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CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR THE PREVIOUS NOVELS OF CONTACT: THE BATTLE FOR AMERICA



BOOK I


COMING OF THE STORM


“Boldly portrays the stark atrocities committed by de Soto following his 1539 landing in Florida. The riveting plot leaves the reader intensely engaged and thirsting for the next book.”


—Library Journal


“Rich and fascinating detail about the Native Americans of Florida.”


—Kirkus Reviews


BOOK II


FIRE THE SKY


“As always, the adept Gears embed a large amount of fascinating historical, anthropological, and cultural information into the narrative, illuminating another forgotten chapter in Native Americana as they leave readers eagerly anticipating the next episode in the compelling saga.” 


—Booklist


“Powerful. . . . Historical accuracy and political parallels with present-day events lend additional drama to scenes of domesticity, politics, and battle.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)









In the eagerly awaited third installment of the Contact: Battle for America saga, New York Times bestselling authors W. Michael and Kathleen O’Neal Gear richly portray a clash of cultures and a native peoples’ struggle to protect their world. Set against the tragic war sparked by Hernando de Soto’s brutal invasion of the American South, A Searing Wind heightens the historical action in this series hailed as “magnificent” (Douglas Preston) and “exciting, skillfully crafted, and fast-paced” (Publishers Weekly).


Black Shell is an exile, banished by his people for his cowardice in battle. To his fearsome patron spirit, Horned Serpent, however, he is imbued with the courage and keenness to stop the Kristiano onslaught. He and his beautiful wife, Pearl Hand, have fought them from the Florida Peninsula through the very heart of native America. A trader by profession, Black Shell now dedicates his soul to destroying the invaders, with their impenetrable armor, their swift, enormous cabayos, and their flashing, razor-sharp swords.


Black Shell and Pearl Hand have seen the shackled, naked, starving slaves, heard the broken promises—and learned de Soto’s plans. While the battle of Mabila cost many Kristianos life and limb, the marauder does not retreat. Now he heads for Chicaza and the people from which Black Shell was once exiled.


Wounded and pursued by memories and visions, Black Shell is obsessed with setting the perfect trap. To do so, he must use the Chicaza and their stockpiles of food and supplies. And he must gamble everything on his people’s pride, traditions, and failings. As winter sets in, new dangers abound for the pair—that of a family’s shame, a woman’s anger, and a betrayal that may force Black Shell to forfeit his last chance to save their world from utter destruction. But, worst of all, he and Pearl Hand must walk boldly into de Soto’s camp and engage the cunning monster in a desperate game of wits that will decide the fate of a continent.


Powerful and pulsing with authenticity, A Searing Wind is an unforgettable tale of humanity and cruelty, passion and ignorance—and of historical events burned into America’s history and soul.
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HISTORICAL FOREWORD


HISTORIANS STILL WONDER WHY HERNANDO DE SOTO TURNED north after the battle of Mabila. Diego Maldonado’s ships were anchored just to the south in either Pensacola Bay or Mobile Bay. True, his men might have mutinied, seized the vessels, and sailed away. But the majority of de Soto’s supplies, his army’s clothing, wheat for the host, wine for communion, gunpowder, flags and banners, furniture, tents, tanned leather—in short, everything of value for the maintenance of his army—had been consumed by the fires of Mabila.


Instead of heading south to resupply, de Soto ordered his men north into the November cold. His army consisted of men—many of them wounded—who had only the clothes on their backs, their weapons, and the iron they’d salvaged from Mabila.


The mauling de Soto’s troops had taken during the fighting, coupled with the loss of supplies, was the turning point. Perhaps, deep in his subconscious, de Soto actually understood the situation. He would not be the last megalomaniacal leader who insisted that his followers accompany him into disaster. On the other hand, de Soto had always succeeded despite long odds. As he led his army into Mississippi on November 14, 1540, he had no idea that the proud Chicaza nation would be waiting for him. And had he been told, given his disdain for the native peoples, he would never have believed that they were every bit as politically adept, capable, and clever as he himself was.


As terrible as Mabila might have been, after Chicaza nothing would be the same. The destruction of Hernando de Soto’s army would be only a matter of time.





Essence



Pain, terrible pain, squeezes tears from her clamped eyes. Unbearable heat sears her skin until it curls and bubbles. Smoke clogs her nostrils, carrying with it the stench of burning bodies.


Are the agonized screams real . . . or simply painful memories dredged from the past?


She keeps her eyes shut, terrified to open them lest, once again, she see human beings exploding, torchlike, into flames. She knows how their arms flail, heads back, hair bursting into halos of living fire. Mabila is burning around her. The sound of houses roaring in flames, the shrieks of men and women burning alive—the sizzling of human fat—are bad enough. She can’t stomach the sight, the whirling . . . the billowing smoke . . .


Chaos. All is a maelstrom of fire, smoke, terror, and death.


Please, Breath Giver, make it stop!


“Elder?” a soft voice intrudes from another world.


The horror recedes, the smells fading from her nostrils, the sounds whimpering away into a familiar silence.


Mabila slips painfully into the past . . .


“Elder?” the voice asks again.


She wills herself to open her eyes, blinks, and finds herself lying flat on her back on the packed red clay of the plaza. Around her, people are hovering, staring down at her like curious vultures. They whisper to one another behind their hands. The worry in their wide eyes unnerves her.


“Elder?”


She places the voice; it belongs to the hopaye—the high priest of Chicaza. His face intrudes into her field of view and blocks the distant sky. He gives her a concerned smile and asks, “Are you all right?”


“Mabila,” she says, voice hoarse.


“What about Mabila?”


“I was just there.”


The hopaye nods, and the concern in his eyes shifts into curiosity. “The people say you were walking across the plaza when you collapsed. Your souls have been flying outside of your body, elder. I was called. Just in case . . .”


She waits, glancing past him to the baking summer sky—blue, with patches of fluffy white cloud. The sun is brutal; hard white light beats down. The sensation of heat, she realizes, is from the relentless sun. Not the fires of Mabila.


“ . . . In case I was dead.” She says what he will not.


“You were in Mabila,” he states, intent dark eyes on hers. A droplet of sweat trickles down the side of his face. There are beads of it in the pores on his nose. He smiles. “You are here now, with us. Mabila . . . that was years ago. When you were young.”


“Yes.” She is aware of the people crowding forward, confusing her memories with a Spirit Dream.


Fools.


“What about Mabila?” the hopaye asks.


“The essence,” she whispers, hoping her voice will carry to the past. Black Shell needs to know this.


“What essence?” the hopaye asks.


She smiles, letting her souls float. Her memories are filled with the night she and Black Shell went back to Mabila. What was she thinking as they hobbled back to the shattered city?


Ah, yes.


Lost in the moonlight, so long ago . . .


To Black Shell she whispers, “The battlefield . . . this bloody and smoking earth . . . compresses everything into purity. Hatred, fear, compassion, exultation, rage, love, misery, euphoria . . . any human quality is experienced to its fullest. Words are poor things when trying to convey the triumph or tragedy, the glee or despair, or the fear, pain, or desolation of the souls. Those things must be lived in battle to be truly understood.”


Limping ahead of her, Black Shell says nothing, his broad back swaying with each step as he avoids the rotting corpses—the sprawled dead of Mabila.


From a distant future, the hopaye’s voice asks, “Do you understand, elder?”


Black Shell continues to limp away from her as if she’s rooted. She watches in panic as he disappears through the shattered and splintered wooden gate. It gapes like a perversely broken mouth—a charred wound in Mabila’s once-formidable defensive walls.


“Understand?” she asks absently. “Had you asked me the morning before the battle of Mabila, I would have told you I was prepared for the horror, the desperation, and the ensuing pain. I would have told you that the chance to kill Adelantado Hernando de Soto was worth the coming blood and misery. After all, we were fighting to save our world.”


“Elder?” The hopaye’s face swims into her vision, as if through clear water. “Let us help you up. We need to move you to the shade . . . get you to drink something.”


Hands reach out. She feels her bony body raised; the dank odor of sweaty people who press too close replaces the stench of Mabila.


Absently, she says, “Black Shell? Oh, Black Shell, the question still lingers: How many lives is a world worth?”


“Elder?” the hopaye inquires.


“I have to tell him . . . Warn him . . .”


“Who?”


“Black Shell. He has to understand. Mabila was but a flickering spark. Ahead of him, at Chicaza, is the searing wind . . .”





CHAPTER ONE
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ACROSS THE FLATS THE MOON-BATHED WALLS OF MABILA STOOD SILENT and abandoned in the night. Were the town occupied, it was only by the shadows of the dead. Those wraiths who walk in silence, arms raised imploringly to the darkness above. In the soft light, accented by white-rimmed clouds in the east, the town seemed eerily peaceful. The bastions still towered, casting triangular shadows onto the high palisade. Charred plaster added false patterns of darkness to the town’s fortifications.


Odd, isn’t it? How moonlight, still air, and mass death can create the eerie illusion of tranquility?


I grunted at the irony.


My wife, Pearl Hand, cast a worried look my way. “Are you all right?”


I snorted and ignored the pain in my left thigh as I limped across the trampled grass. The occasional corpses we passed had already been rendered to bone by crows, maggots, vultures, and the accursed Kristiano puercos. Rib cages reflected as shell-white lattice. Partially fleshed skulls seemed to stare at us through black-hollow pits, now empty of eyes. Sometimes the cold white light gleamed on a bow stave or the polished handle of a forgotten war club.


The dead lay everywhere.


Are they the lucky ones?


De Soto’s Kristianos had killed them quickly, lancing many of them in the back, slicing others with sharp hierro swords. Most had bled out within a hundred heartbeats. Others, pierced through the guts, had died more slowly. Put in perspective, they’d watched their world die in mere moments.


As a survivor of Mabila, for the rest of my life I’d be a witness to the inevitable.


Who am I? My name is Black Shell, of the Chief Clan, of the Hickory Moiety of the Chicaza Nation. Once, not so many turnings of the moon past, I would have introduced myself as akeohoosa, an exile dead to my people. In the terrible aftermath of Mabila, concerns as petty as a man’s origins seemed disgustingly vain.


I paused to ease my smarting leg and stared down at a sprawled corpse. Partially skeletonized, it lay on its back, one arm thrown wide; the forearm consisted of bones exposed, fingers missing. Chewed away no doubt.


“Why are you stopping?” Pearl Hand hissed from behind me.


I studied the nameless corpse and wondered who he’d been as a man. Not even a half moon past his heart had been beating, blood rushing in his veins. His souls had been full of plans, concerns, courage, and fear.


Cocking my head, I searched for any hint of spiritual essence that might cling to his greasy bones, dried gristle, rotting muscle, or leathery tatters of skin. Extending a hand, I tried to feel for the spirit’s presence, as if it might have some temperature similar to dying embers.


“Who was he?” I wondered, thinking back to the thousands of excited men who had streamed into Mabila before the battle. They’d come dressed in their best, bearing polished bows, quivers full of brightly feathered arrows, engraved war clubs, and decorated shields. Anticipation had sparkled in their eyes, their supple bodies bursting with life and vigor. They had literally danced as they trained. Their anxious smiles, the echoes of their rising and falling voices, remained so clearly within . . .


Dead.


All dead.


Looking closer, I could see between the scavenged ribs to the place where a Kristiano lance had been thrust through the man’s back. Like so many he’d been run down from behind by a cabayero, skewered, and left bleeding and broken on the field before Mabila.


I straightened and turned my attention to the town’s high walls; they rose tall, plastered, and true. Moonlight buffered the black soot, softened and smoothed the outlines. The smashed main gate gaped dark and foreboding, as spiritually empty as the eye sockets so hollow and black in the dead man’s skull.


I took a deep breath, aware of the stench: rot and death carried on the cold night wind. “What is the price of a world?” I shot a glance at Pearl Hand.


Her eyes looked like glowing black stones in her perfect, triangular face. The moon accented her straight nose but turned her full lips into a black slash. Her hair might have been an extension of midnight where it was pulled back into a long braid. My gorgeous wife may have lived only twenty or so years, but she’d paid for her beauty; circumstances had turned her into a bound woman, one traded from chief to chief. Life had treated Pearl Hand poorly. She’d come to my bed older, wiser, and toughened. The hopeful illusions and romantic dreams a woman her age should have possessed had been rudely stamped out of her souls.


This night she wore a dark fabric blanket over a long hunting shirt that fell to her knees. Her feet were clad in moccasins tightly laced to her calves. She might have been but another shadow, one to be carefully massaged from the night around us.


“Whatever we have to pay, husband,” she replied firmly. “It’s the only world we have.”


More than five thousand men . . . variously burned, cut, pierced, and butchered. Skipper, my dog. Blood Thorn, my friend. Tastanaki, Red Chief of the Coosa Nation. Tuskaloosa, the high minko, supreme chief of Atahachi. The thlakko Darting Snake, war chief of the Tuskaloosa Nation. And so many more . . .


“And for what?” I wondered as I glanced anxiously toward where the campfires of the Kristianos winked in the distance. Unable to travel—we’d counted more than two hundred of their men wounded—they’d made camp as far from Mabila as they could, and upwind from the thousands of burned and rotting corpses.


“Come on,” Pearl Hand said, coaxing me. “We don’t have all night. Morning’s too close as it is.”


I nodded, picked up my limping pace, and made for the gate as quickly as I could. She was right; we didn’t want to be caught anywhere in Mabila’s vicinity come morning.


As we neared the gate, we passed the place where my dog Skipper had been killed. He’d saved my life, appearing out of nowhere in the middle of the battle. He’d attacked Antonio’s cabayo—the great, round-hoofed beast Kristianos rode to war—just as Antonio was about to split my skull with his hierro sword.


Pearl Hand, bless her, had retrieved Skipper’s body while I lay half-fevered from my wounds. Together we had prepared him, painted his brown hair with colored clay, and laid both food and water in his grave. As we’d covered him in a low mound of soil, we’d prayed his life-soul toward the Spirit path that led west to the edge of the world. There, come spring, he would make the leap over the abyss and through the Seeing Hand—the constellation that marked the opening to the Sky World. As valiant as he had been, I had no doubt that he’d be honored by the Sky Spirits and escorted to the Land of the Dead.


I hesitated as we passed the place where Antonio had nearly killed me. He’d cut a deep slice into my leg—hence the limp—and a lesser one still festered and burned in my left arm.


“What are you stopping for?” Pearl Hand asked, casting a nervous glance toward the distant Kristiano camps.


“I’m looking for my bow.”


“I told you, I already looked.”


I had a habit of losing my bow after battles. I’d had to go searching for it after the fight at Napetuca, too. That time I’d hidden it in willows as I ran for my life. This time I’d lost it while fleeing Antonio and his vile cabayo. I stepped over and kicked the animal’s great skeleton, happy to have at least managed to kill it.


Cabayos are hornless creatures with round hooves and flowing hairy tails, and they run like the wind. Kristianos—called cabayeros—ride them to war. Mounted thus, cabayeros can smash the most disciplined formations of infantry. Had I not killed Antonio’s cabayo that day, Antonio would have killed me. Fortunately I was able to drive a couple of arrows into the animal’s chest.


That it was now nothing but bones was no surprise. The Kristianos had come the next day and stripped the cabayo’s carcass of its meat. Kristianos will eat anything. Even their vile puercos after the beasts have feasted on human dead.


Nowhere could I see my bow, though several of my arrows lay trampled in the grass.


“Black Shell,” Pearl Hand reminded me, “if we’re going to do this thing, let’s be about it. I’m worried enough as it is. Let alone coming here without the dogs.”


She referred to the rest of my dog pack: Bark, Squirm, Blackie, Patches, and Gnaw. To a trader like me, dogs were as essential as legs. Big and strong, they carried the trade packs. Or at least they had before Mabila.


I winced as I hobbled through the town’s splintered gate and stopped short to stare at the carnage. Everywhere were ruins—even the great trees, black-charred and dead.


I hadn’t been on the plaza since the night Pearl Hand had tied a dead man’s face over mine and led me—wobbling, bleeding, and hidden under scavenged Kristiano clothing—toward escape.


Perhaps I haven’t mentioned that my wife is incredibly clever and innovative when it comes to keeping me alive. That she is half-Kristiano, and speaks their language, is another blessing. She’s also beautiful and talented at the arts of love. No one has killed more Kristianos. The Apalachee call her nicoquadca—the highest ranking of their warriors.


I stared at the corpses littering the plaza. On either side, the charred wreckage of houses merged with the night. Misshapen lumps inside the blackened walls would have defied identification had I not known that they were the piled bodies of men—warriors trapped when the Kristianos fired the town. They’d burned alive by the thousands, hemmed by the town walls, unable to flee between the tightly packed houses that roared fire and belched smoke. Clumps of incinerated corpses could be seen beneath the collapsed ash of houses. Others were piled atop each other where they’d been trapped in narrow passages. Even now, weeks after the holocaust, the stench caused my stomach to tighten.


“Let’s hurry,” Pearl Hand suggested hoarsely. “I don’t want to be here a moment longer than necessary.”


I’m right there with you, wife.


Making a face, I limped forward, picking my way around the sprawled bodies. The Kristiano dead were missing, collected by the survivors to be prayed over, their single souls sent to the boring afterlife they called paraíso. As Antonio had once explained it, there were no animals or plants, no hunting, no feasting, just singing in the company of other Kristianos.


And these people wanted us to convert to the worship of their god?


I hobbled around a burned pack, seeing, of all things, a pile of Kristiano boots. They’d obviously been picked through, but the scorched and curled leather couldn’t be mistaken for anything else. Nor could the remains of one of their heavy cloth tents, gaping holes burned in the fabric.


Just beyond lay another charred bale of what had once been fabrics, the gay Kristiano colors now mostly ash. We passed some of their big jars, green things that had held oil. Borne on slaves’ backs all the way from the gulf, they’d ended here, shattered and broken as their contents exploded and ignited.


To my right lay the incinerated remains of a Kristiano saddle that I’d seen stripped from the cabayos the morning of the Mabila battle.


Above us, atop a low mound, stood the wreckage of the Mabila minko’s palace. I remembered how the fire had reached the round wooden barrels that held the black powder that fired Kristiano thunder sticks. With a mighty bang louder than a lightning strike, the whole palace had blown apart. High Minko Tuskaloosa’s body had been tossed so far into the air he’d landed with a splat on the hard plaza, broken like a corn-husk doll.


I stepped around a litter of ruined Kristiano baggage and proceeded to the incinerated house that Pearl Hand and I had occupied before the battle. Since it faced the plaza, the Kristianos had set fire to it first. To my relief, only five charred corpses lay among the ashes. Partially consumed roof timbers remained where they’d fallen, like a black spiderweb.


“There.” Pearl Hand pointed. “That’s what’s left of the packs.”


I limped over, ash puffing around my feet. Grunting with pain, I knelt down and began sifting through the piled ash and charcoal. I found the remains of Blackie’s pack. A fortune in heat-calcined shell disintegrated under my fingers. Nothing remained of Bark’s pack; the buffalo wool, feathers, and medicinal plants it had contained were now ash. The wood carvings, greasepaints, bone awls, and other goods were gone. My chunkey lances, trader’s staff, and alligator-hide quiver? Vanished.


I found my chunkey stone, squatted, and held it to my chest. I was about to leave when I started, then reached under the fallen remains of a bench.


Miraculously, part of Squirm’s pack remained. The charred leather cracked as I peeled it back, revealing flats of copper. They had been worked into different shapes: split-cloud and turkey-tail hairpieces; turning-world gorgets; images of Eagle Man. These I handed to Pearl Hand, and, reaching into the recesses, my fingers encountered a smooth, cool surface.


“Found it,” I whispered as I withdrew the sacred mace. It lay heavy and resilient in my hand. As long as my forearm, the thing was solid copper, the top ending in a flaring design that we called a “turkey tail.” Even as I touched it, I could feel the tingle of ancient Power run through my muscles and bones.


Memory returned of the day the great Apalachee hilishaya—or high priest—walked up to our lean-to and handed it to me. Back-from-the-Dead had said, “Out of all the Nations, Horned Serpent chose the worthiest man he could find.”


I felt the sepaya—the piece of Horned Serpent’s horn that rode in its pouch on my chest—begin to warm. I’d broken the piece of brow tine from the Spirit Beast’s head when he was devouring me in the Sky World . . .


But that’s a story for another time.


I rose, winced at the pain in my leg, and cradled the heavy copper mace to my breast. A fortune in trade lay ruined at my feet. Around me, thousands of dead remained in twisted and macabre piles. Overhead, stars—like frost on the blackness—glittered and shone.


“Come,” I whispered to Pearl Hand. “We’ve work to do.”





CHAPTER TWO
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OUR WORK WAS THE DESTRUCTION OF HERNANDO DE SOTO’S ARMY. He called himself the Adelantado, and his ruler, el rey Carlos—who lived far across the sea—had supposedly “given” de Soto our world. I’m still a little fuzzy on this, but their high Spirit leader, head of the católicos, somehow deluded himself into believing that their god had created our world. And that silly notion—in their eyes—made it all right for their el rey Carlos to claim our Nations.


Which, of course, when you think about it, is foolishness. Everyone knows that Breath Giver created our world. It is common knowledge among all peoples that in the Beginning Times—just after the Creation—Crawfish dove to the depths and brought up mud to form the land. Spirit Vulture smoothed it with his wings, and the great serpents crawled down from the heights, drawing the water that would become our rivers behind them. Spirit Beasts ruled the three worlds of creation: the Sky World, the middle world, and the Underworld. And through them all Breath Giver wove the red and white Powers to keep everything in balance.


Having land, sky, and water, Breath Giver created the animals and plants, and finally human beings. Then came the heroes: First Woman, or “Old-Woman-Who-Never-Dies,” gave birth to Corn Woman, who gave birth to the hero twins, Morning Star and the Wild One, or the Orphan. They in turn killed the monsters, like Cannibal Turkey, Stone Man, and the other predatory creatures, and made the middle world safe for humans.


We’d never heard of this jesucristo-dios, or Kristianos, or católicos, until they came to our world. Given the way de Soto and his Kristianos treated us, we wanted to hear nothing more. Myself, I have the scars on my neck where they clapped me into a hierro collar and tried to work me to death.


To the Kristianos we were less than animals—things to be captured, enslaved, raped, brutalized, then replaced as necessary. I would not rest until the last Kristiano was dead.


But when would that be?


I pondered the question as I cradled the recovered mace and limped along a winter path south of Mabila. Pearl Hand padded silently behind me; I could sense her worried gaze each time I tripped or stumbled from fatigue.


I hugged the copper mace to my breast, possessed as it was of a Spirit all its own. According to Back-from-the-Dead’s story, it had come all the way from fabled Cahokia long, long ago. There, in dim antiquity, it had been crafted for the great lords, living gods who sat in splendorous high palaces atop incredible earthen mounds in a great walled city. From the heights they had sent out conquering armies, colonies, and traders. And in the end, they had come to rule the world.


Not only did copper have Spirit Power, but the mace had been forged and blessed by the high priests of Cahokia. It had been wielded by countless great lords, passed down generation to generation, and finally carried hence, borne by great minkos and their heirs.


Until it had come to me.


Now the mace remained a potent symbol of the struggle to save our world and destroy the Monster.


I tripped and gasped as my leg jolted with pain.


Behind me, Pearl Hand asked, “How is your leg?”


“It hurts.”


“You’re limping more.”


“I’m tired.”


Voice flat, she said, “I know.”


I continued on, hearing the scolding bark of a fox squirrel in the high branches as we passed too close to one of his nut caches. In the distance, turkeys were calling. A vole rustled among the leaves as it scurried away. Overhead the winter-bare branches made a lacework against the cloudy sky.


Exhaling, I watched my breath fog and fade. “After the battle I had a dream.”


“You’ve told me.”


“In it, I was at Split Sky City . . . the abandoned center of the Chicaza Nation. It’s the place where my ancestors are buried. Horned Serpent came to me in the dream and told me that the battle of Mabila was the turning point.”


“You’ve told me,” she repeated. “All the Kristianos’ supplies and belongings had been carried into the town. Like our trade, it’s all gone to ashes. Their clothing, banners, saddles—even the gold cup their priest used, all destroyed.”


“When we were in Mabila, I noticed that they’d picked up the metal, what they could find. We’ve scouted their camp. They are doing something with it, heating it and pounding it with hammers. I fear they are fashioning more armor.”


“They are resourceful.” Pearl Hand sounded pensive as she walked along behind me. “But we’ve hurt them, Black Shell. You’ve seen how they dress now, in clothing scavenged from Mabila’s outlying villages. Possessions that used to take four or five hundred slaves to carry—tents, food, chairs, oil, leather, cloth . . . even the long-tailed golden crosses . . . it’s all gone. Burned inside Mabila.”


“They still have their weapons. And that accursed armor.” During the battle at Mabila I’d seen Kristianos with forty arrows stuck in their armor. Shooting at them was the same as pitching cactus spines at a turtle.


“Black Shell, Mabila took something else from them. Where once they walked arrogantly, now they, too, limp. That armor that concerns you so is no longer shined. When they stare at the forest, it is with fear, knowing that they are no longer invincible.”


“Tell that to the dead at Mabila.” I winced. “Tell that to Blood Thorn.” He’d been our friend and companion ever since the Uzachile lands. I’d come to think of him as a brother, but when the Kristianos had turned our trap at Mabila against us, he’d chosen to die rather than continue the fight. Blood Thorn’s decision had torn a hole in my souls, leaving an empty place that would never be filled.


“I know,” she whispered.


As we approached a tall canebrake, I could smell the dank odor of standing water. A trilling whistle intruded on the forest sounds.


The guard had spotted us.


“It is Black Shell of the Chicaza,” I called.


“Welcome back,” a voice replied in an Albaamaha accent. “We cast gaming pieces to divide your possessions last night. You know, just in case you never returned.”


A young warrior appeared out of the jointed green cane, a smile on his face. “But here you are, so I guess the Kristianos didn’t catch you, and that wonderful sword is still yours.”


“Sorry to report that we eluded them again. Good to see you, Water Spider.”


A cape made from woodpecker feathers hung from Water Spider’s shoulders, protection against the chill. He wore knee-high moccasins, and a long apron woven from hemp hung down past his knees. Tattooed lines ran diagonally down his cheeks and accented two black streaks painted across his forehead. I could see the Long-Tailed Man talisman that hung from a cord around his neck. A hardwood bow was clutched in his right hand, a quiver of arrows visible on his back. He slouched insolently as we approached.


Water Spider was one of the lucky ones. He’d hidden beneath a pile of corpses outside Mabila and escaped during the night. Now, along with a handful of other survivors, he waited, hoping for a chance to kill a couple more Kristianos.


“As to our possessions, sorry,” I muttered, still gloomy. “Better luck next time.”


Then Water Spider’s eyes fixed on the mace, and he gulped. “Is that what I think it is?”


“All we could salvage this trip.”


“Along with some copper,” Pearl Hand added, walking up beside me. “Any news?”


He nodded, reaching up to scratch where his hair had been pulled up into a tight bun atop his head and skewered with a turkey-bone pin. “A runner came in last night. The great ships are still at the bay down south in Ochuse. They’ve sent some scouts inland, probably looking for these Kristianos.”


I glanced at Pearl Hand. She cocked her head, her gleaming black braid falling to the side. Expression thoughtful, she said, “In Apalachee last winter, the Adelantado was able to resupply. If he meets up with them again, everything we destroyed at Mabila will be replaced.”


I considered that. “That may be the Adelantado’s only hope. Marching south would take his army a minimum of ten days. And first they’d have to cross the river . . . then the swamps. Perfect country for ambushes.”


“Pensacola warriors are watching the trails.” Water Spider glanced up as a hawk sailed over. “If the Monster marches south, he’ll have to fight the whole way.” He gave us a slight grin. “The Pensacola are hoping for just that, figuring to grow rich on the spoils.”


Pearl Hand resettled the sack containing the copper we’d salvaged. “From the looks of their camp, the Kristianos aren’t going anywhere. Too many of them are still recovering from wounds.”


“Even better,” Water Spider said with a nod. “It will slow them down, spread them out. Make them easier to pick off.”


“If they go south,” I mused.


At the tone in my voice, Water Spider and Pearl Hand both shot me curious glances.


I shifted the weight off my aching leg. “It’s just that heading south to resupply would make sense. That’s what everyone is expecting. But since when has de Soto ever done what we expected him to do?”


Water Spider looked at me like I was an idiot. Pearl Hand, however, cast a thoughtful glance at the leaf-strewn ground.


“You’ve told me his men don’t know how to live off the land.” Water Spider spread his hands wide. “And if they’ve lost their supplies, what are they going to do? Head back toward the Coosa Nation? The Coosa warriors I’ve talked to tell me the only reason de Soto got out of Coosa without a fight was because he had their ruler, the Coosa High Sun, as a captive and hostage. If he goes back, they’ll be after him like a swarm of mad wasps.”


“He knows that.” Pearl Hand shifted, her dark eyes half-lidded with thought.


An image of de Soto formed in the eye of my souls. I could picture his droopy eyes, the long nose and thin mouth. I’d last seen him fighting his way out of the trap we’d set for him in Mabila. De Soto should have been panicked, desperate, with doom all around him. Thing was, he’d had a smile on his narrow, bearded face. Excitement had simmered behind his normally arrogant brown eyes, as though a fire of delight burned in his evil Kristiano soul.


Pearl Hand said softly, “But for someone failing to close the town gate in Mabila, he’d have died there and he knows it. We may only have killed forty or fifty of his soldados, but hundreds more were wounded. Not to mention the number of cabayos we killed.”


“You misread him,” I said just as softly. “Think from his perspective: High Minko Tuskaloosa led him into the perfect trap. We had him surrounded by five thousand warriors inside a fortified town. His men were caught relaxing, their guard down. By rights we should have killed him there, and he knows it.”


“All the more reason for him to want to get out,” Water Spider argued. “And fast.”


I said, “The man I saw fight his way out of Mabila wasn’t defeated. I’d have seen it in his face. He was already plotting a way to turn disaster into victory. Yes, he lost his supplies, and yes, we killed many and wounded hundreds, but he saved his army and turned our trap against us.”


I glanced north up the trail toward Mabila and the Kristiano camp. “The man I saw that day, he doesn’t think like we do. He doesn’t see a calamity when he looks at the ruins of Mabila. He sees a victory.”


“That’s crazy,” Water Spider mumbled.


“No.” Pearl Hand sighed. “Black Shell is right. It’s just that we’ve never fought an enemy like this one. Until we realize that, he’s going to continue to beat us at every turn.”


At the defeat in her words, depression bore down on me like a terrible weight.


Our hidden camp was on an old levee in the Albaamaha River back-swamp. The low sandy ridge was surrounded by canebrakes. Ponderous bald cypresses, yellow lotuses, water oaks, and tupelos filled the swamps. At night swarms of mosquitoes made hovering clouds above, held at bay only by smoky fires and the resin-laced grease we smeared on our bodies.


Through the thicket of bare branches we could see the river shining silver in the light as it wound its way west toward its confluence with the Tombigbee. From there it snaked its way south to the gulf. Around our camp, thick vines of grape and greenbrier, thorny walking stick, and honey-suckle wound up through the trees like a lattice.


What the camp lacked in amenities it made up for in security. No patrols of mounted cabayeros could find us, and even had they known our location, the big animals would have floundered in the swampy bottoms, sinking to their briskets.


By the time soldados worked out the trails, we would have been long gone, melted away among the thick boles of bald cypress.


A late-afternoon sun slanted out of the southeast by the time I led the way—limping painfully—into the little camp. The smoky air carried the smells of frying catfish and goose. My gut growled suggestively.


I nodded at the seven other occupants, three warriors and four women, refugees of the Kristiano occupation of their country. I barely noticed the new lean-to off to one side. Made of cane, it had been lashed up among the grapevines. Freshly peeled bark gleamed against the green stems. A heavy leather pack, large, travel scarred, and worn, was propped against one of the support poles.


The small shelter belonging to Pearl Hand and me sat at the top of the levee. Shelter? It was barely more than a ramada covering a fire pit and rolled blankets. Atop our pitiful collection of belongings, the five dogs were sleeping contentedly. Only the occasional flick of an ear gave proof that they were alive.


A trader’s dogs are his livelihood. More than just bearers of burdens, they are family. We choose large animals, strong of bone and body, capable of long hours on the trail. A trader’s dog must be smart, companionable, and most of all, obedient. His ultimate responsibility is to guard as well as transport. Our dogs were more than just tools; we owed them our lives.


The Kristianos, too, had dogs. Theirs were rangy, tall things, bred for war. Kristianos used them to wreak havoc on an enemy during an attack, employed them to chase down fugitives, and worst of all, ordered them to maul helpless slaves to ensure obedience. As a slave wore out, the dogs were loosed, biting and snapping, to keep him on his feet. When that failed they tore out the person’s throat, ripped open their bowels, and savaged the remains. Then the beasts ate the dead in front of the cowering slaves. Imagine trying to sleep, desperate to forget the horror, while several paces away, a war dog loudly gnaws on your beloved daughter’s skull.


I hated the things, considered them but another Kristiano perversion of nature.


Kristiano dogs know how to kill; trader’s dogs know something else: how to fight. One of my dogs would never start a fight with village dogs. But when the locals don’t keep their mongrels off? Well, a trader’s dog has to take care of himself. My dogs—especially Bark—had spent their lives doing exactly that.


At Napetuca, de Soto had loosed his war dogs on us. Pearl Hand, Blood Thorn, and I would have died right there but for my dogs. Again at Mabila, our dogs had taken on de Soto’s and kept them at bay. When Antonio tried to ride me down from atop his great cabayo, Skipper saved my life at the cost of his own.


Just the thought of my debt to Skipper, and the love I had for all of my dogs, made me smile as I hobbled up to our ramada and whistled.


Bad mistake.


All five of them came at a charge. The impact of those frantic bodies toppled me onto my back, so fierce was their greeting.


Bark, his bony and scarred head bobbing, began baying his joy. Not the smartest of my dogs, he was big, black, thick bodied, and loyal to a fault, and if there was anything he loved more than fresh deer liver, it was a scrap. He was just plain lethal in a dogfight.


Gnaw was the largest, a broad-chested, muscular creature with a dainty white-tipped tail. The heavier the pack, the more he liked it. Of them all, he was the most aloof, almost standoffish. He’d been Blood Thorn’s favorite, and since Mabila, Gnaw had spent his time looking back down the trail, as if waiting for his friend to appear. Sometimes his grief seemed worse than my own.


Squirm pounced on my chest, giving me that half smile dogs have, crinkling his nose to expose his canines. I’d traded for him when he was a puppy up in the Yuchi country. Squirm had long brown hair, a white blaze on his face, and a white bib. His specialty was “squirming” out of packs.


Blackie—well, the name says it. He and his litter-mate Patches were young, new, and still had just enough puppy in them to make them frisky and disobedient. Patches looked like he’d been put together with chunks of brown and white hide, and he had a wolfish and lean-looking face.


I eased myself into a seated position, snapped my fingers, and endured the ensuing trial of thrashing dog bodies. My healing leg only got stepped on four or five times.


“Enough,” Pearl Hand ordered after Gnaw tromped on my leg a final time, bringing a wince to my over-licked face.


The dogs backed off, tails wagging, ears pricked, glancing back and forth between us.


“We’d better feed them,” I said, pulling myself upright and grimacing as I straightened my leg.


“They’ve been fed,” a gruff voice called from the side. “Though any trader worth the name would have seen to that a couple hands of time past.”


I craned my neck to see a muscle-bound wedge of a man step out from under the recently constructed lean-to. “Two Packs?”


A gap-toothed grin split his familiar tattooed face. But a hardness lay behind his normally affable eyes. We’d last seen him at Coosa, leaving him on the canoe landing as de Soto’s army marched into the capital. Two Packs was a bear of a man. Brawny, with legs like tree trunks, he’d gained his name for the size of the packs he carried in the trade. I’d traveled with him for years. Both Blackie and Patches came from his breeding pack.


He had his hair up in a bun, pinned with a polished chokecherry pin. A plain brown hunting shirt was belted at his waist, and a bear-hide cloak was pushed back over his shoulders. His craggy and rawboned face had been greased against the mosquitoes, effectively darkening his clan tattoos.


Pearl Hand shot him a curious look, then offered a hand to help me to my feet. Under her breath, she asked, “Think he brought a couple of women with him? Or is he just going to drool every time I walk by?”


Two Packs, you see, had a certain appetite for women. I couldn’t be sure that his arrival wasn’t motivated by the fact that Pearl Hand was my wife—and off-limits. A challenge for his more masculine appetites to overcome.


I stumped forward and clapped Two Packs in a solid hug. “By the Piasa’s balls, how do you come to be here?”


His hug drove the breath out of my lungs. “It’s where I need to be, Black Shell.” He pushed me back to arm’s length and looked me up and down. His gaze stopped at the scab peeling off my arm, and again where the slice in the top of my thigh was crusted and oozing between Pearl Hand’s stitches. “Looks like you’ve had a close call. You’re not taking care of yourself.” Then he glanced toward Pearl Hand. “She still hasn’t figured out that a real man would make her bed a warmer place?”


“No. And you’ll stay out of her blankets. Otherwise she’ll put a couple of holes in your hide and you’ll never live long enough to heal.”


He chuckled, but the old humor wasn’t there. “She never really liked me.”


“Maybe because you’re not likeable?”


“If you were really my friend, you’d lie about the obvious and spare my tender feelings.” He clapped me on the back and stepped forward, stopping before Pearl Hand. “With your permission, I’d like to share your fire and discuss some things.”


I blinked in amazement. Is this really Two Packs? Normally he’d have offered her a cheap shell gorget for a turn in the blankets. You know, just to set her off.


“Of course,” Pearl Hand replied, off balance. Then she shot me a worried glance. Oh yes, something was very wrong.





CHAPTER THREE
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AS TWO PACKS AMBLED OFF FOR HIS LEAN-TO TO GET WOOD AND some food for our meal, I frowned. “He’s not his usual self.”


“No.” Pearl Hand used a twig to coax the coals together in our hearth. “And my advice would be to treat him carefully.” She sent a thoughtful glance his way.


I frowned after my old friend.


We said little as he packed more than an armload of wood. While I tended the fire, Pearl Hand retrieved a wooden bowl she’d scavenged on an earlier trip back to Mabila.


Two Packs had obviously established a relationship with the other refugees since the women at the fires freely offered him bits of this and that. Not that it mattered; we were all in the same condition. Everything was communal.


“This ought to fill the old belly hole,” Two Packs grunted as he returned with a slab of bark piled with steaming meat, fish, and cattail bread.


We made our food offerings to the fire and began to eat. Two Packs had seated himself across from us; he growled at the dogs when they crowded around. They probably thought the newcomer would fall easy victim to their soulful eyes, sad expressions, and pitiful looks.


“Flea-bitten mongrels,” he muttered, avoiding our eyes as he waved the dogs away. “How’re Blackie and Patches fitting in?”


“Very well,” Pearl Hand answered. “They’re from good stock.”


The old Two Packs would have smiled at that. The one across from me just nodded and asked, “Skipper?”


“Saved my life at Mabila,” I whispered. “His souls are traveling the Spirit Road west toward the Seeing Hand. He’ll make the leap into the Sky World next spring. Fetch will be waiting for him on the other side.”


I saw the slightest tightening of Two Packs’s expression, but he only nodded again. “Blood Thorn?”


“Dead at Mabila.”


He stopped chewing, shoulders sagging. “I am sorry to hear that. I liked him. What happened?”


I remembered the final look in Blood Thorn’s eyes, his soot-streaked face lined with the jagged tracks of tears. “I think he finally ran out of hope. When you’ve been that beat up and betrayed, death starts to look pretty good.”


Which, I fear, is what I am coming to believe.


We were silent for a time.


Finally Pearl Hand asked what I was unwilling to: “What led you to seek us out?”


“Coosa,” he slowly replied, “has nothing left for me.”


My impulse was to ask if his wife, Willow Root, had finally thrown him out for womanizing. The tone in his voice, however, led me to caution. Instead I asked, “Your family?”


He gave me a squinty, sidelong look. “The Kristianos have a word, ‘tamemes.’ You’ve heard it?”


“What they call the slaves who carry their burdens.” Pearl Hand supplied the definition.


“Tamemes!” Two Packs said it like a curse. “Willow Root’s clan was ordered to provide people, tamemes, to carry the Kristiano packs. My boys, Red Tie and Black Rope, were handpicked for the job by the Bear Clan mikko. What could they do? It was an order.”


I felt a chill run down my back—one colder than the wind blowing down from the north. Red Tie and Black Rope might have been Two Packs’s sons, but they belonged to their mother’s clan.


Again Pearl Hand asked what I could not. “What happened?”


“They were on the trail to Etowah, chained by the neck, when Red Tie was insulted by a Kristiano guard. Red Tie threw down the funny wooden thing he was carrying . . . some kind of Kristiano chair. Black Rope, chained behind him, did the same with his load.”


I winced.


“When the Kristianos came, my sons tried to fight back.” Two Packs swallowed hard. “When it was all over, the monsters cut their heads off, leaving the bloody collars to swing on the chain. Others were made to carry their loads.”


I closed my eyes, having seen it myself too many times.


“So, I am here,” Two Packs answered, his eyes fixed on some distance beyond his souls.


“What news of Coosa?” I hoped to change the subject.


Two Packs shrugged. “Chaos. The High Sun is deposed. Supposedly he’s up in the hills, trying to organize a force to retake the capital. Half the talwas have revolted, different mikkos declaring their independence. Raiding parties are roaming the country, towns have been burned. The whole Nation is coming apart like a loosely woven basket in a great wind.”


Pearl Hand asked, “Who has claimed the high chair?”


Two Packs gave a vague shrug. “When I left there was no shortage of ‘High Suns.’ At least three factions of the ruling Wind Clan are fighting each other for control. The other clans are split, fighting each other depending on who owes what to whom. It’s all madness.”


“They might work it out,” I said hopefully.


“And then there’s the sickness,” Two Packs said. “Something the healers can’t cope with. A fever followed by a terrible coughing that ends up with people sweating the souls out of their bodies and drowning in their own phlegm. Charges of sorcery are flying back and forth . . . people killing each other because they think their neighbors are witching them, making them sick.”


I glanced at Pearl Hand, sharing a look of understanding. “The Death?” I asked, referring to the illness that had devastated the Nation of Cofitachequi before our arrival there last summer.


She shrugged. “Or another of the Kristianos’ diseases. Maybe the one that almost killed you at Uzita.”


Two Packs slapped his thick leg. “You were right all along. Both of you. Where the Kristianos go, only death and misery follow.” He looked back and forth at us. “I was there that night when you went before the High Sun. You told the Coosa what would happen. I remember how they mocked you, how they scorned your words.” Two Packs paused. “I myself thought you were a little crazy.”


“You can’t comprehend the threat until you’ve been face-to-face with Kristianos,” Pearl Hand said kindly.


“Yes, well, I’ve nothing left. They’ve taken everything . . . ruined my Nation . . . my home and family. Our world is dying. I want to help save what’s left.”


I looked at the big man, once the most vibrant person I knew. Old friend, I thought, even our victories are defeats.


As I slept that night, my dream soul wandered in search of terrifying nightmares—and found them.


In an instant I was back in Uzita, the town where the Kristianos had landed a year and a half before. I was chained by the neck, blood leaking down from cuts the hierro collar made in my skin. I bore a heavy wooden box, the chains clanking as I slogged my way down a muddy trail. Ahead of me, a captive struggled beneath an awkward bale of cloth, bloody sweat streaking his whip-lashed back.


To either side of the muddy trail lay beheaded corpses. Sometimes the bodies had been partially tossed onto the vegetation, other times they lay parallel to the trail. The heads ended up wherever the Kristiano guards had kicked them. Crabs feasted as they plucked bloody flesh with their pinchers. Flies swarmed above the maggot-ridden meat, barely disturbed by the clicking claws.


“Work!” Ortiz, the Kristiano slave boss, bellowed in Timucua. Whips cracked in return, and a man screamed.


I heard the war dog growling, saw it ghost in from the side. It came fast, slinking low to the ground. I shied away. As I skipped awkwardly to the side, the heavy wooden box put me off balance. Too slow. Fangs sank into my leg.


Then I was down, screaming. Dogs leaped in from all directions. The box crashed, wood splintering. I caught the faintest glimpse of Blood Thorn’s decapitated head as it rolled from the broken box, then the dogs were on me.


I struggled to rise, trapped by the collar and the relentless length of chain. As dogs tore my flesh, I batted at them with futile hands. One was savaging my gut. Each time it yanked my skin, I was jerked rudely forward. I gasped in horror, eyes wide. Within moments, my belly would tear. Intestines would spew out like coils of eels.


I reached out, desperate for a stick, anything to defend myself. And there, on the muddy trail, Blood Thorn’s severed head was staring back at me, grinning . . .


“Black Shell!”


My body was rocking as the dogs bit and jerked. I cried out, whimpering.


“Black Shell! Wake up!”


. . . I blinked awake to a cold night, a dark ramada obscuring the sky. When I flinched at the next shove, I realized it wasn’t war dogs but Pearl Hand hammering on my chest.


“Wake up! Blood and pus, Black Shell! You’re dreaming. Half the camp is awake.”


I sucked full breaths of the chilly night air and sat up, the blanket falling away. “I was a slave in Uzita. The dogs were after me. Blood Thorn . . . his head . . .”


Pearl Hand sighed and pulled her long hair back with anxious fingers. “You’re safe, Black Shell. Just a dream.” She sounded weary.


“It was so real.” I fell back into the bedding, still trying to catch my breath. “Ortiz was there.”


I couldn’t stop the sudden shiver. It ran through my bones and muscles, powered by terror.


I barely heard Pearl Hand saying, “Well, thank the winds it wasn’t Antonio. Dream or not, he’d probably have killed you.”


I reached down and felt the wound in my thigh. It was weeping pus again, hot to the touch and stinging. “If you’ll recall, he almost got the job done at Mabila. Would have but for you and Skipper.”


She lowered herself beside me, pulling the blanket up to her chin. I could sense her watching me in the darkness. “He didn’t get away unscathed. Between your arrow slicing his cheek open and that sword cut across the nose, he’s now the ugliest Kristiano in all the world.”


“Had it not been for his accursed metal hat, I’d have left him with half a head.”


She chuckled at that. I wasn’t sure it was funny, but her laughter made me feel better.


“Black Shell?”


“Hmm?”


“Was Horned Serpent in your dream?”


“Not this time. A Spirit Dream is different. No, this was just terror. Sorry I woke you up.”


She gave a frustrated snort. “I have my own terror dreams. Sometimes I’m captive in the old mico’s palace in Telemico. Sometimes I’m walking among the dead at Napetuca. Lately it’s Mabila, hearing the screams, smelling the smoke, and ducking from the flames.” A pause. “You always wake me before the end comes.”


I smiled in the night, reaching over to take her hand. “We help each other.”


“You fill my heart.”


“And you fill mine.” I drew a breath. “But the dreams, they keep getting worse.”


I felt her nod.


I shifted uncomfortably before I forced myself to say what I’d been afraid to earlier. “I think we need to hunt.”


“How will shooting a couple of deer or turkeys banish bad dreams?”


“Turkeys? Deer? What are . . . Oh. You miss my point.”


“Which is?”


“Maybe hiding out in the swamp is part of the problem. Maybe our souls are punishing us, hoping to drive us back into the fight. We’re not supposed to be squatting on our butts, swatting mosquitoes.”


Silence.


Then she said, “Your leg is barely healed. You can’t run. Not like you did in Apalachee.”


“No, but we can lay traps. They’ve had weeks since Mabila without a hand being raised against them.”


She rose on one elbow to stare at me. “You said you saw Blood Thorn in the dream. Is that what this is all about? Going out to die like he did? Is that what’s pushing you?”


I pursed my lips, hiding the fear that burned bright in my gut. “No. Not like that. We both know we’re not getting out of this alive. Someday soon one or both of us will stop a crossbow arrow, be gutted by a cabayero, or be cut down like a cornstalk.”


“Pus and blood, must you always be so optimistic?”


“Pearl Hand, we should have died in Mabila.”


“We would have if you hadn’t let me dress you as a Kristiano.”


“You skinned a dead man! Made me wear his face like a mask!”


“And for that brief moment, you were so handsome.”


I ignored the teasing in her voice. “I was dripping blood, limping, dressed in sweat-stinking Kristiano clothes . . . peering out through a dead man’s eye holes.”


She gave me a playful jab in the ribs. “Maybe Antonio can skin his next victim and don the face. He’ll never win a woman any other way, as gruesome as you left him.”


I laughed softly. Pearl Hand had once again worked her magic. Then I turned serious. “I mean it, we need to go hunt them, learn what they are planning.”


“And Two Packs?”


By the Piasa’s balls, what would we do about Two Packs?


She said, “Black Shell, he’s as dispirited as Blood Thorn was at the end. Maybe he thinks ending on a Kristiano lance won’t be as painful as living with what he’s lost.”


Blood Thorn’s death was hard enough. How would I feel if my good old friend Two Packs met the same end?


“He’s got to find his own way,” I decided. “If we don’t take the initiative, we’re going to end up as lost as he is.”


I tried to sound bluff and self-assured. But deep down, I knew the source of the nightmares.


After Mabila—and the horrors I lived there—I am afraid.





CHAPTER FOUR
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THE NEXT MORNING, UNDER THE SOLICITOUS GLANCES OF THE other refugees, we packed what few belongings remained to us. I stared out at the river, watching the water suck and swirl as it created patterns on the surface. Our lives were like that, unorganized, churning this way and that.


Two Packs walked up, the heavy, use-scarred pack strapped to his shoulders. His wide mouth was pressed into a flat line. Something unfathomable lay behind his brooding eyes. He shifted, thrusting a moccasin-clad foot forward.


“What’s the plan?” he asked as I rolled my blanket and bound it tight with cord.


“We’re going to scout. Figure out what the Monster is planning next. After that we’re going to lay traps along his way, see if we can pick off one or two.” I gave him a knowing squint. “And we’re going to hope you don’t get us killed in the process.”


Canting his head to the side, he said, “I don’t follow that last.”


“You ready to die?”


He avoided my eyes, his gaze on Pearl Hand as she slipped our few wooden bowls into her fabric sack. She’d braided her long hair, and her dress molded to every curve of her body. For once, Two Packs didn’t seem to notice.


“I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I’m . . . I’m all hollow inside.”


“Better figure it out.” I jerked the knots tight. The dogs were watching, prancing about unsurely. Wondering where their packs were, I suppose.


“Black Shell? How do you do it?”


“I hate. I remember each atrocity they’ve committed, and that drives me on. Will they kill me in the end? Of course. I’m a walking corpse following a trail to its end. Meanwhile, I’m doing everything in my ability to ensure that they’re broken and destroyed before they finally kill me.”


“And that’s how you survive each day?”


I cringed at the pain in my thigh as I stood and swung the blanket up. He watched as I slipped my Kristiano sword through my rope belt. It was the only weapon we’d managed to bring out of Mabila that night. “I figure it’s a sacred contest. How many of them can I kill before they finally get me?”


He grunted and gave me that old familiar grin. “For the first time since I heard my boys were dead, I think I can understand.” He paused, a twinkle lighting his eyes. “Too bad these Kristianos don’t have women with them.”


“Oh, they’ve got two. Not that you’d be interested.”


“When it comes to women, I’m always interested.” He was trying so hard to sound like the old Two Packs.


I shot him a sidelong look. “Kristiano women are covered from head to foot in layers of clothing. Why? I am forced to conclude that they are so weasel-tooth ugly that it’s the only way their men can stand to look at them.”


We took the back trails, winding through dense forest, searching out the most arduous route—places that a patrol of cabayeros would avoid. That they were about was no secret. When we crossed trails, it was to find the round-hoofed tracks and occasional piles of balled manure. The stuff had a signature acrid smell.


By nightfall we’d reached the thicket of honeysuckle and grape where Pearl Hand and I had hidden after our escape from Mabila.


The roll of clothing Pearl Hand had stripped from the dead soldado still hung in the branches where we’d left it. Just the sight of it brought back memories of my protests as she’d forced me to climb into it. Then, under the cover of darkness, and with the bearded Kristiano’s skinned face tied over mine, she’d walked me right out of Mabila’s shattered gates. Her command of español, coupled with my garb, had tricked the guard. The fool thought I was just another wounded Kristiano soldado being helped by his indio slave.


“So, this is our new home?” Two Packs asked after muscling his way in through the brush.


“Let’s pray not,” I replied. “But you’ll have to keep your voice down. Talking like your normal self is going to bring half of the Monster’s army down on top of us.”


He cocked his head in that old familiar manner, asking, “So, what are we going to fight them with? Rocks?”


Pearl Hand cocked a suggestive eyebrow.


“You have an idea, wife?” I knew that look. It made my gut squirm.


She studied the clouds, half-screened by the thick brush. They were rolling down from the north. She sniffed the breeze. “I think I smell rain on the wind. It should be a wet, ugly, and miserable night.”


“You’ll conjure weapons from the storm?” Two Packs began to chuckle.


Pearl Hand gave him an offhanded shrug. “If we need weapons, I’d rather have the best than try to cobble something together out here in a downpour.”


“Which means?” Two Packs seemed confused.


With every thread of my being, I kept my face straight. “Which means we’re going to steal weapons from the Kristianos. Tonight. In the middle of the storm.”


But inside, my heart was pounding. My mouth had gone dry.


Pearl Hand’s mocking smile added to my dismay. “Sometimes, husband, you are so smart you amaze even me.”


I don’t hate it when Pearl Hand is right. That happens with such shocking regularity that I’m used to it. I just hate it when she’s so smugly right.


We were in for an ugly and miserable night.


It began as a misty light drizzle that strengthened as the day faded into gloom. We observed the Kristianos from beneath a winter-brown screen of honeysuckle, downwind from the cabayo herd. Our field of view was excellent, the aforementioned animals having already grazed off what would have otherwise been a tall stand of grass.


The Kristiano camp sprawled just shy of the tree line to our north, perhaps six bow-shots distant. Just the glimpse of them as they clustered around their fires sent my heart racing. Behind the men, in what seemed the center of the camp, I could see a farmstead, the houses roofed with thatch. Over the distance we could hear talking, sharp barks of laughter, the occasional clang of metal, and the hollow chopping of an hierro ax as it split wood.


Breath Giver help me, I really don’t want to do this. Images of Mabila, of Napetuca, of my captivity in Uzita, all flashed between my souls like sick lightning. Fear was carving a hollow place in my gut–no matter what I’d bravely said back in the riverside camp.


I faked courage as I pointed for Two Packs’s benefit. “You’ll notice how they’ve laid out their fires. It’s a defensive formation providing a circle of light in the event of a night attack. The men walking along the perimeter with crossbows are the sentries.”


“What about those houses in the center?”


Pearl Hand told him, “That’s where de Soto, his subchiefs, and the critically wounded will be staying. When Black Shell and I go in, we’re just going to see what we can pick up along the outlying camps.”


Two Packs asked, “Wouldn’t the best weapons be with the chiefs?”


“All of their weapons, even those carried by the soldados, are good.” I kept the quiver out of my voice. “Our goal is to stay close to the edge of camp. If something goes wrong, we can flee into the darkness.” Please, Horned Serpent, may it be so.


I swallowed down a dry throat.


When did I become such a coward?


“What about the cabayos?” Two Packs chewed his thumb, gaze on the grazing animals. “Won’t they ride you down?”


I nodded back toward the rear of the honeysuckle where the dogs were obediently lying. “That’s what the dogs are for. Here’s the plan: If we’re discovered, we’ll run for the tree line. Once past the fires, it’ll be too dark for them to see. They’ll be fire-blinded until their eyes adjust.”


Pearl Hand added, “It will take time to catch up the cabayos, mount them, and charge after us. If that happens, you order the dogs out. When the dogs are snapping and barking, the cabayeros will be confused. It’ll buy us time to escape.”


Two Packs gave me a sober look. “What about your leg? You’re not exactly running as fast as a swamp rabbit when a bobcat comes calling.”


“Believe me,” I growled in a show of false courage, “my leg will be the least of my concerns.”


Pearl Hand interjected, “Even with Black Shell limping, we can make it to the trees in less than a finger’s time. Most of that way will be in darkness. I’m not worried about what happens after we get out. It’s being surrounded in camp that makes my bladder tighten.”


I nodded in fervent agreement, struggling to come to grips with the situation. I needed to do this. I had to do this. The disaster at Mabila had taken something out of me. Before the battle I had been cautious but dedicated. Now my most fervent desire was to turn and run. To surrender to the despair and slowly rot away from the inside out.


I reached down, fingering the sepaya. The bit of Horned Serpent’s brow tine was warm to the touch, vibrating through its leather pouch.


Surely, I thought, if Power was against this, the sepaya would be stone-cold.


Or maybe . . . after Mabila . . . Power has given up?


Just the notion sent a tremor of fear through me.


Blood and pus, let’s just get away from here. I closed my eyes, willing myself to utter that final statement of defeat. I took the breath . . .


“Let’s get dressed,” Pearl Hand declared firmly, wiggling backward under the stalks.


I hesitated, hating myself.


If she can do it . . .


Sick to my stomach, I pushed myself back with my elbows, wriggling like an awkward snake. You ever seen a snake crawl backward? No? There’s a reason why.


Behind the screen of brush, the dogs waited, ears pricked, their coats matted and wet in the drizzle.


Pearl Hand helped me don the dead Kristiano’s armor. Maybe she noticed my shaking, halfhearted movements. Maybe she didn’t. It was dark and raining. Perhaps she just thought I was cold.


I admit that I ran the day I first heard Horned Serpent’s voice. But over the years I’d laid cowardice to rest.


Until Mabila . . .


The batted coat with its metal plates was really too small, but as on that fateful night in Mabila, I squeezed into it. The old dried blood was smelly, and the odor of smoke clung to the fabric. A reminder of the circumstances in which I’d obtained it.


The metal helmet, however, had benefits. It shed water better than any bark rain hat I’d ever worn.


Full dark came with a vengeance. I had trouble seeing my hand before my face. Fine, I could look as scared as I wanted. When we pushed through the brush, the flickers of the Kristiano fires were plainly visible. Visions of death and terror tried to paralyze my muscles.


The dogs had been given orders to stay with Two Packs. They did so reluctantly; it helped that Blackie and Patches were used to taking orders from my old friend.


The moist air carried the armored vest’s moldy odor to my nose. I was back in a dead man’s clothing, which—as a good Chicaza—should have had my souls shrieking with dread. Chicaza don’t like being close to the remains of those killed violently. It reeks of perverted red Power—the tainted kind that will sicken the souls.


But what did a man worry about sick souls when he was about to walk into a Kristiano camp?


“You two be careful,” Two Packs ordered. “If I hear shouts or see cabayos running in the firelight, I’ll send the dogs after you.”


“Let’s go.” Pearl Hand reached out and took my hand as she started for the distant winking fires. At her insistent jerk, I stumbled along after her, wishing I could throw up.


After a couple of steps, she let go of my hand and we felt our way across the trampled field.


“Remember,” she murmured, “I’ll do the talking. If anyone asks you anything directly, just cough a lot while I answer.”


“Oh, yes.” Most of my español consisted of curses and promises of mayhem. Not the sort of thing to tell a suspicious guard.


Fool! You’ll be so panicked the words will freeze in your throat.


Hard, cold rain began to fall in earnest. The loud pattering on the hierro helmet covered any sound of my limping feet as I reluctantly followed Pearl Hand toward the fires. I could see men hovering around them, throwing on additional logs, holding their hands out to the heat.


“Maybe Power favors us,” Pearl Hand whispered as she caught me. I’d stepped into a hole. My fear-weak muscles barely held.


She added, “In this driving rain, we’ll be in and out before they suspect.”


We’d originally planned on hovering at the edge of the fires, watching until the Kristianos sought their blankets. Then, a hand of time later, we’d walk in. Assuming of course that they were all asleep.


“As hard as this rain is coming down, this might be the best chance we get,” I muttered, wincing at the pain in my leg.


As if Horned Serpent himself had heard, we could see the silhouettes of the sentries as they backed in toward the fires.


Pearl Hand agreed. “All the better. Just keep your face averted so that no one gets a close look at you. If only I had a beard to paste to your chin, they’d never suspect.”


I know I sounded hysterical when I said, “You could always kill another soldado and skin his head. You know, keep it in your pack for nights like this.”


“I’ll see to it. Good thinking.”


She was joking. Wasn’t she?


“There”—she pointed—“between those fires. The gap is a little wider.”


I heard the tension in her voice. No one got close to Kristianos without being afraid. Then it hit me: If they caught me, I didn’t need to worry about being made a slave. All I had to do was shout, “Yo soy el Concho Negro!” Antonio would run up and chop my head off with one swipe of his sword.


Pearl Hand, however, they’d strip naked, chain spread-eagle to the ground, and . . . well, you can guess what they’d use her for. The urge to vomit tickled the back of my throat.


“Don’t look directly at the fires,” she reminded as we walked into the light.


Her attention was on the crowds of men clustered around the fires as the rain beat down. They faced the flames, hands out, stepping as close as they could to keep dry and warm. Most wore their helmets and had blankets around their shoulders. Their clothing steamed on the fire side. When they got too hot, they’d turn, presenting their backsides.


I could hear the voices now, talking softly in español. Occasionally someone would laugh, but it was without the boisterous quality of happy men.


My throat was so tight I couldn’t have pounded a swallow down it with a wooden pestle.


We were easily visible now, and I kept my head down, hiding as much of my face as I could behind the helmet rim. Pearl Hand, a bark hat over her head, walked with an unaccustomed stoop to her shoulders, the way a cowed woman would.


Between the streams of water running off the helmet, I shot terrified looks at the Kristianos. If they noticed us, it was only to dismiss us immediately.


Then I got a closer look. Most of them were wearing rags beneath their threadbare blankets. I could see rents in their sleeves . . . and more than a few wore moccasins. Moccasins?


I remembered the burned boots we’d seen the night we returned to Mabila. And the charred tent—but one of many carried into Mabila. Had any of the tents survived?


Looking around, I realized that the soldados were sleeping in crude shelters built of matting scrounged from outlying villages. Nowhere did I see a tent.


Shielding my eyes from the fire’s glare, I identified the blankets they cowered under as being of local manufacture, and there were not many of those, either. The men crowding the fires were huddled against the cold rain with arms crossed tightly for warmth.


“I begin to understand,” I said softly.


“What?”


“They lost so much in Mabila.”


“Except their weapons,” Pearl Hand retorted, pointing.


Ahead of us, next to one of the patched-up shelters, stood a rack of the long spear-axes. Taller than a man, spear-axes were topped with a lethal point, but one side ended in a sharp ax blade with a vicious, hooklike bottom. We’d seen the things used to great effect to reach out and slice a man’s head off.


Keeping a careful eye on the men around the fires, we splashed our way around the shelter, searching in the reflected light.


“Careful,” Pearl Hand warned me as a figure came plodding our way. “Just walk normally.”


“I’d love to, but my leg hurts.” Heart leaping in my breast, I limped along beside Pearl Hand. The man—wearing one of their round helmets—barely nodded as he approached. And, to my relief, I realized he was limping worse than I was.


“Buenas noches,” Pearl Hand said as he passed us.


“¿Esta noche? ¿Qué está bien?” he replied, stumping past.


“What did you say?” I asked when he’d passed beyond earshot.


“I told him ‘good evening.’” She sniffed in irritation. “He said there was nothing good about it.”


I took a deep breath to keep my heart from leaping out of my throat. “Breath and thorns, I thought we were dead.”


“Not enough light.” She gestured toward the fires. “Their bodies block most of the fires.” A pause. “Ah, there!”


I followed her to one of the shelters. She bent, removing a pack from beneath the shelter. On the march, Kristianos carried their weapons by lashing them onto a pack. This one bore a crossbow with its quiver, a sword, and a knife. She grinned as she straightened and pulled out one of the short arrows, testing the hierro tip with her thumb.


“We don’t want to take too much.” I tried to keep the quaver out of my voice. “We’d look suspicious hauling half of their weapons away. So let’s get out of here.”


She fingered the crossbow’s wet wood, then slipped the heavy pack over her shoulder. I was ready to run—as fast as I could with a hurt leg—but to my surprise, Pearl Hand was staring intently at the cluster of huts no more than a vigorous rock’s throw distant.


I almost cried, “What are you thinking?”


“Shhh!” Then she headed straight for the center of camp.


Desperate, I looked back at the darkness beyond the knots of men around the fires. Safety. Right there. All we need to do is back away, and we’re free.


Pearl Hand, however, was walking purposefully toward the huts. For a moment, heart pounding, I couldn’t make myself move. Then, my guts in a cold knot, I cursed under my breath and hurried after her.


Blood and muck, she’s going to get us killed.





CHAPTER FIVE
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AT NAPETUCA, WHEN THE FIGHT TURNED AGAINST US, BLOOD Thorn and I had fled to the safety of a lake. There, after two days treading water, I was dying from the cold. As my souls slipped away, I was dragged down to the Underworld by the Spirit Beast we call Piasa. Part panther, part snake, and part bird, the Piasa rules the Underworld. He frightens me. But not even Water Panther scared me as much as Horned Serpent had the time he seized me in his mouth and bore me to the Sky World. There, he ate me alive while I wailed in abject terror.


As I limped after Pearl Hand, I was almost as fear-numb as I’d been when Horned Serpent crushed my body and swallowed it. Almost.


Somehow I managed—breath shivering in my chest—to follow her into the very heart of the Kristiano camp.


Soft voices came from under the cobbled-together shelters where men shivered in misery. The damp air carried the scent of pus and unwashed bodies. These were the miserably wounded, hoping to convalesce, unable to stand or make their way to the fires. Instead they had to huddle beneath their leaking roofs, curled in soggy blankets, praying desperately to their dios.


I made a face as I passed one such. I knew that smell: The odor of a rotting limb tickled my gag reflex. Arrow wounds always infected. I hurried even faster after Pearl Hand.


We were nearly to the first hut, its wet sides gleaming in the firelight. Pearl Hand slowed, and I hobbled up, demanding, “Have you taken leave of your—”


She slashed her arm for silence, sparing me a quick look. Just that faint glimpse in the rain-muted firelight was enough. Fear shone from her eyes.


I cursed myself under my breath. Panic had overcome my wits. What if someone had heard us speaking in Mos’kogee?


Sobered, I followed as she crept close, balanced against the weight of the pack, and placed an ear against the clay wall. She listened for a moment, then straightened, lips by my ear. “The two Kristiano women and their servants.”


As I’d told Two Packs, a couple of de Soto’s nobles had brought their wives along. That fact had amazed me when I first saw them in Uzita. That they’d made it this far—dressing as they did and carrying their entire households with them—amazed me. Any woman with sense would have adopted our style of clothing instead of covering her entire body with a cocoon of fabric. How they stood the heat, dealt with ticks and chiggers, or even managed to walk was beyond me.


Pearl Hand was on the move. At the next hut, she leaned close, listening.


“Nothing,” she whispered.


I stiffened as a dark form came splashing through the night, head down. From the dress, the walk, this was one of their slaves. Even in the darkness I could tell he was Timucua, among the first captives who had adopted the Kristiano god and subjected themselves to the monsters. I turned, using the helmet to shadow my face.


The man barely spared us a glance, slogging barefoot through the cold mud.


At the next hut, Pearl Hand listened again, hesitated, and shook her head.


In the exact center of camp, where it was illuminated by a roaring fire, stood the largest of the structures. Once a multiroom farmstead, the building was walled with daub, roofed with thatch. Several of the cabayos stood tied to the ramada, heads down. Each had one of its rear feet lifted and cocked in a way I’d never seen before.


More to the point, two guards in full armor dripped water on either side of the doorway. Each held a spear-ax, and from the movements of their heads they were talking.


Pearl Hand grabbed my hand, leaned close, and whispered, “Stop walking like you’re sneaking. Act normal.”


Sure. When at any moment a voice was going to call out an alarm?


But I held her hand, bent my head toward hers, and let her lead me past the gap. We walked, illuminated by the fire, in plain sight. From the corner of my eye, I watched, waiting for the Kristiano cry of ¡alto!


Neither of the guards even looked our way as we slipped into the darkness behind the big house.


While my heart leaped around my chest like a frog, Pearl Hand dragged me under the eaves in back. There she yanked me down into the dark recess against the wall. I gasped as the action pulled painfully at my wound.


I could hear voices, loud and argumentative, from inside.


Pearl Hand eased out of her pack and leaned close, whispering, “If anyone comes by, kiss me hard, fondle my breasts.”


“Huh?”


“Like a man would with a slave woman, fool,” she growled in my ear. “Now be quiet while I listen.”


So I huddled there, partially protected from the rain, thankful for Pearl Hand’s warm body against mine. For a time I tried to understand the rapid-fire conversation within, picking a word or two of español from the mix. For the most part, it was just gibberish. What was plain, no matter what the language, was the heated nature of the exchange.


Voices began with “Adelantado, por favor . . .” But plead as they might, the end was always the same: a violently snapped order barked out in a manner that brooked no contradiction.


“What are they saying?” I finally whispered.


“Shhh!”


I’d begun to shiver, this time from the cold. While we were behind the drip line, the water cascading from the roof was splashing in pools, spattering us.


“¡Basta!” de Soto’s voice roared from within. “Es mi decisión. ¡Afuera!”


Pearl Hand gave my hand a quick squeeze. When she rose, I couldn’t get up. The cold, the stiffening of my wound, and the fact that my legs had gone to sleep left me feeling foolish and helpless. Pearl Hand pulled me up, held me until I could stand. I took a few tottering and tentative steps, and we started back the way we’d come.


“What did they say?”


“Later.”


Somehow we lost our way among the pitiful shelters. I knew the direction we needed to go, but we were winding along, seeking the darkest route. The rain was getting lighter.


I heard voices and, looking back, could see Kristianos emerging from the farmhouse. De Soto’s council was breaking up. These were the subchiefs, better dressed than the soldados, to be sure, but still shabby looking. Many had arms or legs bandaged. As they donned their helmets against the rain, they broke into small groups around the fire, arms waving, still arguing and shooting wary glances back at the doorway where de Soto remained.


I wanted to hurry, but Pearl Hand reached out to slow my frantic steps. “Careful,” she whispered. “We’re supposed to act like we belong here.”


“I don’t belong here any more than I belong in a Piasa’s bowels.”


Two men started in our direction, coming with purpose.


“We’re spotted.” My voice almost broke with panic.


Pearl Hand glanced back, gauging the approaching pair. “Shhh! Impossible. They’re just coming this way. Walk normally.”


I tried to. I really did. Then metal clinked just ahead. Slowing, I could barely make out the shadowy forms of slaves huddled among a collection of thick posts driven into the ground. The clink came again, and from experience and nightmares I knew the sound: chains.


In the gloom I made out perhaps thirty naked people. They’d done their best to press together for warmth—as much as the short chains would allow. Firelight reflected off their wet skin and gleamed on the hierro links. These in turn were fastened to the posts. Over the patter of rain on my helmet, I could hear the chattering of their teeth, the low moans of suffering.


Just to the left was a rudely domed hut, smaller, with a low roof. I wondered at how silent it was and why it would be adjacent to the chained slaves.


As cold as I was, I could imagine their misery. Was there any way to set them free? In the darkness, without tools, it would be impossible. Yes, and even if you did, they’d immediately run. The whole camp would be alerted.


I could hear the men behind us now. Pearl Hand shot a look over her shoulder and led me off between two of the sodden shelters. She crouched, slipping out of her pack, and pulled me down. Again my leg screamed its agony.


Together we eased under the edge of a mat overhang, merging with the shadows. I landed atop a chunky crossbow, its angles poking angrily into my flesh. A man’s sleep-purled breath came from no more than an arm’s length away. His sweat-sour Kristiano stink burned in my nose. In the darkness, I thought I could see his blanket-covered form. My fingers encountered a quiver full of crossbow arrows next to his blanket.


Splashing feet announced the arrival of the two, their conversation heated. They were obviously trying to keep it low, but the passion carried. I caught the words “loco” and “imprudente.”


“¡Este es un decepción!” I knew that voice, remembered it from when we had taken the young Kristiano captive. Antonio!


Images of his cruel face flashed between my souls. He’d smiled as he rode me down outside Mabila, sword swinging. That same sword had slung crimson gore in Napetuca, and Antonio had laughed as he lopped off the arms and legs of captive warriors outside the Apalachee capital of Anhaica.


And tonight he will smile his last. I dragged the crossbow out from underneath me, starting to rise. I’d have at least a heartbeat or two before Antonio recognized the threat. By then I’d be beating him to death.


Pearl Hand’s grip, strong as an eagle’s, tightened around my arm. As I tried to pull away, she squeezed harder. In the darkness, I could barely make out the shaking of her head.


I started to whisper, “But it’s—” only to have her place the fingers of her other hand over my lips.


Antonio’s companion kept repeating, “Desastre,” over and over.


“¡Silencio!” Antonio hissed. “¿Quieres matar? Sí, el Adelantado se oído . . . hay nunca pero muerto por usted! No se permite discordia.”


“Solamente quedamos desilusianado,” the companion said sadly.


“Cobarde,” Antonio spat. Then he barked a short laugh. “Necesitas una mujer. Con un pene duro, siempre hay esperanza.”


“Sí, feo. Otra vez te piensas con sus huevos.”


I heard the slap of a hand on a shoulder, as if for reassurance, and the two splashed off.


Pearl Hand kept her talonlike grip on my arm, leaning forward to whisper, “Not now! Come. We’ve got to talk.”


Easing from under the shelter, I raised my head, glancing around. Antonio and his companion skirted the chained slaves, calling out, “¿Qué pasa, Marcos? ¿Tienes mujeres para dos hombres?”


“Sí, señores. Joven y linda, y con virginidad!” a guard answered, rising from the door of the low, round-roofed hut. That shocked me. I hadn’t even seen the man.


Biting against the pain, I clambered to my feet and shouldered the quiver. My hands held the reassuring weight of the crossbow. Pearl Hand rose, hard eyes on Antonio and his friend as they each bent to place indistinct objects in the shadows near the hut door.


Rain pattered on my helmet, but the drops were smaller. I glanced up. The sky might have been brighter. Or it might have been just my imagination.


Pearl Hand led the way; we skirted around the chained slaves. The great watch fires were still surrounded by men, but I could see that the flames had burned down considerably. The wet wood that had been added was puffing clouds of gaudy red smoke into the air.


“I could sneak up behind him,” I said insistently, “just close enough to drive an arrow through his back.”


“And wake the whole camp?”


“I owe him.”


“We all do. Now is not the time. We need to get out of here.”


“Pearl Hand, it’s Antonio who—”


“And if you try to kill him, you’ll kill us in the process! Don’t be a fool!”


As she led me around the miserable, shivering slaves, I wasn’t surprised to see a doorway in the low hut. The guard crouched to one side, a sodden blanket around his shoulders, helmeted head down to shed the rain. Just enough fire was burning inside to illuminate the interior. I stopped short, staring.


Inside, Antonio was on his knees, stripping off his batted armor shirt. Even as I watched, he began undoing his belt. In front of him sat a despondent woman, stark naked against the chill. Her hair hung in a filthy tangle over her shoulders. Expressionless, eyes vacant, she wearily dropped onto her back and spread her muscular brown legs to expose the black triangle of her pubic hair. She turned her head to the side as Antonio—pants knotted around his knees—threw himself onto her limp body.


I pulled an arrow out of the quiver. She was someone’s daughter or wife. She’d been a young woman with a life and future, full of dreams and love. Once she’d laughed, smiled, and delighted herself with the little things in life: a pretty sunrise, the first spring flowers . . .


“Black Shell,” Pearl Hand growled, “there will be a time. I promise.”


“Yes, and it’s now.”


I took a step, only to have her pull me back. “Not now! I have things to tell you. Important things.”


Indecision tore at me as I watched his skinny white butt jerking up and down. It’s not even ten paces. I can drive an arrow right through his spine.


“Black Shell,” Pearl Hand said insistently. “Please?”


I grudgingly started to turn away, but a gleam caught my eye: the objects Antonio had leaned against the hut wall. I studied the situation, considering where the guard crouched, the curvature of the wall. “I must do something before we leave. And no, I won’t kill the wormy little Kristiano maggot.”


“What?”


“Trust me.” I slipped the weapons pack from my shoulder. “Stay here and don’t move.”


“Black Shell, so help me . . .” I could hear the terror behind her voice.


“Shhh! It will take but a moment.”


I eased through the shadows, crept along the side of the low hut, and reached out, fingers trembling, to retrieve my prize. I backed away, feet sucking in the mud, and hurried to Pearl Hand.


My only regret was that Antonio would have no idea who was responsible.


Still, not until we’d reached the edge of camp and eased out into the night with my prize did I realize . . .


I wasn’t scared any longer.





CHAPTER SIX
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“WE’RE ACTING LIKE A BUNCH OF FLUSHED QUAIL. WHY DO WE HAVE to be in such a rush?” Two Packs groused as he slogged down the muddy trail ahead of me. Pearl Hand followed, the dogs winding in and out of our path as we slipped and scrambled.


This was the first time they’d ever taken the trail without packs. You’d have thought they were puppies again, running and coursing, tails slashing the dew-covered grass. They’d pounce, feet first, trying to catch voles or mice, or charge off after rabbits, flush bobwhite, mockingly growl as they pushed and shoved.


As I struggled under the weight of my own pack, battled for footing in the slick clay-black mud, and endured the pain of my wound, I vowed that first thing when we arrived wherever it was we were going, I’d look for leather and start building new packs for my frisky beasts.


As daylight grayed the east, I could see the spoils from our night’s scout: two heavy weapons packs—in addition to Two Packs’s battered trade pack—swinging from the man’s wide shoulders.


Me, I hobbled along as best my wounded leg and fatigued body would allow. Granted, my load only consisted of blankets, a couple of sacks of provisions, the sacred mace, and, of course, my prize stolen from Antonio. But it had been a long day, followed by a longer, colder night. My reserves had been pushed about as far as they could go.


In answer to Two Packs’s question I replied, “Pearl Hand says march? We march.” My breath fogged before my face.


Behind me, she called, “They’re going to be right behind us.”


I muttered, “I wish you’d tell me—”


“Save your breath for travel, husband,” she retorted. “Find us a place to lie low, then I’ll tell you everything. Besides, I need to think about it, put everything in its place.”


Two Packs tilted his wet head, shooting an evil squint at the low clouds visible through the dripping branches. They continued to scud down from the north trailing misty strings of rain.
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