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For my mother, Norma, who taught me to dream big
 and loose the warrior within. May all women come 
to see their power.




Chapter 1


Pino stands atop the cliff, gripping her Osage orange bow. Enormous storm clouds sail in the black sky overhead. Though wind-whipped snakes of hair sting the corners of her narrowed eyes, she keeps them focused on the flickering campfire by the small lake in the valley below. She’s sent two men to determine the identity of the large, unknown group. If it’s a hunting party, she and her seven scouts will continue home. If not, she may have finally found what she’s been watching for, a Pagassett war party. If so, this night could forever change the future of her tribe, the Manatuck. She shivers beneath her buckskin shirt, not from dread, but instead from how her heart thrills for war, as it never does during times of peace. Now, at nineteen winters old, she might finally get her chance to save her tribe and maybe — maybe — redeem herself for killing her older sister ten summers ago.

Lightning flashes. Pino counts to four before a boom shakes the ground, followed by the low boulder roll of continued thunder. The storm will break soon, leaving little time to respond based on whatever information Tow and Skitowan collect. She slings her bow over her shoulder. The weight of the weapon against her back focuses her mind, as it always does. She turns and jogs some twenty paces across the rocky clifftop toward her other five warriors. When she reaches the men, they all pull together into a tight circle. The scant light of the new moon barely illuminates the outline of their bodies, yet she looks at each man’s face as if she can see him clearly.

“Mantu will lead,” she says. “Lowauk, bring up the rear.”

Mantu turns toward the ridgetop trail and breaks into a run. Pino follows him as the others fall into a fast-moving line behind her, ending with the newest member, Lowauk.

She never would have invited him to join her secretive scouting party that grows in reputation with every passing sunrise. Only a winter younger than Pino, the biting look he gives her at every opportunity conveys his mistrust and belief she’s a coward. That by allowing the tribe to think Tow leads this group, she hides behind him, exposing him to shame if her plans falter. A judgement undoubtedly made sharper by the embarrassment Lowauk must have felt when he learned about the unsanctioned arrangement only two sunrises ago. And while it’s true Lowauk deserves the red-tailed hawk feather he wears braided into his long hair, having acted bravely during a raid against the Pagassett, he remains untested, unlike her other men.

Yet when Tow requested she invite his brother, Pino couldn’t refuse. Fast and quiet as his name, Tow is not only her best warrior, but the human she loves most. She trusts him as she does her next breath. If he feels Lowauk will one day be an asset, that must be true, though she hopes the proof comes sooner rather than later.

As Pino runs, her nostrils flare with the pungent springtime scents of wild blue phlox, bloodroot and imminent rain. Her ears fill with the thrashing of nearby tree limbs, of chestnut and hickory, black gum and white oak. She has no words to describe her love for these ancient, ground-down mountains that roll east and south until melting into the sea. She learned this land by listening to warriors’ stories and seeking out the sites of famous attacks: the ravines where Manatuck men had waited for enemies; the ridges from which they’d watched; the gaps where ambushes had taken place. Spending as little time in the village as possible, she’d roamed the valleys and hills and stood on the shore, gazing far across the sea at the distant land, a low mound known as the Long Island. She’d memorized distances, boulders, slopes, marshes, natural hiding places, dead ends, creeks and escape routes until the feel of the land paralleled that of her body.

But of all of her tribe’s territory, she loves this cliff most of all. Her people named the vertical wall the Giant’s Face for the giant Mnickipac, who fought long ago to form the land and allow man a place upon it. As a reward, the Creator cast the giant’s strong forehead, high cheekbones and great slanting nose into the red stone wall hundreds of paces high.

Now the Pagassett want not only this cliff but all of her tribe’s land, just as they want every territory they encounter. Soon after they arrive in any land, they conquer, enslave and absorb the tribes that have lived there for generations. From the information Pino has collected from travelers — traders, hunting parties, those on their way to visit distant relatives — the Pagassett Nation now has thousands of people in hundreds of villages. They accumulate triumphs so effortlessly they seem possessed of a supernatural power that makes them impossibly strong.

When a Pagassett contingent moved to this land three summers ago, the tribe built a barricaded village bigger than all three fortified Manatuck winter villages combined. Though only sixteen winters old at the time, Pino knew enough about war and strategy to understand the threat.

All built within a short run’s distance from one another, the Manatuck villages are arranged in a triangle at the south end of the Great River where the water flows into the sea. The Pagassett contingent looms only one long’s day run to the north, while thousands more live farther north and west. To the east lives the Seminot, a tribe of ten thousand that has warred with the Manatuck on and off until establishing an uneasy truce five summers ago. That leaves her tribe of only five thousand people surrounded by hostiles on three sides and its back to the sea. Those facts made the future clear. To survive a Pagassett onslaught, her tribe would have to rely upon a shock of some sort; a deceitful maneuver, a cheating strategy, a twist the enemy could not foresee.

The Manatuck sachem and War Council understood the threat and determined to broker peace with the Pagassett, a hope they held onto despite one failed diplomatic attempt after another. Nor had the Manatuck leadership been aggressive enough in pursuing deeper alliances with neighboring tribes to create a larger force. Out of frustration and worry, Pino formed this clandestine scouting party one cycle of the seasons ago with the sole purpose of finding evidence the Pagassett contingent planned to attack. If presented with such specifics, maybe the Manatuck leadership would finally take action.

Mantu slows suddenly and takes a sharp left down a steep path to the valley. Pino follows, placing her feet carefully on one boulder after another while watching for tree roots and deep, soft pits of sodden forest detritus from a previous rain. The chaotic wind seems to move everywhere at once; lifting with a wail, swapping direction, reversing again.

Though most of her mind fully focuses on the immediate moment, she allows a small part to ruminate on fast-growing obstacles, like her uneasy status within the tribe, one far from any leadership role. On the two now long ago occasions the tribe had women sachems, they’d been born into the Eagle Clan, that of leaders. Both had lived openly with strength, power and honor, rather than as Pino does, invisibly at the periphery of the tribe. Nor had those women labored under the same perceived curse as Pino. Namely, that everyone close to her has died, and most in gruesome ways. Her father, mother, step-mother, baby daughter. Sister.

Given those disadvantages, when Pino decided to form the scouting party, she had to be sure anyone she invited would say yes. If even one declined, that man could have informed the sachem and War Council about her actions, leading to her banishment from the tribe. That would be a near death sentence for a female, even one as resourceful as Pino.

Rather than risk the unknown, she chose six Wolf Clan men she’d grown up with. Like her, most of them still spend the winter in the Western Village. And during the summer growing season, they live in the same small seaside encampment, one of twenty strung along the coast opposite the Long Island.

All of her scouts had once been boys who’d allowed her to join in games girls don’t normally play, like snow snake, lacrosse and ice shinny. Motivated to win, the boys had been willing to try some of her unusual strategies. With each success she brought them, they listened more. When her plans failed, they ruthlessly criticized her. She learned to think and rethink every angle of a plan. 

When the time came to form her scouting party, she asked Tow first, and he accepted without question. He’s the most special member of their tribe, though no one can say why, not even her. She loves him and he loves her. But because they live within the same clan — at least, that’s what most people believe — the two can never marry.

Close to the valley now, Pino takes the lead. Her body tingles as her senses absorb every detail of her surroundings. This extreme level of awareness and fear allows her to forget everything bad that’s ever happened and instead concentrate on accepting a challenge greater than herself. She guides the men to an area of downed logs close enough to hear water lapping at the lake’s edge. They squat and wait. Soon a mockingbird calls, the series of fast low-to-high trills barely audible over the wind. Her  heart beats faster with relief at the sound of Tow's signal that he'll return to her. In answer, she makes the terse downward screech of a blue jay, for over here.

For a moment, clouds uncover the new moon, thin as a sliver of nail. In that scant light, Tow appears in fragments: a glimmer on cheekbone, a flip of black hair, a ripple of fringe flying from his buckskin shirt. A human being more beautiful in mind and spirit than Pino can ever describe. Before the clouds close over, a last shiver of moonlight glints on the plain white stone that hangs from a cord around Tow's throat. He’s worn this pendant since she gave him the gift eight winters ago. Even now when people ask him where he got the adornment, he only smiles.

He runs the last few paces, his strides easy. A moment after he lowers into a squat, Skitowan does, too. The others scoot in and again form a circle.

“Tell me,” she says, her neutral tone edged with excitement.

Tow catches his breath. “They’re…” He swallows. “… still asleep, or seem to be. All men.”

“Wearing black and red war paint,” Skitowan says, referring to the Pagassett colors. “We could see them in the firelight.”

“How many?” she says.

“Three times our number,” Tow says.

“A war party,” she says.

“We don’t know that,” Lowauk says.

Pino doesn’t have time to explain why a war party makes more sense than a hunting party beyond the details Tow and Skitowan just gave, of war paint and a group size much larger than any hunting party. Lowauk clearly hasn’t given thought to the fact the intruders have had three cycles of the seasons to observe the Manatuck. The enemy knows her tribe has just left the barricaded villages to settle in the unprotected summer encampments. If Pino was in charge of Pagassett strategy, she’d attack now with the intent of quick obliteration. Then the Pagassett would have time to build new villages in the conquered territory to establish ownership. They’d also have time to plant crops to assure they have enough food for the snow moons.

Ignoring Lowauk, Pino addresses Tow and Skitowan. “How many guards?”

“Three,” Skitowan says.

Familiar with the well-known camp various tribes use when hunting, Pino imagines the sleeping warriors in a semicircle around a central fire and lake along the southern edge.

“You think most are awake?” Pino says.

“Yes, or dozing,” Tow says. “They’ll—”

“—be up soon,” she says.

“Without a doubt…”

“So even if we started now—”

“—they’d be up and right behind us—”

“—leaving no time for us to give warning, much less spread the news among the other encampments.”

 At first, no one says anything about the gravity of the implication. Despite the  small size of their group and mission to scout, rather than engage, she and her men will have no choice but to attack the Pagassett with the purpose of stopping, or at least delaying, a surprise invasion of one or more of the encampments.

In a strained whisper barely containing his apparent astonishment, Lowauk says, “But the War Council said we’re… that Tow, as leader of this group… that we’re only supposed to scout and give warning—”

“If we’ve found one Pagassett war party, you can bet there are others out there ready to strike, too,” Pino says.

Lowauk says, “Then we’ve got—”

“Lowauk, I need you to take a message to the sagamore,” she says, referring to the leader of their encampment, one of many such leaders who report to the sachem. “Tell him three things. One, that Tow found a Pagassett war party on its way to our encampments. He’ll do what he can to stop it. Two, that an unknown number of war parties may be on the way, so he should send warning to other encampments as fast as possible. Three, have the sagamore strongly encourage the sachems to call everybody back to the barricaded winter villages, at least for now. Now repeat the message back to me.”

Lowauk says, “But—”

“Brother,” Tow says, his tone no more than a gentle reminder.

After a brief pause, Lowauk repeats Pino’s message, his voice low and tight.

When he finishes, Pino says, “Nipopta,” Manatuck for good luck.

Lowauk rises from a crouch and within two steps disappears into the darkness. For now, Pino drives his rebellion from her mind, the moment too pivotal to waste on thinking about him.

“We’ll approach from the north,” she says, “then move to a location east of camp.”

She continues, saying Tow, Skitowan and Bear will move into the camp first. After they dispatch the Pagassett guards, Tow will give a signal for Pino and the others to fan out around the camp. Each will remain hidden just within the forest until Tow signals again for everyone to enter camp. Quickly and quietly as possible, each scout must kill three Pagassett.

“The weather will be in our favor,” she says. “Even if most of the warriors are awake, they’ll be under their hides to get out of the wind, not to mention that the thunder will cover any sound. Even so, we’ll only have about a hundred heartbeats to accomplish our task. Or until the storm breaks. Any Pagassett still alive after that will be up and fighting. Any questions?”

When no one speaks, she looks at where Tow squats. Though his face remains in darkness, his presence brings her a deep sense of security.

She says, “Did you see him?” 

“No,” Tow says.

“But he could be there.”

“Yes. Do you want to try it?”

By way of an answer, Pino pulls a leather cord from around her neck. At the end hangs a small medicine pouch. She extends the cord until her fingertips touch his chest. He closes his hand around hers and holds tight for a moment, making her spine shiver with the energy he imparts. Then he lets go and loops the cord over his head.

“Don’t spend much time looking for him,” she says. “If you find him, though, a few drops in the mouth is all it should take.”

“I might kill him.”

“Then that’s one less Pagassett to attack us.”

The wind whirls as Pino tells her men, “Tow will be the first to enter camp. If he raises one arm, follow the directions I've already given. If he raises two arms, he’s found someone I want left alive. Memorize Tow’s location and be sure not to kill that warrior.”

She pauses, giving them a moment to digest the unusual instructions. Then she turns and leads the way toward the sleeping enemy.

 




Chapter 2


The scouting party snakes around the small lake. Dim moonlight filters through the rioting tree limbs, painting the land in subtle shades of shifting black. Forty paces east of the camp, Pino squats, as do Mantu, Partim and Sechi. They narrow their eyes against the grit-filled wind and wait for Tow, Skitowan and Bear to find and kill the guards. Pino uses the time to again go over every possible outcome.

When she’s sure enough time has passed for Tow and his men to complete their task, Pino rises, as do the other men, and they separate. Moving to the opposite side of camp, she positions herself behind a white oak tree. Heart beating fast, she breathes in the pungent smell of wet bark. She absently tongues her molar to dislodge a small bit of pemmican, the dense travel food she regularly makes with dried meat, fat and dried berries, though never blackberries.

She surveys the hunting camp, a treeless expanse fifty paces wide that gently slopes down to the lake. Twenty-four warriors lie around a long, narrow pit where a fire still burns. Sleeping close to one another, most of the men have draped themselves in hides, whereas a few have no cover, like the warrior closest to Pino. He lies on his side with his back to her, offering a view of the ornate quillwork on his buckskin shirt. The design is that of the Pagassett symbol, a twelve-pointed rack of elk antlers. Though she doesn’t see the man's weapon, he almost certainly has one within reach, as do other warriors: hatchets, bows, knives and wooden ball clubs with their heavy wooden heads.

Pino sets down her bow, the weapon ineffective in such low light and at such close range. She pulls her red flint knife from the sheath on her belt. With every moment that passes, she tightens her grip on the elk horn handle. When a fat raindrop lands on her left eye and rolls down her cheek, her mind whispers to Tow, Hurry!

As though able to hear her, he walks into the camp in the loose, drowsy way of a warrior who’s returning after having peed. He casually glances from one sleeping man to another to make sure he doesn’t step on anyone. Thunder splits overhead and another raindrop falls onto Pino’s shoulder. A few Pagassett warriors roll over as Tow takes another step, and another. 

Then he stops, his face turned to a sleeping form. He's found Powtu. Pino holds her breath, disbelieving such luck. Tow takes the medicine pouch from around his neck and squats. The warrior stirs, then remains still. Tow stands and lifts both arms, signaling the warrior’s location. Now the other scouts move in.

And so begins the race of a hundred heartbeats.

Pino silently crosses five paces to the uncovered man. She drops a knee to the ground behind his neck and in one motion clamps a hand on his forehead and draws her blade across his neck, quickly and deeply. In a last effort to fight, the dying warrior flings his arm, hitting Pino in the chest hard enough to knock her onto her behind.

A third raindrop falls on her head. She jumps up. A warrior to her left clears his throat. As she runs toward him, his sleepy eyes flutter open and gaze at her, then fall shut, only to fly open again. She leaps and lands her body across his chest with a thud that forces the breath from him in an audible huh. She clamps her forearm across his forehead to hold him and cuts his throat, too. She pushes off of his chest, making him cough. Her eyes instinctively close against the fine spray of blood that mists her cheek.

The wind shrieks. Another crack of thunder explodes. She moves swiftly toward her third and last warrior. Just then, the sky pours down like a sea split wide. The man sits up. Pino straddles his lap and drives her knife into the side of his neck, then jumps up and back to avoid his flailing hands.

Hair streaming water and ears deafened by the sound of rain, she spins around to assess the camp. She can barely see the shapes of her warriors outlined by the dying fire. They move silently from enemy to enemy without any commotion. When the hope of success wriggles up her spine, she crushes the sensation, knowing how dangerous it can be to prematurely claim victory.

Catching sight of movement, she sees Tow fighting a wounded man some twenty paces away. A nearby warrior, apparently dazed by sleep, sits up and watches the struggle for a moment before springing up and launching himself toward Tow’s back with a ball club in hand.

Pino’s mind narrows to a cool stream of refusal. Her body moves with the fluidity of water. Her feet fly. Her arm lifts. Her hand releases the knife.

The blade strikes the charging warrior. He falls to Tow’s right just as he wins his struggle. Tow glances sharply behind him, first at the now-dead warrior, then up and around until spotting Pino. She stops. She whips her eyes back and forth across the camp to see who else needs help. But none do. Instead, their vague shapes move slowly, kicking at the bodies to make sure they're dead.

Shock, disbelief and a crashing wave of elation mixed with horror wash through Pino as she looks upon what she’s done. And what she's started. If her tribe doesn’t declare war now, the Pagassett will. She looks toward Tow. The sky flashes. Their eyes meet for less than a heartbeat. In that burst of light, they understand one another as two humans rarely do. That at some point she’ll have to ask him to do the impossible. And he will.

 




Chapter 3


Eight winters old, Pino lay beneath the bear hide with her knees against her sister’s belly. In turn, Sumunwo, four winters older, had her arm curled over Pino. No part of them was exposed to the deadly cold winter air within the small, domed wigwam. While Aunt and Uncle slept on a nearby sleeping platform with their two small children tucked between them, Pino felt alone on earth with Sumunwo, her favorite person in the world besides Tow.

“Go on,” Pino whispered.

She knew Sumunwo wanted to distract them both from a cold more frigid than any of the elders remembered and that had claimed the life of the powwaw’s old uncle the previous night. But once again Sumunwo had overshot her noble intention and only succeeded in piquing Pino’s excitable imagination.

Sumunwo sighed. “The berries are so sweet, they taste like tulomoneesha.”

Pino inhaled her lower lip at the thought of blackberries so good they could be compared to everlasting happiness.

“I want to taste tulomoneesha, too!” Pino whispered.

“Your breath is tickling my ear.”

“You’ve got to promise to take me.”

“We’ll see.”

“Promise.”

“We’ll see.”

And they cycled through a back-and-forth chant, promise-we’ll see, promise-we’ll see, like a bird song, until finally Sumunwo laughed a little and said, “Okay. You’re so annoying.”

Pino couldn’t see anything beneath the darkness of the hide, but she could hear the smile in her sister's voice. Sumunwo often complained about Pino’s maddening persistence, but always with a note of pride.

Pino suspected Sumunwo hoped the promise to hunt for those almost magically sweet berries would be forgotten, especially since the growing season wouldn’t arrive for many moons. But Pino neither forgot, nor stopped pestering her sister until Sumunwo finally relented.

They set out on a summer day with bark baskets swinging from their hands. White fluff seeds floated on the warm breeze. A hawk coasted high above the forest, drifting in and out of view. Dragonflies hovered near the edge of a pond, sunlight glinting from their iridescent wings.

Besides her wraparound leather skirt held by a sinew cord, Pino had also tied a pouch to her belt. The leather bag contained a flint, nuts and whatever treasures she’d recently found. She alternately skipped and ran, her bony little body a contrast to her sister’s already budding breasts and fuller figure.

The closer they got to the blackberry patch, the quieter Sumunwo grew. Pino noticed and stopped humming. Her eyes moved between her sister and the forest ahead. When she spotted the symbol, she stopped and pointed at the wolf sign carved into the trunk of a black gum tree ten paces ahead. She looked at Sumunwo, who nodded solemnly. No wonder she’d been hesitant to grant Pino’s request. The berry patch grew within Seminot territory, a tribe that had always been hostile toward the Manatuck.

Lowering her arm, Pino nodded, understanding the importance of remaining quiet. She didn’t even consider turning around. They’d come all of this way, and though she understood the seriousness of trespassing, she brimmed with confidence and excitement. They’d be fast in and out and quiet as a rabbit asleep in its burrow. And she could keep her sister safe, just as Sumunwo had always kept Pino safe, despite the many deaths in their family; first their mother, then their father and their stepmother of the Wolf Clan. The series of losses had built a spiritual abode around the sisters, one hard as a clam shell around which pain flowed. The internal home even held fast against the resentment of Aunt, their stepmother’s sister, who made plain she didn't want the burden of caring for two more children in a growing household.

When Pino moved forward, though, she felt a hand on her forearm. She glanced back at Sumunwo, who shook her head, short and fast. Seeing the fear in Sumunwo’s normally smiling eyes, Pino regretted scaring her sister. If she wanted to turn back, they would. Pino knew the general location of the blackberry patch and could come alone another time. She already went many places by herself and felt safe doing so. Tow had shown her how to use a knife and shoot arrows accurately, albeit only the blunt-tipped ones meant to kill squirrels.

Sumunwo frowned, seeming to understand the mistake she’d made in showing Pino the way. With a seriousness Pino had never seen before, Sumunwo took the lead. Pino would do her part by watching carefully. She swept her eyes in a slow circle — through the forest, then along the ground — so she wouldn’t miss any clues about possible threats, whether from people or animals. On the fourth pass, her eyes stopped on the path at what looked like the impression of a heel, one deep enough to belong to an adult. She dropped to one knee and touched the soil. Still moist. Her scalp tingled.

She glanced up.

Sumunwo had vanished.

Pino held her breath. If you move too fast, you end up making mistakes and going slower, Tow had told her. Pino exhaled to clear her mind. Listening closely, she heard a low muttering, almost a growl, up ahead from behind a huge stump that had fallen sideways, exposing a circle of roots and dirt taller than a wigwam. Quietly, Pino jogged to the earthen shield. The sound grew louder, of guttural yells, and thrashing.

She peered around the corner of the stump. A tall, bare-chested warrior had his muscled arm around Sumunwo’s throat. Walking backward, he dragged her into a clearing. He wore turkey feathers dyed the Seminot colors of black and yellow. A narrow black tattoo wrapped across his eyes from temple to temple, like a mask someone had made by cutting eyeholes in a black headband. The sleekness of the simple design and contrast between the whites of his eyes and black pupils made him look like an eel.

His wild eyes ricocheted from one place to another as though surrounded by evil spirits only he could see. His mouth spit words in a fierce tone.

Sumunwo’s eyes screamed for Pino to run before Eel saw her. But Pino would never do that. She’d never leave her sister. Her mind filled with strategies and quickly decided upon that of throwing rocks from one hidden location and then another while yelling in different voices to create the illusion of many people. If the warrior let go of Sumunwo and chased Pino, she could easily out-hide him.

Using both hands, she scrounged for rocks while keeping an eye on Sumunwo and the warrior. He spun her around and threw her backward over a boulder.  With growing alarm, Pino stood, her fist filled with rocks. The warrior clamped Sumunwo’s wrist against the boulder and pulled his hatchet from his belt.

He raised the blade. Pino’s mouth stretched wide. The blade blocked the sun for only a moment. When the sun reappeared, Pino watched Sumunwo’s lifeless hand fall amidst the white blooms of squirrel corn blowing in the breeze.

Pino didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. The warrior set Sumunwo’s other wrist against the boulder. The sun disappeared and reappeared. Her second hand fell. Sumunwo slid to the ground, her back against the boulder.

The rocks fell from Pino’s hand as too late whispered within her. In her mind, she screamed at the warrior to leave so she could race to Sumunwo and stop the bleeding, but the warrior continued to pace, rant and gesture. Then he abruptly turned and strode off into the forest.

Darting from behind the tree, Pino skidded on her knees before Sumunwo. Her skin had grown pale and the look in her eyes distant as her blood flowed into the earth. Clearly her spirit would soon leave her body.

No! Pino yelled inwardly. She jumped to her feet, untied the sinew cord belt at her waist and took off her skirt. She unrolled the leather, and using the flint from her pouch, cut the skirt in two. She wound a strip around each stump and bound them with pieces of her sinew belt.  Running for help would take too long, so she'd do as the powwaw had done for a man who’d accidentally chopped off half of his foot: build a fire with which to staunch the bleeding.

She jumped up and snatched twigs and sticks and soon had a small mound. Grabbing at a clump of moss in the shade of the boulder, she used her flint to produce a spark. The fire smoked.

When she jumped up to gather bigger sticks, her foot accidentally scattered the mound.

“No, no, no,” she whispered, crying as she tried to fix the pile with shaking fingers.

“Birdie,” Sumunwo whispered, using her nickname for Pino.

Pino reared up. “No!” She buried her face against her sister’s chest. “I’ll get Tow. I’ll bring others.”

“Stay,” Sumunwo said.

“Just wait. Just—” Pino pushed away from her sister and grabbed for brush to restart the fire. She glanced at Sumunwo just as her spirit seemed ready to release. Pino jumped on her sister and clutched her body tight while silently yelling for Sumunwo to Stay! Stay. Please stay. And Pino held and held as the bees buzzed and the breeze stirred and her eyes grew heavy in the quiet heat.

She woke in the late afternoon to the pulse of insects, her tear- and dirt-smeared cheek against her sister’s silent chest. Pino stood, now naked. She noted the curious emptiness of her heart and mind. She lowered her sister’s body to the ground, then placed the severed hands at the end of each wrist. She dragged heavy stones to keep the animals away until she brought people to recover the body.

She set off for home at a jog. Normally so surefooted and clear-minded, she stepped clumsily as her thoughts wandered toward anything that captured her attention. The glare of sun on creek water. The lingering odor of a skunk.

Since most children her age ran around naked during the summer, she slipped unnoticed into the summer encampment. She crept up on the clan’s sagamore and squatted in the shade of a wigwam. She waited as he sat on a mat outside his home, talking and eating with his good friend, Skogeehan, the tribe’s powwaw and Tow’s father. She watched the men laugh. When they finished eating, she walked out of the shadow and stood before them, arms limp at her sides and skinny chest smeared with dried blood. She told them what happened.

Both men stared at her.

“She led you into Seminot territory?” Skogeehan said, peering at Pino with his black eyes.

“She told me about it and I— We went together. We weren’t going far. We just—” She waited until her chin stopped trembling. “We just wanted blackberries.”

Skogeehan stood, forcing her to look up that far distance to his stern face. He stared at her with a look that demanded the truth.

She’d gone on an adventure without planning for errors. A truth. She knowingly trespassed. A truth. She’d thought about how to save her sister but had responded too late. A last truth, and the most brutal.

Forcing her lips to open, she said, “She told me we shouldn’t go, but I begged and begged. I made her go. I—” This time she couldn’t still her trembling lips. She couldn’t stop her tears. “I killed her.”

Had Skogeehan argued, or offered comfort, Pino might have been able to forgive herself. But he didn’t. He remained silent. The absence of sound rang with the mercilessness of the murderer’s hatchet blade against stone. And with as much precision as the blow to Sumunwo’s wrist, Pino severed any value she’d placed on herself. She became a nothing, a nobody, a body not worthy of anything or anyone.

“As Sumunwo’s closest remaining blood relative, did you recite the Prayer of Release?” Skogeehan said, referring to the words that allow Manatuck spirits to leave their human bodies and travel to the Ancestors:

Rise, spirit on wind
to where our relatives live
and be at peace.

Pino stared at Skogeehan. She’d given up her worth, but she couldn’t give up her sister. Nor could she believe herself to be so selfish as to hold onto Sumunwo’s spirit, turning her into an akanu, a disembodied spirit tied to Pino.

So she conjured the image of herself speaking the words she’d never spoken. The more she saw herself reciting the prayer, the truer the false memory became. Until in a firm tone, she told Skogeehan, “Yes.”

 




Chapter 4


The scouting party runs south toward home through a steady rain, their strides silent in the forest of tall oaks. The sun rose not long ago behind a blanket of clouds, creating an iridescent pearl light. The light chip-chip of a single warbler breaks the constant tapping of raindrops on light green spring leaves. Pino runs last in line behind Tow. Her body shakes more from the possible consequences of her actions than from the cooling after-storm air and lack of food. If she’d guessed correctly and Pagassett war parties has attacked multiple encampments, she and her men might arrive home to find their village of fifty Wolf Clan families slain and their dwellings burnt. That and her decision to decimate the Pagassett war party made war a certainty. Now she bore the responsibility for making sure her tribe won. To do so, she had to find a means of influencing strategy.

She glances at Tow’s back. His long, rain-soaked black hair beats a steady rhythm against his buckskin shirt. Her mind calms to the cadence.

She can’t remember when they became friends, only that they always have been. Besides teaching her how to make a bow and blunt-tipped arrows, he taught her how to track, carve messages on trees, use knives for close combat and wield wooden ball clubs. His now-deceased mother often told people he’d been born smiling. A man who talks little and laughs easily, he moves within the tribe like a water bug on a pond, just beyond reach as he skates above them all somehow. Whatever others need, he seems to need less. Less sleep, less food, less need to complain, consult or cry. People revere him. They fear him. They don’t understand what Pino does. Tow believes that whatever happens results from all that comes before and leads directly to what must come next. Wherever he is, that’s where he’s supposed to be. Whatever he does, that’s what he's supposed to do, even if he doesn’t know why. At any given moment, he acts according to his heart and mind, and for that reason, fears nothing.

On a warm summer day in her twelfth winter, she led him into the forest. She asked if she could put him to sleep. He laughed. When she didn’t, he asked why. I can’t tell you, she said, which was true. She couldn’t explain to herself the exact reason, other than she had a longing to know what purity sounded like. He agreed. She gave him tea made of mixed herbs. When his eyes closed and his breathing slowed to that of slumber, she laid her cheek against his chest. She listened to the quiet of his spirit, a cleanliness she could never attain. She could hear the wolf in his spirit; independent yet gentle and loving toward everyone, even those who didn't deserve it. When he woke, she gave him the stone she’d found when sifting through a trader’s basket of trinkets. Plain and perfectly circular, the pendant somehow symbolized the natural superiority and tranquility of Tow’s spirit.

In turn, he made her the bow she now carries. An extension of her body, the curve of rare orange wood feels like wings that remain tucked on her back until the moment they spread wide for flight.

Yet even though he made the weapon for her alone — the fit perfect for her small yet strong body — she doesn’t feel deserving of something so exceptional. For the same reason, she could never be his wife. That’s why she doesn’t divulge what Sumunwo once explained, and that Skogeehan and a few elders might still remember: though the sisters grew up in the Wolf Clan, they were born into their mother’s clan, that of the Eagle. Tow and Pino could marry.

A woodcock calls. Without faltering from her fast run, Pino turns an ear toward the wave of whistling notes that mimic the fast trill within her, of heightened watchfulness, all of her senses open to pull in any clues of what’s happened during her absence. The rain has stopped. The forest gives way to meadows, their edges softened by the undulation of beach grass and spikegrass. Threads of water from inland creeks converge here in tangled ropes of river that rush to meet the ocean, flowing past bulrushes, cattails and marsh mallows thriving in the muddy banks. The wind smells of sea rather than the heavy smoke of destruction. But it’s not until Pino sees the domed wigwam frames made of lashed-together saplings, their rounded tops just visible above the tall grass, that she feels  relief wash through her, cold as a sea wave.

Considering the woven mat exteriors have been taken off means people are dismantling their homes. Lowauk must have successfully delivered the message to the sachem, Contalooshuma, who in turn ordered everyone back to their respective winter villages. Pino silently exhales, shaking hard now from at least a short reprieve of tension combined with hunger, exhaustion and chilled sweat.

While still running, Tow takes the medicine pouch from around his neck. Slowing, he half turns and hands her the item. In turn, she gives him her bow, since arriving in the village with such a weapon would arouse extreme surprise, especially given the quiet, stupid public persona she’s cultivated.

Tow faces forward and follows the other men along the trail into camp. As he and Pino discussed, he’ll tell the sagamore about the attack, then continue to the winter village where he’ll address the sachem, along with the twelve members of the War Council, including Odegun, the Women’s Council Elder. Skogeehan will no doubt be there, too, along with Wonnawum, the skilled diplomat who brokered tentative peace with the Seminot five winters ago.

Pino cuts through a meadow to enter camp on the far side. Cattail blades brush against the edges of her long leather shirt and leggings. She slips in unnoticed to find most of the clan has already left, including the older members who need more time to travel. Children run here and there carrying baskets and bundles. Men dismantle the few remaining wigwam frames and lash the poles together to make travois. Women pack belongings on the triangular sleds they’ll pull overland. Though Pino and the others traveled by dugout down the river and along the sea coast to this encampment, paddling back up the river would make them easy targets.

Nose running, Pino sniffs to stop the flow. When she catches the strong scent of blackberries, she halts and sails her eyes across the sky as a tidal wave of confusions tumbles through her, because blackberry season won’t begin for another three cycles of the season.

If Pino believed what people say, the scent could be an akanu, a disembodied spirit destined to disintegrate unless freed by the living through the recitation of the Prayer of Release. The elders claim each such spirit possesses an odor that reflects the circumstances of its imprisonment.

But Pino doesn’t believe in black magic, ghosts, curses or monsters like the Floating Heads the Pagassett fear. Just as she doesn't believe women grow so strong during their Time of the Moon that they can drain men of their strength. The only reason she refrains from any involvement with men, and specifically her scouts, during her cycle is because the pain and irritability skew her judgment. Only five moons ago she’d resisted that suspicion — despite her scattered thoughts, pounding head and cramps — and went out on a scouting mission with Bear. She put him in the lead and chided him to run faster along a trail worrisomely close to the Pagassett village. Rounding a corner, he surprised a black bear, which bit off two of his fingers before he could snatch his hand away. Only then did she remember the bear den that she’d discovered the previous moon. The incident had been born not from magic, but instead stupidity.

Stories, legends, superstitions: Pino disregarded all of them when strategizing. Success depended on verifiable information, such as observed patterns, past experiences and actual objects like weapons and locations. 

Even so, the terrified expression on Sumunwo’s face as she stared at her attacker rears up in Pino’s mind along with the imagined sound of her yell. Pino!

“Pino!”

She turns her face toward Aunt, who’s twenty paces away. A wide-mouthed woman with snapping turtle eyes, Aunt married a lazy husband who gambles what he can’t afford. She stands near a travois piled high with pots, bundles and bedding. Her youngest child, a girl of less than two winters, whimpers from the papoose strapped to Aunt’s back.

Aunt’s frown reminds Pino to slump her shoulders and drop her eyes in the posture of a worthless, dimwit niece who shirks her chores. The persona makes her almost invisible in public, which allows her to openly observe, eavesdrop and slip away when desired.

Upon nearing Aunt, Pino glances up. Any relief she’d felt upon seeing the encampment intact flees at the sight of Aunt’s eyes, red from crying.

In a low, hoarse whisper, Aunt says, “Where have you been? Where are you ever? Gone, always gone. Well this time I thought we were going to have to leave you and then where would you be? I’ll tell you. Alone. Alone with the Pagassett all around, the stinking dogs.”

To calm her fussy daughter, Aunt bounces up and down, her large breasts knocking about below the half-bald fox fur mantel she wears around her shoulders. Her earrings swing and bracelets clink; jewelry she bought with the wampum she and Uncle received as restitution for Sumunwo’s death.

“And can you guess where they want us to go?” Aunt says. “Back to the winter villages. Do you know why?”

Pino shakes her head.

“Because of what the Pagassett did.”

Pino’s face stills. She steps closer. “What did they do?”

Rivulets of tears flow a crooked path down Aunt’s cheeks. Her lips contort so severely they seem intent on keeping her silent. But then her large mouth pops open. “Three villages, destroyed. They’re dead. Women, children, all dead.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know. The rumor is three hundred.”

Though prepared for news of death, the shock of such a number renders Pino  speechless. Never has the tribe experienced so great a loss, and certainly not all at once. Three hundred cousins, elders, mothers and fathers, healers and hunters and fishermen, all of whom Pino knew, or knew of. The Pagassett must have sent at least five war parties. Of the Manatuck killed, some had to be warriors. If the tribe had a fighting force of eight hundred men before Pino left on the scouting mission, the tribe now has fewer.

Finally Pino says, “Has the War Council declared war?”

“I don’t know!” Aunt says, the sound a whispered hiss. Pressing her lips tight, her mouth bulges until the words burst forth. “They were mostly Turtle!”

Turtle, the clan of Aunt’s sister-in-law and closest friend.

Tears seep into the crease of Aunt’s tight lips. Pino knows the sickening flush of sorrow and emptiness from losing someone to whom a person feels closest. She wants to lift a hand to comfort Aunt, but they never indulge in such gestures.

Aunt stoops and picks up a basket she lodges atop the loaded travois. Pino lifts a rolled-up sleeping fur. They continue to stack belongings until the sled is fully loaded and tied down. Aunt walks to the front of the travois and picks up the left pole while Pino takes the right one and they begin to walk. Though Pino wishes she could run to the winter village, she settles in for the slog. She’ll get there eventually, and when she does, she’ll find Tow and get a full account of the destruction and how the War Council plans to proceed. Then she has to find an ally among the leadership.

While trying to think of who that might be, the shock of three hundred Manatuck slain returns with pain sharper than a slap.

In a gentle tone, Pino says, “Do you know for certain if your sister-in-law and her family are dead?”

Aunt shakes her head. “The messenger, the one who came yelling a warning — we were still asleep — he was so young, no more than eight winters, he was upset, he…”

Jaw tight with grief, Pino says, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Aunt says, glancing at Pino with narrowed eyes. “You just wait and watch. The powwaw will curse them. Then our men will make them sorry.”

The powwaw.

The very thought of him feels like a heavy, hostile hand on Pino’s shoulder. This despite knowing he’s Tow’s father and an esteemed member of the tribe. Skogeehan provides counsel to the sachem, works tirelessly to protect and foster peoples’ spirits and provides reliable treatments for the ailing. He credits any success to his commitment to the truth, which he demands not only of others but also of himself. Pino grudgingly admires the last, knowing how easily humans run from reality.

Confiding in Skogeehan about the scouting party and her part in instigating this conflict would mean risking he might expose her. Yet for some unknown reason, she doesn't think he would. If he agreed to help, he’d be a crucial part of her continued involvement.

The lone Pagassett warrior could also open another route, though there won’t be any way to tell for a few sunrises. With any luck, he survived.
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