
Little Brother Real Snake 

Chapter One 

RED SQUIRREL RODE SEVERAL HORSE LENGTHS BEHIND the warriors, as befitted a youth taken to 

hold horses on his first raid. He looked at his body and wondered why he had been selected to 

accompany Wild Fire, the most respected war leader of his band of the Real People. His body was 

like a child’s when compared to those of the warriors on this raid, including two no older than he. 

He was beginning to grow a bit taller, but was still so thin that other youths sometimes pointed 

toward his ribs and jokingly pretended to count them. And just two days ago, one boy younger 

than him had brought on laughs by suggesting his hair braids were bigger around than his arms. 

He vaguely remembered being sick for long periods as a child. His aunt, Meadow Lark, the 

best known herbal woman among his band, and Spotted Owl, its most respected spirit leader, had 

worked many days to keep him from passing over to the Other Side. Many of the band thought it 

selfish of his mother to keep his spirit trapped inside such a sickly body. But Red Squirrel was the 

only son of Great Thunder, who was killed shortly before Red Squirrel’s birth by one of those 

warriors who painted their faces blue and white for war. Stories about the Blue Faces—a traditional 

enemy of the Real People some called the Pawnee—always brought to Red Squirrel a mix of anger 

and fear. 

As his horse trailed behind the others, Red Squirrel’s mind drifted into a daydream of great 

feats he would someday perform.  

 

Wild Fire, the Real People’s great leader, lay crumpled on the ground, his head bleeding from 

a gash made by the war club of one of those who painted their faces blue and white for war. Red 

Squirrel’s war cry resonated from horizon to horizon as his black stallion charged the three Blue 

Faces who rushed to finish Wild Fire. They stopped and stared, shocked to find a lone warrior 

attacking so many. The first of Red Squirrel’s arrows drove through the throat of the nearest 

enemy. As that warrior grabbed at the arrow and tumbled to the grass, Red Squirrel’s second 

arrow struck another enemy in the same part of the neck, so that they would know the first was no 

accident. The big black stallion knocked the third enemy and his horse to the ground and sent the 

warrior rolling away.  

Before he could recover, Red Squirrel sprang from his horse onto the warrior. With his obsidian 

knife, he ripped away the small topknot of hair the Blue Faces left unshaved. Contemptuously, he 

waved it in the face of the enemy warrior, spattering blood across his face. The Blue Face’s eyes 

grew wide for the brief moment before Red Squirrel slashed his throat. 

He and Wild Fire were the only Real People left on the battlefield, but many of the enemy were 

gathered several bow shots away. Red Squirrel patted his grand stallion on the neck. He removed 

the rein where it was lashed around the lower jaw, removed the light rawhide saddle, slapped the 



horse’s rump and waved his hands. For a long moment he watched the beautiful animal running, 

his mane blowing in the wind, prancing as wild and free as when Red Squirrel had captured and 

tamed him. 

The blue-faced enemies yelled angrily, shaking lances, bows and war clubs as their horses 

danced. Red Squirrel took a sharpened length of lodge pole, tied one end of the rein from his 

stallion into a notch near the top and pulled the knot tight. He knotted the other end around his 

left ankle and pulled it tight. With one of the war clubs dropped by the Blue Faces, he drove the 

stake deep into the ground. This signified that he would not retreat regardless of the outcome of 

the battle. 

The Blue Faces shouted their war cry, YI YI YI YI, and raced their horses back and forth, 

working up blood lust. The pressure of fingers tightening around his calf drew Red Squirrel’s eyes 

downward. Wild Fire’s eyes looked from Red Squirrel’s leg, now bound to the stake, and then to 

the large band of enemies. The great warrior pointed his head away from the enemy and toward 

the horizon in the direction of the village of the Real People. His meaning was clear. 

“It is a good day to die,” Red Squirrel responded, then began to chant his death song. Wild 

Fire, his voice weak, joined his own death song with that of Red Squirrel. 

Faintly, the young hero could hear the rumble of hooves approaching. It would be the Real 

People, he knew. They would be too late to save him and Wild Fire, but they would be close enough 

to see. For many winters to come, the Real People would sit by the lodge fires and tell of Red 

Squirrel’s heroic death. 

Red Squirrel didn’t move or react to the charge of the Blue Faces until they were almost upon 

him. Finally, he let his war cry ring out. The end was near. Sweat poured down his face as a spear 

punctured his ribs.   

 

Terror seized Red Squirrel. He jerked away and fell from his horse. The earth rose and slammed 

him in the back. The sky rolled furiously above, and the earth shook beneath him as he fought 

desperately to regain his breath. 

Laughter yanked Red Squirrel’s mind back from daydreaming to reality and set him to looking 

about. Badger and Catches Horses, two warriors no older than he, barely managed to stay on their 

horses they laughed so hard. Badger, one of the tallest of the Real People despite his youth, 

pantomimed poking Red Squirrel with the end of his bow and joined Catches Horses, his short but 

thickly muscled friend, in a new burst of laughter.  

Catches Horses’s braids danced he laughed so hard. Even as he laughed, he brushed his fingers 

across the two scars on his right cheek. He was extremely proud of the scars and hoped others 

would presume they were from battle wounds, although they actually resulted from his diving into 

too shallow water in a rocky creek. 

Red Squirrel’s face burned with shame. He had been so deep in his daydreams that he hadn’t 

even noticed when the young warriors dropped back alongside him. 

Wild Fire had been watching the three boys. “If you are to accompany us, you must stay in your 

body and be alert,” he told Red Squirrel sternly. “We approach the land where the Apaches 

sometimes travel. Those who behave like children need to go back to their mothers’ lodges.” 

“All of you!” he added, and frowned at Red Squirrel’s tormentors.  

Wild Fire would have looked fierce even without the jagged streaks of red and black across his 

face. None of the others had applied paint, only Wild Fire, who wore his ceremonial war bonnet, 

trailing eagle feathers down his back. Like the others, he was naked above the waist. His skin 

glistened with a coating of buffalo fat; his muscles rippled smoothly with each movement. 



Although he wasn’t an unusually large man, people thought he was because of his erect posture 

and bearing, both on foot and horseback. The two young warriors turned their eyes to the ground 

and rode ahead toward the older warriors. 

“I brought you on this raid because Spotted Owl thinks you have much judgment for one your 

age,” Wild Fire told Red Squirrel in a milder tone of voice. There were no more words, but the 

famous warrior’s eyes made it clear that Red Squirrel should remain alert. 

His first raid and already shamed, Red Squirrel thought sadly. For a considerable time, he kept 

his senses alert. He burned inside when the two pranksters looked back at Red Squirrel and grinned 

at each other. Then Catches Horses imitated the sound of a real snake shaking its rattles. The sound 

sent shivers up and down Red Squirrel’s spine. It was a source of great shame to him but merriment 

to his two tormentors that he shivered in absolute terror whenever he saw or heard a snake. Each 

time he promised himself that he would never again quail in fear. But he did, every time. Even 

when he knew he was being teased with an imitation, the suggestion of a rattle close by caused 

him to flinch. 

I am a coward! he told himself angrily. 

For a few minutes, he managed to keep his attention on the dry, rocky landscape, so different 

from the grassy plains where the Real People lived. He tried hard to connect with the spirit of this 

place as Spotted Owl had taught him, but soon his attention began to drift back to the memory of 

his one previous encounter with Apaches, their traditional enemies to the south and southwest.  

It had been almost one full cycle of seasons ago, during the time that the cottonwood leaves 

turn gold and flutter to the ground. He and several younger children had been on a long walk up 

the creek from the village, gathering pecans before the squirrels and turkeys could get them all.  

 

At the sound of rustling leaves, Red Squirrel signaled the younger children to squat alongside 

the trunk of a huge cottonwood blown over by one of the wild, whirling winds that sometimes raced 

from the south. Deer favored the pecans, he knew. The rustling leaves made him think of a nut-

fattened doe feeding in the bottom. 

He flattened himself against the roots and dirt turned up sideways, satisfied that he was well 

hidden. He drew his bow and waited. He remembered the lessons of old Uncle Twin Bears—

breathe lightly; don’t think of your quarry. Let your eyes focus on something else. Keep up with 

the quarry from the corner of your eye, until you are ready to aim and release your arrow. In his 

mind he rehearsed: turn his eyes and bow, already drawn, toward the deer; aim quickly at a spot 

just behind the front leg; release the arrow and quickly ready a second. 

The rustling of leaves drew nearer. The deer would soon be no more than a few bow-lengths 

away. Then he realized there were two faint rustlings—a pair of deer. If he were quick, he might 

get both. But then he remembered Twin Bears’s admonition to make sure of one kill before trying 

for a second. As always, when he was about to draw blood, his stomach quivered.  He took a deep 

breath and quietly released the air from his lungs. 

The big roots of the cottonwood pressed into his back like the ribs of a giant. He hoped the deer 

wouldn’t flee from the odor of damp earth where the children had scuffed away leaf litter to hunt 

pecans. The first patch of brown edged into his vision. He waited patiently for the rest of the animal 

to emerge before he turned his eyes directly toward it. It began to move again, but something was 

wrong. 

Red Squirrel snapped his eyes to the right then quickly away and toward the ground. There was 

a second movement entering his field of vision. The breath caught in his chest; his heart seemed 

to stop beating. Two warriors dressed in breech cloths and mocccasins that reached almost to 



their thighs eased down the creek. Though he had never seen one before, he knew immediately 

what they were. Each carried a bow shorter than those of the Real People, with an arrow in place 

but not drawn. The second one turned his head toward the deer run that passed by the big tree 

where Red Squirrel and the youngsters hid. Red Squirrel averted his eyes and whispered a silent 

prayer for the children to remain silent and still. 

The Apaches eased forward, casting their eyes from side to side. Red Squirrel saw that they 

were hunting game rather than enemies and didn’t seem to suspect that Real People were near. 

Slowly, he turned his bow and aimed his arrow at the center of the muscular back of the nearest 

Apache who was no more than four or five bow lengths away. Unbound black hair hung loosely 

over the warrior’s shoulder. Their hair appeared drier than that of Real People who usually 

enriched their own hair with the fat of the buffalo, both for the shine it imparted and for good luck 

on the hunt. Old Twin Bears believed the fat of the brother buffalo covered the human smell that 

might otherwise scare away game.  

Again Red Squirrel rehearsed mentally. The first shot would go into the back of the nearest 

warrior. He would then grasp the arrow held alongside the bow, draw and shoot again. He could 

do that immediately and almost without thinking.  

From the time he could ride, he, like the other youth of the Real People, had practiced hanging 

off a horse and shooting underneath its neck. Now, he could keep three arrows in the air at any 

time, putting all into a moving hoop. Sending two arrows almost simultaneously and accurately 

would be easy. 

The warriors moved further and further away. “Shoot! Shoot!” Red Squirrel urged himself 

silently, but his hands wouldn’t obey. He stood frozen, his arrow drawn and targeted on an enemy. 

“Two scalps. Much honor,” he told himself silently, but he did nothing. “If I keep staring, they 

will feel me,” Red Squirrel chided himself. The bow hand began to quiver, then shake harder and 

harder. He lowered the bow and averted his eyes.  

Long after the two enemies had disappeared from sight, Red Squirrel remained still and silent, 

staring into the ground. Gradually his heartbeat and breathing slowed almost to normal. After 

what seemed an eternity, he and the younger children eased away from the fallen cottonwood, 

worked their way out of the creek bottom and raced back to their village. 

“Apaches! Apaches!” Fawn, Red Squirrel’s young cousin, shouted. “Two walked right past 

us,” she added breathlessly.  

Warriors grabbed weapons and gathered around Wild Fire and the youngsters. Mothers 

searched frantically for their children. Wild Fire quickly dispatched some warriors to act as 

wolves and warn of any enemy approach. Only then did he ask Red Squirrel to tell what happened. 

Red Squirrel had a silent audience, each person waiting to hear him.  Finally, he managed to 

form words. He told of hearing what he thought were deer, how he hid the children and positioned 

himself, how he averted his eyes. 

Wild Fire nodded his understanding and approval as Red Squirrel told each part until he had 

the bow drawn and the arrow targeted on the nearest enemy. Everyone followed each word and 

nodded their heads, eager for Red Squirrel to continue. 

But there was nothing else to tell. Some faces showed approval that one so young was able to 

stop and draw out the drama before telling of shooting the enemies. Most young warriors would 

rush ahead to boast of the kills, but this Red Squirrel was very calm and controlled. Impatience 

showed in the eyes of others. Red Squirrel looked around at all the expectant faces. 

His eyes stopped on the prettiest face of all, that of Pale Moon. He and the chief’s daughter 

had been best friends since childhood, but she had changed. Now she was the most beautiful girl 



in the village, and of an age that allowed young men to court and woo her for marriage. She had 

changed—new curves, the body of a woman instead of a girl—but he hadn’t. He still looked like 

the boy who had been her childhood friend, the Red Squirrel who still had his boy’s name, who 

had made no vision quest. He was a boy and she was a young woman.  

She stared at him. The Real People had the most beautiful women on the plains, he knew, but 

her eyes were the largest, the deepest brown, the most liquid, the— 

“And—” Wild Fire prompted. 

Red Squirrel burned with shame. After a long silence, he turned and walked toward the horse 

herd, leaving the village behind him. As he reached the first horses, he heard Fawn. “Red Squirrel 

never released his arrow. He ducked down and hid as the Apaches went away.” 

Red Squirrel tried to think of something more to say, but no further words would come. Finally 

he turned and strode away from the village, his feet seeming to move on their own. With each step 

he felt more keenly eyes staring at his back; his empty stomach ached more and more. It wasn’t 

until he reached the top of the valley in which his village lay that he turned to look back. The cool, 

damp air caused smoke from the village fires to settle back to the ground rather than rise into the 

sky. The conical tops of the tipis with their lodge poles sticking from the top of the buffalo hide 

covers were clearly in sight above the cloud of smoke, but the ground level was blurred as if by 

fog. Women scurried around, gathering pots and implements so that they would be prepared to 

dismantle and quickly move the entire village should a large Apache raiding party threaten. Young 

boys caught pack horses and tethered them close to the tipis.  

Red Squirrel couldn’t hear the words, but he could see mothers frequently chiding their 

children to stay in sight. His mother was the only person in the village not rushing about. She stood 

by their lodge, the nearest one in the village, looking toward him. She wore her best dress, the one 

she had been working on in her spare time for many moons. She had scraped and bleached the 

buckskin until it was almost white. The dress front was mostly covered with blue, yellow, and red 

porcupine quills woven into an intricate design that related to some of the mysteries that women 

didn’t share with men. He hadn’t seen her wear it before. Finally she turned and ducked into their 

lodge. 

 

The presence of horses snorting and stamping their feet startled him. He burned with shame 

that he had let his mind go wandering again. He grasped his bow and jerked around to face 

Apaches—but it was only boys from his village circling the horses and moving them closer toward 

the village. The rising cloud of red dust from the horses’ hooves mingling with the smoke from 

village fires made the scene eerie. Young warriors, most no older than he, sat atop their horses on 

the tallest hills watching for raiders.  

In the opposite direction, Twin Bears led a group of warriors into the woods along the creek. 

Even though it was good to select a winter camp near the trees along a stream, Real People seldom 

felt comfortable where trees restricted their movement and vision. It was so unlike the open prairies 

where Real People usually hunted and camped. Red Squirrel felt pride at his mentor’s courage, but 

the feeling changed to a hollow feeling in his stomach. Twin Bears must feel great shame that his 

trainee had proven to be such a coward. And Pale Moon . . . 

Red Squirrel again turned away from the village, crossed a small ridge and descended into a 

tiny draw visible only if one stood directly above it. He sat on a small rock near the bottom of the 

draw and hung his head. It was as if the Great Mystery had guided the Apaches to him for an easy 

kill, but he had frozen in fear. It was as if he had turned away from a gift from the spirits. And 



because of his fear, two of the hated Apaches had survived and perhaps learned the location of this 

village of the Real People, a site where they expected to stay throughout the upcoming cold season. 

He was a coward.  

A coward! 

Later, Twin Bears and Wild Fire had told Red Squirrel that he had done well to allow the two 

to pass, that it would have been hard to kill the second warrior; he had kept the children safe and 

made sure the village was warned. But Red Squirrel saw the way many of the Real People looked 

at him. And he thought he saw the younger warriors sneer at him as he passed. 

Ai-yee. The shame. 
 


