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SPIRIT CALLER


TEVA SCRAMBLED TO her feet, heart pounding, as a bear lumbered into the clearing. Fumbling for the bone knife strapped to her waist, she retreated until a tree trunk against her back blocked her escape. She locked eyes with the animal and a shiver ran down her spine. The bear’s eyes were grey as a morning mist. Teva swallowed loudly, her throat suddenly as dry as the dust-choked streets of her village.

With a low moan, the animal dumped the two fish it had been carrying in its jaws to the ground. It lifted its front paws into the air, stretched out to its full standing height, and … shimmered.

Teva blinked. The bear was gone and in its place stood a woman surrounded by a numinous glow. As the glimmer subsided, Teva watched the woman bend down to retrieve the dropped fish. Ghostly white hair framing a youthful face slid over the faded blue clan markings that swirled across the woman’s bare arms. Teva realised the woman’s grey-eyed gaze was upon her too, studying her intently. It took all her willpower, but she lifted her chin and ignored the temptation to look away from those otherworldly eyes.

“Welcome, friend,” the woman said, finally. A small smile played across her lips. She beckoned Teva closer. “The spirits warned me of your coming. I took the liberty of catching dinner.”

“Are you her?” Teva blurted. Heat rose to her cheeks. Of course this was her. She relaxed her white-knuckled grip on the knife and took a few tentative steps towards the woman. “The Elders said I would find you in the forest, but I didn’t know where to look. My feet led me to this clearing. You are her, aren’t you? The Spirit Caller?”

“You can call me Geres,” the Spirit Caller replied. 

Relief settled over Teva, comforting as a warm fur in wintertime. She had found the Spirit Caller. Her village would be saved.

Flapping wings drew both women’s attention upwards. A raven descended and settled itself on Geres’ shoulder. The woman ran a hand down the bird’s body as if welcoming a friend, its feathers shining blue-black in the late afternoon sunlight. Then she looked back at Teva again. “The spirits of the forest do not know your name, traveller.”

“Teva of the Huatl Plains village,” she replied, the words tumbling over themselves in her excitement. “Is it true that you can change yourself into any shape you please?”

Geres nodded. “If the spirits allow it.” The raven on her shoulder squawked loudly, its beady eyes trained on Teva. Geres made a soothing noise and the bird quieted down again. 

“I don’t know about you, Teva, but my stomach rumbles and the evening shadows are lengthening. Lend me your knife and I will gut the fish while you gather some kindling for a fire.”

Suddenly ravenous, Teva swallowed her questions and did as she was asked. As she roamed the nearby trees, her eyes kept wandering back to the pale-haired woman and the bird on her shoulder. Teva had heard so many tales about the Spirit Caller that it was strange to see her in person, a legend come to life. 

Teva giggled. A legend who had just lost a piece of fish to the raven and now stood with her hands on her hips,  glaring up at the bird perched on a branch just out of reach. It squawked cheekily, and the Spirit Caller laughed and let it be.

Later that evening, when their hunger had been satiated and the first stars glimmered in the night sky, Geres finally asked the question Teva had been waiting for. 

“Why did your Elders send you to me, Teva?”

“My village desperately needs your help, Spirit Caller,” Teva replied, stretching her fingers towards the warmth of their campfire. “The cold winter months approach and still our crops have not sprouted, nor have the great elk roamed our plains. Nothing but dust flows between the banks of Einuhuatl, and his twin sister, the mighty Teiahuatl, is only a trickle of her former glory. We fear the spirits have abandoned us, but we do not know why.”

A frown furrowed Geres’ brow as she stared into the dancing flames casting strange shadows across her face. She was silent for a long time, absentmindedly stroking the raven while it dozed in her lap.

“And why did your Elders send you to me, Teva?”

“My grandmother thinks I may be the first of our people in many years to have the gift you have.”

Geres’ eyes bored into her. “Why?”

“I ... felt something wrong. The desolation came too swiftly. One day the river roared, the next it was gone. The animals of our village fled. People ... passed on, even though they were hearty and hale. My family ...” Teva paused, eyes burning with unshed tears. “I knew the spirits had forsaken us, but they do not talk to me. I knew only you could tell us why.”

“I see,” the Spirit Caller said softly, staring deep into the fire again.

Teva searched the woman’s face, hoping to find an answer. Geres’ eyes lifted from the flames. Then she placed a hand on Teva’s arm, nodding in the direction of the forest. Teva turned towards the trees. Her blood ran cold as a large cat strode into the clearing.

“Do not be afraid,” Geres said as the raven took flight. “Mountain lion watches over us tonight.” The woman winked at Teva, then laid down next to the fire and closed her eyes. Within minutes her breathing slowed, her face smooth in untroubled sleep.

Teva stared at the mountain lion. It stared back with an intensity that unsettled Teva. She was not afraid, not really. But she felt naked, as if the animal had stripped away the layers of her physical appearance – the dark red markings of her clan swirling across her coppery skin, the long black hair, the eyes green as new grass in springtime - and was looking deeper. It was inspecting her true self. It was examining her soul.

An eternity later, the mountain lion dipped its head in a nod. 

Released, Teva slumped to the ground, eyes as heavy as the mountains. The fire had died down to burning embers, but still filled the clearing with its warmth. She shuffled closer and immediately fell into a deep, dreamless, sleep.


***


The Spirit Caller was gone when Teva awoke the next morning. She couldn’t see the mountain lion either, but the raven sat on a nearby branch, preening its feathers in the light of the early morning sun. It eyed her suspiciously as she stood up and stretched the aches from a night spent on the ground from her body. Teva walked towards the bird, wanting to stroke its glistening feathers as she had seen Geres doing, but the raven flew a few steps away every time she advanced. Eventually she gave up and the two of them watched each other closely while Teva waited for Geres to return.

This time, when the bear strode into the clearing, Teva’s body stiffened, her hand twitching towards her knife, but she remained seated, pretending indifference, until the animal shimmered and the white-haired woman stood before her again.

“It is time to go, Teva,” the Spirit Caller said. “Lead me to your village. We will forage for food along the way.”

Teva jumped to her feet, eager to return home. She waited for the raven to take its usual place on the Spirit Caller’s shoulder before leading the way back in the direction she had come the previous day.

A plains girl, accustomed to the wind whipping through her hair, the sky a great expanse above, Teva had found the forest oppressive the day before. The trees had loomed over her, blocking the sun, and the air had been stagnant, the cloying odour of wet earth and rotting mulch burning her nose. Her footsteps had been loud in her own ears then, the forest around her quiet, watchful.

Now, however, all had changed. With the Spirit Caller walking beside her it was an entirely different forest. Birds called high above in the treetops, little feet scurried in the underbrush around her. Her skin tingled with the sense of life surrounding her, her nose catching the scent of woodland flowers on the breeze, her heart inexplicably filled with joy.

“Can you feel them?” the quiet voice beside her broke her reverie. Teva glanced at her companion. The woman had stopped and stood with her eyes closed, her face uplifted, breathing in deeply. Then she looked at Teva with those strange grey eyes again. “The spirits of the forest. Can you feel them?”

Teva closed her eyes too. There was nothing, and yet...  something. Her skin broke into goose bumps. She opened her eyes to see the Spirit Caller studying her closely.

“Not yet,” the woman said. “But soon, perhaps.”

Instead of resuming their journey, Geres strode off into the woods. Teva followed a heartbeat later. They pushed past a patch of thorny bramble and came to a stop in front of a tall redwood. A stone hand-axe was firmly lodged inside the wood.

The Spirit Caller placed a hand on the trunk of the tree. “Can you feel its pain?”

Teva shook her head, but as Geres pulled the axe from the tree a tension lifted from her shoulders she hadn’t even known was there. She breathed out deeply.

Geres strapped the small hand-axe to her waist and patted the tree again, a comforting gesture. “This will leave a scar, my friend,” she murmured, almost too softly for Teva to hear. “But your roots are strong, you will grow many more rings.” The rustling of the leaves high above her sounded almost like a sigh of relief to Teva.

She barely noticed when they reached the forest footpath again. Her thoughts were focussed inward. Had she felt the spirit of the tree and the pain it had suffered? Is it possible that she, too, could learn to commune with the spirits? How does one become a spirit caller?

She turned towards her companion and gasped, knees weakening with shock. Would she ever get used to a bear so close by her side? The animal lumbered on, glancing back at her with amusement twinkling in its grey eyes. The raven squawked overhead and Teva realised what a fool
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