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May your Life be filled

with Adventure and Joy!
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════════════════════════════════

A NOTE ON HISTORY AND FICTION

════════════════════════════════ 

THIS NOVEL IS A WORK of fiction inspired by the indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest and the real Muckleshoot Indian Tribe. While the Muckleshoot Tribe exists today as a vibrant, sovereign nation in Washington State, the characters and events in this story are entirely fictional. The historical Muckleshoot people emerged from a coalition of tribes in the mid-19th century, but the specific narrative of Aiyana, Nakoda, and their unification story is imagined. 

This story honors the spirit of indigenous resilience, the power of unity over division, and the universal truth that love can bridge even the deepest divides. It is offered with deep respect for the real Muckleshoot people—past, present, and future—and for all indigenous peoples who have faced and overcome tremendous challenges. 

For readers interested in the actual history of the Muckleshoot Indian Tribe, please see the Historical Note at the end of this book.
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Chapter 1: Roots of the Smulkamish 
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Aiyana's childhood in the Smulkamish tribe

The first memory I have is of the cedar's scent. It wrapped around me like a warm blanket, a constant presence in our village nestled against the whispering pines of the Pacific Northwest. I was born Aiyana, daughter of Chief Kai, into the proud Smulkamish tribe that called the north bank of the Duwamish River home.

As a child, I would wake to the sound of soft chanting, my grandmother's weathered voice carrying ancient melodies through our longhouse. The morning mist would still cling to the river as I scampered out, bare feet padding against the cool earth, eager to greet the day.

Our village was a tapestry of life and art, each day a new thread woven into the fabric of our existence. Towering totem poles stood as silent sentinels, their carved faces telling stories older than the oldest trees. I remember tracing my small fingers along the intricate patterns, feeling the pulse of our history beneath my touch.

"Aiyana," my father would say, his voice deep and warm like the embers of our ceremonial fires, "these totems are the voice of our ancestors. They speak of who we are and where we come from."

I'd look up at him, my eyes wide with wonder, and ask, "Will I make totems too, Father?"

He'd laugh, a sound like stones skipping across the river. "Perhaps, little one. The spirits will guide your hands when the time is right."

The rhythm of our days was set by the river's flow and the changing of seasons. In spring, I'd help gather the tender shoots of salmonberry and the delicate blossoms of camas. Summer brought long days of berry picking and fish smoking, the air heavy with the smell of alder smoke and salmon.

But it was autumn that held my heart. As the leaves turned to gold and crimson, our village would come alive with preparations for the coming winter. I'd watch in awe as the skilled hands of our carvers brought new totems to life, their adzes and knives dancing across cedar logs, revealing the spirits hidden within.

One crisp autumn day, when I was no more than seven winters old, I snuck into the carvers' workspace. The air was thick with wood shavings and the sharp tang of cedar. I picked up a small carving knife, its handle smooth from years of use.

"Careful there, little Aiyana," a voice startled me. It was Old Takoda, our master carver. His eyes, set deep in a face mapped with wrinkles, twinkled with amusement. "That knife is as sharp as a beaver's tooth."

"I want to carve like you, Takoda," I declared, puffing out my chest with all the determination a seven-year-old could muster.

He chuckled, a sound like pebbles rolling in a stream. "Is that so? Well then, let's see what the spirits have given you."

Under Takoda's watchful eye, I made my first cut into a small piece of cedar. The wood resisted at first, then yielded, releasing its spicy aroma. I was clumsy, my cuts uneven, but as the afternoon sun dipped towards the horizon, a rough shape emerged—a tiny thunderbird, its wings spread wide.

"Not bad for a first try," Takoda nodded, his approval warming me more than any summer sun. "You have the makings of a carver, little one."

From that day on, I spent every spare moment with Takoda and the other carvers. My hands grew calloused, my eyes keen to the hidden shapes within the wood. But it wasn't just the art of carving I was learning. With each story told, each legend carved, I was absorbing the heart of what it meant to be Smulkamish.

Yet, even in those early years, I sensed an undercurrent of tension in our village. It was in the way the adults would lower their voices when speaking of the river, in the wary glances cast across the water to the south bank where the Skopamish dwelled.

Once, I asked my mother about it as she wove a cedar bark basket. Her hands stilled for a moment, and a shadow passed over her face. "The river gives life, Aiyana," she said softly, "but it can also divide. The Skopamish... they are not like us. They see the river differently."

I didn't understand then. To me, the river was a playground, a source of cool relief on hot summer days, a provider of the salmon that sustained us. How could anyone see it differently?

It wasn't until years later that I began to grasp the complexity of our relationship with the Skopamish. But in those childhood days, my world was the Smulkamish village, bound by the whispers of the cedar forests and the steady flow of the Duwamish.

As I grew, so did my love for our traditions, our art, our way of life. Every totem I helped carve, every story I learned, every ceremony I participated in wove me more tightly into the fabric of the Smulkamish. I was a daughter of the cedar, a child of the river, my heart beating in time with the pulse of our ancestral lands.

Little did I know then that my life's course would ebb and flow like the river I cherished, guiding me towards a future I could never have foreseen. Just as rivers subtly shape the terrain through which they flow, so too do the undercurrents of our lives quietly, yet inexorably, carve our paths and destinies.

Learning the art of totem carving

THE DAY I TURNED TWELVE, Old Takoda presented me with my own set of carving tools. The knives, adzes, and chisels were nestled in a beautifully woven cedar bark case, their handles worn smooth by generations of use.

"These were mine when I was your age," Takoda said, his eyes misty with memory. "And my grandfather's before me. Now, they're yours, Aiyana. May the spirits guide your hands as they guided ours."

I ran my fingers over the tools, feeling the weight of history and tradition in my palms. This wasn't just a gift; it was an initiation, a rite of passage that set me on the path to becoming a true Smulkamish carver.

The next morning, before the sun had fully risen, I found myself standing before a massive cedar log with Takoda. The log, nearly as tall as our longhouse, had been carefully selected and felled in a sacred ceremony months ago. Now, stripped of its bark and cured, it awaited transformation.

"Every totem begins with a vision," Takoda explained, his gnarled hand resting on the cedar's smooth surface. "Close your eyes, Aiyana. Listen to the wood. What story does it want to tell?"

I closed my eyes, feeling foolish at first. But as I stood there, the early morning mist cool on my skin, I began to sense something. It was like a whisper, barely audible, coming from within the cedar itself. Images flashed in my mind: an eagle soaring high, a wolf standing guard, a wise old bear...

"I... I think I see something," I said hesitantly, describing the visions to Takoda.

He nodded, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Good. The cedar speaks to you. Now, we begin."

Over the next months, under Takoda's patient guidance, I learned the intricate art of totem carving. It was grueling work, far more challenging than the small pieces I'd carved before. My arms ached from wielding the adze, shaping the basic form of the totem. Blisters formed and calluses grew on my hands as I learned to use each tool with precision.

But it wasn't just about physical skill. With each cut, each shaped contour, Takoda taught me the deeper meanings behind our art.

"The totem is not just wood, Aiyana," he would say as we worked. "It is a living thing, a bridge between our world and the spirit world. Each figure, each symbol, tells a part of our story as a people."

I learned how the eagle at the top represented vision and wisdom, how the wolf symbolized loyalty and family bonds, and how the bear stood for strength and introspection. Every line we carved, every curve we shaped, had purpose and meaning.

There were days when frustration overwhelmed me. Times when my cuts were clumsy, when the wood seemed to resist my every effort. On one such day, close to tears, I threw down my tools in despair.

"I can't do it, Takoda," I cried. "I'll never be a true carver."

The old man regarded me silently for a moment, then gestured for me to follow him. We walked to the edge of our village, where the oldest totem poles stood. These ancient sentinels, weathered by countless seasons, still stood proud against the sky.

"Look closely," Takoda said, pointing to one of the totems. "Do you see the imperfections? The places where the carver's hand slipped or the wood didn't cooperate?"

I peered at the totem, noticing for the first time the small flaws and irregularities in its surface.

"But it's still beautiful," I marveled.

Takoda nodded. "Perfection isn't what makes a totem powerful, Aiyana. It's the spirit of the carver, the stories woven into the wood, the connection to our ancestors. Your frustrations, your struggles—they're all part of the journey. They make the totem real, give it life."

His words stayed with me, changing how I approached my work. I began to embrace the challenges, to see each difficulty as a part of the story I was helping the cedar tell.

As summer turned to fall, and fall gave way to winter, the totem slowly took shape. The eagle emerged, its wings spread wide, appearing to be about to take flight. Below it, the wolf stood vigilant, its eyes seeming to follow me as I worked. The bear came last, its form solid and grounding at the base of the totem.

Finally, after nearly a year of work, the day came to raise our totem. The whole village gathered, the air buzzing with excitement. As the strongest men of our tribe carefully lifted the totem into place, a surge of pride and awe warmed my spirit. This was more than just a carving; it was a piece of my soul, of our people's soul, made manifest in cedar.

My father, Chief Kai, placed a hand on my shoulder as we watched the totem being secured. "You've done well, Aiyana," he said, his voice filled with pride. "You honor our ancestors with your work."

As the first rays of dawn touched the top of our new totem, a chorus of voices rose in a traditional song of blessing. Tears filled my eyes as I joined in, my voice blending with those of my tribe. In that moment, I was more connected to my people, to our land, to the very spirit of the Smulkamish than ever before.

That night, as I lay in my bed, my hands still fragrant with cedar, I reflected on my journey. I had entered the world of totem carving as a child, unsure and fumbling. I emerged changed, not just in skill, but in spirit. I had learned to listen to the voice of the cedar, to let the stories of our people flow through my hands.

As I drifted off to sleep, I wondered what other lessons the future held, what other stories were waiting to be carved into the great cedar of life. I was unaware at the time that the most challenging and transformative carving of all still lay ahead—not in wood, but in the very fabric of our tribes' existence.

First awareness of the conflict with the Skopamish

THE FIRST TIME I TRULY understood that something was amiss between our tribe and the Skopamish was on a warm summer day, shortly after my thirteenth birthday. I had wandered down to the river's edge, my new fishing spear in hand, eager to try my luck in the clear, rushing waters of the Duwamish.

As I approached the bank, I saw a boy about my age on the opposite shore. He was Skopamish, that much I knew from his clothing and the way he handled his fishing net. For a moment, our eyes met across the water. I raised my hand in greeting, a smile forming on my lips. But instead of returning the gesture, the boy's face hardened. He turned his back and disappeared into the trees lining the Skopamish side of the river.

Confused and a little hurt, I retreated to where my older cousin, Kele, was mending a canoe.

"Kele," I asked, "why did that Skopamish boy look at me like that? Like I was... an enemy?"

Kele's hands stilled on the canoe. He sighed, looking out over the river with a furrowed brow. "It's complicated, little cousin. The Skopamish... they're not like us. We've had our differences for many generations."

"But why?" I pressed, my young mind struggling to understand.

Kele was quiet for a long moment before he spoke again. "The river, Aiyana. It's always been about the river. We see it as a gift from the spirits, a source of life. But the Skopamish... they see it as something to be conquered, tamed. They fish differently, think differently. And sometimes, those differences lead to... problems."

His words opened my eyes to a tension I had sensed but never fully grasped before. Suddenly, I began to notice things I had overlooked: the way our warriors stood a little straighter when Skopamish canoes passed by, the hushed conversations among the elders when fish were scarce, the invisible line down the center of the river that neither tribe seemed to cross.

A few weeks later, I witnessed my first real confrontation. I was with my father and a group of our fishermen when we encountered a Skopamish fishing party. The air crackled with tension as the two groups faced each other on the river.

"You take too many salmon, leaving us with nothing!" a Skopamish man shouted, his voice carrying over the water.

My father's face remained calm, but I could see the tightness in his jaw as he replied, "The river provides for all, brother. We take only what we need, as we have for generations."

The exchange grew heated, voices rising like the rapids downstream. I watched, wide-eyed, as hands moved to weapons, the threat of violence hanging in the air like storm clouds. In the end, cooler heads prevailed, and the groups parted ways, but the encounter left me shaken.

That night, unable to sleep, I crept out of our longhouse to sit by the dying embers of the communal fire. To my surprise, I found my grandmother there, her wise old eyes reflecting the glowing coals.

"Trouble sleeping, little one?" she asked, patting the log beside her.

I nodded, settling next to her. "Grandmother, why can't we get along with the Skopamish? Doesn't the river have enough for everyone?"

She was quiet for a long moment, her gnarled hands working a piece of cedar bark. "Ah, Aiyana, if only it were that simple. The conflict with the Skopamish goes back many, many moons. It's not just about fish or water. It's about ways of life, about honoring the old ways versus embracing the new."

She told me stories then, tales of past clashes and uneasy truces, of times when the river ran red not just with salmon, but with the blood of both tribes. Her words painted a picture of a rift far deeper and more complex than I had imagined.

"But remember this, Aiyana," she said, her voice soft but firm. "Hate is a heavy burden to carry. The Skopamish are not evil, just different. Perhaps one day, someone will find a way to bridge the gap between our peoples."

Her words stayed with me, planting a seed of hope amidst the growing awareness of the conflict. In the days and weeks that followed, I found myself watching the Skopamish shore with new eyes. I saw not faceless enemies, but people—fishing, laughing, living lives that mirrored our own in many ways.

Yet I couldn't ignore the undercurrent of tension that ran through our village like a hidden stream. I began to understand the weight my father carried as chief, balancing the needs of our people with the ever-present threat of conflict with the Skopamish.

As I continued to learn the art of carving, I found myself incorporating this new understanding into my work. The totems I helped create began to tell not just the ancient stories of our people, but also spoke of the present—of division, of misunderstanding, but also of the possibility of change.

Little could I foresee how central this conflict would become to my own story, or how the lessons learned by the river's edge would shape the path ahead. The Duwamish flowed on, indifferent to the strife on its banks, its waters a constant reminder of the connection we all shared, Smulkamish and Skopamish alike.

Aiyana's relationship with her father, Chief Kai

MY FATHER, CHIEF KAI, was like the great cedar trees that surrounded our village—strong, unmovable, and deeply rooted in the traditions of our people. He possessed an air of authority, his voice carrying the weight of generations while his eyes gleamed with wisdom accumulated over countless seasons.

As a child, I both revered and feared him. He was not an unkind man, but the responsibilities of leadership often made him seem distant, his mind occupied with matters beyond my young understanding.

I remember the first time I truly saw the man behind the chief. I was perhaps six summers old, struggling to weave a simple cedar bark basket. My clumsy fingers tangled the strands, and tears of frustration welled in my eyes. Suddenly, a large, warm hand covered mine.

"Gently, Aiyana," my father's deep voice rumbled. "Like this." His strong fingers guided mine, showing me how to weave the strands in and out. When I looked up, I saw not the stern face of the chief, but the soft smile of a father.

From that day, I began to see the different sides of my father. There was Chief Kai, the leader who stood tall in council meetings, who guided our tribe with a firm hand as he made decisions for our people. This was the man who negotiated with other tribes, who led our warriors when threats arose, who carried the weight of our people's future on his broad shoulders.

But there was also Papa, the man who would scoop me up in his arms after returning from a long hunting trip, who would tell me stories of our ancestors by the fire, his eyes twinkling with mischief as he recounted their adventures.

As I grew older and began to understand more of our tribe's challenges, especially our conflict with the Skopamish, I saw how these two sides of my father often clashed. There were nights when I'd find him sitting alone by the dying embers of the communal fire, his face etched with worry.

One such night, when I was fourteen, I gathered the courage to approach him. "What troubles you, Father?" I asked, settling beside him.

He sighed, the sound heavy with the burdens of leadership. "Oh, Aiyana. Sometimes the path of a chief is not clear. The Skopamish push at our borders, demand more of the river's bounty. Our warriors cry for action, but war... war would bring suffering to both our peoples."

In that moment, I saw the toll his position took on him. I leaned against his side, offering what comfort I could. "You'll find a way, Papa. You always do."

He wrapped an arm around me, pulling me close. "Your faith gives me strength, my little cedar."

As I entered my teenage years, my relationship with my father grew more complex. I began to question some of our traditions, to wonder about the world beyond our village. These questions often led to heated discussions with my father.

"But why can't we try to make peace with the Skopamish?" I asked one day, frustrated by what I saw as missed opportunities for our tribe.

"Aiyana," my father's voice held a note of warning, "the rift between our peoples runs deeper than you know. There are old wounds that cannot be easily healed."

"But if we don't adapt, we might—"

"Enough!" The chief's voice silenced my protests. "There are things you do not yet understand. Trust in the wisdom of our ancestors."

These moments of discord were painful, but they didn't diminish the love and respect I held for my father. If anything, they made me appreciate the complexity of his position even more.

There were still moments of tenderness, too. Like the day I completed my first major carving on a totem. My father stood before it, his eyes moving over every detail. Then, to my surprise, he enveloped me in a fierce hug.

"Aiyana, you've captured the very spirit of our people in your work," he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "I am so proud of you."

As I grew into a young woman, I began to see my father in a new light. I recognized the strength it took to lead with compassion, to balance tradition with the needs of a changing world. I saw how he carried not just the present of our tribe, but its past and future as well.

One evening, as we sat watching the sun set over the Duwamish, my father turned to me with a serious expression. "Aiyana, one day you may be called upon to lead our people. It is a heavy burden, but I see in you the strength to bear it."

His words filled me with a mix of pride and trepidation. "But Father, how can I ever be ready for such a responsibility?"

He smiled, the fading sunlight softening the lines on his face. "By remembering that a true leader serves their people, by holding our traditions in your heart while being open to new paths. And by never forgetting the lessons of the river—that life, like water, must sometimes forge new channels to continue flowing."

As I nodded, absorbing his words, I sensed a shift in our relationship. My father was no longer just Papa or the distant Chief Kai. He was becoming a mentor, guiding me towards a future I was only beginning to glimpse.

I was unaware at the time how soon I would be called upon to put his lessons into practice, or how the challenges ahead would test the bonds between us. But in that moment, watching the sun sink below the horizon with my father by my side, I felt ready to face whatever the future might hold.
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Chapter 2:  The River's Secret
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Aiyana's first encounter with Nakoda

The day I first laid eyes on Nakoda began like any other, but it would end as a day that would change the course of my life forever. It was high summer, the air thick with humidity and the sweet fragrance of ripening salmonberries. The morning mist had barely lifted from the Duwamish River, its tendrils clinging to the water's surface like wisps of fading dreams.

I had risen before dawn, slipping out of our longhouse while the village still slumbered. The cool, damp earth squelched between my toes as I made my way down to the river, my favorite carving knife tucked into my belt. I had been working on a small totem, a personal project that I kept hidden from Elder Takoda's scrutinizing gaze. There was a quiet spot downriver, sheltered by a curtain of weeping willow branches, where I could work in peace.

As I walked, the forest came alive around me. The dawn chorus of birds filled the air—the sharp, clear whistle of the varied thrush, the melodious warble of the Swainson's thrush, and the rhythmic rat-a-tat-tat of a pileated woodpecker echoing through the trees. The rich, loamy scent of the forest floor mingled with the crisp, resinous aroma of cedar, creating a perfume more intoxicating than any concoction of man.

I pushed through the curtain of willow branches, their slender leaves brushing against my skin like cool fingers. The river stretched before me, its surface shimmering like hammered copper in the early morning light. Mist still clung to the far bank, shrouding the Skopamish lands in an ethereal veil.

Settling on a smooth, sun-warmed rock, I pulled out my project—a small cedar carving of a leaping salmon. I began to work, losing myself in the rhythm of knife against wood, the soft shush-shush of the blade harmonizing with the river's song.

I don't know how long I sat there, time slipping by unnoticed, when suddenly a splash louder than the river's usual burble caught my attention. I looked up, my hands stilling on the carving.

There, emerging from the mist on the far bank like a spirit from the spirit world, was a boy. No, not a boy—a young man, about my age or perhaps a year older. He moved with the fluid grace of a natural swimmer, his copper skin glistening with river water.

My breath caught in my throat. I knew I should hide, duck behind the willow curtain—he was Skopamish, after all. But I couldn't move, couldn't tear my eyes away.

He hadn't seen me yet, occupied with pulling a fishing net from the water. His movements were sure and practiced, muscles rippling under his skin as he hauled in his catch. A few salmon thrashed in the net, their scales flashing silver in the strengthening sunlight.

As he secured his catch, he suddenly stiffened, seemingly sensing my gaze. His head snapped up, eyes scanning the opposite bank. Our gazes locked across the water.

Time seemed to stand still. The boy's eyes, dark as the river stones, widened in surprise. I felt a jolt, like the shock of plunging into icy water, as our eyes met. There was no hostility in his gaze, only curiosity and something else I couldn't quite name.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. Then, slowly, almost involuntarily, I raised my hand in greeting. To my surprise, a small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, and he nodded in acknowledgment.

The moment was shattered by a call from downriver—rough, male voices speaking the Skopamish tongue. The boy's head turned sharply towards the sound. When he looked back at me, there was a flicker of... regret? Warning? Before I could decipher his expression, he had gathered his net and fish and disappeared into the mist-shrouded trees of the far bank.

I sat there, my heart pounding like a ceremonial drum, the forgotten carving lying in my lap. The encounter had lasted mere moments, but I felt fundamentally changed. I had seen a Skopamish up close for the first time, not as an enemy or a faceless threat, but as a person—a boy not so different from myself.

As I made my way back to the village, my mind was awhirl with questions. Who was he? What was his name? Would I see him again? And why did the thought of seeing him again send a thrill of excitement and fear down my spine?

The scent of smoking salmon greeted me as I neared the village, the day's normal activities in full swing. But the mundane sights and sounds seemed muted, overshadowed by the memory of dark eyes and a hesitant smile across a misty river.

I knew I should tell my father about the encounter. As chief, he would want to know about any interaction with the Skopamish, no matter how brief. But something held me back. This secret, this moment by the river, felt too precious, too personal to share.

As I slipped back into the familiar routines of village life, I felt as if I was carrying a glowing coal in my chest—a warm, secret light that both comforted and unsettled me. I didn't know it then, but that chance encounter by the river would be the first step on a path that would change not only my life but the fate of both our tribes.

That night, as I lay in my bed, the smoky fragrance of cedar mingling with the distant murmur of the river, I found myself hoping, against all reason and tradition, that I would see the Skopamish boy again. I had no hint how profoundly that wish would shape the days to come.

The skirmish over fishing rights

THE TENSION THAT HAD been simmering between our tribes finally boiled over on a crisp autumn morning. The air was sharp with the scent of coming frost, mingling with the ever-present aroma of cedar and the briny tang of the river. Mist clung to the Duwamish like a restless spirit, swirling and eddying with each gust of the chill wind that swept down from the mountains.

I stood with my father and a group of our fishermen on the riverbank, the rough bark of a massive cedar pressing against my back. We had come to check our fish traps, a task that had become increasingly fraught in recent moons. The salmon run this year was unexpectedly weak, and every fish caught was precious.

The quiet of the early morning was broken only by the gentle lapping of the river against the shore and the occasional cry of an osprey wheeling overhead. But there was an undercurrent of tension, a tautness in the air like an over-tightened drum skin ready to split at the slightest touch.

As we approached our traps, I saw my father's shoulders stiffen. Even through the lingering mist, it was clear that our traps had been tampered with. Several were damaged, others emptied. The sign of the Skopamish—a stylized salmon—had been carved into a nearby tree, a clear message and challenge.

"Thieves," Kele, my cousin, spat the word out like a curse. His hand moved to the knife at his belt, knuckles white with anger.

My father raised a hand, a gesture for calm, but I could see the muscle ticking in his jaw. This wasn't the first time our traps had been raided, but it was the most brazen.

Suddenly, a shout came from downriver. Through the thinning mist, I could make out a group of Skopamish fishermen approaching in canoes, their paddles cutting through the water with purpose.

"Stand ready," my father's voice was low, but it carried to all our men. "Let us see if we can resolve this with words before blood is shed."

As the Skopamish drew closer, I felt my heart hammering in my chest. The slap of paddles against water, the creak of wood, the harsh breathing of men preparing for confrontation—all these sounds seemed unnaturally loud in the tense silence.

Then I saw him. The boy from the river. He was in the lead canoe, his face set in grim lines so different from the curious expression I'd seen before. Our eyes met for a brief moment, and I saw a flicker of recognition, quickly masked.

The Skopamish grounded their canoes on our bank, a move so presumptuous it drew growls from our men. Their leader, a tall man with eyes like flint, stepped forward.

"You go too far, Smulkamish," he said, his voice carrying the rough edge of barely contained anger. "You take more than your share. The river's bounty belongs to all, not just your greedy hands."

My father stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. "We take only what we need, as we have for countless ages. It is you who violate our waters and destroy our traps."

The air crackled with tension. I could smell the sweat of angry men, hear the creak of leather as hands tightened on weapon hilts. The boy—young man, really—stood slightly behind his leader, his eyes darting between the arguing men and, occasionally, to me.

Accusations flew back and forth, voices rising like the river during spring floods. Insults were hurled, old grievances dredged up like silt from the riverbed. I watched, heart in my throat, as the situation spiraled towards violence.

It was Kele who struck first. A particularly vicious insult from the Skopamish leader was too much for his hot temper. With a roar, he launched himself at the Skopamish, his fist connecting with a sickening crunch.

Chaos erupted. The sound of flesh striking flesh, grunts of pain, and war cries filled the air. The smell of blood—coppery and sharp—mingled with the river's aroma. I was jostled and pushed as men grappled around me, my nostrils filled with the acrid stench of fear and rage.

"Aiyana! Get back!" My father's voice cut through the mayhem. I tried to retreat, but found myself trapped between the fighters and the river.

Suddenly, a hand grasped my arm. I turned, ready to defend myself, only to find myself face to face with the Skopamish boy. His eyes were wide, reflecting my own fear and confusion.

"This way," he said, his voice barely audible above the fight. "You need to get out of here."

Without thinking, I allowed him to pull me along the riverbank, away from the skirmish. We ducked behind a large boulder, the cool, damp stone pressing against my back as we caught our breath.

"Thank you," I managed to gasp out.

He nodded, a ghost of that smile I'd seen before flickering across his face. "I'm Nakoda," he said.

"Aiyana," I replied, the sound of my name feeling strangely intimate in this moment of chaos.

A particularly loud shout from the fight snapped us back to reality. His expression hardened.

"You should go," he said. "Get back to your village. This... this isn't going to end well."

I knew he was right, but something made me hesitate. "Will you be okay?"

He seemed surprised by my concern, then nodded. "I'll be fine. Go."

With one last look at Nakoda, I turned and ran, my feet barely touching the ground as I sprinted back towards my village. Behind me, I could still hear the sounds of the skirmish, but they seemed distant, unreal.

As I ran, the cool air whipping past my face, my mind was a whirlwind of emotions. Fear for my father and our tribesmen, confusion over Nakoda's actions, and a growing sense that the conflict between our tribes was more complex than I had ever realized.

The forest blurred around me, the familiar scent of cedar and river a stark contrast to the chaos I'd just left. By the time I reached the village, my lungs were burning and my legs trembling with exertion.

As I raised the alarm, watching our warriors rush to the river, I couldn't shake the image of Nakoda's face—the concern in his eyes as he helped me escape the fight. In that moment, I realized that this skirmish over fishing rights was about more than just salmon. It was about two peoples, not so different from each other, caught in a cycle of mistrust and retaliation.

And somewhere, in the midst of this realization, a small seed of hope took root. If he and I could see past our tribal differences in a moment of crisis, perhaps there was hope for all of us.

I had no idea how that small act of kindness on the riverbank would set in motion events that would challenge everything I thought I knew about my people, the Skopamish, and myself.

The haunting

IN THE DAYS FOLLOWING the skirmish, Nakoda's face haunted me like a song I couldn't stop humming. His name—the first word I'd ever learned in the Skopamish tongue—rolled through my mind with each stroke of my carving knife, with each cast of my fishing line, with each breath I took.

I found myself returning to the willow grove where I'd first seen him, though I told myself it was merely to work on my carvings. Day after day, I would settle on that sun-warmed rock, my hands busy with cedar while my eyes constantly drifted to the opposite bank. The river had become more than a boundary; it was now a thread connecting two people who, by all rights, should never have spoken.

My work suffered. The totems I carved seemed lifeless, their spirits remaining trapped in the wood. Elder Takoda noticed, his weathered brow furrowing as he examined a wolf figure I'd labored over for days.

"Your hands carve, but your spirit is elsewhere, child," he said, his gnarled fingers tracing the wooden wolf's empty eyes. "Where have you gone?"

"I'm sorry, Takoda," I murmured, unable to meet his gaze. "I'll do better."

But I didn't. I couldn't. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Nakoda's face—the way his expression had shifted from surprise to concern when he pulled me from danger. The gentle firmness of his hand on my arm. The sound of my name in his voice, foreign yet somehow right.

At night, I would lie awake in our longhouse, listening to the soft breathing of my family around me. The smoke from the fire pit would curl upward, disappearing through the roof opening into the darkness beyond, and I would imagine that smoke carrying messages across the river. What was Nakoda thinking? Did he wonder about me as I wondered about him?

One evening, unable to bear the restlessness any longer, I slipped out of the longhouse and made my way to the river's edge. The moon was nearly full, its silver light painting the water in shimmering strokes. I sat on a driftwood log, my arms wrapped around my knees, and stared across at the Skopamish shore.

"You're troubled, little cedar." My grandmother's voice was soft, but it still startled me. She settled beside me with a slight grunt, her joints protesting the movement.

"I can't stop thinking about the fight," I said, which was true, if not the whole truth.

She was quiet for a long moment, her eyes following the play of moonlight on water. "Your mother told me you were there when it began. That must have been frightening."

"It was," I admitted. Then, before I could stop myself, the words tumbled out. "But Grandmother, one of the Skopamish—he helped me. He made sure I wasn't hurt."

I expected shock, anger even. But my grandmother merely nodded, as if this confirmed something she already knew. "And this surprises you?"

"I... yes. We're enemies, aren't we?"

"Are you?" She turned to look at me, her ancient eyes reflecting the moonlight. "Or are you simply two peoples who have forgotten how to see each other clearly?"

Her words struck something deep within me. "The elders say the Skopamish have no honor, that they've abandoned the old ways. But if that's true, why would one of them risk the anger of his own people to help me?"

"Perhaps," my grandmother said slowly, "the elders are not wrong, but neither are they entirely right. The world is rarely as simple as we paint it, child. People are complicated. Even enemies can have honor. Even strangers can show kindness."

She stood, her hand briefly resting on my shoulder. "But be careful, Aiyana. Curiosity is a gift, but it can also lead you into dangerous waters. Not all currents can be safely navigated."

As she made her way back to the village, I remained on the log, her words echoing in my mind. Dangerous waters. But wasn't that what the river had always been? And yet we fished in it, swam in it, drew our life from it.

Three more days passed, each one feeling longer than the last. I went through the motions of village life—helping prepare meals, working on carvings, joining fishing expeditions. But part of me was always elsewhere, always listening for a sound I couldn't name, watching for a sign I didn't know how to recognize.

Then, on the fourth morning, I found it.

I had returned to my willow grove earlier than usual, the dawn still more gray than gold. As I pushed through the hanging branches, something caught my eye—a small object resting on my usual rock, clearly placed there deliberately.

My heart hammering, I approached. It was a fishing hook, beautifully crafted from bone, its curve elegant and sure. But it wasn't Smulkamish work. The style was different, the pattern of tiny carved lines unmistakably Skopamish.

I picked it up with trembling fingers, and that's when I saw the second piece—a small strip of cedar bark, smooth and carefully prepared. Scratched into its surface was a simple drawing: two fish, swimming in opposite directions but connected by a single line representing the river.

Nakoda had been here. Had left this for me. My chest felt tight, as if I couldn't quite catch my breath. This wasn't just a gift—it was a message. A question. An invitation.

I stood there in the gray morning light, the fishing hook cool in my palm, and felt the weight of the choice before me. To seek him out would be to cross a line far more significant than the river's center. It would be betrayal to some, recklessness to others. My father would be furious if he knew. The tribe would see it as a dangerous, foolish act.

But as I traced the outline of the carved fish with my finger, I remembered Nakoda's eyes during the skirmish—not filled with hatred or triumph, but with concern. For me. A Smulkamish. An enemy.

Perhaps my grandmother was right. Perhaps the world was more complicated than the stories we told ourselves.

The sun was beginning to break through the mist, painting the river in shades of amber and gold. Somewhere across that water, Nakoda was going about his morning, perhaps wondering if I'd found his message. Perhaps wondering if I would respond.

I looked down at the fishing hook in my hand, then at the drawing on the bark. Two fish, swimming in opposite directions, yet connected. The river didn't divide them in the image—it linked them. It was the medium through which they existed together.

In that moment, I made my choice.

I would find a way to see him again. Not by accident, not by chance, but deliberately. I would seek out Nakoda, and together we would discover if the river could truly connect rather than divide.

The decision settled over me like a warm blanket, bringing with it both peace and terror. I had no idea how I would do it, where we would meet, or what would come of it. All I knew was that I couldn't turn back now. The current had caught me, and I could only trust it to carry me forward.

As I carefully tucked the fishing hook into my pouch and hid the bark strip beneath my tunic, I felt something shift inside me. I was still Aiyana, daughter of Chief Kai, carver of totems, child of the Smulkamish. But I was also something new, something undefined.

I was someone willing to swim against the current to see where it might lead.

The river flowed on, indifferent to my small rebellion, its waters whispering secrets I was only beginning to understand. Somewhere in those whispers was the answer to a question I hadn't known I was asking: Could two people from opposite shores find common ground?

Only one way to find out.

I took one last look across the river toward the Skopamish lands, then turned toward home, my mind already racing with plans, my heart already counting the hours until I could see him again.
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Chapter 3: Forbidden Friendship
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Secret meetings with Nakoda

The first time I deliberately sought out Nakoda, my heart was pounding so hard I was sure it would betray my presence to every creature in the forest. It was a misty morning, the kind where the world seems to exist in shades of gray and green. The damp air clung to my skin as I made my way through the underbrush, every snapping twig beneath my feet sounding like a thunderclap in the quiet of dawn.

I had chosen a spot downriver from both our villages, a small clearing hidden by a stand of ancient cedars. Their massive trunks, gnarled and twisted with age, stood like silent guardians as I waited, the rich, earthy scent of their bark filling my nostrils with each nervous breath.

My fingers worried at the fishing hook he'd left for me, tucked safely in the pouch at my belt. What if he didn't come? What if this was all a foolish misunderstanding? What if someone had followed me here?

The mist swirled and eddied with each slight breeze, and I found myself starting at every sound—the drip of moisture from leaves, the rustle of a squirrel in the branches above, the distant cry of a raven. My legs trembled from the tension of standing so still, yet my mind raced with a thousand possible outcomes of this meeting.

When he appeared through the mist, it was so sudden and silent that I gasped. One moment I was alone, the next he was there, solid and real, his dark eyes meeting mine with a mixture of wariness and curiosity. He moved with the practiced stealth of a hunter, barely disturbing the morning quiet.

"Aiyana," he said softly, my name on his lips sending an unexpected shiver down my spine. "I wasn't sure you'd come."

"I wasn't sure you would either," I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. I pulled out the fishing hook, holding it up between us. "But then I found this."

A smile broke across his face, transforming his cautious expression into something warm and genuine. "You got my message."

"The two fish," I said. "Connected by the river."

"Not divided by it," he finished, taking a step closer. "I've been coming here every morning for the past three days, hoping..."

"I came as soon as I could," I said. "It's not easy to slip away without questions."

For a moment, we simply stood there, the sound of the nearby river and the occasional call of a wren the only break in the silence. The mist seemed to wrap around us, creating a cocoon that separated us from our warring worlds. I studied his face, noting details I hadn't been able to see during our brief encounters—a small scar above his left eyebrow, the way his hair fell across his forehead, the gentle curve of his smile.
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