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For Sue and Allan


ONE

The surface of James Bay in Northern Ontario was cold and calm the morning I disappeared. As the canoe glided along, the glassy water hardly made a sound against its hull. The rocky, tree-lined shore was only a few hundred metres away, but I could barely see it through the shroud of mist rising around me. From a hidden lake over the trees, a solitary loon cried mournfully as it patrolled its territory. The dawn sun, which had lured me out onto the water, was now only a pale disk in the bank of thicker fog rolling toward me.

That fog should have been my warning. I knew the dangers. It was September, Labour Day weekend, and the weather could change quickly and dramatically. A wind could rise from nowhere, creating choppy waves that would swamp the canoe or force me onto the shore. Fog could roll in and make me lose all sense of direction. I might paddle aimlessly for hours as the cold ate at me and hypothermia drew me into its shivering clutches. As soon as I saw the fog, I should have turned back to the camp where my father would be waking up, building a fire, and cooking breakfast.

My name is Al Lister, and this was my dad’s and my last day in camp and my final chance to go out in the canoe. I love canoeing. When I’m out in the wilderness with Dad, I go off in the canoe at every opportunity. On some remote lake I can lose myself in the water, the air, and the coastline drifting by. Sometimes I feel this is what it must have been like hundreds of years ago. I can almost imagine a crew of voyageurs with a load of furs paddling in front of me, or a wildly painted Iroquois raiding party slipping through the trees at my back. Of course, now the voyageurs have powerboats and the Iroquois have all-terrain vehicles, but it’s nice to dream occasionally and the past offers lots of unthreatening possibilities. Then there’s my father.

My dad is strange. It isn’t that I don’t love him or that he doesn’t love me; it’s just that he’s sometimes a difficult person to live with. At times it’s as if he comes from a different planet. Dad is so intense that I sometimes need to get away on my own, and the canoe is ideal for that. And I’m not the only person who needs to escape from Dad occasionally. Mom found him so odd that she eventually had to move us both out last year.

That was tough, having two homes, but it wasn’t unusual among my buddies, and I probably ended up seeing more of both my parents when they started living apart. Maybe they both felt so guilty about the effect their split would have on me that they went overboard whenever it was their turn to see me. They were always taking me out to eat or renting a movie so we could have time together. It got so I couldn’t even look at a burger, and I could have written one of those fat books that give a star rating to every movie ever made.

Anyway, one of the weirdest things Dad ever did happened when he and Mom were still together. Mom had just invited a few friends around. They were talking after dinner, and Dad was silently dreaming.

We were in the loft of our A-frame house, which is where we ate when company came because the best views over the Ottawa Valley were from there. Beside us there was a railing and a five-metre drop to the living area. I was half listening to Mom and her friends discuss the latest movies and books when Dad got up, went over to the railing, and peered into the living room. No one paid much attention; we all knew Dad. The first thing I noticed was the conversation dying around me and people looking over at the railing. I turned just in time to see Dad step over the railing and begin climbing down the wall. He had the funny, almost apologetic half smile on his face that he wore when he was doing something even he realized was a little bizarre. We all moved to the railing to see what was going on.

Dad is a rock climber. On hikes or walks he’s always going off and scaling rock outcrops. For him it’s an intellectual exercise—can he think his way up the challenge presented by a cliff? Dad has taught me and I’ve become pretty good, but I don’t have his fanaticism, and I’ve never attempted a descent of the north face of our living room.

By the time we looked over, Dad was a third of the way down. He was holding on to the base of the railing and had his left foot on some moulding that ran across the wall. I could see his route. He had to get his right foot over and down onto the edge of the brick facing around the fireplace, then it would be easy. The only problem was that it was a long, awkward stretch. To do it he would have to reach first with his right hand and grasp the peg that protruded from the wall at shoulder level about a metre away. The peg had supported a large metal abstract sculpture, which had been taken down because Mom was planning on redecorating the room. It was the only possible handhold on the otherwise smooth wall.

Silently we watched as Dad reached out and grabbed the peg. At full stretch he tested it for strength. It seemed okay; the sculpture was a heavy one. Slowly Dad transferred his weight and stretched down for the foothold. At exactly the point where he had to commit the bulk of his weight to the peg and had no chance of recovering his hold on the railing, the peg came out of the wall. I guess he was heavier than the sculpture. In any case, for a fraction of a second Dad was in an impossible position, defying gravity. Then, with a slightly puzzled expression on his face, he peeled off the wall and fell to the floor.

Even up on the balcony we heard the crack as Dad’s arm snapped beneath him. He had tried to turn on the way down but had only half managed it. For a moment there was silence. Then one of the guests asked, “Are you okay?”

It was a dumb question really—we all knew a bone had broken somewhere—but someone had to ask it. It was only later that I thought it should have been Mom who asked it.

Dumb question or not, as Dad rolled onto his good side, he replied with his longest sentence of the entire evening: “Yes, but I think I might have broken my arm.”

We took him to the hospital where they put a cast on his arm and sent us home. Mom wasn’t happy. “What on earth did you think you were doing?”

“Climbing down the wall,” he said. One of Dad’s annoying habits is answering a question literally. It used to drive Mom crazy.

“In the middle of a dinner party,” she said in a voice noticeably higher than before, “you decide, out of the blue, to climb down the living-room wall? This is not normal behaviour!”

Dad looked thoughtful for a moment. “I should have tested that peg more and not made assumptions. Assumptions can kill you. It was a good reach, though.”

Mom groaned in hopeless frustration. To her it had been an insane, stupid, dangerous thing to do, and she had been proved right. To Dad it had been an interesting technical problem that had popped into his mind, and the only way to solve it was to do it. He had miscalculated, but that didn’t negate the fact that the underlying exercise was worthwhile. This was the pattern with Mom and Dad for a long time before they split. Sometimes they seemed to inhabit completely different worlds, and I had to live in them both. Often it was difficult.

When I went out in the canoe that morning, I wanted to be on my own for a while and get a bit of peace and quiet before the return to the stresses of school and the city. The floatplane was due in after lunch to begin moving our supplies and Dad’s discoveries back to Matagami and the road south, and I had to help pack up the camp. An hour in the canoe would help me centre myself and make the transition smoother. I didn’t want to cut my last canoe trip short, so I ignored the fog. And I was glad I did. If I had turned around, life would have been simple, comfortable, and safe instead of confused, exhausting, and scary. But then I would never have met Jack and the others, or had the adventure of a lifetime.
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The warrior crouched among the trees, watching. The canoe, the largest he had ever seen, sat in the bay. It was held fast by the ice, but lines of open water snaked across the view, indicating that breakup was close. The long sticks that grew from the canoe lay over at an angle. Soon, as the birds returned to the open water, the ice would melt enough for the strangers to put the white wings back on the sticks and the canoe would leave. The white wings were one of the marvels of these people that the warrior did not understand. They allowed the canoe to move through the water on the wind and meant that no one had to paddle such an unwieldy craft.

The strangers were white-skinned— kawaaposit. They had arrived before the last cold and dark and had stayed in camp here since then. They were not good hunters, had not chosen a good campsite, and now they did not look well. One of them had died. But they did have many marvels that the warrior wanted to trade for.

The kawaaposit camp was in the clearing, less than the height of a tall tree in front of the warrior. It was an odd place with a wooden hut built from square trees that the strangers had brought ashore from the canoe. It was much larger, but also much heavier, than the conical teepees of the warrior’s people. Obviously these creatures could not travel anywhere without their huge canoe to carry all their possessions.

Several figures, including the old hair-faced one whom the warrior assumed was the leader, were standing about in the open. This would be the obvious time to meet them, when they could see him approach and would not be startled, yet the warrior hesitated.

It was not that he was frightened; he was a Kenistenoag and afraid of nothing. These were his lands. His people had lived here since time immemorial when they had been placed in the world by the Great Spider. The warrior lived in complete harmony with all the land’s elements. True, life was difficult sometimes when the Manitou was offended and made the game go away or the cold hard or the snow deep, but that was the way the world was. The spirits were everywhere, in the animals, the trees, even in the very earth beneath the warrior’s feet. They were as real as the other people in his band, and how well or badly your life went depended on how you treated them. Permission must be asked of the spirits before a tree was cut or an animal killed and thanks must be given for the bounty they provided. If it was not done, then the spirits would be offended and make life hard for the people.

No, the warrior was not frightened. What made him hesitate was the decision made by his band. Some of the elders felt these strangers were not of this world. Certainly observation of them did suggest they were very odd and seemed to have little or no contact with the spirits. To the warrior this was peculiar, but he felt that if they were not of this world, then they could have no impact upon it and contact with them would not anger the spirits. Others thought, however, that the spirits did not want the people to make contact, and their arguments had won. The pale strangers could be watched, but there was to be no contact.

The warrior felt uncomfortable with the decision. He saw no threat and felt sure that, if he could trade for some of the strangers’ wonders, he could convince his people that trade with them would be to everyone’s benefit. He had to do it. Taking a deep breath and murmuring a prayer to the spirits, the warrior stood and stepped out into the pale spring sunlight.

The first man to spot the warrior standing near the trees dropped the wood he was carrying and ran in terror as if he had glimpsed a Windigo monster. His shouting alerted the others, and soon they formed a semicircle in the clearing, watching the warrior carefully. Two of the men held hatchets and one carried the long stick the warrior had heard make a loud noise and seen kill game. The warrior spread his arms wide to show he held no weapon. The hairy-faced leader stepped forward and copied the gesture. Then he spoke in the strange, halting tongue these people used. The warrior remained silent. He made the gesture for trade. Hairy Face spoke again. Obviously they did not use even the same gestures as the Kenistenoag. Crouching, the warrior picked up three pebbles, two small and one large. He moved the two small ones toward the stranger and the large one before himself. Then, slowly and deliberately, as if he were teaching a young child, he exchanged them.

Hairy Face turned and spoke with his companions. Three of them came forward and handed him knives. A fourth brought a leather sack from inside the hut. Turning back, Hairy Face placed one of the knives on the ground in front of him. He also took several items from the sack and added them to the pile.

The warrior stepped forward. The knife was good. The blade was long, the edge sharp, and the handle fitted comfortably into his fist. He could skin a caribou or fight equally easily with this weapon. He put it back on the ground and turned his attention to the other things. There were a number of small round disks with tiny holes punched through their centres. The warrior could not imagine what their use was, but they would be good ornaments for the women to decorate ceremonial clothing. The last item was round and had a short handle at the bottom. It was shiny and had patterns engraved on it. The warrior picked it up and examined it. The other side was startling. It was clear like water and, like a still pool on a sunny day, it reflected the sky, the trees, and the warrior’s face. Yet, unlike water, it was hard to the touch. These strangers must have magic to be able to capture water this way. What other wonders did they have in the leather bag?

The warrior picked up the items and placed them in his sack. By gestures he indicated he would return to this spot with trade goods after only one sleep. Hairy Face nodded. Then he began making eating gestures with his fingers. Was he asking the warrior to stay and eat with them? The warrior shook his head, turned, and strode into the trees. He had enough to think about already now that he had made contact.


TWO

Dad and I were up on the shores of James Bay digging for buried treasure. Not gold or jewels, but arrowheads, bones, and fragments of pottery. My dad is an archaeologist and spends most of his summers camped beside ancient villages in remote corners of Quebec and Ontario digging into piles of garbage. That’s what archaeologists mostly do—look through what people threw away hundreds of years ago. My feeling is that if it was garbage two thousand years ago, it’s still garbage now. After all, there’s a reason people throw stuff away. But Dad doesn’t think like that.

“It’s one of the few windows we have into the lives of people who lived before things were written down,” he often says. “At a campsite in Northern Quebec we can find copper from the Arctic, obsidian from Yellowstone Park, and shells from the New England coast. That’s evidence of a continent-wide trading network in place long before Europeans ever set foot here.”

Okay, I accept that, but it’s still a window onto a garbage tip.

The summer of my morning canoe trip was our second dig on this particular garbage tip, or midden, as Dad called it. I had been there with him the year before, but so had a lot of other people, mostly graduate students, and they got to do all the interesting work. I had been a general dogsbody, carting loads of dirt away and keeping the tools clean. The second summer was different. I was all there was, so I had to do everything, and I had enjoyed it. Just the thought that the next trowel full of dirt might reveal some vital clue was a thrill. Not that we had found much. In fact, my moment of glory had come the year before.

Our camp had been in the same place both years. It was on the shore of James Bay, with the tents in a semicircle facing the water. There was a work tent, a cook tent, sleeping tents, and a large tarpaulin strung between the trees under which we stored tools and equipment. In the centre was a large fire pit where we sometimes cooked or roasted marshmallows on sticks. The northern edge of the camp was marked by a huge rock—a glacial erratic Dad called it. It had been dropped there when the ice sheets melted thousands of years ago, and it was great for climbing. It was almost a cube, about five metres high, and there was only one side I hadn’t managed to climb. It was the side closest to the camp. It was nearly smooth and was dominated by a tricky overhang near the top. I had a lot of bruises from arguing with that overhang.

At the end of the first year’s dig the crew had only come up with the usual collection of discarded arrowheads, spear points, and fire-blackened bones. It was interesting, but Dad wanted more. He believed Europeans had been into Hudson Bay before Henry Hudson in 1610. Dad said the English were looking for a Northwest Passage to Asia, or the Strait of Anian, as they called it. This would give them a shortcut to the valuable spices away from any competition with Spain. Since England and Spain were virtually at war, any discovery an explorer made would be kept secret. My father believed there had been a discovery before 1610, but that it had never been written up in the history books.

Dad based his theory on an old document that dated from the late 1500s. It had turned up in an archive in Bristol and had probably been written by a fisherman, since it talked about the cod stocks off the Newfoundland coast. One piece of it caught Dad’s attention. He had told me it so many times that I knew it by heart despite the odd wording and really original spelling:

Onn the daye following wee mett with a rotten Shippes Boatt. In itt laye a man much gonne in Starvation and neare too Death. The crewe were so afrighted by his Sicklye appearence that they but crossed themselvese and would not renedere him aid. I tooke myselfe into the Boatt and befor he perrished the man tolde mee that he was the mate from the Barcke Jonathan from Plymouthe whiche had comme to grief in some Ice that was swepte moste Furioslye out of a Greate Sea to the west. He talked off the wonderes of the Landes he hadde seen, Unicorns, Men with theire faces on theire chestes, and seas filled with Mermaids who had the heads and bodyes of women and the tailes of Greate Fish. Then for want of Succour he died. Truly, there are yet manye wonderes too be discovered in this Lande.

It sounded like a sailor’s story to me, and the poor man was obviously delirious. The information in it was vague and ambiguous. Dad could find no record of a ship called the Jonathan around that time. However, he was convinced the “Greate Sea” was Hudson Bay and the strait where the ship came to grief in the ice, Hudson Strait. Dad got some support from a map that was published in 1595, fifteen years before Hudson sailed. It showed a large bay at the end of a strait that cut into North America. To Dad, this meant Hudson Bay was known before Henry sailed into it, but his ideas were scoffed at. The most his colleagues would admit was that possibly, a few fishermen might have visited the Grand Banks before John Cabot, but saying that someone had gotten into Hudson Bay that far back was laughed at. Then, in the first summer, I fell off the big rock.

It was lunch break on the final day, and I was having one last try to defeat the overhang. I failed and landed painfully back at the bottom. As I was spitting a mouthful of dirt out, I noticed something in the ground. The rock was quite far from the midden where the main work was going on, so no one was interested in digging there. I didn’t think anything of it at first—all I could see was a tiny curve of something dirty—but I had been trained by years of helping my father to look for anything unusual. I called Dad over and he dug it out. His excitement grew as he uncovered something that was obviously not just another trade trinket.

“It’s a coin,” he said, lifting the object and turning it in the sunlight. “Very old. Looks like it might even be gold.”

That sent a thrill through me—gold—but it really didn’t look like much. It was round, but so covered with dirt that I couldn’t make anything out.

We dug around, down almost thirty centimetres, but found nothing else. However it got there, the coin was on its own.

One of the few things Dad knew nothing about was coins so, when we returned to town, we went to see a collector. Dad knew better than to try to clean the coin without knowing what he was doing, so it was pretty grubby and still didn’t look like much.

The collector was a short, dumpy man. He was old and wore half-glasses on his nose. He talked about as much as Dad, so there were a lot of silences while he worked on the coin.

I was looking at the display cases filled with odd things like groats and farthings, Dad was lost in thought, and the collector was talking to the coin under his breath. He never managed to complete a sentence: “It must be... Where is that...? Now if only I can...” At last he let out a louder than usual exclamation: “Aha!”

Dad and I turned. The collector lifted his head and seemed startled that we were still there. He looked at us silently for a while. “Yes,” he said eventually, “this is very nice.” Then he lapsed back into silence.

“Good,” Dad said encouragingly. “But what is it and how old is it?”

“Yes, yes,” the collector continued, “it’s an angel, and a very nice one, too.”

He seemed about to stop talking again, so I asked, “What’s an angel?”

“Oh!” He seemed surprised that I didn’t know. “An angel is an old English gold coin originally worth six shillings and eight pence—one-third of a pound—but later revalued up to ten shillings. They were introduced by Edward IV in 1465 and were made until old Charles I got his head chopped off after he lost the English Civil War in the 1640s.” The man said “old Charles I” as if he had been a personal friend.

“But why angel?” I asked before he got too far into the list of English kings.

“Well,” he continued, holding up the coin, “look here.” We both moved closer and peered where he pointed with a chubby finger. “See the picture on the obverse?” We looked closer.

“St. George and the dragon?” I ventured. The collector made a noise like the one my math teacher made when someone gave a really dumb answer.

“No, no. See the halo around the head? It’s the archangel Michael spearing a dragon. Hence the name.” He turned the coin over. The other side had a picture of a ship carrying a coat of arms covered in fleur-de-lys and lions. There was writing around the rim on both sides, but I couldn’t make out what it said. “This is unique. I’ve never seen one of these before.” The collector quivered with excitement. “It must be worth a fortune.”

“How old?” I could hear the tension in Dad’s voice. He didn’t care how much the coin was worth. It would end up in a museum, anyway. He wanted to know when it dated from. If it was much before 1610, then it would be strong evidence for contact with Europe before that time.

The collector missed the tense note in Dad’s voice. In fact, I think he missed Dad’s voice altogether. He kept on talking as if we weren’t there. “Very fine condition. Only the graining and the lettering are worn. This is beautiful.”

“How old?” Dad leaned over the counter, talking slowly and loudly. I thought he was about to grab the old man by the lapels and shake him into answering.

The collector looked up. “Old? Oh, yes, yes. How old? Let’s see now. The lettering is worn. Definitely Elizabeth— see the ER?” He pointed at a couple of letters on either side of the ship’s mast. “Trouble is, they didn’t put dates on many coins in those days. Makes it more difficult to narrow down.” He removed his glasses, reached over, and picked up a magnifying eyepiece that he slowly screwed into his right eye socket. Next he pulled over a desk lamp, adjusted its angle, and brought the coin up to his eye. Automatically Dad and I leaned forward until all three heads were clustered around the coin. I thought Dad was going to explode with the tension.

“What we need is the mint mark,” the collector said to himself. “That would tell us what we need to know. Now, where is it? Aha!” He jerked up, and Dad and I jumped back in surprise. “Here it is! Just as I thought. A sword. Remarkable. I doubt if very many of these were ever minted. It really is a very fine specimen. If you ever consider selling it, I—”

“What date?” Dad almost shouted.

“Oh!” The collector looked flustered. “The sword mint mark wasn’t used for very long. Definitely pre-Armada.”

Dad let out a long sigh. I wished I’d paid more attention to history lessons.

“When was that?” I asked.

I was rewarded with another of those looks that suggested not knowing when the Armada took place merely confirmed the old man’s opinion that I and my entire generation were a total waste of time.

“Don’t you know your history, young man?” he asked witheringly. “The Spanish Armada of 1588. Philip II of Spain’s attempt to wrest the throne from Elizabeth and make the country Catholic again. Francis Drake playing bowls on the cliffs. Don’t they teach you anything these days?”

I didn’t feel the question required an answer. In any case, the collector rose from his seat and plucked a book off the shelf behind him.

“For an exact date we’ll need to look at this. Ah, yes, the sword mint mark was only used for a short period of time. A few months, in fact, in the spring of 1582.”

“Twenty-eight years before Henry Hudson sailed into the bay.” Dad looked almost triumphant. Then a frown crossed his face. “How long would something like this have remained in circulation?”

The collector shook his head. “Hard to say. Not long. That’s certain in this case. Very few must have been made. From a numismatic point of view, this was a very interesting time. Henry VIII—Elizabeth’s father,” he added, looking pointedly at me, “had debased the silver standard and Elizabeth restored it. She also introduced the three-halfpence and three-farthing coins. All in all, I would have to say—”

“But how long?” Dad cut in. “Could they have been in circulation for thirty years?”

“Very unlikely,” The old man seemed completely unfazed at being thrown off his explanation. “As I said, there were very few of them. I suspect you’d have been hard-pressed to find one even ten years after they were minted.”

Dad focused hard on the collector. “So, it would be unlikely that a sailor in 1610 would have a 1582 angel in his purse?”

“Impossible, I’d say. Even if it had remained in circulation for a long time, the high-value Elizabethan coinage would have been withdrawn when James I assumed the throne in 1603. Monarchs in those days didn’t like to have the coins of their predecessors rattling around. Much preferred their own pictures.” The collector made a funny dry noise in his throat, which I assumed was a chuckle.

Dad’s shoulders relaxed and a faint smile crossed his lips. “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

On the way home Dad was talkative. I think he was trying out his theory on me. “This is a pre-Hudson coin. It’s unlikely in the extreme that it could have arrived in James Bay through trade. The only English presence was on the Newfoundland coast, and the trade routes didn’t run from there to the bay. They ran from the St. Lawrence River north to James Bay. The French were at Quebec by then, but I doubt they would have English coins with them. And even if they did, they wouldn’t trade gold with the First Nations. So this coin must have been brought to the area by an English explorer before Henry Hudson.”

“I guess so.” It seemed reasonable, but then I wasn’t an expert. Unfortunately the experts weren’t so easily convinced. Dad presented his find to his colleagues at the university as soon as he could. They shouted him down. The idea was too radical, and they were upset that he had gone to a commercial collector instead of the much slower academic route. Dad recognized his mistake.

“I should have taken more time, amassed more evidence to back up my claims. I rushed it too much. Now they’re even more fixed in their thinking and I’ll never budge them regardless of how much evidence I find.”

It always amazed me how difficult it was to convince scientists of something new. I thought they were supposed to have open minds. Anyway, Dad got very depressed. It was just about this time that Mom announced she and I were moving out, so that didn’t help. I think Dad had a pretty miserable winter, although he always made an effort to be happy when I was around. The situation wasn’t helped when he learned that the archaeology department was cutting back on his fieldwork budget for the summer. Studying pre-Hudson trade routes suddenly wasn’t a hot topic.

Dad wasn’t one to give up, though, and that was why I was his only assistant back at the James Bay site the second summer. He had financed a lot of the trip himself and had been given some help from the local Cree, who were interested in his work as long as he didn’t remove anything sacred or disturb any burials. This time we ignored the midden and spread our search more widely over the camp. Unfortunately we still didn’t find much—some trade goods, but nothing as datable as the angel. The only European artifact was a bone button, but that could have come from anywhere at any time.

“It’s just a question of collecting as much evidence as possible to build as strong a case as I can,” Dad said the night before my canoe trip. “After all, it took Charles Darwin decades to collect enough information to convince people of evolution and, even today, there are those who don’t believe him. All I can do is keep searching.”

Dad had seemed depressed. I think he had been hoping for something as spectacular as the angel, but that sort of thing only happened once in a lifetime.

His mood had rubbed off on me and contributed to my sleepless night. In any case, I had felt I needed the morning canoe jaunt to blow away all my cobwebs.

I was thinking about all of this as I sat drifting that morning and watching the fog roll toward me. Little did I know that the answer Dad was searching for was in the fog.
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The warrior sat by his small fire deep in thought. He was alone and less than a half day’s travel from the strangers. His people were camped another day’s travel to the south, but he would not go there yet. He had enough with him to trade with the strangers. In his hands he held the frozen water. It reflected the flickering flames of his campfire over which sizzled a small bird on a stick.

Obviously these newcomers needed his help. Their land must indeed be a wondrous place and very different from his land. They knew so little of here, not having small canoes to travel the rivers and lakes in summer or shoes for walking on top of the snow in winter. Many of the visitors looked sick, and even had the black lips that came sometimes after a particularly long and hard winter. He had seen for himself they could not hunt well, and most had the sunken eyes that showed they were near starvation. All these factors would give his people advantages in trade. He thrilled at what magic he might get in exchange for a complete canoe or an entire caribou carcass. But he must be patient. He must make a good trade for the things they had given him and return to show his people. Then he could persuade them to trade for more.

Slowly he put down the frozen water and picked up the knife. He was certain his people could get more of these and probably some of the hatchets he had seen. Maybe, and the warrior in him thrilled at the thought, they could even get one of the long sticks that made noise and brought down game from far away. Then they need never fear attack from their enemies again. It was a good thought: safety for his people and fear spread far among his enemies. Quietly the warrior began to sing a battle song.

It told of a fight long ago when his people had defeated a raiding party of the hated Iri-akhoiw. It had happened far to the south at the limits of his people’s travels. The Iri-akhoiw rarely moved this far north, being partly farmers, but occasionally they followed the great trading circle north in search of prisoners and plunder.

The lot of a prisoner of the Iri-akhoiw was not an enviable one. With luck, and if you stood up to the beatings to test your character, you might be selected to be adopted by a family who had recently lost a member. If so, and if you worked hard, you would be accepted. If not, you would be burned with hot coals and sticks, slowly and painfully, from the feet up. Then you would be scalped and hot sand rubbed in the wound. If you fainted, you would be revived with water and food and the process continued because the point was that you should endure as much pain as humanly possible before you died. When at last you did die, your flesh would be ritually eaten so that all the Iri-akhoiw could partake of your bravery.

On the occasion that the warrior sang about, this had not happened. The Kenistenoag had seen the enemy first, watched carefully, and caught them in the open before they could build one of their stockades. The slaughter had been great and the Iri-akhoiw had not returned for many seasons.

Of course, there were many occasions when the outcome had been the other way, and the invaders had fallen upon an unsuspecting village, but it was better to sing of the victories. When the song was done, the warrior crawled into his rough lean-to and huddled beneath his caribou-skin blanket. Tomorrow he would load up his sled, return to the strangers, and make a good trade. Things were turning out well. Content, the warrior slept.
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