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FOREWORD

SINCE THE INCEPTION OF THE PEOPLE BOOKS, WE HAVE BEEN asked by readers to write Contact period novels. Previously we’d shied away. After all, unlike the archaeological cultures we normally write about, the information is readily available in the form of written historical journals and reports from people who were there. Some Contact period history is actually taught by the public schools. Or was.

Then one of our good friends—he jokes that he’s got some white blood in his ancestry, too—remarked, “Man, why is it that except for Custer, we never won?”

The truth is, even after the Europeans finally figured out where the Americas were—it only took them fifteen thousand years longer than the PaleoIndians—it was anything but a slam dunk to colonize. Nor were most indigenous peoples opposed to having the strange white folk living down the road. Everyone was as happy then to exploit their neighbors, red or white, as they are now, and the Native peoples were never the innocent victims modern mythology would have us believe.

But where to begin? Which of the myths of Contact should we attack head-on?

In all the annals of American history, we can think of no individual who has been as undeservedly whitewashed with glory as Hernando de Soto. Counties throughout the American South are named in his honor. His statue stands in numerous city and state parks. Historical societies have lovingly placed markers alongside public highways, celebrating the route of his army. An American automobile was manufactured with de Soto’s name on the hood and his likeness on the chrome emblem dominating the steering wheel.

Hernando de Soto is an American icon.

Perhaps we should be grateful that most people have heard of him. At least they realize that American history dates to 1539. That’s a start. But de Soto wasn’t the first European to land in Florida. Juan Ponce de León, Diego Miruelo, Francisco Hernandez de Córdoba, Alonzo Álvarez de Pineda, and Pánfilo de Nárvaez all sailed to Florida before de Soto, the most noteworthy of these being Narvaez’s 1528 expedition. It ended in spectacular disaster among the Apalachee of northwest Florida.

When de Soto landed at Tampa Bay in 1539, he brought with him a small army estimated at six- to seven-hundred soldiers, another hundred and sixty personal guards, pages, secretaries, lawyers, herdsmen, blacksmiths, carpenters, engineers, and numerous domestic servants. Two of the nobles even dragged their wives along to oversee their household staffs.

Not all in the expedition were so lofty. The dirty work—lifting, toting, and carrying—would fall initially to a corps of several hundred Caribbean slaves and occasional Africans. De Soto figured he could replenish and swell their ranks as they were brutally worked to death. Enough women and girls—captured in the Caribbean—were included to cook during the day, tend fires, and of course service the troops at night.

Estimates of de Soto’s total complement—depending on the source—range from seven hundred and thirty to slightly over a thousand. Then we have the animals. Two hundred and fifty warhorses and an unknown number of personal mounts, packhorses, and mules were unloaded at Tampa Bay. The number of war dogs is undisclosed. And—last but not least—somewhere near three hundred pigs were brought ashore.

With this force de Soto would begin his trek across the American South and earn his place in history books, municipal parks, auto designs, and roadside markers. One wonders if five hundred years from now future generations will do the same for Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, or Pol Pot.

For the most part de Soto’s forces didn’t stay in one place long enough to really commit full-scale genocide. Nor can we really get a good handle on the number of Native people he and his troops murdered. More were captured, chained, and worked to death than died in battle at places like Napetuca, Mabila, Chicaza, and elsewhere. The records left by his chroniclers, Rodrigo Rangel, The Gentleman of Elvas, Luis Hernandez de Biedma, and Garcilaso de la Vega, are full of martial accounts. The impact of de Soto’s entrada is supported in the archaeological record at places like Tatham Mound (see Dale L. Hutchinson, Tatham Mound and the Bioarchaeology of European Contact, University Press of Florida, 2006).

With no apology to the local historical societies who have enshrined him, Hernando de Soto was a monster. We refer the reader to David Ewing Duncan’s comprehensive biography: Hernando de Soto. De Soto got off to an early start—in his teens he burned his first man alive: a Panamanian chief who couldn’t offer up enough gold. While murdering and pillaging his way across parts of Central and South America, he acquired skills that would have chilled a Nazi SS officer. During the Inca campaign with Francisco Pizarro, de Soto mastered the art of butchery and obtained stunning wealth.

Thus it was that when de Soto headed north through Florida in 1539 he rode at the head of the world’s most advanced military, outfitted with the latest weaponry, and using tactics honed from years of combat against the Aztec, Maya, and Inca. He and his soldiers knew how to kill native peoples. The great irony is that, despite the odds, Southeastern Indians destroyed this monster. It’s a classic struggle of good against evil. Yet, through the injustice of history, it is de Soto’s name that is remembered with reverence.

Here then, is the other side of the story. The conflict was long, lasting four years. It was fought from Florida to the Carolinas, through Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, and Arkansas, all the way to Texas, and back. No single indigenous nation led the struggle, and no one people landed the fatal blow. The defenders didn’t even think of themselves as on the same side. But all could recognize the monster when it came into their midst.

The arrival of Europeans in North America has been condensed into a single “conquest”: as if one inevitable steamroller event followed another. That is myth. The fact—as de Soto’s fate illustrates—is that the home team won most of the opening rounds.

Black Shell, Pearl Hand, and other characters in this narrative are of course fictional. Native nations, leaders, peoples, and towns, however, are real. With the transition into the Battle for America series, we must defer to written records. Hence, you will find Timucua names like Irriparacoxi, Uzachile, and Ahocalaquen. Dear reader, you cope with names like Albuquerque, Talladega, Minneapolis, and Pensacola every day. You can learn these, too.

The name Timucua was created by the French and copied by the Spanish to refer to speakers of the “Timucua” language. These original inhabitants of Northern Florida and Southern Georgia organized their societies into chieftainships of fluid and varying complexity. At the time of de Soto’s arrival they were happily raiding one another, living off the land, worshipping the ancestors they buried in earthen mounds, occasionally sacrificing a notable captive to the sun, carving magnificent woodwork, and generally creating their own drama.

Some, like the Uzachile, organized into paramount chiefdoms—equivalent to contemporaneous divine-right kingdoms in Europe.

De Soto would slice his way through the Southern Timucua as if they were stalks of wheat. After reaching the organized and fierce Uzachile, we can only wonder how it would have turned out had an informant not whispered in de Soto’s ear. To learn more about these remarkable people, we recommend Jerald T. Milanich’s The Timucua, Blackwell Publishers, Cambridge, Mass., and Oxford, UK.

For those who wish to follow along with actual historical sources, we recommend The De Soto Chronicles, Volumes I and II, Clayton, Knight, and Moore, eds., University of Alabama Press, 1993. A bibliography is included for those who seek additional information.


Dreams

The Dream carried one of her souls away last night, or so she believed. The images her Dream soul saw were so vivid, fresh, and bright, that she might have relived them—exactly as she had on that long-ago day. The details, unmarred by the passing of time, remained as sharply defined in her memory as freshly chipped obsidian. The earthy, humid odors of soil, freshly cut palm fronds, and spring flowers came unbidden to her nostrils. The angle of the light, splashes of newly burst flowers in yellow, pink, blue, and red, dotted the green tangles of vine, brush, and tall grass.

The sun beat down from a haze-milky sky as she sawed at thick palmetto stems with a sharp clamshell. A stray bead of sweat trickled from her armpit, down around the swell of her bare right breast. The frond drooped, allowing her to sever the remaining fibers. She placed it atop the others she’d cut from the palmetto and straightened, grateful to relieve the strain in her lower back.

Once again he and his dogs came striding down the trail, fluid muscles flexing beneath moist, sun-darkened skin. White heron feathers, three of them, fluttered from the crook of his trader’s staff, and a thick alligator-hide quiver rode crossways on his back. His face was smooth, angular, with a firm jaw and straight nose. She’d liked the look of his wide cheekbones and the half smile on his thin-lipped mouth. Oddly, for a man of his age, his face was undecorated by either paint or tattoo. His black hair grew fully from his head, pulled back into a bun at the rear and pinned with a bone skewer.

She remembered the rippling muscle in his arms, the thick spread of his shoulders, and the travel-stained fabric apron that hung down front and back from a breechcloth tied about his narrow waist. His five pack dogs were walking ahead of him, and of course they saw her first.

She froze the image, staring up at the soot-thick thatch roof rising over her head. What if I hadn’t met his eyes? What if I hadn’t felt that thrill as our souls touched across time and space?

What if she’d just ducked down, crouched over her severed palm fronds? Sometimes the smallest decisions led to the most tumultuous events.

Don’t look him in the eyes, girl. Just let him pass.

But their eyes had locked. Now, a lifetime later, she relived that instant. Her heart picked up, blood quickening in her old veins. Her lungs expanded, and her loins tickled with anticipation.

She coughed, placing a withered hand to her mouth, and glanced around the dark room where she lay.

Would it have made any difference? Really? She shook her head, smiling up at the dark recesses of the roof.

“How were we to know?”

And if I had known? Had I let him pass, could I have saved the world? Would anything have been different? She grinned at the absurdity of the notion. No, even now, if she could go back—just like she had in the Dream—she’d do it all again.

She closed her eyes in surrender, summoning that day again, and pulling it around her like a wrapping. She breathed the moist warm air, felt the faint breeze, and ran her fingers over the stacked palm fronds. The ache tightened in her back, and her young heart beat with renewed vigor. Her skin was smooth and silky, her breasts firm and round.

He’s coming, just as I had hoped.

Boldly, she lifted her head and stared him straight in the eyes.

The jolt was still powerful—relived as his sharp gaze met hers. Once again she saw his surprise melt into curiosity, the smile curling his lips. Something in his eyes, a reflection of his souls, challenged yet reassured her. A warmth built deep in the pit of her loins.

Wait, fool. Use your head for once. Men had always been her downfall—as they had been her mother’s. He may just be another man. Discover the depth of the water before you jump.

She watched him stop and signal his dogs. All the while she stared into his eyes.

“Greetings!” he called in Timucua.

She straightened, rising to her feet. At the sight of her, he seemed oddly starved for breath. The change in his eyes as he took in her high breasts, narrow waist, and long legs was as predictable as sunrise.

Oh, yes. I’ve got him, assuming I decide I want him.

“Forget it,” she said, mouthing those same words she’d said so many years ago.

Forget it? How?

As tears slipped past her tightly pressed eyelids and trickled down her wrinkled cheeks, the world she’d once known began to die all over again.





ONE
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I AM BLACK SHELL, OF THE CHIEF CLAN, OF THE HICKORY Moiety, of the Chicaza Nation. But then, truth be told, ten long years have passed since I ventured out from my people. You see, in their eyes I am akeohoosa. It means “dead and lost” in the Mos’kogee tongue. A more precise term would be “outcast.” When I was driven from my country long ago, I thought it a divinely bitter irony. The notion of being akeohoosa would have killed a lesser man. At least, that’s what I tell myself. It has killed others, generally from despair, loneliness, and guilt.

My people, the Chicaza, have fostered the myth that they are somehow superior, that they hold themselves to a higher standard. Such notions have served them well. By cultivating a code of honor, piety, and nobility, they have had fewer scruples about conquest or manufacturing a reason for war over some perceived slight or insult.

Only when I was finally an outsider did I gain any understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of such a system. You see, most other nations don’t like the Chicaza. They think we’re rather prickly and arrogant prudes. At the same time, people fear us because the only thing the Chicaza do better than preening, slapping each other on the back, and lying about our innate superiority, is make war. No one takes warfare with the Chicaza lightly.

That curious mixture of awe and dislike has served me well during my years as an akeohoosa. I’m not fond of my people, either.
 That fateful day when all the trouble started, I heard the voice of Horned Serpent. It was that terrible Spirit Being—the great winged snake who flies up into the summer sky—who told me to run from my first battle. My clan called me a liar when I insisted that Horned Serpent spoke to me. Since the day I was banished, anger has run along my veins like hot liquid. It has spurred me in my wanderings.

What does an exile do? If he’s of the Chicaza’s Chief Clan—as I am—he trades and gambles. The things I trade consist of luxury goods: pieces of precious copper; polished white shell; buffalo wool, medicine herbs and Spirit plants; brightly colored feathers, and unusual carvings or artwork.

As to gambling, I have a facility for games like stickball, chunkey, or akbatle. In addition to those skills, much of my life has been dedicated to mastering the bow. Warriors—no matter what their nation—are a proud lot and more than willing to wager just about anything on their ability to drive an arrow through the mouth of a narrow-necked jar at twenty paces. Their temptation really rises when the challenger is a rootless foreign braggart like me.

I travel with five pack dogs. A trader’s dogs must be large, sturdy, and sure-footed. Over the years dogs have come and gone, but the ones I traveled south with were among the best I’d ever owned.

My favorite—and most beloved—was Fetch. He was more than just a dog, having a partly human soul. He kept my spirits up when things turned miserable. His greatest joy in life came from retrieving thrown sticks, hide balls, or even rocks. He’d been with me for eight long summers, and a better companion you will not find.

Skipper, another of my dogs, was named for his curious sideways gait, his butt traveling a hand’s width to the right of his front as he trotted. He was light brown with short hair and an oddly blue left eye.

Bark, well, his name says it all. At command, he’d stay silent, mostly, but if one of the other dogs stole something from him, he’d just plop on his rear and bark his fool head off in indignation. He was charcoal black, with a thick head decorated by old scars. Bark had another talent: When it came to a dog fight, he was terror unleashed.

Squirm? He liked to wiggle out of his packs and had made a study of how to do it without me noticing. I swore he had extra joints in his legs and spine. His long hair was dark brown and sleek, serving to accent the white blaze on his face and the milky bib on his chest.

Gnaw no longer lived up to his name, but as a puppy, several times he almost ended up as stew after chewing off sections of pack leather. He was the fastest and strongest of my dogs. Consequently he carried the heaviest pack. I thought of him as a huge gray monster of a dog—the image only sullied by the cute white tip on his tail.

For several years my path had taken me south, away from the civilized lands of the Mos’kogee and the other great nations. It led me to the Apalachee, who first conjured my curiosity about the bearded and pale sea peoples. While at Apalachee, I visited the place they call Aute. There I saw with my own eyes the bleached skulls of great and terrifying animals larger than elk. Upon these are said to ride the mysterious hair-faced men from the sea.

Eleven winters past, the invaders—calling themselves Kristianos—arrived from the south under the leadership of their chief, Narvaez. The Apalachee had nothing but disdain for the Kristianos, having watched them struggle through the coastal swamps and tidal flats, sick and starving in a land of plenty. In the end the Kristianos built rafts, ate their great beasts, and floated down to the gulf. After that, they simply vanished into the sea.

I had walked among their curious constructions at Aute, and saw the great wooden crosses they hung in the trees. I viewed with awe the mysterious metal left behind, and held pieces of their cloth. I wondered at the remarkable, many-colored beads they had traded off during their stay. My curiosity grew with each new discovery.

The mikko—as the Apalachee call their high chief—is named Cafakke, or Great Soil. He has a Kristiano skull in his palace at the capital city of Anhaica. I’ve held it, studied the narrow bones of the face and nose, and wondered at the man whose souls once resided inside that fragile bone. It was then I decided to follow out the source of the legend. For—fool that I was—I anticipated making a fortune in trade if only I could obtain a sample of their goods. The great chiefs in the north would barter fabulous wealth for such exotic oddities.

I need not bore you with the story of my route down through the Timucua lands, my time trading among the Uzachile towns, or the trouble I had with the holata, or chief, at Ocale town. In a sense this story begins one late afternoon when I approached White Bird Lake town. For those who have never traveled that way, it is a land of pine forests, occasional hardwoods, and palmettos. Open areas—sometimes cleared by wildfires—are lush in grass and the soils are sandy enough for the cornfields to produce. Settlements tend to be inland from either coast, away from the threat of storms, though occasional great tempests do flatten areas of forest as they roar across the peninsula from one body of water to another.

The peninsular people are warlike, as ready to fight with their cousins a half day’s walk away as with the Calusa and Tequesta to the south or the Uzita to the west. Most of their towns are built around one or two low mounds that serve as supports for the chief’s house, charnel house, or perhaps a temple. A log fortification is usually thrown up on an earthen embankment around the town’s perimeter—just enough to allow the defenders to shoot between the gaps.

When I say the people are warlike, it’s not like among the great nations of the north, where trained armies are unleashed by a slighted minko over some perceived insult. Instead these villages and towns are in a state of constant intermittent raiding.

At times, however, some war chief—called a paracusi in the Southern Timucua tongue—will manage to defeat enough of his neighbors to create a loose sort of nation relying on tribute from conquered towns. Such chieftainships—if you can even call them that—are fragile, easily sundered, and generally in a constant state of flux. They rise and fall based upon the charisma and cunning of individual leaders.

Such was the case with a fellow by the name of Irriparacoxi, a newly risen leader among the mostly disorganized Southern Timucua villages.

When a man is made chief in these lands, he takes the name of the town where he rules. Thus, a man might be named Red Hawk, but he will be called Holata Ahocalaquen, or Chief Ahocalaquen, from the moment he is confirmed. I thought it was confusing, but that was how the Timucua did things.

Irriparacoxi, which would translate as something like “high war councilor and combat chief,” had subjugated most of the towns south of Ocale territory and north of the Calusa and Tequesta. Controlling such a large block of land, he was happily earning tribute from his subject towns and—more important as far as I was concerned—very taken with himself. Like the puffer fish of the seas, petty chiefs can blow themselves up beyond their true importance and greatness.

Remember, I was born and raised Chicaza. I know all about created self-importance.

That day I was walking at the head of my pack dogs, my trader’s staff in hand. The trail was wide, well-trodden, with palmettos, pines, and oaks on either side. Spring was in full flower, the air almost muggy. An afternoon sun was squatting in the western sky—the southeastern breeze perfectly scented with honeysuckle, gallberry, phlox, and firebush, all in bloom. The very air seemed to buzz and vibrate with the hum of insects.

Overhead, flocks of herons were winging north, their trilling hoots floating down over the land. Mockingbirds called in lilting voices from the brush. I could see an osprey circling over a marsh off to the west. I took a deep breath, and the damp musk of vegetation and rich soil filled my nostrils.

The pack dogs heard her first, pricking their ears, tails rising as they inspected the brush off to the side. Then low growls broke out as the woman raised her head from where she used a sharpened clamshell to cut palmetto fronds.

At my hand sign, the dogs went quiet, panting as they watched the woman. Squirm tried, as usual, to shake his way out of his pack. I snapped my fingers in rebuke, and Squirm shot me a “you caught me” look.

“Greetings,” I called out in my halting Timucua.

The woman straightened, and what a sight she was: tall, with raven-black hair falling down past her hips. Her broad shoulders reminded me of a swimmer’s, and her arms were smoothly muscled. Some men might have thought her round breasts too full, but on her tall frame they just seemed perfect. A brown skirt hung from a thin waist, held in place by a knotted rope. Gleaming thighs and shapely calves made her long legs the stuff of any man’s dreams.

Then her eyes met mine. Dark—like a midnight sun—they pierced me as if reading my very souls. A slight smile curved her lips, and a knowing eyebrow lifted. Evidently she was used to be being stared at by men.

Wryly, she said, “Forget it. I belong to the Irriparacoxi. He’s a very jealous man.”

I had a little trouble with her accent, but responded, “What makes you think I’m interested in you?”

She gestured at the panting dogs resting under their heavy packs. “Your tongue’s hanging out farther than theirs. What’s the matter? No women where you come from, Trader?”

None like you. In defense I said, “Women enough.” Gods, she was marvelous. I watched her bend down with a lithe movement to pluck up the armful of fronds she’d cut. She gave me an irritated scowl as she picked her way through the grass to the trail. She looked even better up close, with a triangular face and a curiously delicate and straight nose; her firm chin balanced soft lips and wide cheekbones. My obvious infatuation filled her with a dancing amusement.

“So you’re the famous northern trader,” she stated skeptically.

“You knew I was coming?”

“Word came down a couple of days ago. We heard that the Ocale chief didn’t think much of you.”

“He had the silly notion that I was a Potano spy.”

“Are you?”

“No.” I indicated my trader’s staff with the white feathers dangling from its top. “I’m a trader … doing what traders do. I haven’t even been in Potano country. They live over by the east coast. I followed the central trail south.”

“Why?”

Was she being insufferable on purpose? “Because I’ve never been down here before. I’ve got northern goods to trade for things like spoonbill feathers, Taino tobacco, and sea turtle shell. Goods they don’t have up north.” Time to take the offensive. “So, why are you out here all alone?”

She was giving me a thoughtful appraisal, as though I were a deer haunch. “I came to discover what sort of man you are.”

That threw me. “Why would you care?”

I kept trying not to stare at her breasts, or that narrow waist, or the way her skirt hung on those rounded hips. Was she a sorceress casting a spell on my souls? What would it feel like to run my fingers down her cheek, to see her smile at me?

“We all have our reasons,” she whispered absently.

It took all my control to keep from gaping like a fool. What man wouldn’t?

“You travel alone?” she asked.

“For the time being.”

“Where’s your woman?”

“I don’t have one.”

“Are you that difficult to get along with?”

“No. I’ve just never found the right woman. Most don’t like leaving family, clan, and home. Trading can be a lonely business, never long with the same people.” I shrugged. “It takes a certain sense of adventure to be a trader’s wife. You’ve got to be footloose.” I smiled. “Free.”

“And you don’t think a woman wants to be free?” Her head cocked, as if something important balanced on my answer.

I gave that some thought before replying, “Trading just isn’t for women. Traders spend a lot of cold nights sleeping on the ground in the rain. There are days with poor food, or an empty belly. What I own is carried on my back or by the dogs.”

“But you are beholden to no man.”

“Only myself and the Power of trade,” I agreed, then smiled. “Fortunately, having only myself to talk to, I win all the arguments.”

“Is that important to you? Winning arguments?”

“I was making a joke. I do that. Make jokes at my expense. It keeps me from taking myself too seriously.”

“Why?” It was as if she were trying to see right down inside my guts, as if somehow sitting in judgment. Judgment for what?

“Let’s just say that if you get slapped around a lot by life, it’s better to have a sense of humor,” I grinned. “And believe me, life does have a habit of hitting you when you’re not looking.”

Her lips curled into a knowing smile. But thoughts churned behind her eyes—masked by a long-practiced control? Why did she keep looking at me that way? Not that I minded. A woman like her could turn her attention my way anytime. The fantasies she ignited started following their own path … to a snug bed.

“Forget it,” she repeated. “I’m the Irriparacoxi’s.”

“Wife?” I asked, gesturing the dogs to follow as she started down the trail and I matched her pace.

She shot me a scathing glance and made a disgusted sound. “Luckily, no. But then, were I a wife, I could at least divorce him. As a bound woman, I’m his to do with as he pleases.” A pause. “And he’d kill you just for looking at me wrong, let alone for trying anything else.”

That explained a great deal. She was property. Bound women had only a slightly higher status than slaves. I could guess what her life had been like. “You’ve been around the wrong kind of men for too long.”

“And you’re different? I’d wipe the drool off my chin before walking into Irriparacoxi’s great hall and announcing myself.”

“He’d kill me just for drooling?”

“When it comes to me, yes.”

“Then I’ll drool carefully.”

“Most men do.”

I gave her another sidelong inspection. She was shooting similar looks my way, as if weighing something.

“You have a name, I take it?”

She smiled. “I’ve had lots of them.”

“How are you known to Irriparacoxi?”

“In Timucua it translates as Pearl Hand. In private Irriparacoxi calls me … other things.”

“I am pleased to know you, Pearl Hand. Among the traders I am known as Black Shell. A man of the far distant Chicaza.”

“Yes, I know. You have something of a reputation, Black Shell. Even here we have heard of your legendary feats. They say you’re quite a gambler.”

I shrugged. “Sometimes I get lucky at a chunkey game.” I reached back and patted the pack on my back. My chunkey lances and bow were protruding from the alligator-hide case I carried. “And on occasion an arrow goes where it’s supposed to. Other than that, it’s just talk.”

I watched the muscles tighten in her delicate jaw. “Irriparacoxi fancies himself as a warrior. While chunkey is not a game played around here, his ability with a bow is seldom bettered by any of his warriors. Is that why you have come? To challenge him?”

I gave her a noncommittal grin. “Not particularly. Here, on the peninsula, if one will go south, he must pass through the Irriparacoxi’s country. Unless, of course, he wants to wade through the swamps off to the west in the Uzita lands.”

“But you will trade?”

I shot her a glance. “If Irriparacoxi has anything I want.”

Pearl Hand couldn’t quite hide the calculation behind her controlled expression. She shifted her load of fronds. “What’s in the south?”

“Rumors. Stories about bearded pale-skinned men. I’ve seen the metals, the beads, and the magnificent cloth. Some of the stories are as fantastic as the stories we tell at home to frighten little children. I’ve heard that these strange men ride giant beasts. Among the Apalachee, I’ve even seen the alleged skulls of such. The way it’s told in the north, the strangers have great floating palaces that ride upon the waves, and their war armor is made of magical metal. I want to see if these stories are true.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

“A fool?”

Her level gaze met mine. “Trader, the stories are true. But the last thing you want is to meet the Kristianos. Unless, that is, you wish to spend the rest of your suddenly short life as a slave. They raid for captives along the coast. Those they take are herded into the floating palaces and sailed out to sea. In all of my life, I have never heard of anyone returning. The rumors are that most slaves are worked to death within a single season.”

“Where? I mean, they can’t have that much work in the floating palaces.”

She gave me the same look she’d give an idiot. “They have great islands out in the sea. The slaves there work cutting down trees, clearing fields, mining, growing things, and building huge earthworks. Some of the stories I’ve heard make no sense, but on one point, no one disagrees: These are brutal men with terrible ways.”

“I still want to see them.”

With a note of exasperation she asked, “Why? So you can become a slave?”

“I’m protected by the Power of trade.”

“They obey no laws or rules, Black Shell. And they have no respect for Spirit Power, at least as far as any of us can see. Walk up to them expecting them to honor the Power of trade, and they’ll either kill you for the sport of it, or clap one of their metal collars around your neck and lead you off by a metal chain.”

“Everyone believes in the Power of trade.”

She gave me a pitying look. “Not the Kristianos.”

“You seem to know a lot about them.”

“When I was a little girl they tried to build a town. My mother went to them, searching for my father.”

“I don’t understand.”

She threw her head back in a most provocative manner, her long hair swaying. “I’m Chicora. Does that mean anything to you?”

I nodded slowly, remembering the stories. “From along the coast up north. The bearded white men have been there twice over the years.”

She continued giving me that look, as if I were remarkably dim.

I tried to understand. “They took your father … stole him for a slave? And your mother went looking for him?”

Her expression hardened, her mouth thinning with irritation. “My father took my mother from Chicora, kept her until they had filled their great boat with slaves. But on that last night—in the confusion as they were packing—she escaped. When her family discovered she was carrying a bearded brat, they disowned her. For reasons beyond my understanding, she went back looking for the man when the Kristianos landed a few years later. I was very small then, having but five summers. The Kristianos didn’t do very well building their town. Some of the things they do are inexplicably stupid. They were starving to death surrounded by food: things they wouldn’t think to eat. Finally they loaded up and sailed off into the sea.”

She was kind enough to ignore my gaping stare as I studied her face, the thin nose, the line of her jaw.

She gave me a humored glance. “You want to see one? A Kristiano? Holata Mocoso has one just over west of here. White men show up every so often; their big boats get wrecked by storms. The survivors, the ones Mother Sea doesn’t suck under and drown, wash ashore. Usually in a pathetic state.”

“Yes, I would like very much to see one. I have so many questions.”

The look she gave me sent a shiver down my spine. “They are evil, Black Shell. By ones and twos, they even seem likable. But if they come in groups, run. Hide, for if they capture you, it’s worse than dying on a square.”

She referred to the log square onto which captives were tied and slowly tortured to death. Could they really be that bad?

“And you?” I couldn’t help but ask, “You’re one? Or at least half of one! Is this really true?”

She turned those gleaming midnight eyes on mine. “Oh, yes, Trader.” Then she performed a saucy sway of her hips. “So, if they’re completely evil, what does that make me?”

“Enticing,” I said in Mos’kogee.

To my shocked surprise she smiled as though coming to a decision, and replied in precise Mos’kogee, “And just what would you do with me?”

I gaped at her, suddenly speechless.

Fully aware of my fluster, she added, “Just what I’d expect from a man.”

I glanced down at my packs, calculating. What would it take to persuade Irriparacoxi to trade for this woman?

Reading my expression, she laughed in a cunning way. “More than you’ve got, Trader.”

We’d see.



TWO
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WHITE BIRD LAKE TOWN WAS A TYPICAL SETTLEMENT IN THE region. The town itself covered a hammock—or hump of raised ground—on the banks of one of the many freshwater lakes that abound in the central peninsula. A low earthen berm sporting a ragged wooden palisade rose above a ditch fed by lake water.

The ditch is, of course, defensive, but also serves as a garden for yellow lotus, cattail, spatterdock, and other aquatic plants cultivated by the people. Children learn to harpoon fish along its muddy banks.

Inside the fortification, a single charnel house perched atop a low mound on the west, just inside the gate. Irriparacoxi’s palace dominated a higher mound on the eastern side. The two were built in a direct line with the equinox sunrise.

Through the rickety palisade I could see the houses were thatch-roofed, supported by a wooden frame, and floored with matting, but open sided—the climate being conducive to such designs, especially in the summer.

When trash and shell piles grew large enough, soil would be carted in by the basketload to make a raised floor for a new house, thereby ensuring the structure stood above high water in the rainy season.

Let me tell you about the Southern Timucua: Farming is a part-time occupation. As a person travels south, the soils become less and less suited to the cultivation of corn, beans, and squash. Being part-time farmers, Irriparacoxi’s people rely on hunting, fishing, collecting, and trapping as the basis for survival, and their land is rich enough in such resources to support them. Constant low-level warfare—and the high death rate for newborn children—keeps their numbers low enough that, unlike those of us in the north, they are not as dependent on raised crops to feed a large population.

As Pearl Hand and I left the forest and entered the fields skirting the town, a shout went up. I held my trader’s staff high at first, ensuring that no one misinterpreted my arrival as threatening. The staff also proved useful for beating off the town dogs that came running and barking, ready to pick a fight.

Despite being infatuated with Pearl Hand, the job at hand was to keep my dogs together, announce myself, and ensure that I was received with the respect and honor due a trader of my stature. Sometimes this included playing my little cane flute as I approached. Walking at Pearl Hand’s side, the flute seemed unnecessary. Besides, I’m not that good at music.

Pearl Hand did her part superbly, stepping inside the gate and calling out, “A trader, the legendary Black Shell, comes from the north. Notify the Irriparacoxi and the priests! Someone prepare food! We are honored to host such a renowned man.”

I arched an eyebrow and gave an appreciative nod. Meanwhile women and children were headed my way from across the fields, and with them came the dogs. It’s tough to make a grand entrance through the palisade gate when you’re jabbing at dogs to keep them away from the trade pack. Fortunately, the local kids seemed to catch on, driving their mutts back with sticks and other thrown debris.

Bark looked on with anticipation, but no fight came his way. Gnaw wagged his tail, the white tip flipping back and forth. Squirm sat and tried to scratch his pack off.

A wizened old man, white-haired and fragile-looking, came walking down the gate passage. He glanced at Pearl Hand with her load of fronds, and then at me. The look he gave Pearl Hand intrigued me; it smoldered with a reserved hostility.

“You are the trader known as Black Shell?” he asked, his hands forming the appropriate signs as he spoke. Unlike spoken languages which can be mutually unintelligible from one town to the next, sign language is almost universal.

“I am so known,” I replied in my clumsy Timucua, my hands signing the words. “Be it known to the people of this place that I come under the Power of trade, may it please the sun, the ancestors, and the great Irriparacoxi and his councilors.”

“I, Anacotima Red Wing, first councilor of White Bird Lake town, bid you welcome in the name of the great Irriparacoxi and his people. We have heard stories of the trader called Black Shell. It is said that you bear many wondrous items in your packs and that you are most generous with your trade. You are said to be an honest man, one who does not take undue advantage of his hosts.”

The old man rambled on without a breath. Anacotima is a term that can be thought of as something like a combination orator, councilor, palace overseer, and supervisor.

For my part, it was all I could do to keep from craning my neck as Pearl Hand disappeared through the gate. I bit off a sigh, turning my attention back to the old man. His job, of course, was to stall me with endless monologue while the town headmen were run down and informed, the chief’s house was made ready, and all the rulers and shakers had time to put on their best dress, drape their jewelry, and get their faces painted to perfection. Meanwhile several women were being delegated the job of gathering up whatever was cooking and delivering it to the chief’s house. To do so created the illusion that superb feasts were a boringly common occurrence in Irriparacoxi’s mound-top house.

Traders’ rule of thumb: The more pompous the chief, the more elaborate the preparations.

While the old man rambled on about his town and chief, I watched the local women scurrying in from the fields. Most carried baskets, some braced on their hips, others hung from tumplines: colorful straps that went around the forehead, suspending the burden basket just above the hips. As they ducked past, they’d give me shy smiles, then hurry through the gate. They wore field dress, which consisted of a skirt of frond fiber, undecorated, and held at the waist with a rope. Most had their hair up, secured with bits of carved shell or tied with decorated string. The children appeared healthy, but in this country, if you made it past five, it was due to a tough constitution. The Timucua lands weren’t for the frail of mind or body.

Old Red Wing was droning on about the fertility of Irriparacoxi’s lands—and how it had given his warriors the strength to conquer all of the surrounding towns—when a delegation of warriors and headmen appeared in the gate behind him.

One of the painted warriors leaned close, whispered in the old man’s ear, and stepped back. I gave the fellow a casual inspection. He had a string of dried human ears hung around his neck. Trophies from raids, no doubt. When he looked my way and our gazes met, I knew just who he was: the completely arrogant and slightly bitter subchief, the one who reeked of ambition and thought himself superior to everyone but the high chief. It was in the way the man stood, in his flexed shoulders and smirky expression. He looked at me as if I were just some foreign fisherman come to trade.

As much as I hated guys like him, my job was to trade. And maybe steal Pearl Hand.

The old man took a deep breath, raising his hands. “Great Trader Black Shell, Iniha Stalks the Mist has just informed me that all is prepared. We welcome you to White Bird Lake town in the name of the Irriparacoxi. Come to this place, in the sight of the sun and ancestral spirits, and join us in sharing the Irriparacoxi’s hospitality.”

Red Wing bowed, then turned, leading the way. From behind the houses, the hollow blaring of conch horns announced our entry. I signaled my dogs to stay close and dutifully followed the old orator while warriors lined up on either side of us.

Smoke rose from evening fires that had been built in shallow pits before the open-sided houses, and people crowded around, anxious to see the trader. Irriparacoxi no doubt received a great many visitors and delegations—such things came with the conqueror’s exalted chair—but strange traders were always a novelty.

We marched past the charnel house on its mound. The distinctive and cloying smell caused my nose to quiver. Like most peoples, the peninsular Timucua carry their freshly deceased to the charnel house. There, with great ceremony, the corpse is washed and cared for. Among some people the bones are immediately fleshed; among others the body is allowed to slowly decompose.

No matter what the process, this is all accomplished with precise rituals and great humility to reassure the souls of the dead that they are still loved and valued. Why?

Among the Timucua it is believed that—with the proper incentive—a dead person’s souls will join the ranks of the ancestors who forever buzz around the living like some sort of Spirit bees. These ancestral ghosts do good work by repulsing witchcraft or illness and deflecting evil influences from the Spirit world. Sometimes they can appear in a person’s dreams and offer sage advice.

And me? Among my Chicaza it was believed that people had five souls. The most important of these is the life soul that travels westward to the edge of the world. There, the soul encounters a cliff, a sheer drop over an abyss. Only in early spring does the Seeing Hand constellation appear just across the way. In the center of the hand is a dark opening, or eye. The soul of the dead must leap through, and only then can it seek the Path of the Dead.

I’ve always been sensitive about charnel houses—probably because my body isn’t likely to end up in one. Exiles such as myself rarely meet kind fates.

Nevertheless, I touched my forehead as I passed the charnel house. The Timucua, like anyone else, appreciate strangers respectful of their traditions.

Towns have unmistakable odors: woodsmoke from cook fires, the charnel house, the delightful aroma of latrines and garbage piles, and of course the musk of so many humans. Each town is unique when entered, then seems to blend in with the memories of so many others. White Bird Lake town reminded me of musty, rotting cattails.

The Southern Timucuans excel in wood carving. As I passed, I admired the lifelike renderings of pelicans, deer, raccoons, anhingas, and various fish. One house was supported by posts carved into the shapes of leaping dolphins; the roof itself perched on their noses. Inside the open verandas I could see detailed reliefs showing birds, hunters, and deer. These had been painted with great care and would have demanded a high minko’s ransom in trade up north.

I followed my escort across a small plaza. Unlike our great plazas in the north, this was little more than an oblong space between the houses. Irriparacoxi’s palace stood atop a long flat earthen mound on the eastern edge of town. A dirt ramp led up to the building’s front. Two exquisitely carved cougars with elongated bodies stood as guardians at the ramp top. Each had been carved from a single piece of wood, the cats rendered in a sitting position, their heads high, mouths open as if roaring. Their eyes had been inlaid with polished shell.

Behind them the palace was a grand building with an open front. Each of the poles that supported the roof had been carved to represent different animals at the base, the upper portion of the pole seeming to rise from their heads.

The man I took to be Irriparacoxi stood in the center. His broad shoulders, thick chest, and belly showed the effects of too many feasts and not enough days on the war trail. Tattoos of sunbursts and dotted lines decorated his broad face and did little to ameliorate his cunning, dark eyes. The man’s skin was liberally greased, not only for protection against the mosquitoes, but to accent his fading tattoos. Greased hair had been pulled high atop his head and tied into a bun. What must have been half of the white swan feathers in the southern peninsula had been stuck into it to create a starburst effect. A loose-fitting apron—into which a panther design had been woven—hung from his thick hips. Sunlight gleamed on the white shell gorget that dangled down over his chest, and another twenty or thirty strings of shell beads obscured his neck. He gave me a casual inspection as I walked up the ramp and stopped before him. At my signal, my dogs dropped onto their bellies, happy to rest under their packs.

To Irriparacoxi’s right were two old men and an absolutely ancient old woman. Each had skin that consisted of little more than sagging wrinkles and faded tattoos. Their white hair barely held the few colorful feathers atop their heads. Given their undershot jaws, I doubt there was a single tooth left between the three of them.

On the right stood the warriors: four muscular men, arms tattooed with rings, stars, and what looked like bird heads. Starbursts were done in dark blue, black, and red dye over each breast. Ornate wooden war clubs rested easily atop their crossed arms. The thin-faced Stalks the Mist, with his necklace of dried human ears, took his place just in front of them. As a subchief, or iniha, he was subordinate to Irriparacoxi.

Anacotima Red Wing retreated to the side and cried out, “I pre-sent Black Shell, a trader of the Chicaza from the far north. He comes under the Power of trade and would share the great Irriparacoxi’s hospitality.”

In the flat, at the foot of the mound, a crowd had gathered. People were talking among themselves, waiting to see what happened.

“He is welcome,” Irriparacoxi said with great ceremony. “Let it be known to all that Black Shell can walk freely in the Irriparacoxi’s lands, and that no ill may befall him as long as he behaves by the Power of trade.”

All eyes fixed on me. “I thank the Irriparacoxi for his warm welcome. My purpose here is to trade, and then to pass through the Irriparacoxi’s lands causing no harm. I welcome your warm hospitality and in return shall regale you with stories of wondrous things that I have seen in my travels, and such news as may be of interest to you and your people. This I give freely in return for your kind reception.”

Irriparacoxi clapped his hands then, calling, “Bring food!” In a lower voice he added, “I regret, good trader, that we had no word of your coming. Had we, a feast such as you have never enjoyed would have been laid before you. As it is, we pray that you will not judge us to be base and callous hosts; but we have only modest fare to set before you on such short notice.”

“A starving man never complains, great Irriparacoxi.” I smiled.

“Then we shall see to your hollow belly first thing,” he continued most graciously.

Over the years I’ve developed a sense for men. Irriparacoxi was watching me the way a kestrel did a meadow vole. That set my teeth on edge. He should have been mildly curious, intrigued at the arrival of a noted trader, and hoping for an evening of diversion from the usual. Why, then, was I getting this rapacious look?

Arrangements were made for the dogs and my packs. A great fire was laid and lit. Steaming pots appeared from all over, women bearing them up the ramp like offerings, having wrapped them in old garments, or carrying them on litters made of sticks to keep from burning their hands. Someone had surrendered half of a deep-pit-roasted deer, and breads made of cattail and smilax root appeared as from thin air. Arriving at suppertime is an old trader’s trick.

And then she appeared. In the growing gloom she emerged from the back of the chief’s house. Gone was the drab dress. Her freshly washed hair was decorated with white feathers and bits of polished shell that accented those raven locks. Shell bracelets made a clattering as she moved her arms. No less than twenty necklaces of shell, bone, and colored wooden beads hung from her slim neck. A striking white skirt clung to her hips and swayed suggestively with each step.

Every eye in town was fixed on her as she walked so elegantly up to the great fire. For protection against the evening mosquitoes, Pearl Hand had greased her skin with a combination of puccoon and other herbs that discouraged the vicious little bloodsuckers. The perhaps unintended result was that every curve of her marvelous body reflected the fire’s light.

When I managed to tear my gaze from her, it was to see Irriparacoxi staring almost breathlessly. The man’s pulse was jetting in his neck, his eyes dilated, mouth hanging in a soft O. He wasn’t the only one. Only the ancient priestess seemed unaware.

Pearl Hand glanced around, flashing a knowing smile. Then she fixed her liquid dark gaze on me, an eyebrow arching in challenge, as if to say, “Well, do you really think he’ll part with me?”



THREE
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TRADE IS A SACRED CONCEPT, REVERED AMONG ALL PEOPLES IN our part of the world. Through it, articles move from people to people, but there is more: the Spiritual aspect. Everything is born of Power, derived from the ripples of creativity that Breath Giver exhaled into the world.

When something is made—say, a copper pendant—the craftsman takes a bit of raw copper and meticulously pounds it flat. He places the copper on a carved wooden mold, then uses bone or antler dowels to carefully press the copper down over the mold. This must be done ever so slowly lest the thin metal tear or ripple.

Or perhaps it is a shell carver who laboriously cuts a large round piece from a whelk or conch shell. His concentration, creativity, and ability all go into the piece as he meticulously engraves a revered design or depicts a scene from one of the sacred stories. Power has gifted him with this skill, and part of that gift is imprinted into the piece he creates. So, too, is a reflection of an artisan’s souls, imbuing his work with a bit of himself.

I’ve seen wood-carvers, in the final act of carving, physically breathe life into their creations. Anything made flows from Spirit Power, from Breath Giver’s exhalation. Hence, trade is about the movement of Spirit between peoples, not just the meaningless exchange of pretty trinkets.

And then there’s the unique relationship between the trader and the party he’s dealing with. Relationships are the basis of life, whether it is with other nations, between people, with the Spirit world, or even with the plants and animals we rely on for survival. A shell carver up on the Tanasee River cannot practice his craft without the movement of whelk and conch north from the gulf. A healer among the Calusa can’t cure certain diseases without medicinal plants from far inland. Trade can be likened to the blood flow of creation.

The result is that trade, too, is an art. How many times have I talked to young boys, wild with the dream of running off to become a trader? In their imaginations they see the adventure and excitement, but not the reality. Trade doesn’t just happen; it must be orchestrated and is best considered as a grand game of strategy. I didn’t just walk into a strange town and exchange a Mos’kogee pot for a Calusa carving. It was never that simple. Instead an intricate game of hawk and mouse had to be played. Sometimes I had to barter for days, exchanging a bag of corn for two sacks of clamshells. I traded them in turn for heron feathers, that I exchanged for an Apalachee pot, that I traded for two bags of corn. See where this is going?

Hoping to wrap Pearl Hand into my bed soonest, I laid all of my trade out for Irriparacoxi’s inspection the morning after the feast. Fact was, I didn’t think it would take much. When it came to trade, I was a rich man. The copper alone should have been worth any captive woman’s value—even if she were a Chief Clan matron. Add the carved shell, the buffalo wool, the Spirit plants and dyes from up north, the furs, and the wooden carvings … well, I should have been able to buy the whole town.

The day was partly cloudy with a breeze blowing in from the south. Irriparacoxi, as was his right, inspected my trade, saying nothing, though his eyes lingered on the skeins of buffalo wool. Then he made a gesture with his hand, and people, one by one, according to rank and status, came up to see what I had.

While trade was brisk all morning—mostly trinkets in return for the usual bags of corn, dried turkey meat, colorful feathers, paint pigments, and so forth—Irriparacoxi just observed. You’d think he was a Mos’kogee high minko instead of a petty Southern Timucua war chief.

Every time he’d walk over and look at one of the more valuable pieces, Pearl Hand would scoff, saying something like, “That gorget, great one? I’ve seen them in the north. Most of the outlying farmers wear them as tokens to call rain to parched fields.”

Of course, the peninsula needed no more rain that year. Worse, it was a bald lie, and she knew it. The piece in question was of Yuchi design, their most sacred image of the Sky World, and only the elite in the Chief Clan could wear it.

Why are you doing this, woman? Do you seriously want to stay with this oversized, two-legged windbag?

I ground my teeth, struggling to keep my expression in check. Blood and pus, she’s playing with me!

Red Wing rose to his feet as two sweaty young men came trotting across the plaza, then climbed the ramp. They both dropped to their knees just short of the porch, heads down.

Red Wing, ever the immaculate anacotima, strode over and bent toward them, listening as they spoke. He nodded, making a gesture with the flat of his hand to order them to stay, then hurried to Irriparacoxi, whispering in his ear.

The man made a face, muttered back to Red Wing, and strolled over to his raised bench. There he sat, arranged his apron, preened his hair, and with a gesture, signaled Red Wing.

I watched the two runners scurry up to kneel at the feet of their great leader. It was the opportunity I’d been waiting for.

“What are you doing?” I asked Pearl Hand. For the moment there was no one within earshot.

I couldn’t read the thoughts behind her pensive eyes. “Trader, how badly do you want me?”

“So much it makes my heart ache.”

“But the question is: Do I want you?”

“But I thought—”

“What? That I’d allow myself to be traded off for a few trinkets? Is that all I’m worth to you?”

I sputtered, unable to respond.

She sniffed in disdain. “Oh no, Black Shell, if you want to lie with me—even for a night or two—you’ll pay what I think I’m worth.”

“Do you really want to stay with him?”

“Do I want to go off with some scruffy trader and his flea-bitten dogs? Absolutely not. But I will go with a smart and cunning man who values me as a challenging and capable partner.”

“Partner?” That set me back.

Her eyes seemed to enlarge as she stared into mine. For a moment I thought I was drowning. “Are you that man, Black Shell? I could be of great service to you and your trade if you’re smart enough to meet me halfway.”

Her lips parted the slightest bit, as if in invitation. Lost in her gaze, I’d forgotten to breathe.

Partner? I must have been gaping like an idiot. She just gave me that challenging arch of her eyebrow in reply, then walked over to stretch out on a shaded mat. She stared at me, eyes measuring. She didn’t even glance over at where Irriparacoxi was ranting at the two hapless runners. Whatever news they’d brought wasn’t making Irriparacoxi’s day pleasant.

Partner? Was she serious? The idea was outlandish. Among my people, women and men were prescribed to specific roles. Different, and anything but equal. Men could be partners. But a man and a woman?

I was still trying to get my head around that—and my heartbeat back to normal—when the Irriparacoxi stomped back. His lips were set in a pout, then he growled, “Fools! Do they want me to go down there with a war party and break a few heads?”

“Do you play chunkey?” I asked hoarsely, ignoring his frustration. Pearl Hand had me that flustered.

“No, Trader. I make war on idiot subchiefs who refuse to follow my instructions. For the moment the idiot in question seems to be the paracusi in Sand Hill town. His tribute is half what it should be. Half! The fool thinks that just because a whirlwind flattened his town, he’s not responsible for the shell beads he promised me.”

“Some say you’re very good with a bow.” I pointed to a small wooden statue of his. “Perhaps we should shoot at marks for that piece you have. My trade certainly doesn’t seem to excite you.”

Pearl Hand watched this with subtle amusement. She was lounging like a great cat, her sinuous body stretched out on the cattail mat. A slight breeze fingered her glossy black hair.

Irriparacoxi shot another glance at the skeins of buffalo wool. For the most part, buffalo hair had to be imported from the north. While buffalo had once ranged all the way down the peninsula, their numbers always reflect population: More people means more hunting pressure, means less buffalo.

Irriparacoxi gave me a slight smile. “I have something you might trade for.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do,” I answered with a smile, hoping he didn’t see my triumphant glance at Pearl Hand.

To my surprise, he walked back into the recesses of the chief’s house, appearing moments later with a long, leather-wrapped item. At the sight of it, Pearl Hand’s eyebrow arched; then she turned speculatively to watch my reaction.

Irriparacoxi dropped to his knees and slowly unwound the leather from a long metal sword. Among my people, we make swords of stone. These are very rare and valuable and owned by the high minkos, tishu minkos, and hopaye, or holy men. Chipped of a single piece of flawless chert, only the finest flint knappers can craft one. Such swords, almost as long as a man’s arm, have only one use: the ritual sacrifice of prisoners.

The sword Irriparacoxi presented was unlike anything I had ever seen. The handle was leather, wrapped with a metal wire. The blade, a muddy brown in color, was clearly metal of some sort, but the crosspiece that made the handguard was silver. I’d seen silver before. Little nuggets of it are still traded down from the far north.

“It’s Kristiano,” Irriparacoxi told me. “Taken from one who was shipwrecked among the Tequesta. Their chief sacrificed the man to Mother Sun a couple of years back and sent this to me as a token of his respect.”

I took the blade, marveling at the light weight and how the handle seemed to fit the hand. I ran my fingers along the weapon’s gritty but still sharp edge. Then I ran a thumbnail along the flat, fascinated by the slight ringing noise it made. If they could make something like this, what other marvels did the Kristianos possess?

“It’s so light,” I whispered.

“Not so light a Kristiano can’t slice your arm off with it,” Pearl Hand said dryly. “It’s stronger than you’d think. Almost impossible to break. The Kristianos keep them polished and oiled.” She cast a dismissive glance at Irriparacoxi. “A wise man would take better care of such a fine blade.”

Irriparacoxi’s backhanded blow caught Pearl Hand by complete surprise, rocking her head back. The slap of it made me jump.

“The Irriparacoxi doesn’t need a stupid woman to tell him his business!” he roared. Pearl Hand averted her eyes as she raised a hand to her cheek.

In that instant I could have run him through with the blade and seen just how effective the Kristiano weapon was. Perhaps, several years before, I might have. That I’d lived this long proved I’d picked up a little sense and experience.

I was bound under the Power of trade. One doesn’t murder one’s host under the Power. Particularly when said host is disciplining his own property. And there was the practical aspect: I wouldn’t have made it off the chief’s mound alive. Every warrior in the town would have felt honor bound to kill me on the spot.

No, this was a thing for clever minds. Pearl Hand’s humiliation and rage were apparent, but I forced myself to ignore it and concentrated on how to work the trade.

Irriparacoxi was reading every twist my plotting brain was taking. The knowing smile on his fat lips was beginning to irritate me.

He said, “If you leave all of your trade here and come back later, with just as much, I might let you have that sword.”

I snorted, as if at a ridiculous notion. He’d entered the game. “No, for such a silly trinket as this”—I hefted the sword—“you ask too much.”

“Then what is enough?” he countered.

“That gorget Pearl Hand thinks is so common, and perhaps your choice of three of my copper pieces, and several of the pouches of medicine plants …” I paused, as though pained, “… and I’ll throw in that buffalo wool.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “And you think my offer is ridiculous?”

“Well, what would I do with a Kristiano’s sword? You can’t call it any kind of a practical weapon. It’s certainly no use for hunting deer, and it won’t give a man any more advantage in single combat than a war club. Why, me, I’d take a good bow and carefully fletched arrows any day.”

“You won’t trade any bow for that blade,” he muttered.

“My bow’s not for trade.” I paused thoughtfully. “Of all my possessions, I’d never part with it.”

He glanced mildly at me. “And why is that?”

“Because the bow is special. It has a unique Spirit Power. If I call on the Power of the bow, I cannot be beaten in a contest, no matter how skilled an opponent may be.” I gestured at my trade. “What would the wealth of the world be against that?”

Pearl Hand’s expression had changed from seething anger to blatant amazement. She was giving me the kind of look she’d give a raving maniac.

Irriparacoxi continued laughing from down deep in his gut. “You expect me to believe that you’ve never lost a competition?”

“Not since I obtained that bow.”

“And where did you get it?”

“I stole it from a tie snake’s lair under the bank of the Albaamaha River,” I lied. Actually I’d traded for it with a Caddo from way out west. “But, by the Power of the bow, I must tell you the truth: There is one man the bow will not let me beat.”

“One man?” he asked. “Who?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Irriparacoxi narrowed his eyes skeptically. “You don’t know?”

“I’m told that the man who finally outshoots me will be the greatest warrior who ever lived. His life will be the stuff of legends. Young men will sing his praises for generations after he is finally dead of old age.”

Irriparacoxi cocked his head. “I think you spin stories like an old woman spins cord: out of anything around. You’re playing me, Trader. Sorry, you’re not fooling me with your fantastic creations.”

I stiffened, sniffing in mock disdain. “I create nothing.”

“Really?” He was on the verge of rising, taking back the sword, and leaving.

“All of my trade,” I said firmly. “I’ll wager all of it that my words are true. My skill with the bow against yours. The best of five shots to determine the winner. Your reputation as an archer is known as far north as Ahocalaquen town.” I hesitated until he opened his mouth to speak, and quickly added, “But I understand if you won’t take the challenge. It wouldn’t be a fair contest, you against me. Not while I use my bow.”

“Not fair?” A sly appraisal hid behind his eyes.

“Well, not worth losing your reputation over. Not that people would speak ill of you. It’s a thing of Power.”

He was remembering the part of the story where I’d mentioned the world’s greatest warrior would beat me. He had to ask, “And what if you win?”

I tapped the sword flat with my knuckles. “I keep this … and Pearl Hand.”

I could feel her interest, but kept my eyes locked with Irriparacoxi’s.

“The sword,” he said softly. “But not the woman.”

“As you wish, Great Chief. That being the case, I’ll take my trade and continue on my way south in the morning. I’m sorry that we’ll never know. It would have been a great contest between us.”

He’d expected any response but this one. “The stakes are too high for you?”

I shook my head. “Too low. You see, it’s a failing among us Chicaza that goes back to the way we perceive Power, the forces that underlie the very Creation of the earth by Breath Giver. You ask me to wager everything, years’ worth of trade, while you will wager only a small part of your wealth. Were I to accept, Power would perceive me a fool and ensure that I lost.”

He nodded, considering my words. Even this far south people understood the Mos’kogee principles of red and white Power.

He glanced thoughtfully out at two large herons flying along the palisade. Beyond, several canoes bobbed on the lake as fishermen pulled in lengths of netting. Sunlight cast sparkles on the water, and in the distance, the lumpy green horizon of trees contrasted with low fluffy clouds.

Irriparacoxi said, “There is no man among my warriors better with a bow than I. I understand your reluctance to damage your Power.” But it was the disappointment on his face that filled me with joy. Sometimes the willingness to walk away from a trade is the most important incentive of all.

Oh yes, I had him.



FOUR

[image: Image]

ALL THROUGH MY EARLY YEARS I HAD BEEN TRAINED TO observe and study how people think and act. That said, to be a successful trader one has to entice another person to one’s point of view. Trading is like warfare in many ways; the goal is to obtain something. In a trader’s case—as in a war chief’s—strategy and tactics are employed. A trader must understand the basics of behavior, especially those of a high chief’s.

The following morning, just after breakfast, I left my packs under the Irriparacoxi’s guard, took my bow and bird arrows, and called my dogs to me. Leaving the packs was a calculated risk on my part. I know my trade: how many pieces of shell, how the knots are tied on the medicine sacks, and the precise count of bone beads and feathers. I would indeed be the wiser should one or two pieces be missing, or even if a pinch of herb had been removed from a sack.

The disadvantage would be if half of my goods were missing when I returned, especially if Irriparacoxi swore on the sacred honor of his ancestors that no one had touched the trade. Does a single trader dare call a prickly chief a thief? Not if he wishes to tell the tale.

My advantage, and what made it worth the risk, was that Irriparacoxi was probably bound by the Power of trade. Second—and what I was counting on—was that he couldn’t resist the temptation to finger through the packs. Then he’d spend a hand’s time obsessed by the wealth. Greed is a wonderful thing. Traders live off it.

The dogs and I proceeded out through the gate as though we had no concern in the world. I’d wave, calling a cheery greeting to the people we passed. I acted like a man without a care, interested only in a morning hunt. The way led through the scanty cornfields and past the stands of cultivated goosefoot, corn, and sabal palm.

Off to the right stood a series of raised wooden boxes surrounded by colored poles decorated with feathers. Such sights are common among the peoples of the peninsula. I’ve already told how when someone dies, the corpse is taken to the charnel house. Among the Southern Timucua, I had learned, family and friends hold vigil for four days, pray, and make offerings to the souls of the dead. After the fourth day the priest cuts off the limbs and head, removes the entrails, heart, and other organs. These latter are taken out and offered to the vultures and crows. The still-fleshed bones are stripped of meat and then placed in a large jar of water until the last of the flesh comes loose. After the bones are completely cleaned, they are taken out and placed in these raised plank boxes.
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