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			Dedication

			
		
    Author's Historical Note 

This novel is set on the northern Northwest Coast—on waters and shores stewarded by Tsimshian and Haida peoples—during the mid-nineteenth century, when Hudson's Bay Company posts, naval patrols, missionaries, and survey crews began pressing new rules against older, well-working laws. The story is fiction, but its scaffolding—matrilineal governance, law made in public, witnessing, and the grammar of gifts—is rooted in coastal protocols that long predate the colonial era and continue today.

Two titles anchor the book's point of view: Sigidimnak' (a Tsimshian/Nisga'a matriarchal title) and k'uuljaad (a Haida honorific for a woman of high esteem). Houses and clans are named in the house-first, person-second order used locally; where I show clan affiliations (Wolf, Eagle, Raven, Killer Whale), I do so to indicate responsibilities, not to costume characters. I use Indigenous place-names where possible; when a colonial name appears, it is for orientation only.

Readers will encounter the coastal art language—formline—in everyday use: ovoids, U-forms, black that "decides where the eye sits," and red that "breathes." Poles, house-fronts, robes, and frontlets in this book are not decoration; they are records and rights. Likewise, coppers (hammered shields) and grease (eulachon oil) are not props but ledgers: ways of making memory portable and accountable. The Grease Trails linking coast and interior appear here as historical trade roads walked with protocols that paid witnesses before pride.

I keep the exact year elastic on purpose. Gunboats, fort rules, and missionary grammars arrive in these chapters, but the book centers Indigenous agency: the rooms where law is spoken aloud, witnesses are fed, boundaries are marked with kelp and stones, and mistakes are corrected so people remain useful. Where colonial officials claim to "end" practices like slaving or raiding, the narrative shows local houses already doing the slower, harder work of return, cooling, and reform under their own authority.

A few elements are composite dramatizations. The small carved "ridicule tongue" token is a fictional device that distills a real tool—public correction—used widely and variously across the coast. I include it to make visible how accountability can be firm and merciful at once; any misfit with specific local custom is mine, not the communities'.

Language choices follow community spellings where I could confirm them; diacritics (x̱, g̲, ḵ, etc.) appear when sources and advisors aligned. Any simplifications reflect the limits of my ear and the constraints of print, not a judgment on the languages themselves. All errors of usage, protocol, or emphasis are my responsibility.

For general readers: the peoples most associated with monumental poles are Haida, Tlingit, and Tsimshian (with related practices among Kwakwaka'wakw, Nuxalk, and Nuu-chah-nulth), while many Coast Salish communities historically emphasized interior house posts and figures rather than multi-figure "totem poles." That regional diversity matters. So does the matrilineal fact that children belong to their mother's house—a truth that quietly powers the plot far more than any cannon ever could.

Research for this book paired reading with listening. I consulted museum and university guides to formline, scholarship and oral histories on potlatch/feast law, accounts of the Grease Trails, and studies of nineteenth-century "gunboat diplomacy." I also watched 500 Nations (as the reader requested)—useful for breadth, though continental in scope—and then narrowed back to local sources to keep the coastline's specificity intact. Where living knowledge keepers offered counsel, I followed it; where I lacked clarity, I chose to under-specify rather than to invent sacred detail.

This novel tries to keep four words at its center—Stones. Witnesses. Grease. Work. If the story has earned your trust, it's because those four kept the pages honest. If it stumbles, that is mine alone. I am grateful to the people whose homelands and laws shape this place, and I hope the book does its small part to point readers toward the real houses that continue to hold it up.
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Chapter 0
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Who carved totem poles, and what they mean :

––––––––
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Totem poles are a Northwest Coast tradition—most famously among the Haida, Tlingit, Tsimshian (including Nisg̱a’a and Gitxsan), Kwakwaka’wakw, Heiltsuk, and Nuxalk. They commemorate ancestry, rights, and events (crest poles, mortuary/memorial poles, house frontal poles, sometimes “shame” poles), and are typically carved from western red cedar. Coast Salish communities traditionally emphasized house posts and welcome figures rather than the tall, free-standing multi-figure poles many people picture.

––––––––
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Two nations with documented conflict in northern BC (our focal peoples):

A historically attested rivalry sits between the Haida (Haida Gwaii) and neighboring mainland nations to the north and east—Nisg̱a’a of the Nass River valley and Coast Tsimshian along the Skeena/Nass. Sources describe Haida sea-raids and pitched fighting in the 18th–19th centuries, including Haida–Nisg̱a’a clashes connected to the Nass (e.g., the burning/abandonment of Hiellen after reprisals). This gives us a credible, place-true border/raid conflict for a BC novel. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

Wikipedia

Political structure & a culturally correct “queen”:

Instead of a European “queen,” we’ll use the real titles. Among the Nisg̱a’a/Tsimshian, a Sigidimnak’ is the matriarch (highest-ranking woman) of a wilp/house; the male counterpart is Sim’oogit (hereditary chief). The Haida are also matrilineal; a k’uuljaad is a lady of high esteem/matriarch who advises and can hold chiefly prerogatives. We can center the story on a Sigidimnak’ (Nisg̱a’a) in dialogue (and conflict) with a Haida k’uuljaad—authentic honorifics that carry the social/legal weight you want.

––––––––
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Era & colonial pressure points that plausibly end the inter-nation fighting:

Maritime fur trade (1780s–1820s) brings wealth, iron, firearms—and intensifies raiding.

Spanish–British Nootka crisis (1789–1795) is on Vancouver Island (Nuu-chah-nulth territory) and signals accelerating imperial competition, but Spain withdraws north of California soon after—no Spanish gold mining operations in BC. (BC’s gold rush is British-era, 1858+.)

Fort Simpson (Lax Kw’alaams), 1834: the HBC post reorganizes coastal trade and power.

1862 smallpox epidemic devastates coastal peoples and reshapes politics, potlatch/feasting economies, and warfare calculus.

Together, these forces believably redirect energies from inter-nation conflict toward survival, diplomacy, and adaptation

UBC Library

UBCIC

BC Government Apps

––––––––
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Material culture for accurate  details (weapons, wealth, travel, “currency”):

War canoes (Haida/Heiltsuk forms up to ~17–19+ m) for raids, trade, diplomacy. 

Canadian War Museum

American Museum of Natural History

Armour & weapons: slat/plank armor and helmets; yew bows, daggers/clubs; later, iron/steel items via trade. 

Northwest Coast Archaeology

ResearchGate

Valuables & exchange: dentalium shells widely used as high-value money/status items; oolichan (eulachon) grease, coppers (copper shields) as wealth/status in potlatch economies. 

Pressbooks B.C. Campus

National Museum of the American Indian

––––––––
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Leads (using correct titles, not European ranks):

Sigidimnak’ ʔ (Nisg̱a’a) — House matriarch of the Lax̱gibuu (Wolf); shaper of alliances, steward of crest rights; she sponsors a memorial pole after a raid takes her brother, a Sim’oogit. (We’ll choose or commission a respectful personal name later so we don’t appropriate a living or specific historical person without community guidance.) 

Government of Canada Publications

K’uuljaad ʔ (Haida) — a matriarch whose house owns sea-lion and killer-whale crests; her authority rides with the war-canoe flotillas and potlatches that validate names, lands, and privileges. 

American Museum of Natural History

Core arc:

Border-of-sea conflict: retaliatory raids across Hecate Strait; signals and shore beacons warning of Haida landings; poles raised to mark lineage and rights amid loss. 

Canadian War Museum

Trade re-wires power: Fort Simpson concentrates commerce; iron, guns, and missionaries complicate law and ceremony; the matriarchs maneuver to keep wilp (house) prerogatives intact. 

faculty.arts.ubc.ca

Crisis & pivot: smallpox and colonial law (later, the potlatch ban) threaten continuity; the Sigidimnak’ and the k’uuljaad negotiate peace not from surrender but from legal-ceremonial strength—feasts, witnesses, and names that make the peace binding. 

indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca
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Chapter 0.2 Time and place
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Timeframe:Place: 1833–1865 (from pre–Fort Simpson tensions through the 1862 smallpox catastrophe and its aftermath)The Nass River (Nisg̱a’a) and Hecate Strait/Haida Gwaii (Haida); intermittent scenes at Lax Kw’alaams/Fort Simpson.
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Chapter 0.3
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Note-when you Read this book  is fiction but the people in it are the Pacific north west indigenous people. They are Real. Please do your own research on the Native Americans around your local area at one time there was over 500 Nations of the west continent . ceremony, titles, and law are precise as possible . once again Research your local area  on Turtle Iland.

A few careful corrections (to protect the book’s credibility)

“Mined gold for the Spanish” in BC: There isn’t evidence of Indigenous people mining gold for Spain in British Columbia so far but there are many signs around Vancouver showing the Spanish where here for a while and Gave up Parts of BC . Spain’s footprint at Nootka/Yuquot (1789–1795) was fleeting; BC’s major gold rushes begin under British colonial rule in 1858 and after. We can absolutely show Indigenous labor and trade intersecting goldfields—but not as Spanish mining for the Pacific Northwest. 

UBC Library

UBCIC

“Last village that was colonized”: Colonization arrived in waves across regions rather than a single “last” BC village. For our setting, the 1834 establishment of Fort Simpson (Lax Kw’alaams) is a concrete local turning point we can anchor to. 

BC Goverment Apps
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Chapter 0.4 
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Characters 

––––––––
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Core cast — Nisg̱a’a side (Nass River)

1) The Sigidimnak’ (Matriarch), House of the Wolf (Lax̱gibuu)

Role in community: Senior woman of a wilp (house). Oversees house property, crests and names, selects and mentors the next Sim’oogit, plans feasts, and makes law-in-public through witnessing and distribution of gifts. 

Open Collections

Library and Archives Canada

Government of Canada Publications

––––––––
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2) The Sim’oogit (Hereditary Chief) of the Wolf House

Role in community: Holder of the house’s top name; represents the wilp externally, hosts/answers feasts, and speaks to inter-house alliances and disputes. Works in tandem with the Sigidimnak’. 

CORE

––––––––
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3) House Speaker/Orator

Role in community: Public voice who recites adaawx (owned oral histories) and sets out claims at feasts so they’re witnessed and binding. 

Academia

ojs.library.ubc.ca

web.unbc.ca

––––––––
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4) Master Carver of the Wolf House

Role in community: Designs and carves memorial/house-front poles and posts; visualizes crest rights in cedar (law in wood). Works with matriarchs/chiefs on figure order and meaning. 

indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca

Wikipedia

5) Heir-Neph ew (sister’s son) — Chief-in-training

Role in community: In a matrilineal system, the matriarch mentors the next titleholder from her line; he learns protocol, gift ledgers, canoe diplomacy. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

––––––––
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6) Oolichan-Grease Trail Captain

Role in community: Organizes spring runs and grease (eulachon) trade, a key wealth/status item moving along trails and by canoe. 

Wikipedia

Core cast — Haida side (Haida Gwaii / Hecate Strait)

7) The k’uuljaad (Haida Matriarch), Eagle clan house

Role in community: High-ranking woman; in Haida governance, matriarchs appoint hereditary chiefs, steward lineages/crests, and direct house business. Society is matrilineal. 

wcel.org

The Canadian Encyclopedia

––––––––

[image: ]


8) Hereditary Chief of the Eagle House

Role in community: Public face of the house at feasts and abroad; answers debts, sanctions canoe expeditions, maintains alliances. (Haida hereditary leadership documented by the Council of the Haida Nation.) 

Council of the Haida Nation

––––––––
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9) Canoe Captain/War Leader

Role in community: Commands carved war canoes on sea roads; disciplines crews; responsible for tactics and safety in raids and returns. Warriors historically used rod-and-slat armor and helmets; later, firearms enter via trade. 

Canadian War Museum

Wikipedia

––––––––
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10) House Carver (Haida)

Role in community: Carves poles and crest objects; negotiates figure order with matriarch/chief; maintains art as law and lineage record. 

Wikipedia

––––––––
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11) Young Nephew (Eagle moiety)

Role in community: Trained by aunties/elder women; learns songs, paddling, and feast law; future bearer of a house name. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

Story job: Mirrors the Nisg̱a’a heir—two youths shaped by different shores.

Bridging & colonial-pressure cast

12) Coast Tsimshian Interpreter (based at Fort Simpson/Lax Kw’alaams)

Role in community: Multilingual mediator who translates between houses and Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) traders/missionaries; explains fort rules (e.g., gunpowder rationing, trade-for-peace leverage). Fort Simpson was set up near the Nass River in 1831, moved to Lax Kw’alaams in 1834, becoming the regional trade hub. 

Wikipedia

+1

Story job: The go-between whose words can start or stop a conflict.

13) HBC Clerk/Trader

Role in community: Controls prices for blankets, iron, muskets, and shot; pushes “no peace, no trade” incentives that reshape inter-nation warfare economics. (Fort history as above.) 

Wikipedia

––––––––
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14) Mission Preacher (itinerant)

Role in community: Attempts conversion; critiques potlatch/feast law; becomes a political force, especially during epidemics. 1862 smallpox devastates coastal nations, shifting priorities from raiding to survival. 

Wikipedia

HistoryLink

Story job: Catalyst in the “after the storm” pivot.

15) Mourning Auntie/Clan Mother (either nation)

Role in community: Keeper of funerary protocol and name redistribution during crisis; ensures adoptions and name-transfers are done lawfully and witnessed. 

Academia
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Chapter 0.5
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Quick reference — institutions these characters move inside

Wilp (house) / House-Front & Memorial Poles: The house is the core political and land-owning unit; poles/post carvings make crest rights and histories visible. Types include house frontal poles, interior house posts, mortuary & memorial poles, welcome poles, and ridicule/shame poles (used historically to call out unpaid debts). 

Government of Canada Publications

Wikipedia

indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc.ca

Clans/Tribes (Nisg̱a’a): Four pdeek/tribes—Lax̱gibuu (Wolf), Lax̱sgiik (Eagle), Gisk’aast (Killer Whale), G̱anada (Raven)—organize kinship and succession matrilineally. 

Wikipedia

The Canadian Encyclopedia

Haida matriliny & leadership: Two moieties (Raven/Eagle), many lineages; matriarchs appoint hereditary chiefs and governance flows through clan mothers. 

The Canadian Encyclopedia

wcel.org

War & material culture: War canoes, rod-and-slat armor, helmets, yew bows, then firearms via trade; these details are accurate for Haida and neighboring northern nations in the 18th–19th c. 

Canadian War Museum

Wikipedia

Trade & leverage: Fort Simpson (Lax Kw’alaams) concentrates regional trade after 1834, reshaping peace/war incentives; later, 1862 smallpox forces communities to redirect energies to survival and re-anchoring law. 

Wikipedia
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Chapter 1
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Night Beacons

The first fire bloomed on the sandspit where the river meets the tide, small as a cupped hand and then tall as a man. Wind pushed its breath sideways, and sparks went racing along the dark. From the beach below the longhouse, women lifted the heavy clay lids from coal-pits and coaxed them hotter with cedar boughs; boys carried torches; elders called for calm. It was not panic but a readiness practiced and old, the way the river people tightened their world when sea-canoes showed on the line of the strait.

The Sigidimnak’ of the Wolf House stood at the threshold post, a carved wolf’s jaw above her, teeth stylized into ovoids and U-forms. She wore a robe with black formline shoulders and a length of dentalium that tapped her collarbone when she breathed. It was not for decoration; it was a ledger—every shell a gift once given or received, each one an agreement that lived in people more than in things. She watched the estuary without blinking, counting canoes by the rhythm of their paddles—long pulls, a held silence, another twenty heartbeats of water cut clean.

The Speaker stood to her left, a thin man with a voice that could carry from house-front to shore. “Names will be ready,” he said, as if reminding the night to behave. He had already sorted the cedar chips for the small altar-tray in the house, one for each lineage head and apprentice who might be called as witness if the worst came. On the beach, young men shrugged into slat armor, the cedar laths dark with oil against the rain. One took a yew bow and plucked the string softly, like checking a story for loose words.

“They come on the middle flood,” the Sigidimnak’ said. “They count our beacons; we count their pride.”

“They come for debt,” the Speaker said gently, “and pride is how they price it.”

From the river’s bend, the first war canoe showed its nose—a prow high and sharp like a hunting bird. Behind it, three more rose and fell on the swell. Across the water someone blew a bone whistle, a thin cry. The women on the sandspit answered with a drum once, and then again, spacing the sound to measure range. The canoe captains would hear the echo and know that this shore was awake, not blind with fear.

The Sigidimnak’ beckoned a runner and spoke low. “To the carver: do not leave his house. To the grease captain: open nothing yet. Keep our debts sleeping.” The boy flew into the dark.

She stepped out from the threshold and the rain found her hair. The river smelled of fish oil and wet cedar. The canoes were close enough now that she could see the rhythm-master’s paddle rise and fall in the stern, canoes turning slightly to keep the bar’s rip apart from their ribs. A shout went up—their language kin to her own and not the same. On the nearest canoe a man lifted a small copper so the firelight could find it, and even from this distance the Sigidimnak’ saw where it had been scorched—just a kiss of black along its edge. Not destroyed, not humiliated, but named. A grievance declared but not yet hammered to shame.

“Hold your fire,” she said to the men with bows. “Let witnesses be our first weapons.”

The Speaker climbed the low beach and planted his staff where the waves sometimes touched. He drew breath like a paddle drawing river and called the house-names in an even rise and fall. He did not spit anger or ask pity. He spoke law into air: who owned this mouth of river, which lineage had first claim to the cedar stand upriver, which crests stood on which house-fronts by right and not by boast. Each name he spoke was a bead in a string. He named those alive to answer and those newly dead whose debts lived on, and when he said the last name the men on the canoes had stopped calling and listened.

The first arrow was loosed by a hot-blooded youth at the edge of the crowd, and the Sigidimnak’ did not pretend it had not happened. She raised her hand and then let it fall, and three of her own arrows answered in a measured fan that landed two canoe-lengths short, slapping the water. A warning punctuation in the grammar of night.

The k’uuljaad—the Haida matriarch—stood in the bow of the second canoe like the prow had been carved out of her. She did not wear armor. A carved helmet lay at her feet, and the rain drew lines along her cheeks as if she had painted them there. She lifted her hand once, and her men held. She lifted it again, and the first canoe hissed past the bar, oars churning just enough to hold it into the tide without committing to the beach.

The Sigidimnak’ walked to the very edge where the river curled gray over black and stood so the fire at her back lit the wolf crest on her robe. She gestured to the Speaker, who came down one careful step at a time.

“Say this,” she told him, and gave him words like stones: We remember the debt; we do not forget the insult. We have copper to show and grease to pour when the witness circle is named. We will answer with gifts and with names because we are not small. But if you force entry in the night, all agreements shatter and the broken pieces cut both hands.

The Speaker sent the words over water as if he could lay planks across it. The k’uuljaad inclined her head but did not answer aloud. A canoe behind her shifted, and a boy with a musket tried to hide his eagerness. The Sigidimnak’ saw him as if he were one of her own.

Rain hardened. The river hesitated between pushing out and being pulled. The k’uuljaad finally raised her voice, the words trimmed to carry. “Your copper burned our shame,” she said. “Your Speaker said it in summer, and we drank the smoke. Now we count the winter. We will take two to ask our questions at our fire.” She pointed, not to the armed men on the beach but to two adolescent boys who had been tending the torches—nephews, by the way they stood near the women.

“We take none,” the Speaker answered, but softly, as if he agreed with the arithmetic and regret was the only spice he could afford.

The Sigidimnak’ did not wait for more words. She stepped forward and called two other names, older youths already wearing the cedar bands of couriers. “You will go,” she told them calmly. “You will sit by their fire and hold your tongues until you are asked. You will see who speaks as a chief and who only shouts. You will remember the order of their gifts and who receives first. If you are handled without respect, you will mark it without anger. You belong to this house and will return as witnesses. Men who come uninvited and take are thieves; men who travel under the protection of names are envoys.” She pulled the dentalium strand from her neck, cut it in two, and hung one half on each boy. “These are my strings,” she said clearly, so the k’uuljaad would hear. “When they return, I will count them as I count your word.”

The k’uuljaad watched, then gestured, and her lead canoe slid closer with an ease that said the men had measured this river before. The two boys waded out until water took the hems of their leggings and then climbed aboard under eyes as cold as fish. No one cheered; no one spat. Witnesses watched them go, and their going was written on the air.

When the canoes turned their noses into the current and the paddle strokes settled to the long sea-rhythm, the Sigidimnak’ let the breath she had stored go out of her. She stood in the rain until the fires were lowered to embers and the shore belonged to the river again. Only then did she turn back into the house, past the threshold post, where the wolf’s teeth bit down on nothing but cedar and time.

Inside, the Speaker had stacked cedar chips in two small piles on the altar-tray—one for each envoy. “You sent them as if they were chiefs already,” he murmured.

“They will be,” she said. “If they learn to count more than pride.”

She paused at the hearth where the master carver waited, eyes bright with the same rain that had beaded on her hair. He did not ask his questions; he could read them in the weight of her shoulders. “We will carve,” she said, and her voice did not waver. “Not because we have finished with grief but because grief finishes us if we do not turn it into law. The pole must stand before the next spring’s oolichan run.”

The carver nodded once, already seeing ovoids and U-forms in the uncut cedar, already counting the order of figures like steps in a dance that made land into story and story into land.

Outside, the river breathed in and out and, beyond the bar, the canoes became part of the night.
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Chapter 2
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House of the Wolf

––––––––
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Morning came without sun. Smoke crawled low, and the rain backed off to a mist that made every cedar bead smell like green. The longhouse was a dim cathedral of ribs and rafters, cedar planks running the length of it, beams carved with crest figures so familiar they were a kind of weather. The people of the Wolf House entered and took their places by rank: elders close to the hearth, married sisters and their children along the walls, unmarried youths where they could fetch wood fast and hear everything.

The Sigidimnak’ sat on the low chief’s bench, not because she needed elevation but because the bench was a promise carved by people who had sat there before her. Beside her the Speaker organized the gifts to hand: woven blankets folded into precise rectangles, two small copper pieces brought out from a cedar box, a tied roll of blue beads, a coil of dentalium, and a wooden bowl of oolichan grease whose skin shivered in the draft.

The heir—her sister’s son—stood not at her side but a little back, where he could learn before he spoke. He had the shoulders for paddling and the eyes for counting. He wore no finery; the Sigidimnak’ had told him to come like a student, not a name already. Behind him, the master carver set down a plank with charcoal sketches—ovals nested into ovals, lines curling like tide-lines around rocks. On a smaller board he had chalked the pole’s sequence as if it were a speech: house crest at the base to anchor land claims; a figure for the late Sim’oogit who had died in the summer; above that, the Wolf’s old marriage tie to a Raven lineage upriver; above that, a small, fierce sea-lion to call authority over a rookery rock; at the top, a watcher—eagle or raven—argued later by painters and elders until the right to look outward was established without overreaching.

“Before we place figures, we place people,” the Sigidimnak’ said. “This is not ornament. If we lie in cedar, we lie in law.”

The Speaker stood with his staff and called the agenda, not in a single roll but in a cadence that allowed each part to be received. First: the seating of names postponed by summer deaths. Second: the appointment of a Sim’oogit. Third: the commissioning of the memorial pole, its figures and its witnesses. Fourth: the question of the sea debt—the scorched copper shown last night—and whether to meet it with gifts or with fists.

He called the first name to be lifted, and a widow rose like a mountain out of mist. The Sigidimnak’ looked at her and saw both her strength and the hunger around her children’s eyes. “We lift back your brother’s name,” the Sigidimnak’ said, and laid two blankets and a small copper at the woman’s feet. The Speaker recited the story that tied the name to the house, to a bend in the river, to a stand of cedar where canoe blanks had been hewn two generations ago and payment received fairly with grease and dentalium. Witnesses murmured assent, not because they agreed to please but because the facts warmed their bones.

Then the Sigidimnak’ stood and, with no flare, named the heir as Sim’oogit-in-waiting. She did not put the headdress on him; she placed it on the bench between them. “You will wear this when you have paid back my patience with your learning,” she said, so everyone could laugh kindly and so the boy’s pride would be braced by love instead of sharpened by it. “You will travel to the post with the Speaker, and you will carry the grease bowl without spilling. You will memorize our debts as well as our glories.”
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