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			Dedication

			
		
    Author's Historical NoteThis novel grows from a real place and a remembered disaster. In the late 1600s or early 1700s, the volcano now called Tseax erupted in the Nass Valley—Nisg̱a'a homelands in what is today northwestern British Columbia. Nisg̱a'a adaawak (oral histories) recall villages lost and lives taken not only by lava but by "poisonous smoke." The cooled flows are protected today as Anhluut'ukwsim Lax̱mihl Angwinga'asanskwhl Nisg̱a'a (Nisg̱a'a Memorial Lava Bed Park), a living record of grief, survival, and law.

I set the story in that historical window and kept everyday lifeways appropriate to the period: cedar canoes and adzes; woven rope and brooms; eulachon rendering and the overland "grease trails" that connected peoples and markets. The village governance you see—Wilp (house groups), roles such as Sim'oogit (chief) and Sigidimnak' (matriarch), and the ordering force of Ayuukhl Nisg̱a'a (Nisg̱a'a law)—follows published descriptions and public-facing resources. Any simplifications are mine, made so readers could follow the work of keeping a community upright in a crisis.

The book's supernatural frame—sky-power pressing from above, water-power testing from below—comes from widespread Indigenous stories about Thunderbirds and powerful water beings (on the Northwest Coast, the famous Thunderbird-and-Whale contests; in the Great Lakes, Thunderbird and Mishibizhiw/Underwater Panther). These are not interchangeable traditions, and each belongs to the nations who tell them. Here they serve as a comparative backdrop for one idea the novel repeats: help sized right—aid that corrects without humiliating, strength that leaves room for human skill.

One important clarification: there is no published Nisg̱a'a narrative I could find in which a thunderbird explicitly lowers its beak to redirect lava. That image is a conscious fictional synthesis—a dramatic way to express the balance between human discipline (wands, brooms, canoes, drum codes) and large presences that notice competent people. It is not offered as an authentic Nisg̱a'a variant.

Language choices: spelling for Nisg̱a'a names and terms follows community-facing usage where possible. Diacritics such as x̱ (a deep "kh") and hl (a voiceless "hl," like Welsh ll) are kept to honor pronunciation; mistakes are mine. The brief glossary is only a doorway; for accurate sound and meaning, please consult community resources and audio guides.

Cultural care: I avoided reproducing sacred ceremony and kept private songs, crests, and hereditary histories offstage. Characters are composites meant to honor roles—matriarchs who keep law sized for daily use, halayt who make ceremony useful in an emergency, carvers and water-readers who turn tools into safety. Where the narrative compresses or smooths disagreements that real communities would debate, that is a storytelling limit, not a claim about consensus.

Sources and debts: I relied on public geological work about the eruption; on museum and university materials about tools, canoes, and foodways; and on accessible introductions to Nisg̱a'a governance and language. These are starting points, not authorities above the Nation's own knowledge. Any errors or over-simplifications are my responsibility, and I welcome corrections for future printings.

Finally, gratitude. This story tries to honor a people's steadiness: the discipline of small acts—doors a finger open, lamps kept lip-small, names in order, breath walking the long path—that make room for tomorrow. If the book leaves you moved, let it also point you toward learning more about Nisg̱a'a history and the living law that carries communities through fire and back. 
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Chapter 0 
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The Nisg̱a’a eruption & the “blocking the lava” legend (what the sources actually say)

The eruption in the Nass Valley came from Tseax Cone (also “Aiyansh” or “Tseax River Cones”). It produced young basaltic lavas that flowed ~10–21 km, dammed rivers, and filled the valley floor. It is among Canada’s most recent eruptions. 

Global Volcanism Program

Date window: Geology and studies synthesize the event to ~1700 CE (late 17th–18th century); scholarly and government sources place it broadly in the 1700s, with oral histories aligning to that period. 

Summit

apps.gov.bc.ca

Impacts: Oral history records ~2,000 deaths and the destruction/burial of at least two (often three) villages—commonly named Wii Lax̱ K’abit and Lax̱ Ksiluux (sometimes also Lax Ksiwihlgest). 

Wikipedia

+2

Wikipedia

+2

Place name & stewardship: The protected site’s formal name is Anhluut’ukwsim Lax̱mihl Angwinga’asanskwhl Nisg̱a’a (“Nisg̱a’a Memorial Lava Bed Provincial Park”), a landmark joint-management area rooted in the Nisg̱a’a Final Agreement (Treaty). 

BC Parks

apps.gov.bc.ca

The “beak down to redirect lava” motif: In Nisg̱a’a adaawak (oral histories), a supernatural protector called Gwaxts’agat emerges when the lava threatens the people; versions specifically say this being used its long nose to block/redirect the flow. Contemporary Nisg̱a’a and BC interpretive pieces describe “long nose” rather than “beak,” and identify Gwaxts’agat (not a generic pan-regional Thunderbird) as the agent. So for accuracy, write this scene with Gwaxts’agat’s long nose anchoring the action. 

stories.northernhealth.ca

UVicSpace

Timeframe for the novel’s main event: Spring (oolichan run) in the 1700s, circa 1700–1750 CE. This aligns with oral accounts and modern geologic work; setting the eruption near spring lets you weave in oolichan fishing, trade (t’ilx/grease), and river life just before the disaster. 

Summit

Coast Funds

Politics, social organization, language—Nisg̱a’a (for scene realism)

Matrilineal houses and tribes: Over 60 houses (Huwilp/Wilp) across four Pdeek (tribes/crests): Lax̱gibuu (Wolf), G̱anada (Raven), Lax̱sgiik (Eagle), Gisḵ’aast (Killer Whale). Leadership roles include Simgigat (house head chiefs) and Sigidim-haanaḵ’ (matriarchs); halayt denotes ritual/spiritual power attained through training. 

American Museum of Natural History

Governance today (for your back-matter): The Nisg̱a’a Lisims Government administers self-government under the Nisg̱a’a Final Agreement; the joint management of the Memorial Lava Beds is part of that treaty framework. 

BC Parks

Language: Nisg̱a’a orthography uses specific diacritics; common terms you’ll use correctly in-text include Wilp (house), Pdeeḵ (tribe/crest), Ay̓uukhl Nisg̱a’a (law/customs), Pts’aan (pole). The AMNH overview links to educational resources; lean on those when finalizing names and phrases. 

American Museum of Natural History

Tools, vehicles, weapons (late 1600s–1700s Northern Northwest Coast)

Travel/“vehicles”: Cedar dugout canoes (river and sea-going) are foundational to transport, trade, fishing, and warfare across the region. (Use local river-canoe forms on the Nass.) 

Simon Fraser University

Food economy tied to rivers: Oolichan (t’ilx) harvest and grease production underpin trade networks (the “Grease Trails” linking coast and interior). Scenes can show bentwood boxes, rendering, and long-distance exchange. 

Coast Funds

Wikipedia

Fishing kit: river weirs, dip nets, two-prong spears, hooks, woven traps; bentwood boxes for storage. (See also Nisg̱a’a post-eruption salmon rescue via bentwood boxes in education resources.) 

eCampus Ontario

Weapons: bows and arrows with stone/slate points, hardwood clubs, spears; war canoes; slat/wooden armor documented in the Northern Northwest Coast (neighboring Nations). Keep metallurgy out of coastal battle scenes for this era. 

Terrace Standard

Characters (rooted in place, era, and protocol)

Notes: I’m using accurate titles and roles. Final personal names in Nisg̱a’a can be chosen later with language guidance to avoid unintended use of real hereditary names. Each human POV ties to a Wilp and Pdeeḵ.

Sigidim-haanaḵ’ of the Wolf — a house matriarch responsible for oolichan distribution and ceremonial hosting as spring begins. (Human POV)

Simgigat of the Raven — a seasoned river-canoe leader managing trade parties along a Grease Trail spur. (Human POV)

Young fisher (Eagle) — adolescent learning net placement; keen observer of river signs. (Human POV)

Halayt initiate (Killer Whale) — ritual specialist in training; dreams of a long-nosed protector and a coiling water force. (Human POV)

Canoe carver (Wolf) — master of cedar selection and adze work; keeps the village mobile. (Human POV)

Midwife/Healer (Raven) — manages smokehouse herbs, cedar-bark medicines; tracks coughing from volcanic gases. (Human POV)

Trader from neighboring Tsimshian house — arrives for grease; gives outside perspective and later evacuation aid. (Human POV)

Thunder-Being (“Sky Guardian”) — a regional Thunderbird-type narrator for sky/storm events (non-human POV; used sparingly and respectfully). (Non-human POV)

Gwaxts’agat — the Nisg̱a’a protector who uses the long nose to block the lava; voice feels like wind-over-rock and distant drum. (Non-human POV) 

stories.northernhealth.ca

Water Serpent (regional) — composite serpent POV that shifts aspect depending on locale (haietlik-like on the coast; Mishipeshu-like in Great Lakes recollections), embodying currents, floods, and undertows. (Non-human POV) 

Wikipedia

The Canadian Encyclopedia

––––––––
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THUNDERBIRDS ACROSS cultures (what’s consistent, what differs)

––––––––
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SKY VS. WATER

Thunderbird (general): A powerful sky being whose wingbeats cause thunder and whose eyes or weapons make lightning; widespread from the Northwest Coast to the Great Lakes and Plains, with different roles by Nation. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

Great Lakes / Anishinaabe (Ojibwe, Potawatomi, etc.): Thunderbirds (Animikii) stand in dynamic opposition to powerful water beings—especially the Underwater Panther (Mishipeshu/Mishibizhiw)—resulting in storms and dramatic sky-water conflicts. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

Wikipedia

Lakota (Sioux) region: The Thunder Beings (Wakíŋyaŋ) appear in flood and storm stories that also feature horned water monsters/serpents such as Unktehi/Unktehila; these figures embody opposed sky–water powers in Lakota oral histories. 

National Park Service

Northwest Coast (Kwakwakaʼwakw, Nuu-chah-nulth, etc.): Thunderbird is prominent in crest art and ceremonial narratives; in some traditions it hunts whales (Thunderbird & Whale cycle); among Nuu-chah-nulth, Thunderbird works with the haietlik (“lightning serpent”), a serpent-like lightning spirit/weapon linked to whaling. 

Brooklyn Museum

Wikipedia

+1
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Nets in the Current

––––––––
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BY FIRST LIGHT THE river had taken on its spring voice, a layered hush that slid around gravel bars and whispered against alder roots. The matriarch stood where the bank was still cold with night. She tested the edge with her foot, then stepped down onto the slick stones and breathed the smell of t’ilx—oolichan—before she saw a single fin break the water.

“Steady,” she said, not raising her voice. The word was for everyone: for the boy with his shoulders braced to the dip net pole, for the women with woven baskets looped on cedar-bark slings, for the two old men whose hands remembered every spring since before her birth. It was for herself, too. A house head—Sigidim-haanaḵ’—she carried the weight of distribution and the memory of who had eaten well last winter and who had not.

A grey dawn made the net’s knots look like spider silk. The boy—her sister’s son, tall and all knees—leaned forward to catch the current’s push. “Wait,” she told him, catching the net cord when he shifted. “Feel the river first. It tells you where it wants you.”

He closed his eyes because she always asked him to. The river smelled of fish oil and cold stone and something else, faint as a smoke you can’t place. She watched his jaw unclench. Above them, longhouse smoke drifted flat under low, heavy clouds. The first lamp-black smudge of crows took to the air beyond the spruce, then settled again, as if losing interest.

When the fish came, they came as a soft pressure against the webbing. The boy’s arms trembled. He lifted with his legs, the way she had shown him, and the net broke the surface, silvered with life. The oolichan glittered like a handful of knife-shavings, small and perfect. Two slipped free and he cursed under his breath—then looked at her in fear of correction.

She shook her head. “Let the river keep its tithe.”

They moved with a rhythm older than any pole standing in the village: nets up, fish writhing, a woman’s quick thumb to the skull to still the body, a flick into the basket. Children made a chain away from the slick stones, ferrying baskets up to the lay where the elders sorted: here for immediate roasting, here for grease, here for those who buried a wife this winter, here for the old canoe-carver whose hands had become stiff and slow but still rose when the drum called.

Her house—her Wilp—was Wolf, Lax̱gibuu. They would host the first distribution and call down thanks with words her grandmother had taught her, careful to hold each syllable. She would speak as Wolf to Raven and Eagle and Killer Whale—G̱anada, Lax̱sgiik, Gisḵ’aast—so that each door-frame remembered its place in the feast, so that each child knew the law (Ay̓uukhl Nisg̱a’a) was a woven thing and not a straight spear.

The river’s voice was right, the fish were thick, and still—still that other scent rode the morning. She didn’t name it. Not yet.

“Water’s warmer than last spring,” one of the old men said. His eyes were like beach stones, rounded down by years. “Came up fast through the night. You feel it in your ankles?”

She did. The cold that usually bit through boot and skin felt blunted, softened by something she couldn’t see. The boy was sweating in the chill air. She reached to move his hand three finger-widths to the left—when the ground under her soles thrummed, very faint, as if someone had struck a drum two houses away. No one spoke of it; no one had to. Each face registered the same small question, then smoothed itself back into the work.

By midmorning, racks had begun to take shape. Young cedar poles were hauled into place, bark stripped and twisted into lashings. The matriarch moved between tasks, her voice a low rope pulling effort into order. When a basket tipped and fish slid toward the river, she was there first, catching silver bodies against her apron, laughing so the children would laugh too and not feel shame.

The halayt initiate came down from the smoke of the longhouse, hair damp with sweat. He had fasted the night before and gone somewhere his teacher could not follow; that was the work of learning to carry power. He moved carefully, as if the morning were thinner ice than it appeared.

“Dream?” she asked, not stopping her hands. She had never dismissed such things. Dreams and river signs braided together like cedar roots.

He nodded once, eyes on the water. “A long nose ...” He held his fingers out from his face, indicating more length than a human’s. “Standing in burning rain.”

Her breath paused. Then she set another fish on the rack and the work continued.

When the first pot of grease began to render, a sweetness rose with the steam, the kind that clung to hair and wool and lingered in the beams long after the feast. Children had oolichan oil on their chins and didn’t care. She watched them dart, black braids and brown hands, a darting of minnows on land.

Another tremor ran underfoot, this one shorter, almost like the after-beat of a carved drum. The boy’s eyes caught hers. She put down the fish she held, straightened, and listened to the river.

Steady, she thought, the same word she had spoken at dawn. The river wanted them to keep moving as if this day were like any other spring day. It is not, she thought, and then reproved herself because such words can shape what follows.

By afternoon, the first neighboring canoes nosed in—a Raven house from downriver, a Gisḵ’aast auntie who always arrived earlier than protocol required. They called greetings and teased the boy about the way he’d grown over winter. The matriarch sent a basket to the canoe-carver’s fire without being asked. His apprentice jogged for it, clutched it like a stolen secret, and vanished upriver where the adze-sound lived among the trees.

She watched the apprentice go and felt, again, that faint pulse under the soles of her feet, a heartbeat she could not place in any body she knew. In the bend where cottonwoods leaned, the water took light and broke it into a hundred bright knives, and the wind came down from the mountains as if it had learned a new tone.

When she turned back to the racks, a fish slipped from her grasp. She caught it again—firm, alive—and for the first time that day, it felt warm in her hand.
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Carving the Spring Canoe

––––––––
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THE CANOE-CARVER LISTENED before he cut. The cedar had come down in a wind two winters ago and lay with its root mass raised to the gray sky like a giant’s splayed hand. He had walked past it all last summer, letting the tree offer itself or refuse him, and the moment of agreeing had come the week the first plovers cried at the river mouth. He had marked the trunk with charcoal then, a modest line, the way you whisper yes without waking the whole house.

Now, with the oolichan pots beginning to render downriver, he sat on the log itself, knees apart, hands resting on the adze handle. The blade was set at an angle that felt right in his wrists, a crouch ready to bite wood. Iron had begun to travel these coasts by rumor, and sometimes by fist-sized piece, but the blade he trusted was one he had hafted himself, ground true on stone, backed with antler. He had carried it for so many seasons the handle had learned his palms.

He swung and the blade spoke. Not loudly—the first cuts were a conversation starter, a greeting after a winter apart. He peeled back bark, then sapwood, revealing the pale flesh that would become the canoe’s first thought of water. The apprentice, fish-oil basket still warm against his ribs, came like a child who couldn’t help running and then tried to walk for dignity’s sake. He set the basket where the old man could reach it without asking.

“You’ll smell like grease for a week,” the carver said. His mouth didn’t smile but his eyes did, a little. “Good. The river likes that.”

The apprentice perched on a stump and tried to make himself small. His hands were clever; his mouth was quicker than it should be for his age, and so he worked to be silent when he remembered. He had braided cedar-bark rope to the old man’s measure, learned to keep tools dry as bones, learned that wood and words both had grain and you must not cut either against its line.

The carver eased the adze into a rhythm that did not hurry. Chips fell, each thin enough to see light through. He measured with his eye, then with thumb and knuckle, in small rituals that made the apprentice feel the world had sense even when wind uprooted trees and grief uprooted men. Above them, the crown of the fallen cedar crowded the salmonberry and fired its needles when sun found them; below, the trunk, free of limbs, became gradually less tree and more vessel.

“Bring the wedges,” the carver said. The apprentice fetched them—yew and spruce and bone—and the two of them opened the trunk carefully, tapping them in with a mallet until the inner fibers sighed. Hot rocks went into water in a bentwood box, and when the water was lipping at the stone, they poured it along the hollow where the hull would widen. Steam lifted like breath on the first day of snow. They slid in spreader thwarts, simple and spare, and the cedar answered by relaxing into a shape the old man had learned to read before he learned to ride a current.

A raven called once from high, then twice, then was quiet. The carver knew the bird as a frequent commentator; silence felt like a withheld opinion. He didn’t look up. The tree in his hands had a voice of its own, and the trick was to hear that one before you tried to hear anything else. He touched the place where the prow would take the river first, where the cutwater needed a nose keen enough to part windless water. He thought of children and elders sitting low as stones in the hull. He thought of the way grief rode in the belly of a canoe different than joy but required the same balance. He thought of the river’s spring heat, odd for the week it was.

He set the adze down and rubbed the pad at the base of his thumb. “Feel this,” he told the apprentice, guiding the boy’s hand to the cedar. “You’re listening with your palm. Wood will tell you where it holds anger. You carve anger out, or it will carry it into the water.”

The apprentice’s face went solemn with purpose. He ran his hand along the inner curve, over a knot where a limb had once wanted to reach sunward. “Here,” he said. “It catches there.”

“Yes.” The carver nodded. “We cut on the exhale, not when the tree is holding its breath.”

They worked like that, two breaths finding one pace, until the adze’s song warmed the air around them. When they paused to eat, they ate standing, grease on dried fish, and drank from a dipper rinsed in river water. The apprentice started to say something about the ground and stopped. The carver waited. The boy tried again.

“When I was carrying the basket,” he said. “Down there, on the stones, I felt ... like a drum, but under my feet.”

The carver swallowed, set the dipper aside. “Once?” he asked.

“Twice,” the boy said. “Small. Like someone at a far house.”

The carver did not tilt his head, did not glance upriver the way a nervous man might. He wiped his fingers on moss. “You keep your feet wide when you lift a canoe,” he said. “You keep your balance when jokes and sorrow both want to make you fall. And you keep your boats ready before the river asks.”

The boy nodded because he knew this was as close to an answer as he would get. He wanted to say the fish were warmer this year, that his aunt had looked at the water as if she were reading a message in it, that the halayt initiate had come from the longhouse with eyes like someone who had walked a long way while sitting still. He wanted to say the raven had stopped speaking in the trees.

The carver took up the adze again. The first cut after a pause always felt like speaking after a long listening, and he placed it carefully, shaving thin curls that lifted and fell on his boots. He thought of the old stories—of beings whose bodies were not like men’s, of a protector with a long nose set against a moving fire—and he bent to the work that would save lives whether such beings came or not.

By afternoon, the hull lay open enough to imagine the river in it. The carver stood back and set his hands at the gunwales; his thumbs made small circles as if blessing the cedar with a habit his grandmother had taught him without words. The apprentice picked up a block of spruce pitch and rolled it in his palm, softening it with heat, thinking of seams and the way water looked for every tiny failure in a man’s attention.

“Tomorrow we thin the bottom,” the carver said. “We give it ribs enough to sing. We’ll ask the river to test it in two days.” He paused, then added the thing he had not meant to say, the thing that had walked inside his chest since winter: “And we’ll keep another cedar marked. In case the river asks for more than one.”

The boy’s eyes flicked to the uphill stand where other giants rose, fluted and straight. He swallowed and said nothing.

The wind came through the hemlocks with a low note very like the one that rode under the matriarch’s feet that morning. It vibrated the fresh shavings at their ankles so they shifted together like minnows. The carver placed his palm, again, on the prow. In his bones, he felt the river’s regard—the way a living thing attends when something it loves is about to change.

“Grease,” he said suddenly, as if the word itself were a kind of blessing. “Let’s take her some. The Wilp must eat and the fish will not wait for our thoughts.”

They lifted the basket together, their steps finding the path between sword ferns and salmonberry, cedar resin bright on their hands. Downriver, smoke reached into the gray afternoon and bent in a direction it did not usually bend.

The carver said nothing. He had learned long ago that there is a kind of talking that only your hands can do, and he meant to make sure that when the river called for it, his hands would have the right words.
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Chapter 3
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Grease Trail Arrival

––––––––
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BY LATE AFTERNOON THE river carried more than fish. Voices came first—thin over distance, then thick as cedar smoke—followed by the hollow thud of paddles lifted and set. Two canoes rounded the willow point in a slow curve, their bows bright with wet. The first hull wore the paint of a neighboring Tsimshian house; the second, darker and lower, bore bundles wrapped in bark and tied with cedar-bast rope, the shape of trade on water.

The matriarch stepped to the landing stones and lifted her palm. The guests answered with words that fit the river’s width—big enough to travel, careful enough to arrive without scraping anyone’s pride. She named her Wilp and Pdeeḵ, then spoke the names of her guests’ house and crest, so that the river carried protocol upstream and no one could pretend they hadn’t heard. The boy stood a pace behind her, dipping his head to each greeting and trying to make his shoulders look like they had always known how to belong.

The trader who stepped out first was narrow-hipped and careful-footed, the kind of person who saw a current before he felt it. He had a travel blanket rolled tight across his back and the way he glanced up the valley between lines of talk told the matriarch he had counted the clouds and the color of their undersides before he’d counted the fish racks. He placed a small, wrapped thing on the stone at her feet—not a gift so much as an introduction. She did not open it there. Some things you let wait until they have decided to be seen.

“Your timing is good,” she said, and gestured to the racks where oolichan dried in a wind that had begun to gust in short, nervous breaths. “The first grease will heat tonight.”

“Good timing hears itself,” he said. “The Trails wanted me here.” He meant the old paths that stitched the mountains to the sea—the routes that carried t’ilx oil inland and brought back talk, tools, and hard news that traveled further than a man’s legs could. His eyes moved to the boy’s hands, to the way the lad held the net line even while he stood on dry stones—as if his fingers were not convinced the work had paused. “Your nephew?”

“Wilp-raised,” she answered, which was a way of saying yes and also of saying he stood inside her responsibilities whether or not his mother breathed the same air this morning.

Women brought baskets forward; greetings turned into work. The trader’s companions began unloading: woven bags, bundles of mountain tobacco, a packet of slate points wrapped like eggs in moss. One package bore the flat shine that came with rumor—metal hammered thin, traded through too many hands to remember the first. The matriarch acknowledged it and let it rest. The river had not asked for that metal yet.

They ate at the water’s edge—simple food that knew its own strength: roasted fish, cold berries, a slab of smoked meat cut so thin it showed light before it showed hunger. The trader’s boat partner, a woman with hair braided in a practical rope and eyes that liked to laugh when no one was looking, knelt to wash her hands and frowned at the river.

“Warmer than I remember,” she said, as if the water had told her a joke she didn’t like.
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