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[image: ]




1555, Along what would someday be called the South Carolina coast...

The blue sky stretched over and away from the green bean field, seemingly to the ends of the earth. It was a medicine sky, and as Calling Crow worked with two other men, he knew something bad was coming. A small fire crackled around the already-narrowed base of the tree they were felling as they chopped away the brittle, blackened wood with their stone axes. Calling Crow was the tallest of the three, muscled and slender. He paused in his chopping and glanced back at the sky.

The tree was still as big around as a fat old man, and he knew this job would take them most of the day. Sweating, he removed the short mantle of woven bark which covered the upper part of his body. Now, like the other two braves, he wore only a breechclout of deerskin held in place by a leather girdle. His pleasing, oval face was copper colored like a leaf in autumn, and was set off by a full, proud nose. He picked up the axe and chopped powerfully at the tree. The larger of the other two braves, Sun Watcher, knelt and used his axe to heap glowing embers up against the trunk. Birdfoot, a small thin brave, swung at the tree tiredly, breaking off a piece with a clinking sound. His intense face was blackened here and there with soot.

Calling Crow noticed something moving in the distance and put down his axe. With brown eyes the color of a pool of cedar water, he stared at the distant tree line. A solitary figure was approaching, running fast.

The other two young men turned to Calling Crow as the runner momentarily disappeared behind a sand dune.

“What is it?” asked Sun Watcher.

“A runner is coming,” said Calling Crow. A moment later the figure crested the dune moving so fast they all immediately grabbed their clubs, looking to see if he was being chased. He was not, being instead in a great state of excitement. He tried to shout and lost his footing, tumbling, and throwing up a spray of sand. He rolled quickly to his feet as the others ran up to him. It was Calling Crow’s cousin, Runs Like Deer. He coughed as he fought for breath. Calling Crow clapped him on the back. “Cousin, what is it?”

“Hurry,” said Runs Like Deer between gasps, “it is the men from the heavens, come down in their cloud boats!” He turned and staggered back up the dune. Calling Crow, Sun Watcher, and Birdfoot looked at each other for a moment and then hurried back to the tree to get their bows. They followed Runs Like Deer up the dune.

Only a handful of villagers had ever seen the men from the heavens in their beautiful cloud boats. It was said that they roamed the big water in search of newly dead souls to take to the land of the dead.

Calling Crow, Sun Watcher, and Birdfoot gasped for breath as they reached the top of the dune. They found a swarm of little boys looking out to sea. Their shouting pierced the air like gull cries as they jumped and pointed. A somber-faced old man and woman knelt facing the sea as they prayed.

Calling Crow climbed to a higher vantage point and looked out over the water. He could not believe what he saw. Out on the sea at a great distance, two white clouds had detached themselves from the heavens and now sat on the waters. As the warm rays of the sun burned into his face, a chill went through him. There was no doubt that this was a sign, but what did it mean? Calling Crow watched a boy put an arrow to his bow. His arm muscles bulged as he pulled the feathered shaft back to his cheek. Calling Crow frowned at the other boys watching expectantly. They should know by now that even if an arrow could reach the distant cloud boats, it would only pass harmlessly through them, for they were from the spirit world.

The boy released his arrow, and it arced out a good distance before it fell into the sea beyond the rocks. Undaunted, he lay on his back, and using his legs to hold his bow, launched another arrow. It too fell woefully short. Disappointed, the crowd of boys again fixed their attention on the distant cloud boats. A mild seaward breeze started up behind them as Runs Like Deer came over to stand beside Calling Crow. Together they watched the two white shapes in silence.

“I think they’re moving,” said Runs Like Deer.

Calling Crow strained his eyes to watch as the cloud boats closed the distance to the dark point of land that jutted out on the periphery of his vision. What did these omens bode for his people? A huge cloud passed overhead, and the sea turned the wintry color of dead leaves. The smell of smoke reached Calling Crow’s nostrils. He turned to see two boys on their haunches, blowing a handful of smoking kindling into flame to call the people from heaven. Calling Crow ran over. “No,” he said angrily as he kicked the flames out. “We must not call them until the Council of Old Men has been consulted.”

The boys glowered at Calling Crow as he waved them away. “Go!”

They walked off and Calling Crow turned and looked back out to sea. The cloud boats had disappeared, but he could not take his eyes off the sea. What were those things? The sight of them caused a great fear and sadness in his heart. He said nothing to the others and after a while they wandered off. He sat in the sand and stared out at the waters. Despite the warmth of the day, he shivered. The sea often had that effect on him, ever since it had taken his father. 

Back when he was a boy, Calling Crow’s father had gone out fishing with some other men when a storm suddenly came up. He remembered running to the beach, crying as the wind lashed his face, and lightning lit the angry sky. The next morning the empty canoe had washed up on the beach. His father and the other man had never been found.
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Under a dizzying array of stars, two caravels, the Guadalupe and the Speeding Hound, moved slightly against their anchors in the black swells, like two great seabirds. The ships were from Spain’s island colony of Hispaniola, down in the Caribbean Sea, and were on a, so-far unsuccessful slaving expedition. Carrying sixty-five men, the ships contained two armories filled with dozens of deadly accurate crossbows and, more importantly, thunderous black-smoke and -fire-belching harquebuses. The harquebuses were woefully inaccurate but were known to terrify the natives into mute paralysis. In addition, each ship carried a small boat lashed down on the upper deck. The bigger of the two ships, the Guadalupe, also carried two horses, and towed a lateen-rigged long boat for landing them.

The commander of the expedition, Francisco Mateo, a criollo landowner and merchant, sat in his cabin in the rear of the Guadalupe, talking with his friend, an older colonist named Diego Vega. Diego, a sad faced man in his mid-fifties, had been a friend of Mateo’s father, having come over on the Galician’s second voyage with him. Now that Mateo’s own father had died, he treasured the old man’s company, as he was the only living link to his family’s past.

Senor Mateo’s tea-brown eyes stared pensively at nothing as he ran his hand through his red hair. He did not like what he had been hearing Diego and other criollos. Before he had left Santo Domingo, he had hired a contingent of soldiers newly arrived from Spain to help him catch slaves. Now, under the guidance of their two officers, they were complaining and causing trouble, wanting him to turn around and go back to Santo Domingo. Even his crew, loyal criollo and mestizo farmers and ranchers, were beginning to tire of the search.

“You know,” Diego said tiredly, “the cook was lying about being out of ship’s biscuits.”

Senor Mateo’s head jerked upright. “What?”

Diego nodded. “I found three barrels of them hidden under some canvas.”

Mateo said nothing for a moment and Diego went on. “You know, Francisco, I think that the reason you have found no Indians is that God looks unkindly on this venture.”

Mateo remained silent. Diego was married to an Arawak Indian woman. These marriages were now common among the criollos on the island, but to the newly arrived Peninsulars, the idea was repulsive. The Peninsulars considered Indian women to only be useful as whores and servants. Finally, Mateo sighed tiredly. “Diego, what we are doing is completely within the limits of the law.”

“Man’s law,” said Diego, almost in a whisper. “I should never have agreed to come along on this. It is wrong. I needed the money so badly that I did not—”

Both men heard faint footsteps out on deck. As Mateo listened to them fade away, he made a mental note to deal with the cook in the morning. Another thought came to him. Perhaps they were measuring the latitudes wrong and therefore searching for Indians in the wrong area? That would account for their terrible luck on this trip. Perhaps he should take the latitude with the backstaff himself?

A loud, dull thud reverberated through the wood of the cabin. Mateo looked over at Diego. “See what it is.”

Diego quickly got to his feet. As he went toward the door, the strong smell of lamp oil reached Mateo’s nostrils. Diego opened the door and turned to look upward toward high stern of the ship. A glow spread around him and then golden, liquid fire poured down onto his shoulder. He beat his doublet furiously as his face blossomed with fear.

Mateo ran to him, roughly pulling Diego’s hands away. In the light of the fire, Mateo saw burnt flesh on one hand. He quickly glanced up at the stern. Bright flames half as high as a man moved in the slight breeze. The large oil lamp which had hung above had evidently broken loose from its fixture and crashed down, causing the planks of the bulkhead to catch fire. Mateo pushed Diego into his cabin. He pulled the smoldering fabric of Diego’s doublet off and dunked it in a bucket of water. “Are you okay?” he shouted at the older man.

Diego nodded, appearing slightly dazed.

“Go tell the others. Quickly! And then find the barber to take care of that hand.”

Diego hurried off, shouting as he went. Mateo ran back to the door of the cabin and shouted, “Fuego! Fuego! Come quickly!”

He ran back into the cabin and returned with a cape. As quickly as he slapped the flames out, they reappeared. Like the fires of hell, small flaming rivulets of lamp oil flowed about his feet as the intense heat scorched him. He beat at the flames until his cape caught fire. Throwing it down, he stomped it out and turned to call again for help. He saw the ship’s cooper standing there, staring incredulously at the flames.

Mateo shouted at him angrily, “We will lose this ship, fool, and you will have to swim back to Hispaniola! Get the others and some buckets! Get that pump on the port side working!” 

“Si,” yelled the man as dread realization contorted his face. He ran back toward the center of the ship. “Fuego! Help! Fire! Come quickly!”
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Calling Crow had taken his name four years earlier after praying for, and receiving, his first vision. He had fasted alone on the mountain for three days and seen the Great Spirit. He had appeared like someone on the other side of a skin stretched across an entryway, brushing up against it as they passed. Then a large crow had settled in a nearby tree and called to him, and that noble bird had become his spirit guide.

Now he, Sun Watcher, and Birdfoot emerged from the great forest of slash pine and broad-leafed magnolias, elms, and hickories that bordered on the village of Tumaqua. Each man wore his bow over one arm, and each had a quiver of arrows hanging from their back. They had been sent to scout the forests that bordered the Flathead People’s lands and had seen nothing unusual. They were so called because of that tribe’s custom of binding the heads of their infants to boards. Heading back toward the village, the men walked quickly across a field of clover.

Calling Crow turned to Sun Watcher as they walked. Although Calling Crow was a hands breadth taller than Sun Watcher, Sun Watcher was stronger, being broad and muscled in the chest. “The Flatheads are nowhere in evidence.”

Sun Watcher smiled. “They are probably afraid to come around.” Sun Watcher’s smile turned to a frown. “Tell me, Calling Crow, did you also see this light Birdfoot speaks of?”

“Yes,” said Calling Crow.

Sun Watcher looked straight ahead, his face stony in its seriousness. “Tell me, what was it like?”

Calling Crow remembered the mysterious light. He and others had watched it burn against the black sky over the sea last night. He still was not sure what it portended. Perhaps he should speak to Mennewah the Shaman about it. “It burned like a star fallen onto the waters.”

“Aieyee, I told you so,” Birdfoot said as he tried to keep up with the two bigger braves. Birdfoot’s delicate features and large eyes flashed annoyance at Sun Watcher for doubting him. “It is a sign.”

“No, Grandfather,” said Sun Watcher. He turned and smiled. “It is not.”

Birdfoot was younger than the other two, but because of his pensive, questioning ways he was teasingly called Grandfather.

Sun Watcher filled his chest as they walked, bulging out his muscles. He looked crossly at Birdfoot. “You are too serious, Birdfoot. If it really were a sign, Caldo would have already called a meeting with the Council of Old Men.”

“Perhaps.” Birdfoot rubbed a rivulet of sweat from his brow.

The three men fell silent and Calling Crow thought of the dreams he had been having. In one of them he heard his dead father’s voice as he watched the strange cloud boats sail by. He wondered if it was a sign, and if so, what it portended.

Calling Crow and the other two braves reached the dirt path that led to Tumaqua. Worn smooth by the moccasins of over a hundred men and women, it felt good beneath their feet. They could see the village up ahead. Almost on the edge of the sea, it sat between two large dunes. The village was made up of three dozen rectangular dwellings. Their semicircular roofs were made of bent saplings that had been covered with mats of woven cattails and bark. The dwellings were situated haphazardly around a large circular building with a domed roof, called a chokafa. Built on a mound, the chokafa served as the village’s meetinghouse. Next to the chokafa was a large rectangular field called a chunkey yard in which ball games were played against players from neighboring villages. All these structures were enclosed within a defensive palisade of sturdy upright timbers and sharpened stakes pointing outward.

As the three neared the village, they heard the women wailing. It was the cry that indicated that someone had died! They began running. As they entered the palisade, Calling Crow was saddened and moved by the plaintive harmonies of the women. It was like a storm wind moaning late at night. Who had died? he wondered. Perhaps one of his loved ones?

Death was, of course, not an unusual thing, but as the volume of sound swelled with their every step, Calling Crow knew that it must have been someone of great importance. Never had he heard wailing like this. “Do you think it was Mennewah?” Calling Crow shouted to Birdfoot as they ran along.

“Perhaps,” Birdfoot replied worriedly.

Sun Watcher said nothing.

Mennewah the Shaman was the oldest man in the village and Calling Crow had dreamed of him twice in the past moon.

They rounded one of the bigger huts and saw that the chunkey yard was full of sitting women, their heads bowed as they wailed. It was the custom for the women to mourn a death in this way.

In front of the firewell, a body lay on a raised pallet of willow poles and skins. Before Calling Crow and the other two braves could get close enough to see who it was, the maiden, Tiamai, ran up to them. Her large eyes were glazed with sadness. “It is our beloved Chief,” she said.

Calling Crow felt as if a knife had punctured his heart. The cloud boats had appeared and now the bravest, noblest man in Tumaqua was dead! 

“What happened?” he said.

Tiamai’s eyes were moist. “Our Chief and Cries At Night had been stalking a big buck deer all day. When our Chief shot his arrow into him, another arrow also struck the buck. It belonged to Many Skins Man of the Wolf Clan. Both their arrows seemed to strike the buck at the same time. Our Chief suggested that they should share the kill, but Many Skins Man insisted that his arrow had pierced the buck first, and the kill should be all his. They fought and Many Skins Man killed our Chief.” Tiamai deliberately avoided saying Chief Caldo’s name. To speak the name of the dead was taboo.

Sun Watcher looked skyward and howled in rage. Calling Crow looked into Tiamai’s eyes. “How do you know all this?”

“I talked to Cries At Night after they brought our Chief’s body back to Tumaqua.” She held Calling Crow’s eyes for a moment longer before she ran back to the nearest group of women and sat down.

Calling Crow gripped his bow tightly. Perhaps he would soon use it for killing men. It would be the first time for him. If a death was due to a killing, accidental or otherwise, reparation was required from the guilty party. Failure to provide reparation meant war. As long as anyone from the five villages could remember, reparation had always been made and war averted. There was no reason to believe that this time would be any different.

Once reparation had been made, the Council of Old Men voted on whether to accept it. Always it had been offered in good faith and always it had been accepted. If it were not, the young braves of the tribe would prepare to exact revenge.
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After eight days of mourning, Many Skins Man still had not shown up to make reparation, and the village of Tumaqua began preparing for war. The cloud boats now forgotten, the men shaped stones for arrows and lances while the women scraped the fire hardened tips of stakes and buried them in the dirt around the palisade. Old women cooked all day as old men and boys carried water, arrows, and stones up to the top of the palisade. As the people worked, there was an overwhelming quiet, almost as if a summer storm were gathering. No one spoke more than was needed because nothing could be as it had been before. The people could not truly have peace until the reparation was made or war begun. Finally, on the morning of the ninth day, a runner informed the village that Many Skins Man was to come that day.

Calling Crow thought about these things as he sat in the cool interior of his aunt’s hut. Three Pearls brought him a steaming calabash of corn soup. He sipped the hot sweet liquid hurriedly and noisily, not wanting to insult Three Pearls by leaving it unfinished. He could not take his time with it like he normally would have and ended up gulping the rest of it down before he got to his feet. His mouth burned from drinking it so fast, but that did not matter. He must go out and watch the reparation.

“Nephew,” Three Pearls called to him, “stay and eat more.”

“I am sorry, Aunt,” he said, pausing in the entryway and turning to her with regret. “I must go.” He rushed out of the hut.

Calling Crow quickly made his way to the square next to the chunkey yard. This was the place where the people came to cure hides, grind maize and grains, or just to gossip. It was here that Many Skins Man would stand before them all to make his reparation.

Reparation or war! Which would it be? The Council of Old Men sat in the center of the yard while most of the villagers milled about behind them, talking, and waiting. Calling Crow saw that Caldo’s body had been taken away to the beach where it would be raised up on lodge poles to protect it from small animals. Months from now, when the flesh was gone from the bones, certain bones would be given to the Old Men and the braves as talismans.

Calling Crow pushed through the crowd to where Tiamai knelt in the sand, grinding corn. He watched her as she worked. Wearing only a skirt of woven bark, she pounded the blue and yellow kernels of maize into the hollow of a grinding rock with a wooden mortar, the action moving her small breasts. It was understood that the young people of the village would lie with one another, changing partners from time to time as they discovered themselves and their likes and dislikes, but by the time a brave had been on the earth twenty turnings of the seasons, he was expected to have selected one girl for his wife. Calling Crow had already selected Tiamai. He knew it and so did she. So did any others who happened to see how they looked at each other. Like most girls, Tiamai was an obedient, hard worker for her mother. Although she was but fifteen, Calling Crow was struck with the noble way she carried herself. She was also beautiful. Her long, dark hair fell to her waist and her black eyes shone like the sea at night. It was this combination of nobility and childlike beauty that had made him love her.

He walked over and stood by her side. She looked up at him and smiled sadly, then went back to her grinding.

From the other side of the dunes, the sea called to Calling Crow as it surged and sighed up and down the wide beach. As he listened to its voice, he watched Tiamai’s cinnamon-colored face and remembered the last time he lay with her in the forest.

As if hearing his thought, Tiamai paused in her grinding and looked up at him. With the look they shared, he knew that he would soon make their love known to the whole village.

She raised her hand to brush a sweat dampened strand of hair from her face. “Tell me about the cloud boats. I’ve never seen them.”

“I pray you never will. They appeared and our great Chief died. I knew they were not a good sign.” Tiamai lowered her head at the mention of the tragedy. “I wonder what Many Skins Man will bring,” she said.

“I don’t know, but this death will require many fine gifts.” As he looked down at Tiamai he felt his sadness lighten a little. She always worked this magic on him.

“Soon,” said Tiamai, “when the reparation is accepted and the matter of our Chief’s death settled, the Council of Old Men will pick a new Chief from among the top braves. Then life in the village will be as it was. Perhaps they will pick you.” Tiamai smiled and turned away to her work.

Calling Crow said nothing. He knew he was a candidate, along with a dozen or so other braves. However, like everyone else in the village, he thought the Old Men would pick Sun Watcher. He was the bravest and strongest in the village. Whenever they gathered in the chunkey yard to play ball against a neighboring village, they would always win because of Sun Watcher’s strength and skills. As a boy, Calling Crow had challenged him many times in wrestling, footraces, and shooting arrows, but try as he could, not once had he been able to best him.

A gull glided overhead, crying out sorrowfully to the people below. Calling Crow looked toward the sea. “The other day,” he said slowly, “as I watched the cloud boats, in spite of my repulsion, I felt they were calling me.”

Tiamai looked up at him and frowned. “I am afraid for all of us.” Turning away, she brushed the last bits of moist ground meal that clung to the rock into her basket and began pounding another pile of maize kernels. After a moment she looked up at Calling Crow. “You could ask Mennewah what it all means.” As Shaman, Mennewah was leader of the Council of Old Men.

“Yes. Or I could enter the dreamworld myself and find out.”

Tiamai pounded the maize harder as concern darkened her face. She was about to say something when excited voices sounded from the far end of the village. They turned and saw the delegation of Wolf Clan people coming through the village gate. Many Skins Man towered over his people as they walked among the villagers. Forest dwellers, the Wolf Clan people came regularly to Tumaqua to trade. They had much that Calling Crow’s tribe desired, such as pemmican, buffalo robes that had been traded from tribe to tribe all the way from the banks of the great river, moccasins from the Flathead People. They also had small gold ornaments from the Mountain People, and even greenstone jewelry from the People of the Hot Lands. Calling Crow’s people, the Turtle Clan, paid for these things with the bounty of the sea and the small rivers feeding it. They gathered these things, shells and river pearls for wampum belts, from their small dugout canoes.

Many Skins Man led his group through the huts toward the square. Despite the recent spell of warm weather, he wore a bearskin mantle. It was open at the front, showing off his wide muscled chest which glistened with sweat and grease beneath a necklace of white bear’s teeth. Two of his Flathead slaves flanked him, each carrying a large bundle of his goods, and behind him walked six Wolf Clan braves. One of the Flathead slaves tripped on a root and fell, spilling his bundles. Cursing angrily, Many Skins Man kicked him in the rear, and the man rolled quickly out of range. The assembled Turtle Clan people watched closely, a few laughing nervously, as the frightened slave gathered the bundles up, furtively keeping his eyes on Many Skins Man the whole time.

The group advanced once again and as Calling Crow watched them, he thought that Many Skins Man’s bearing was too proud for the occasion. He searched the big man’s face for sorrow or contrition but could find none. When the Wolf Clan group drew up before the Council of Old Men, Many Skins Man gave a command in a deep resonant voice and his party began putting down their bundles.

Sun Watcher, Big Nose, Birdfoot, and half a dozen other braves crowded around Calling Crow. The Turtle Clan people were silent as Many Skins Man cut open one of the bundles of skins. Quickly and dramatically, he raised a large bear pelt before the crowd, completely obscuring himself behind it except for his big hands.

“Ah!” said several people as they shook their heads in appreciation of the size and quality at the skins. Calling Crow and Sun Watcher moved closer as Many Skins Man held up several fine stone calumets in one large hand. Again, the crowd showed their amazement at such wealth with sighs and muttered words of wonder. Calling Crow looked over at the Council of Old Men. Unlike the people, they remained still and quiet, their ancient black eyes mere slits under their heavy lids.

“Many Skins Man!” The voice was loud and challenging, silencing the crowd. It was Sun Watcher. “Tell us how our beloved Chief died.”

The crowd boiled with murmured conversations as Many Skins Man’s dark eyes searched the crowd for his questioner. Settling on Sun Watcher, he said, “I will tell it only one more time. You forget. It was I who was wronged.” He waited till the crowd had quieted. “I tracked a powerful buck for most of that day. Finally, my arrow found him, and I was following his blood trail. I was very happy because I knew that soon he would be mine. It was then that the deceased put his arrow into him. He mistakenly thought the buck was his. We fought and I killed him.”

On this last admission Calling Crow saw a slight smile pass over Many Skins Man’s face, like the shadow of a cloud moving over a field on a sunny day. Hot anger boiled deep within him. “How was our Chief’s death?” Calling Crow called out to the Wolf warrior. “Was it a good death? Did he speak to you?”

Many Skins Man turned in his direction and Calling Crow’s anger flared even higher when the Wolf warrior’s eyes paused momentarily to admire Tiamai before moving on to Calling Crow. “I do not know. He said nothing. He died like a man.”

“Not like a Chief?” cried Big Nose with anguished anger.

“I will speak of this no more.” Many Skins Man folded his arms and remained sullenly silent. For a while, the world seemed to slow. Calling Crow and the other braves watched the Old Men to see what they would do.

“I have more gifts,” said Many Skins Man finally, but no one looked his way. All eyes remained on the Old Men. Finally, Mennewah raised his hand. “Go on, Many Skins Man. Finish your business. Then we will begin ours.”

Many Skins Man held up a bundle of deerskins as thick as a man and again the crowd muttered appreciatively. The pile grew into a mound as the Wolf Clan people finished displaying the gifts. Finally, the Council of Old Men got to their feet and walked off. Most of the Turtle Clan people followed them.

Only a handful of curious boys remained as Many Skins Man’s entourage prepared to leave. The Council’s decision would be delivered later. Birdfoot wandered over to stand beside Calling Crow. A few feet away, Tiamai knelt as she gathered her corn up into a basket.

“He has brought many fine things,” said Tiamai. I wonder if the Council of Old Men will accept them.”

“I think they will,” said Birdfoot.

“I don’t know,” Calling Crow said as he watched the Wolf Clan group walk past on their way to the gate. He was surprised to see Many Skins Man leave the group and come closer, stopping to stand before Tiamai. “What a fine-looking girl you are!” he said. “What is your name?”

Tiamai said nothing, keeping her head down.

Calling Crow looked at Many Skins Man in angry incredulity and Birdfoot quickly spoke, “She is Calling Crow’s woman. You should not speak to her.”

Many Skins Man looked down his nose at Calling Crow. “His?” he said and laughed. He turned back to Tiamai and draped a beaver skin cape on the ground before her. “For the beautiful doe girl,” he said, “a fine warm covering to keep the wet chill of winter from her smooth young skin.”

Using his bow, Calling Crow flipped the skin away as if it were a deadly white mouth snake. Many Skins Man’s face betrayed his shock. One of his slaves quickly rushed over to recover the skin as Tiamai walked away, her head down in embarrassment.

Calling Crow stared angrily at Many Skins Man. “Even if she wanted your flea infested skin, while we mourn there can be no courting and gift giving. That is our custom.”

“We have our customs, too, Turtle brave, and one of them is to honor beauty wherever and whenever we find it.”

His face burning with fury, Calling Crow stared at the other man. “I think you shall learn more than you care to about our customs.”

Many Skins Man smiled at Calling Crow and turned to his party. “Let us go.” As they disappeared through the gate, Many Skins Man’s loud laughter floated back.
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The chokafa was circular in shape and higher than two men. Its conical roof had an opening in the center to let out smoke, and the walls and ceiling were made of bark smeared with clay. Woven mats of cane carpeted the ground, and a single fire burned in the center. Calling Crow sat on the matting with Sun Watcher, Big Nose, Birdfoot, and the other braves, while across from them sat Mennewah and the rest of the Council of Old Men. The Old Men were dressed in their ceremonial raven’s feathers. In front of them on a straw mat, the Chief’s raven feather mantle and deerskin fringed medicine pipe were placed for all to see.

Old Mennewah clasped his weathered hands in front of his round belly as his watery eyes appraised the young men before him. “We have discussed our Chief’s death and Many Skins Man’s reparation, but we wanted to hear from you young men and find out what is in your hearts.”

Calling Crow opened his mouth to speak when Sun Watcher jumped to his feet. “Many Skins Man is like the snake in the grass you don’t see. He is an arrogant liar. Many times, he and other Wolf Clan braves have crossed the rivers and trails that mark our borders in search of game. They are a menace which must be dealt with. I say burn his gifts and make war on them!”

Big Nose, Laughing Man, and four other braves jumped to their feet beside Sun Watcher and yelled their agreement. Mennewah’s face remained impassive. “I agree that Many Skins Man is an arrogant fool, but is arrogance and foolishness reason enough to go to war? If it were, we would have to go to war against some of our own, would we not?”

The other two members of the Council of Old Men, Red Dog and Flathead Killer, smiled, but Sun Watcher and the other braves remained on their feet, their anger unabated. After a moment Birdfoot said, “You speak well, Grandfather. I agree with what you say.”

Mennewah motioned Sun Watcher and the others to sit. “Birdfoot, stand and speak.”

Birdfoot stood. In the dimness of the hut, his large eyes gave him an owl-like appearance. “We have lived near the Wolf Clan for many generations now. There have been problems, but that is natural for different peoples living so close to one another. I say that if contrition does not come easily to Many Skins Man, we should demand more reparation.”

“No, Grandfather,” cried Sun Watcher angrily. “No.”

Old Red Dog held up his bony hand for silence. “Is that enough, Birdfoot?” he said. “Because there has long been peace, we should choose peace?”

“No. But what of our beloved Chief? He was a man of peace. I vote as I think he would have voted. For peace.”

“Yes,” said Slim Boy, rising to stand beside Birdfoot. “I, too, vote for peace.”

Another brave stood beside them. “Peace,” he said.

Mennewah looked at Calling Crow. “What have you to say, Calling Crow?”

“Yes,” said Red Dog, his emaciated face wrinkling like an autumn leaf. “Calling Crow is the only one who hasn’t spoken yet.” Flathead Killer, the other member of the Council of Old Men, nodded in agreement.

Calling Crow’s heart was heavy as he rose to his feet. He had thought hard about this matter and none of the possible courses of action were good. He faced the Old Men. For a moment he said nothing.

Mennewah looked at him sadly. “Well, Calling Crow, do you vote for peace or war?”

“I vote for neither, Grandfather.”

Sun Watcher laughed derisively. “What kind of answer is that?” The other braves laughed with him as they cast sidelong glances at Calling Crow.

“Enough,” said Mennewah. “What do you mean, Calling Crow?”

“I do not want war because innocent people from both villages could die. As Birdfoot said, our beloved Chief was a strong, gentle man, a man of peace. However, I saw through Many Skins Man’s eyes into his heart, and I know that his remorse is a sham. Because of that, all his fine gifts are not worth their weight in excrement.”

“So, you agree with me that we should have war,” Sun Watcher said, his voice triumphant.

Again, Mennewah held up his frail arm, casting silence over the group. “So, what do you propose, Calling Crow?”

“We can regain the honor of our clan by killing only Many Skins Man. Then the Wolf Clan will have to decide whether or not the matter is settled. I do not think they want a war either. And I think Many Skins Man’s death will be the end of this matter.”

“How do you propose we kill Many Skins Man?” said Mennewah.

“One of us must go alone and kill him.” Calling Crow looked around at the others and then back at Mennewah. “Today, after all of you had left, Many Skins Man insulted me. It was deliberate. Birdfoot witnessed it. For that reason, I will do it...”

Sun Watcher jumped to his feet. “No! It is too risky. Calling Crow is not ottsi enough to do it. He has never killed a man! What if he, too, is killed? Then we are doubly shamed.” He held out his hands pleadingly to Mennewah. “Let me go and I will surely kill him.”

“No,” said Mennewah. He struggled to get to his feet, and Sun Watcher and Birdfoot helped him up. “It is settled. Calling Crow will kill Many Skins Man and avenge our Chief’s death.” Mennewah turned to Sun Watcher. “Go see to the destruction of Many Skins Man’s gifts.” Sun Watcher bowed and followed the Old Men outside. Calling Crow waited till the others had left and then sat back down to think, the silence wrapping around him like a warm blanket of woven bark.

***
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On the beach, a small fire flickered in the blackness. Waves crashed and sighed as Calling Crow danced in the flickering light. Mennewah sat before the fire, beating a drum as he stared into the flames. He held his hand up suddenly and said Calling Crow’s name. Calling Crow knelt before him, and Mennewah hung a necklace of black feathers about his neck. “Just as the black crow cannot be seen at night,” intoned the old man, “so you shall be invisible to the Wolf people.”

“I am the anger of my people,” sang Calling Crow as a large wave crashed, its weight and force reverberating through the cold, hard sand beneath them, “I shall not let my people down.”

Mennewah smeared bear fat on Calling Crow’s face. “I give you the strength of the bear. Now, bring back our honor!” Mennewah got slowly to his feet and walked slowly back to the village. Calling Crow stared into the fire as a tongue of flame licked the blackness one last time and went out, leaving the embers to glow like the eyes of a panther.

Calling Crow got to his feet and pulled his flint knife from the sheath hanging at his side. Still in a stupor after the ceremony, he waved it about as he danced. A moan escaped his lips as he stepped on the coals. Embers burst from his feet and shot away on the breeze like angry hornets. He sang the warrior’s chant again and felt himself growing stronger. He was now invisible in the blackness, like a crow. His breath rasped like a wounded animal’s as he moved off, a shadow in the swirling mist. Overhead, a sliver of moon was obscured by the coastal fog. The night air was cool and wet, the sky indistinguishable from the ground. His village now behind him, Calling Crow turned and walked toward the sea. He would use its sounds to guide him. With the smooth sand beneath his feet, he began running. knowing he would have to finish and be on his way back before Father Sun rose from the sea. Ahead a filmy white shape raced quickly across the beach and disappeared into the dunes. Not knowing if it was a puff of sea foam or a spirit, Calling Crow’s heart raced momentarily, and he reached into the medicine bag he wore at his side. Fondling the bones of Tall One and Fish Catcher, two of the bravest warriors in the Turtle Clan, and the beak, feet, and feathers of his guiding spirit, he knew he would be safe. He ran faster now, and after a few minutes the running filled him with power and courage, and he forgot everything except what he must do.

After a distance Calling Crow discerned the black shapes of Big Dunes against the night sky. He turned toward them and came to the edge of the forest. Slowing to a walk, he felt his way cautiously between the trees. Soon afterward the mist disappeared and there was just enough light to pick out the trail. He began running again. An hour later he stopped when he spotted the outline of the Wolf Clan palisade. Two silhouettes moved about on the catwalk above the sharpened timber uprights.

Calling Crow moved into the shadowed darkness of the trees to hide. This was swampland and he found himself in cool water up to his knees. A multitude of bullfrogs and crickets filled the cool night air with their music. Calling Crow drank in the sounds. He looked down and noticed a large frog on a half-submerged log. A white winged moth flitted by, and the big frog spat out its tongue, catching the moth in midflight. It was a good omen. That is what he must do to Many Skins Man. His people were depending on him.

Calling Crow crouched like a panther and studied the movements of the guards. For a long time, they remained in the same place talking quietly, and he supplanted his discomfort with the memory of Caldo and the voice of his spirit calling out for revenge. The singing of the frogs and crickets grew louder and intoxicating, and he heard encouragement in their music. One of the sentries laughed loudly at something. Calling Crow felt at his feet and picked up a stone. He threw it at the far end of the wall and the two sentries moved off. When they were no bigger than his finger, he quickly pulled himself up to the top of the wall and dropped down noiselessly on the other side. As he crept silently past the dark huts, he heard the sounds of life all about him, a child crying somewhere, the phlegmy cough of an old man, the furtive breathing of lovers. Then he saw the dark outline of the big hut at the corner of the compound. It was just as Mennewah and the other Old Men had described it. He had to restrain himself from running. Soon this battle would be over, and his village would know peace again.

Calling Crow stepped through the entryway of the hut and stood as still as a panther while his eyes adjusted to the dark. He scanned the hut and saw only Many Skins Man lying on a pallet next to the fire. A single flame danced alone, casting a wobbly glow. Without a sound Calling Crow glided across the dirt floor and stood looking down on the man. His heart was pounding as he withdrew his stone knife and knelt.

Many Skins Man’s lips were parted and pulled away from his big teeth. For a few moments Calling Crow listened to the sound of Many Skins Man’s deep breathing and watched his bare chest rise and fall. He had not thought it would be this easy and he was grateful to his spirit guide. Arms trembling slightly, he raised the knife in both hands. He was about to bring it down forcefully when a spirit voice spoke in his head. Would it not be more honorable, the voice said, and the Clan’s revenge sweeter, if Calling Crow woke Many Skins Man first and let him see the face of his killer before he died?

Calling Crow touched the big man on the chest. Many Skins Man smacked his lips as he stirred dumbly. His eyelids quivered like a bird shaking the wet out of its wings, but they did not open, and he quickly fell back into his sleep. Calling Crow reached down to touch Many Skins Man again when the big man rolled off the pallet with the speed of a hare. Calling Crow brought the knife down wildly, stabbing at nothing. The fire flickered and went out. Calling Crow moved backward, but not before he felt a sudden current of air. A club whistled by his ear and crashed into his arm. Pain flared in his hand as he dropped his knife.

Calling Crow ducked to the ground and rolled away. For a few frightening moments, his fighting arm hung uselessly from his shoulder like a leather thong. Slowly, the feeling returned, as he edged backward. From somewhere in the darkness Many Skins Man whispered hoarsely, “Turtle brave! You are a fool to come here. I could call out now and many braves would come and kill you. But I want the pleasure for myself.”

Calling Crow crouched silently, working the fingers of his hand.

“Were my skins not good enough for your people?” The voice seemed to come from everywhere.

Calling Crow moved backward. “You do not possess enough wealth to make reparation for our Chief’s death.”

“Ah! It is you.” Many Skins Man’s voice now seemed to come from the bark roof above. “I thought they would have sent their biggest brave.”

Calling Crow said nothing. He continued to work his fingers, the movement painful as he ran them across the ground in search of his knife. His ears strained for any sound of the other man’s movements.

“It is just as well,” said the large voice softly, “for I am tired. I will kill you much faster and wear your head skin on my belt.”

Calling Crow’s heart pounded within his chest. How could a big man like Many Skins Man move so silently? His voice seemed to float about the hut. Calling Crow realized then that the man would know the layout of his hut well. He searched the thick blackness and thought he could feel the big man approaching. Kneading the medicine bag tied to his side, he said a prayer and slipped sideways. Many Skins Man’s breath exploded in a hiss as a flurry of blows whipped the air. Calling Crow jumped backward and moved toward the pallet. He prayed wildly to his spirit guide as he searched the ground with his fingers. He touched the smooth bone handle of his knife and grasped it like the hand of a good friend. Frantically he tried to get a sense of where the other was. Again, his voice came from the blackness, this time from near the entryway. “I shall deliver your bashed brains to the doe girl in a calabash, fool.”

Calling Crow turned and stumbled, his breath coming too noisily. Squatting, his eyes strained as he searched the darkness. Where was he? His ears picked up no sound, his nose no smell. Oh, Great Spirit, he prayed, give me the eyes of an owl, the ears of a deer. Putting all his trust into his prayers, he sensed the other’s presence close by. With the speed of a striking rattlesnake, he jabbed his knife in that direction and felt it penetrate flesh, then strike bone as Many Skins Man grunted sharply. Many Skins Man’s war club whipped by as Calling Crow threw himself backward. A weak blow grazed Calling Crow’s chest, knocking the wind out of him, and he dropped to the ground and rolled away. Forcing breath into his lungs, he got to his feet. The sickly, sucking sounds of the big man’s breathing filled the hut. Calling Crow felt calm return to him. With his knife outstretched, he slowly advanced on the sound. When, he could feel the heat of the man and smell his blood, he dodged to the side as a weak club blow fell harmlessly across his back. Then he lunged, jabbing his knife. He felt it pierce flesh and go deep. The smell of feces flooded the hut as Many Skins Man’s intestines opened. Many Skins Man groaned loudly, his big arms wrapping around Calling Crow as the younger man pulled the knife out of his enemy. Calling Crow recoiled in disgust from the big man’s hot breath. The other’s great weight threatened to pull him to the ground, but Calling Crow managed to escape his grasp. He rolled away from Many Skins Man and was ready to launch another attack, but the other lay still. Thinking it a trick, he kicked at the dark shape on the floor, but nothing happened.

Calling Crow knelt in the darkness. Somewhere outside a dog howled and his skin crawled. He wondered if it was Many Skins Man’s spirit lamenting his passing. He pulled Many Skins Man’s thick hair backward. He was glad for the darkness as he sawed at the scalp with his knife. He did not want to do this thing, but the Council had told him he must. As the scalp came off freely and easily, he felt Many Skins Man’s courage and strength flowing into him. From a nearby hut someone coughed suddenly, and another voice called out. Calling Crow stopped moving and the voices died. He daubed the bloody scalp into the dust of the earth to dry it. Getting to his feet, he tied the scalp to his girdle and wiped the smear of blood from his face and hands. Taking the biggest bundle of skins he could carry, he went out into the blackness.
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Chapter 6
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Day dawned pale green, with fog covering the open field between Tumaqua and the forest. A small, quiet crowd of old men and little boys followed Calling Crow down Tumaqua’s main path. Two of the biggest boys carried the large bundle of skins he had brought back. Smeared with dried blood, Calling Crow broke into a run when they reached the chunkey yard and tied Many Skins Man’s scalp to a trophy pole. He turned and headed for the chokafa where he would undergo the smoke purification ceremony, or smoke bath. It was the tribe’s custom that whenever one of its members killed a man, he had to be purified in this way before he could rejoin the society of the tribe. The crowd grew as some braves and women followed along. When they reached the entryway of the chokafa, Calling Crow saw Sun Watcher and Big Nose approaching. He paused before going inside. Sun Watcher and Big Nose smiled when they saw the blood that covered Calling Crow.

“Well?” said Sun Watcher.

Calling Crow looked at him tiredly. “He is dead.”

Sun Watcher stared at Calling Crow with what looked like disbelief but said nothing. Big Nose nodded his head in appreciation. He turned to face the small crowd. “Many Skins Man is dead!” he shouted at them.

Calling Crow nodded to the crowd. The killing had left him feeling drained and their cheering warmed his heart. He touched Big Nose on the arm. “Take these skins to Doe Woman for me. Tell her I wish to make Tiamai my wife. I will wait here for my answer.”

Big Nose nodded and left.

Sun Watcher stood in place and continued to stare after Calling Crow as he entered the cool darkness of the chokafa. Calling Crow went to a corner of the chokafa where he made a pallet of some dried bulrushes and covered it with a skin. He lay down and, for what seemed like a long time, his wounds throbbed with a life of their own. Finally, blessed steep came over him. He came to briefly when he heard Mennewah chanting over him. The old shaman was wafting fragrant smoke his way with an eagle’s feather. Calling Crow watched drowsily for a few moments before falling back to sleep.

Sometime later he awoke again as Tiamai knelt beside him, handing him a gourd of hot corn soup. Calling Crow’s body ached as he sat up to drink it. Immediately he felt the soothing power of Mother Corn flowing through his body. He sighed and looked at Tiamai.

“They are fine skins,” she said. “And my mother thinks so, too. I will be ready in a moon’s time.”

Calling Crow nodded. “It is good.” He felt complete now as they looked into each other’s eyes. Tiamai lay beside him. As he entered her, she held his head and whispered his name. After his seed spilled into her, he tumbled back into sleep.

For a long time, the couple lay on the pallet, their limbs happily entwined in warmth. The skin covering of the chokafa entryway flapped open noisily and light flashed briefly against the wall as the Old Men entered. Tiamai quietly got to her feet and left as Calling Crow sat up. Mennewah, Red Dog, and Flathead Killer stood before him solemnly. Mennewah carried the Chief’s raven-feather mantle in his hands, Red Dog, the Chief’s calumet. Calling Crow struggled to get to his feet, but Mennewah held up his hand. “A runner from the Wolf Clan came this morning bearing an eagle’s feather. They consider the matter settled. There will be no war.”

“That is good,” said Calling Crow.

Red Dog and Flathead Killer smiled and nodded. Without another word, and with great respect, Mennewah and Red Dog lay the mantle and calumet at Calling Crow’s feet and went away.

Calling Crow was astounded at being chosen. Worried about how his friend Sun Watcher would react, he went to see him, but Sun Watcher was not in his hut. For the next several days he avoided Calling Crow. Calling Crow knew that his being chosen as chief did not sit well with the other man, but he told himself, it will pass. When it does, he thought, I will counsel with him and we will be close once more.

Three days of feasting followed Calling Crow’s appointment as Chief. There were ball games, footraces, and wrestling matches. On the third night the entire village crowded into the chokafa for dancing and singing. Sitting in the position of honor next to Mennewah, Calling Crow was filled with joy and love for his people. He would serve them well by becoming a good Chief. Like Caldo, he would seek counsel and consensus. He would strive for magnanimity and dignity.

After the women had danced, it was the men’s turn. What a beautiful thing their dancing was, thought Calling Crow as he watched them. In the flickering firelight the figures moved like birds to the pounding of the drums and the chirping trill of the flutes. The dancing and singing was a powerful prayer to the Great Spirit. It filled the old men with such strength that they moved gracefully once again, forgetting their aches and pains. Arms outstretched like bird wings, they wove their way through the people, more graceful even than young girls.
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