of the object, stinking of incense.  
    The man, his skin grimy and white, knelt by the wolf and drew a shining silver knife longer 
than Cahen’s forearm. The man drove the blade into the wolf’s haunches, running through the 
skin without touching the muscle. He twisted and maneuvered the blade, tugging at the fur with 
his other hand.  
    Cahen slowed his breathing, maintaining the tension on the bow. If the man looked up, Cahen 
would bury him before the sunset.  



    There was a tearing sound and the white fur came away from the body. Cahen saw a puff of 
steam come out of the wolf’s nostrils. He leaned against the tree, a wave of emotion rushing over 
him. Tears fell freely down his cheeks, and his chest heaved with each silent sob. He closed his 
eyes and saw Ralena, far off and out of reach.  
    He waited, squatting in the tree, until the white man left with his fur. Cahen lowered himself, 
each branch scratching him on the way to the ground. He missed the last step and fell to his 
hands and knees. Cahen crawled over to the body of the wolf and put a hand on its back. A 
watery sound came from its throat, never loud enough to be a growl. He waited by the animal, 
matching its shallow breaths, until the mist stopped rising from its bleeding nose.  
    “Hunt in the fields of Havelon, brother wolf, great Winter Spirit.” He took the blood and 
smeared it on both his hands. He placed his palms on his leggings and squeezed, leaving prints in 
the leather. Cahen’s gaze traced the broken grass and crushed leaves to a hole in the brush. The 
white man had left an enormous trail, as though he wanted to be followed.  
    Cahen looked back in the direction of his village. If he started now, he would be home in four 
days. If it was still his home. I will be back with his fur and teeth...or not at all. He closed his 
eyes and saw the shame of his father. 
    "Haluna i'bik mama, esi." It is not yet done. 
    He turned back to the stranger’s path, gathered his bow, and started to hunt. 

*    *    *    *    * 

    The man slept under a gray blanket, leaning against his brown horse’s chest. The animal 
looked up, huge black eyes full of fear at what approached from the shadows in the wood. It 
wasn't a desa, one of the wild herds that roamed beyond the wood. This was a beast from far 
beyond Washoe land. It wore leather armor across its back. 
    Cahen emerged from behind a huge sycamore, his body covered in black mud. The crackle of 
the white man’s fire masked the near-silent footsteps. Cahen stroked the horse’s head, whispering 
a prayer for rest and patience into the creature’s ear. It nickered, but made no other sound. 
    This close to the stranger, Cahen paused. He watched the rhythmic rise and fall of the gray 
cloth sheet, the stubble-covered face barely protruding from underneath. A silver object, like a 
crooked branch, rested on the ground near the man. Cahen gave the interloper a wide berth and 
crept straight toward the brown satchel near the man’s food.  
    He lifted the flap, his eyes glowing with the flickering fire, and peered inside. The rolled white 
fur seemed to cast its own unnatural light. Cahen placed a hand on the soft skin, letting out a sigh 
of relief.  
    Rough palms came down on his back and Cahen fell to the ground. A tremendous weight 
crushed him into the dirt and he spat out grains of sand.  



    “What the hell are you doing,” a voice screamed into his ear. 
    Cahen pushed himself up, but arms like tree-trunks enclosed him in a bear hug. He wheezed, 
trying to suck in air. He spun around, swinging his fist and hit the man in the jaw. The grip 
loosened and Cahen scrambled to his feet. He caught his ankle on the man’s blanket and 
sprawled to the ground, rolling onto his back.  
    The white man leapt onto him, his breath reeking of tobacco and dried meat. Cahen saw the 
man had a long and thick mustache, as brown as the horse’s mane. His eyes were wild, almost 
black in the dim light. He sneered, baring yellow cracked teeth.  
    “Who are you? What were you doing with my bag?” The man shouted and cursed, smacking 
Cahen in the face. “Tell me what you were doing!” 
    Cahen tried to move, but the man was too strong. It felt as though he were caught under a 
boulder, his arms pinned by thick tree roots. A sharp edge raked across his stomach and Cahen 
cried out. He felt something in his hand; the bear-claw. He held it in his closed fist and struck the 
man in the neck. The claw punched deep into the flesh, popping veins. The white man's eyes 
went wide, and he fell back, gurgling. Blood spurted out across Cahen's face and chest. 
    Cahen stood, his body cold and tingling. He grabbed the wolf fur and sprinted toward the 
wood line. Branches clawed at his face and arms, cutting long lines across his flesh. Thunder 
clapped behind him and things zipped passed, like angry hornets. Chunks of wood exploded 
around him. The stranger shouted something in a weak voice, released more thunder, and then all 
was silent. 

*    *    *    *    * 

    Crouching in the trees near the Washoe village, Cahen stroked the white wolf fur. He shoulder 
had scabbed over in four perfect lines, a badge he would wear for the rest of his life to remind 
him of the Winter Spirit. His chest bore the dimples of the white man's boot thorns, and his ear 
throbbed with a constant ache from the black and blue bruises on the side of his face.  
    He saw women walk out to the field, carrying baskets and children. He saw young men 
fashioning their bows and fishing rods. He saw the elders talk in hushed voices about Spirits and 
white men and wars far off in the plains. He saw food cooked over small fires and children 
dodging between their parents’ legs.  
    Cahen looked down at his knife, its blade pristine. He looked at his quiver, missing only one 
arrow. He felt the strong, wooden bow, fingering the notch he’d shamefully carved into the 
handle to join other such lines. And he felt the bear claw, wiping the flakes of the only blood spilt 
by his hand. 



    Ahead, in the village, was the rest of his life. They might call him a hero, even add his name to 
the village song. They would call a feast, and his father would tell stories from the past, replacing 
the great warriors with the name Cahen.  
    But he didn’t move. He sat on the grass, shivering in the cold wind, waiting.  
    Waiting for the wood to throw him out. 


