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Chapter 1: Place of Plenty


[image: ]


The cedar longhouse breathed. Inside, the rich scent of cedar mingled with smoke from five fire pits, rising through roof openings to join the evening mist hanging over Waanataak—the "place of plenty." Outside, gentle waves lapped the sheltered harbor's shore. Rain pattered softly on the cedar-plank roof, and inside, warmth and stories flowed like the tide. From the northern end drifted the faint aroma of roasting salmon and camas roots, hints of the coming feast.

Anah, just seven, moved silently among the adults. Her bare feet glided over smooth cedar-bark mats on the packed-earth floor. She carried a basket of dried huckleberries, offering them to elders near the central fire. Her dark eyes missed nothing—face to face, lips shaping words, hands gesturing. Always learning. Always watching.

"The salmon came later this year," she heard her uncle say to a visitor from another village. "And fewer than before."

"The same at Tah-tah-u-push," the visitor replied, using the name for what would one day be called Wollochet Bay. "The water speaks to us but the meaning changes."

Anah moved on. She knew better than to linger at adult conversations. The longhouse was filled tonight—more than two hundred people from neighboring villages, arrived throughout the day in cedar canoes laden with gifts and food for the autumn gathering. Some had traveled from far across the wide water, from the islands, bringing stories and songs along with bundles of trade goods.

The massive structure had been home to Anah's people for as long as anyone could remember, and it accommodated them all without effort. One hundred feet long and thirty feet wide, its walls of split cedar planks rose on a sturdy framework of posts. Along both lengths, sleeping and storage platforms climbed in two stair-stepped levels. Carved house posts rose at intervals, ancient faces watching over the proceedings through the smoky air.

"Anah! Bring those berries here, child."

Talisa, her grandmother, sat with a group of women near the northern fire pit, finishing the feast's preparation. Anah hurried to them, stepping carefully around a trio of toddlers working over carved wooden toys on a mat.

"Have you helped your mother with the camas roots?" Talisa asked, accepting the basket.

"Yes, Grandmother. The baskets are ready by the cooking stones."

Talisa's weathered face crinkled. "Good. Now take these clam shells to the elders on the south side. Mind you don't spill them."

Each shell held a rich mixture of rendered elk fat and berries, a treat reserved for special occasions. The tray was substantial for Anah's small arms, but she held it without wavering. She had been trusted with this task.

The most respected elders from several villages sat in a semicircle at the longhouse's south end. Among them was Helaku, oldest of the Twa-Wal-Kut elders. His face was a map of deep lines etched by nearly eight decades of weather and experience. His eyes, clouded with age, seemed to see more than others' clear ones. It was said he had dreamed true dreams since childhood.

As Anah approached, those milky eyes found her with uncanny precision. For a moment they seemed to peer not at her but through her, toward something beyond. A shiver moved down her spine. She continued forward.

"The little otter brings sweetness," Helaku said. His voice was like cedar bark: rough yet soft. "Come, child."

She knelt before the semicircle. Protocol demanded she offer the tray first to Helaku. The old man took a shell and nodded, then spoke quiet words to the air above her head, as though addressing someone invisible. "She carries the strength of river stone in her heart. Remember this night, little otter."

The other elders exchanged glances but said nothing as they took their portions. Anah wasn't sure how to answer Helaku's strange words. She bowed her head and backed away to serve the remaining elders.

The feast began in earnest as the evening progressed. Roasted salmon, crisp-skinned and tender-fleshed, was served on cedar planks. Steam rose from pits where shellfish and camas roots had cooked under layers of seaweed. Dried berries reconstituted in broth, smoked venison, herbal teas. Wooden bowls and woven baskets passed from hand to hand.

Anah sat between her mother and father, savoring the salmon. Near the central fire, young men with painted faces and cedar-bark regalia prepared for the Wolf Dance, which would honor the beginning of the dark season. Musicians readied drums of stretched deer hide and rattles carved from antlers.

"Look," her father, Denahi, whispered, nodding toward the north entrance. "The people from Hah-ah-poos have brought a new song."

A group entered carrying a carved box. The village Denahi named lay far up the eastern shore of the big salt water, the place that would one day be called Commencement Bay. These people were known for crafting songs that carried ancient stories whole.

But before the newcomers could begin, a strange stillness fell over the gathering. It started with Helaku. He had been raising a piece of salmon to his lips. His hand froze midway. His eyes widened.

The stillness spread outward like ripples in water. Person by person, the room went quiet. Only the crackle of flames and the distant rain remained. Helaku's face went slack, his milky eyes fixed upward at nothing.

When he spoke, his voice had changed: deeper, resonant, as though it came from somewhere beyond his frail chest. "I see them coming across the great water." Each word fell like a stone into the silence. "Men with faces like the moon and thunder sticks that spit fire. They do not know this place, yet they will name it with their tongue."

The longhouse held absolutely still. Even the smallest children seemed to understand that silence was required. "They will come in wooden vessels that fly over water like great birds. The tall trees will fall beneath their hunger. New dwellings will rise where our fires have burned for generations."

Kinta's hand closed tightly around Anah's. Denahi leaned forward, his face tense but composed, giving the respect due a true vision.

"The salmon will grow fewer. The elk will retreat. The seasons will turn and turn again. With each turning, the world reshapes like clay in a potter's hands."

Helaku's hands rose, trembling, sketching shapes in the air that no one recognized. "Our children's children will hear new songs and speak new words. The longhouse will stand empty." A soft sound of distress moved through the gathering, quickly hushed.

"But the land remembers. The water remembers." His fingers curled inward, clutching at something invisible. "Deep in stone and root, deep in tide and current, the memory sleeps but does not die."

His aged eyes swept the room, unseeing yet somehow all-seeing. Then they fixed on Anah. Every face turned to follow his gaze. The girl froze, a piece of salmon forgotten in her hand, as the elder pointed directly at her.

"The little otter will keep what must not be forgotten. When the moon has died and returned sixteen times, the path will open."

Then the strange energy left him. Helaku slumped forward, caught gently by those sitting nearest. His eyes closed. His breathing was heavy, as though he had run a great distance.

For several heartbeats, no one moved or spoke. Then voices erupted all at once: concerned, questioning, fearful, dismissive. Some parents drew their children close. Others moved toward Helaku with water and support.

"What did he mean?" Anah whispered to her father.

Denahi shook his head. "A true vision comes rarely, even to one like Helaku. We must consider its meaning carefully."

Kinta stroked Anah's hair, her hand not entirely steady. "Do not worry yourself with such things, little one. The elders will interpret."

But Anah could feel their worry in it—the trembling hand, the careful words. She could not stop seeing how Helaku had pointed directly at her, how every face in the longhouse had turned as though she held some answer she didn't know she possessed.

The feast continued, subdued. Dancers performed the Wolf Dance with an intensity that felt like it was meant to push something back. Songs were sung, stories were told, but underneath all of it ran a current that had not been there before.

Anah watched from her place between her parents as the Wolf Dance reached its peak intensity. The lead dancer's feet struck the earth harder than usual, the cedar-bark regalia trembling with each impact. She found herself studying faces rather than the dancers. Old Masanu, who had laughed easily throughout the feast's earlier hours, now held her grandchildren against her sides with both arms, her chin lifted in the particular way that meant she was controlling something. Across the fire, two men Anah didn't recognize from their own village spoke to each other in low voices without looking at each other, the way adults spoke when they didn't want their mouths to be read. Her father's friend Tahola sat with his forearms on his knees and his eyes on the middle distance, the posture of a man turning something over and over that wouldn't resolve.

The drums didn't stop. The dancers didn't stop. But something underneath the celebration had shifted into a different register, the way the harbor shifted when a weather change was coming—the surface continuing its ordinary motion while something else moved beneath it.

Anah looked down at her own hands in her lap. She had set the piece of salmon down without eating it.

Later, families settled onto sleeping platforms and visitors arranged themselves along the longhouse floor. Anah lay awake watching firelight cast shadows on the cedar planks above. Her parents whispered to each other, words too low to catch, tone carrying everything.

She had nearly drifted to sleep when a hand gently shook her shoulder. Helaku knelt beside her sleeping mat, a finger pressed to his lips. Behind him stood her father, expression caught between worry and resignation.

"Come, little otter," Helaku whispered. "We must speak while others dream."

She looked at her father. He nodded. She slipped from beneath her woven blanket and followed the elder into the dark, Denahi a quiet presence behind them, toward the south entrance.

Outside, the rain had stopped. Clouds had parted, and stars scattered across the sky like drops of water on dark stone. The air held cedar, smoke, salt, and wet earth. The harbor water reflected moonlight in broken silver patches.

Helaku led them to a massive cedar stump near the water's edge, a remnant of an ancient tree harvested long ago to build canoes. He sat, motioning Anah to stand before him. Denahi positioned himself a respectful distance away—present, but not intruding.

"Little otter," Helaku said. "Do you remember what I said during my vision?"

Anah nodded. "You said I will keep what must not be forgotten. That a path will open when the moon has died and returned sixteen times."

The old man smiled, showing the gaps where teeth had once been. "You listen well. This is good."

He reached into a small pouch at his belt and withdrew something that caught the moonlight with a dull gleam, holding it cupped in both palms, not yet fully revealing it. "Since before my grandfather's grandfather, our people have been guardians. Not all things are meant for all eyes. Not all knowledge is meant for all minds."

"The vision that came to me tonight has come before, to others, over many generations. It speaks of great change, yes. But it also speaks of continuity beneath change. Like a river that flows beneath ice in winter."

He opened his hands. The object was a small carving of dark stone, oval-shaped, flat on one side and domed on the other, roughly the size of a child's palm. Intricate designs had been etched across its surface: spirals, waves, figures too stylized for Anah to name.

"This has been passed from guardian to guardian since the First People walked these shores. It has waited for you."

"For me?" The word came out smaller than she intended. "But why?"

"That I cannot tell you, for I do not know. The mystery chooses its keeper. The keeper does not choose the mystery."

He held the stone out to her. "Take it. Keep it close always. Tell no one, save those your heart knows can be trusted. When sixteen moons have passed, you will begin to understand."

Anah took the stone. It was heavier than it looked, and warm—warmer than it had any right to be after being carried through the night air. As her fingers closed around it, something passed through it. Not quite a tremor. More like a single pulse, deep and slow, the way a heartbeat sounds when you press your ear to someone's chest.

"I don't understand," she said.

"Understanding is not required," Helaku replied. "Only keeping. Only watching. Only remembering."

He placed his weathered hand atop her head. "The path ahead has shadows, little otter. But you will not walk it alone. The ancestors walk with you. The land walks with you. The water walks with you."

From his position several paces away, Denahi spoke: "Is there danger to my daughter in this?"

Helaku considered this before answering. "There is danger in all important things, Denahi. But there is greater danger in refusing this path." He turned back to Anah. "Keep it hidden but keep it close. It will speak to you when the time comes."

He rose from the stump. The vision had taken much from him—that was plain in the new heaviness of his movements. Denahi stepped forward; Helaku accepted the support with a nod.

At the longhouse entrance, Helaku paused and looked once more at the child. "Remember, little otter. The land remembers. The water remembers. And now, so must you."

Back on her sleeping mat, Anah examined the stone in the dim light of the dying fires. The carvings seemed to shift in the wavering light, clear one moment and indecipherable the next. She ran her fingers over each ridge and valley.

When sleep began to pull at her, she tucked the stone beneath her mat. The words of the vision turned in her mind: The little otter will keep what must not be forgotten.

Just before she went under, she thought—or perhaps dreamed—that the stone pulsed once beneath her. A single beat. A distant heart acknowledging her stewardship. Above her, through the smoke hole in the longhouse roof, a single star held its brightness against the dark, watching over a promise newly made.
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Chapter 2: Sixteen Moons
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Winter came to Waanataak. Icy fingers curled around the longhouse, slipping through the smallest cracks in the cedar planks, tracing frost patterns along the ground near the shore.

Anah kept the stone hidden in a small pouch of elk hide worn beneath her clothing. Each night she removed it briefly, examined it by dim firelight, then tucked it under her sleeping mat. Each morning she returned it to its place against her skin, where it rested like a second heartbeat.

In the moons that followed Helaku's vision, little changed in the daily rhythms of the village. Yet everything felt different to Anah. She watched the water, the sky, and the forest edge with new attention. Ordinary tasks—gathering clams at low tide, collecting berries, helping her mother prepare food—now carried an undertow, a sense of something waiting just beyond her understanding.

"You are quiet these days, little otter," her mother said one morning as they worked together, pounding dried salmon and berries into winter cakes.

"I am listening," Anah replied, not knowing how else to name what had settled over her since the night of the vision.

Kinta smiled, reading it wrong. "You have always had good ears. But sometimes it is good to speak what you hear."

Anah nodded and offered nothing more. The weight of Helaku's instructions—tell no one, save those your heart knows can be trusted—pressed on her with a seriousness she hadn't expected. Not yet eight years old, and already carrying something she couldn't put down.

The old cedar stump became a place of instruction. Whenever he could move without drawing attention, Helaku would summon her there, teaching in ways that looked ordinary to watching eyes.

"See how the heron stands," he said on a cold spring morning, pointing to a grey bird motionless at the water's edge. "Patience is its power. Stillness is its strength."

They watched together. The bird struck. It came up with a silver fish flashing in its beak.

"Some truths can only be caught through patience," Helaku said. "Remember this."

On another day he led her along the forest edge, moving slowly with his yew-wood walking stick, body failing but eyes missing nothing. "Our people have always known which parts of the forest welcome us and which ask for distance," he said, indicating a ravine that plunged into shadowed depths.

Cedar and hemlock grew densely there. Ferns carpeted the ground between massive trunks. Mist clung to the place even on clear days.

"Why must we stay away?" Anah asked. She already felt something—a prickling along her skin, a subtle resistance in the air.

"Not all places are for human feet," Helaku replied. "Just as the deep water has its own people, so does the deep forest."

"The stories speak of the Wild People," Anah said carefully. "The tall ones who watch from shadows."

His eyes crinkled. "Stories often hold truth in disguise. The Wild People, the Woodlanders, the Shadow People, the Elder Giants—many names for those who were here before us and will remain after us."

"Are they real, then?"

The elder considered. "What is real? The salmon is real to the fisher. The storm is real to the sailor. The dream is real to the dreamer." He tapped his chest. "What is real is what you know here."

Anah placed her hand over the hidden pouch where the stone rested. "And this? Is it real?"

"More real than many things that eyes can see," Helaku said. "It has passed from guardian to guardian since the First People walked these shores. Each caretaker's task was different, as yours will be. But all served the same purpose: to maintain balance between worlds that must remain separate, yet connected."

"I don't understand," Anah admitted.

"Understanding will come. For now, watch and learn. Notice what others overlook."

The watching and learning came in layers, each season adding something the previous one hadn't prepared her for.

In her first winter with the stone, she discovered that its warmth wasn't constant—it had a texture to it, a specific quality that varied with distance and intention. The warmth when Rooke was near felt different from the warmth when the stone was simply resting undisturbed. Learning to distinguish between them took months of mistakes, of misreading stillness as presence, of arriving at the ravine's edge to find nothing because she had confused the stone's ambient heat with actual communication. Helaku never corrected her directly when this happened. He only asked, afterward, what she had expected to find. The questions taught her more than corrections would have.

Spring brought a different lesson. She had been gathering salmonberries along the forest boundary when the birds fell silent in the wave-pattern she had learned to recognize—and then didn't move toward the ravine as she expected but instead felt the pull go sideways, toward a part of the forest she had never associated with the Woodlanders. She followed it. She found a cedar of extraordinary age, its bark scarred with marks she had never seen before, and at its base a small arrangement of stones she hadn't placed there. She stayed until the light failed, watching, and saw nothing. But the next morning the stones had been rearranged, and the new pattern included something she recognized from Helaku's teachings: the mark for acknowledged.

They had known she was there. They had simply chosen not to appear.

That lesson—that the Woodlanders' absence was itself a form of communication, that being watched without being shown was not failure but assessment—took her the better part of a year to fully accept. She was eight years old. Then nine. The stone grew neither warmer nor colder to tell her whether she was learning at the right pace. It simply continued its steady pulse, patient as the cedar at the forest's edge, waiting for her to become what she was being shaped into.

And so she did. Seasons changed—winter into spring, spring into summer, summer into fall.

Anah developed new eyes. She noticed how certain trees bore marks too precise to be random, too high for any normal animal. She found stones arranged in patterns that disappeared and reappeared in different locations. She observed how birds fell silent in waves, the quiet moving through the forest like an invisible tide—and in those moments of sudden stillness, the stone against her skin grew subtly warmer.

Ships appeared more frequently now: white sails on the horizon, occasionally venturing closer to shore. Strange men with pale faces and chin hair came to trade, bringing metal tools, colored beads, and woven cloth, taking furs, dried fish, and information about the land and waterways.

"Mapping our world to make it theirs," Helaku said, watching from a distance as two white men measured harbor depths with weighted lines. "Renaming what already has a name."

"The vision said they would come," Anah noted.

"Many visions have foretold their coming, over many generations," her elder replied. "The stone you carry has witnessed other changes, other endings and beginnings."

On the day marking exactly sixteen moons since receiving the stone, Anah woke before dawn. The stone was pulsing—faint but unmistakable, like the heartbeat of a small animal held in the hand.

She slipped silently from her sleeping place, moved through the longhouse past sleeping forms, and stepped outside. The air was cool and damp. The sky was just beginning to lighten in the east. Without deciding to, her feet carried her toward the ancient cedar stump near the shore.

She removed the pouch and extracted the stone. In the grey predawn light, she drew a breath.

The stone was glowing.

A soft blue luminescence outlined the carved patterns on its surface. The spirals and stylized figures seemed to shift in the dim light. The warmth had intensified—not uncomfortable, but present, the way a cup recently filled with hot tea feels against the palms.

As she cradled it, the world around her shifted. Her vision blurred, then clarified into something that was not the harbor shore. She seemed to be moving through the forest from a much greater height, covering ground with silent strides between massive trunks. Power moved through her. Watchfulness. Something ancient.

Emotions not her own flowed through with the images: curiosity about the growing number of ships; concern at the sounds of metal striking wood in distant parts of the forest; a deep, abiding patience threaded through with caution.

Then came faster impressions: the ravine Helaku had shown her, seen from within its depths; a hidden clearing where ferns grew taller than a man; stone formations in complex arrangements. Finally, a distinct sense of many eyes watching the harbor from concealed positions among the trees.

Then it was over. Anah found herself kneeling on the ground beside the cedar stump, the stone clutched in her fist. The glow had faded, but the pulsing continued, more pronounced than before.

"What are you trying to tell me?" she whispered.

The answer came as a directional pull—subtle but definite, like a lodestone with intentions. It pointed toward the forest edge, toward the very ravine Helaku had marked as a place human feet should not go.

She hesitated. The sun was rising, casting long shadows across the harbor. Soon the village would wake and her absence would be noticed. But the pull grew more insistent, the pulsing more rapid.

"I will come later," she promised, returning the stone to its pouch and securing it beneath her clothing.

The pull continued even through leather and fabric. She turned back toward the longhouse. Helaku was waiting at the door as though he had expected her early morning journey.

"It has awakened," he said. Not a question.

"It showed me things," Anah said. "It wants me to go into the forest."

He nodded. "Today is the sixteenth moon. The path opens, as the vision foretold." He glanced toward the brightening sky. "Help your mother with morning tasks. When the sun reaches its height, find me again. We will speak of what you have seen."

The morning passed with excruciating slowness. Her hands performed familiar work—grinding acorn meal, carrying water, mending a torn cedar-bark mat—while her mind stayed in the vision, turning it over, unable to put it down. The stone continued its subtle pulsing against her skin, a second pulse running alongside her own.

By midday, she found Helaku waiting at the cedar stump with a small bundle wrapped in woven reeds.

"Tell me what you saw," he said without preamble.

Anah described it as precisely as she could: the sense of height and power, the emotions that were not her own, the glimpses of hidden places. Helaku listened without interrupting, his weathered face impassive. When she finished, he unwrapped the bundle to reveal a small cake of dried berries and nuts bound with rendered fat.

"An offering," he said, placing it in her hands. "For those whose territory you will enter."

"The Furry Giants," Anah whispered. "They're real."

"As real as you or I, but different," Helaku replied. "They have watched over these lands since time beyond memory. Neither human nor animal, but something that walks between those natures. The coming of the pale faces threatens them more than it threatens us."

"Why?"

"Because we can adapt to the newcomers' ways if we must. We can learn their speech, live in their villages, even take their names. The Forest People cannot. Discovery means destruction for them."

"And the stone? What is it truly?"

Helaku's clouded eyes seemed to look past her, into distant memory. "Long ago, when the First People came to these shores, they encountered the Furry Giants. Conflict arose until understanding was reached. From that understanding came the stone—carved by hands neither fully human nor fully other, imbued with the ability to bridge minds that think differently."

"A Seer Stone," Anah murmured.

"Yes. It allows glimpses across the boundary between worlds. In the hands of a chosen steward, it grows stronger, becoming a thread of connection." He gestured toward the forest. "They are waiting. You feel it."

The pulling sensation had grown steadily stronger throughout the morning. She nodded.

"Go then," Helaku said. "Follow where it leads. Leave the offering where you feel it is right. Watch. Listen. Do not force understanding—let it come as it will."

Anah made her way toward the forest edge. The stone grew warmer with each step, the pull more defined. She followed game trails at first, familiar paths winding between sword ferns and salal, but the stone soon tugged her away from known routes, deeper into the forest's embrace.

The ravine opened before her: a deep fold in the earth, filled with ancient trees and shifting mist. She followed a barely visible trail down the steep slope, zigzagging toward the depths, until the stone's pull stopped at a small ledge overlooking the ravine floor.

Here was the right place. She knelt, set the offering cake on a flat rock, and sat back on her heels to wait.

For a long time, nothing happened. Birds called in the canopy above. A squirrel chattered at her intrusion. Mist shifted and swirled in the depths below. The stone pulsed steadily.

Then the forest fell silent.

Not gradually—all at once, as though a hand had been placed over everything. The silence had a quality Anah had never experienced before, a thickness that pressed against her ears. Even the perpetual whisper of wind through needles and leaves held its breath.

Movement caught her eye, not from below as she'd expected but from across the ravine. Something large shifted between two massive cedar trunks, then went still.

Anah did not move. She held Helaku's teaching in her body: patience is its power, stillness is its strength.

The mist parted briefly. She saw it clearly: a figure standing upright, much taller than any man she had ever seen, covered in dark fur, with long arms and a sloping forehead. Deep-set eyes reflected the dappled sunlight like polished obsidian. No sound. No movement beyond a slight swaying, the way a cedar moves in gentle wind.

The stone against her chest grew suddenly hot—not burning, but intensely warm. With that warmth came a flood of impressions: curiosity, assessment, ancient wisdom, and something else. Recognition. From somewhere beneath the warmth, a name settled into her awareness.

Rooke.

It knew what she carried. It had been waiting.

The figure melted back into the forest shadows as quickly as it had appeared. The stone's heat subsided to a steady warmth, but the impression lingered: acknowledgment, acceptance. She had been seen, and in some way she didn't yet have words for, found worthy.

Forest sounds resumed gradually—one bird call, then another, until the normal tapestry of wilderness was rewoven around her. Anah stayed where she was, letting the experience settle. Then she noticed: the offering cake was gone from the flat rock. In its place lay a small object.

She approached carefully. A tiny
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