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Chapter 1: The Last Chief
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The Hocking Hills, Ohio. 1681.

I remember the smell of that morning before I remember the morning itself.

Pine resin. Wet earth. And something else—something unsettling that I couldn't name back then. Now I know what it's called. That's what blood smells like before it's spilled.

I was thirteen years old.

Our tribe was called the Erie—the people of the panther's long tail. We lived on the slopes of the Hocking Hills, ancient sandstone cliffs that rose out of the Ohio forests like the bones of giants. Our ancestors had chosen this place many generations before. The elders said the spirits of the forest protected us here from outsiders—that no enemy would ever find us among these rocks and centuries-old oaks.

That morning I learned the danger had come from within.

I always called my father one word in my own mind—Chief. Not out of coldness. Out of respect. His name was Akando—in our language it meant "he who blocks the path." He was tall—taller than any man in the village. Black hair gathered in a knot at the back of his neck. Shoulders broad as a bear's. When Akando walked through the village, people stood a little straighter—not out of fear, but because being near him made you want to be better.

To me, he was the ground beneath my feet.

His younger brother was named Taheton—"flying like a hawk." They were nearly the same age but opposites in everything. Father was calm and patient, with the quiet strength that never needs proving. Taheton burned from the inside. Ambition lived in him like a fire that never got enough fuel. They had competed since childhood. Since childhood, Taheton had come second.

He never made peace with that.

I saw them first.

Armed warriors were coming through the morning mist from the lower trail. Twelve men. I recognized all of them—Father had banished each one from the village the previous winter for various crimes. They had come back.

Armed.

Father stepped out of the longhouse and looked at them. Then he turned and found the eyes of the shaman, Enoch—an old man who knew everything and said little. No words passed between them. Only a look. Enoch silently took me by the shoulder.

Akando stepped forward to meet his brother.

Villagers began coming out—sleepy, uneasy, sensing something was wrong. Children were pulled back inside.

Taheton stopped twenty paces from his brother. He smiled.

Taheton: — Chief. Three times the North Star has set and returned. Three times you've called the council and left without naming a successor. You are old, brother. The law of our ancestors is clear.

Akando: — What brings you here, Taheton? What gives you the right to disturb our people's peace?

Taheton: — Tradition gives me that right. Your silence gives me that right.

Akando: — These men were banished from the village. Every one of them. You had no right to bring them here. You will answer fully for this violation.

One of Taheton's men—a huge warrior named Haska—stepped forward and shouted to the whole village:

Haska: — Taheton! We answer to our new chief!

A murmur ran through the crowd.

Akando:— What new chief. I have named no successor.

Taheton: — You have broken everything, Akando. You have no heir worthy of the name.

An elderly woman stepped out of the crowd—Niwa, the healer, respected by everyone:

Niwa: - Our chief can only be Joy! Akando's son is our chief!

Taheton looked at her. A long moment. Then he sneered.

Taheton: — Foolish old woman. A half-blood cannot be chief. White blood is filth in the veins. All of you are breaking our traditions.

A pause. Then—loud, for the whole village to hear:

Taheton:— I am your chief. And those who oppose me will be put to death.

Akando: — Taheton. You have lost your mind.

The first blow wasn't struck by a man—it was a rope.

One of Taheton's men pulled out a long leather whip, the kind used to drive cattle, and lashed it across the leg of a villager standing nearby. The man screamed and fell. And everything broke loose.

The village exploded.

Father sprang back, reached his horse in three strides, and leapt into the saddle. He grabbed his tomahawk and spear. The horse reared beneath him and lunged forward—Akando ran two attackers through with a single strike. He threw the spear without looking and was already reaching for his bow.

Taheton took cover behind a thick oak at the edge of the square. From there he fired arrows—methodical, unhurried. First arrow to the throat. Second to the chest. Third to the throat again. He was picking off the men who'd stood with Father—precise, cold, like he was hunting.

I watched and couldn't move.

Then Father shouted—not to me, to the shaman:

Akando: — Enoch! Get him out of here! Now!

Enoch grabbed my arm and dragged me through the village. We ran between the longhouses, through smoke, through screams that weren't ours. He was pulling me toward the stable—toward a horse, toward the forest.

Taheton saw us.

He dropped his bow and leapt onto a horse. He rode to cut us off.

Father saw it. He shouted his brother's name and wheeled his horse around to intercept. Akando's arrow caught Taheton's horse—the animal went down at a full gallop. Taheton managed to jump clear.

Father circled him on horseback—the horse moving in a ring, Taheton standing at the center, turning slowly. Akando spun his tomahawk.

Akando: — Taheton. You have broken our laws. You have betrayed our people. You have betrayed me. You have killed our people with your own hands, and—

Taheton didn't wait to hear the rest.

He drew a short blade from his belt and lunged—not at the horse, straight at Father. Akando reacted but not fully in time—the blade sank into his thigh. Father drove his heels into the horse and it jumped sideways. Akando pulled the blade from the wound himself—jaw clenched, not a sound.

He took up his long spear and threw it at full speed.

Taheton dove aside at the last instant—the spear missed and buried itself in the ground. In that second, one of Taheton's men attacked Father from behind. Akando pulled the tomahawk from his saddle and took the man's head off with a single blow. He turned.

Taheton was gone.

Father spun in place—the village was burning. Bodies everywhere. Smoke everywhere. And he understood.

His brother had gone after me.

A wounded villager lay by a fence, and when he saw Father, he silently raised a hand and pointed toward the forest.

Akando drove his horse forward without stopping.

Deep in the forest he dismounted—the horse couldn't go further. He followed the hoofprints in the soft earth. Fast, almost running. Then he heard me scream.

He burst into a clearing and saw: one of Taheton's men holding me, my arms wrenched behind my back, me screaming and fighting.

Father didn't slow down. The bow was already in his hands. One motion—the arrow flew.

The warrior holding me crumpled with an arrow in his throat. I broke free and ran into the woods, not caring which way.

Then arrows came flying back out of the dark trees—Taheton's men were shooting at Father.

I ran. Gasping for breath. Branches whipping my face. Thirteen years old, forest, darkness, fear—my legs just carried me forward on their own.

Then the ground disappeared beneath me.

Taheton caught up with me in a hollow where the trees grew so thick a horse could barely pass through. He simply shoved me from behind—I fell face-first into the wet earth and didn't have time to get up.

He dismounted, unhurried. Pulled out a long leather rope—the kind used to drive cattle.

And started beating me.

I don't remember the words he shouted in our language. I remember only one word that repeated over and over—half-blood. He struck my arms. My back. My legs. The rope left bloody welts across my skin—sharp, deep, like knife cuts. One blow caught me across the neck.

Then he bound me. Threw me over the horse like a sack.

And rode back to the village.

The village was burning.

Taheton rode into the center and stopped. He looked at the villagers standing around him—alive, wounded, broken.

Taheton: — Your chief broke the laws of our ancestors. He brought a foreign woman into our village and wanted to hand power to a half-blood. I am your chief. By right of blood. By the law of our ancestors.

An arrow flew out of the crowd and struck the gear on his horse.

Taheton didn't even flinch. He slowly drew his bow, unhurried, found the shooter with his eyes—and put an arrow straight through his eye. The body fell without a sound.

Silence.

Then riders appeared from the forest. Two of them. One had something heavy tied behind his horse.

They rode into the village and threw it on the ground in front of everyone.

My father's body. His throat cut.

One of the riders—Cheyton, whom Father had once banished for assaulting a young girl—laughed and called out:

Cheyton: — Here's your chief.

I saw my father and screamed. Not words—just sound. The sound that comes out of you when everything you knew collapses.

Taheton got off his horse. Walked to his brother's body. Stood looking at it in silence for a long time. Then he said quietly—in our language—a single phrase:

"That's it, then."

Cheyton and the other rider raised their arms and shouted to the whole village:

Cheyton: — Here is your new chief! Taheton—chief of the Erie tribe!

The villagers stood in silence. No one raised their head. No one objected. They lowered their eyes to the ground—and that said everything.

Enoch stood apart. I saw his face—the old shaman didn't move, didn't speak. Only his lips moved slightly. I couldn't hear the words. But I saw his eyes.

There was such hatred in them that it frightened me—and such grief that it made me want to cry even harder.

Taheton: — I will take care of you. We are strong. We are ready to defend our lands from outsiders. This I promise.

Cheyton walked up to him and asked, low:

Cheyton: — What should we do with the chief's body?

Taheton:— Bury him. On the slope of the Hocking Hills. As is proper.

Cheyton nodded. Then he looked at me—bound, bloody, weeping over my father's body—and asked:

Cheyton:— And him?

Taheton didn't look in my direction.

Taheton: — Same place.

They threw Father's body back over the horse. Me beside him. Bound. I didn't fight. I couldn't.

They carried us into the forest.

Enoch watched us go, whispering something in the language of the spirits. No one heard. No one looked at the old shaman.

No one noticed him quietly follow after—into the darkness of the forest, behind us.
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The Hocking Hills, Ohio. 1681.

There are things you don't forget.

Not because you want to remember them. But because they burn into you—like a red-hot iron into skin—and stay there forever. You can live a long life. You can see a great deal. You can learn not to think about it during the day. But at night—when the forest goes still and the fire burns down and fog begins to drift between the trees—they come back.

They always come back.

I have two such images.

Everything else that happened that night sank into darkness—without a trace, without a sound, like a stone into deep water. The blow to my head erased most of it. But the darkness didn't take those two images. It tried—I felt it, in the years when I wanted to forget. But they stayed. They grew into me the way an old oak's roots grow into rock—slowly, unstoppably, forever.

The first image is simple.

I'm hanging belly-down across a horse. My head hangs to one side, toward the ground; my legs and torso to the other. The rope on my wrists cuts into my skin with every step the horse takes. The forest flows past below me, upside down—roots, earth, dead leaves, roots, earth—and I don't understand where I am. I don't understand what's happening. I don't understand how much time has passed since I was struck on the head, or how much more will pass. My head is ringing. There's a taste of blood and dirt in my mouth. On my back and arms, the welts from the rope Taheton beat me with are burning—every movement of the horse setting off its own pain, sharp, specific, alive.

I'm alone. That much I understand clearly. Father isn't beside me. No one is. Just the horse beneath me and the pounding of hooves and voices around me—unclear, distant, as if heard through water.

That's the first image.

The second is worse.

At some point, through the ringing in my head, I felt that I had to look back. I don't know why. Something pulled at me—the way the edge of a cliff pulls at you when you know you shouldn't look down. I lifted my head as much as I could in that position—my body wouldn't obey, every movement was a struggle—and I turned it.

A second rider was coming behind us.

And on his horse, something was tied down too.

I looked without understanding. My mind refused to assemble what I was seeing into a picture. Then it did.

Father.

Bound the same way I was—belly-down across the horse, head hanging. His long black hair—the same hair I remembered from earliest childhood—was matted with blood. Dark, almost black stains on it. Blood dripped slowly from the ends of his hair to the ground—heavy, dark drops—and vanished among the rotting leaves. His head was broken open. His body still.

Chief Akando. My father. The strongest man I had ever known.

I looked at him. A second, maybe. Maybe an eternity. Time lost all meaning in that moment—it simply stopped and went flat, like a stone.

Then darkness again.

Autumn smells different in the Ohio woods.

Not like summer, when everything is alive and breathing and the air is thick with blossoms and pine. And not like winter, when the frost kills every smell and the forest turns clean and cold as riverside stone. In autumn it smells of earth and decay and something sweet—the smell of endings, the smell of things that were alive and no longer are. Mushrooms. Rotting leaves. The wet bark of old oaks. That smell is heavy, thick; it settles in the lungs and stays there a long time.

Cheyton rode through that smell without noticing it.

He noticed little around him at all. To him the forest was just a road—an obstacle between where he'd been and where he was going. Trees, brush, fallen trunks the horse stepped over carefully. He didn't look at any of it. He looked straight ahead, to where a rise in the hill was already visible between the trunks.

Inside him, there was warmth.

Not joy. Not triumph. Something simpler and darker—the satisfaction of a man who had waited a long time and finally gotten what he waited for. The feeling that comes when a debt is settled. Even if not by your own hand—it didn't matter. What mattered was that it was paid.

Cheyton remembered that day well. Better than he'd have liked.

The village square. Morning. Cold, gray, wrapped in fog that didn't want to lift. He'd stood in front of Akando—stood straight, didn't lower his eyes, because he didn't consider himself guilty of anything—and looked into the chief's face. The face was calm. Without anger. Almost indifferent. As if the man standing before him weren't a man at all but a broken tool to be thrown out.

*Leave. And don't come back.*

That's what Akando had said. Five words. No explanation. No conversation. Just—leave.

And now Akando hung from a horse behind him. And he was the one carrying him to be buried.

Cheyton gave a small shake of his head—almost invisible—and said nothing.

One of his men—young, named Vaya, who had joined Taheton later than the others—was the first to break the silence. He rode to the right, a little behind, and spoke quietly—carefully, the way people speak when they aren't sure how their words will be taken.

Vaya: — Cheyton. Taheton ordered the chief buried properly. To lay the body in the earth according to the ancestors' custom. The hill isn't far now.

Cheyton didn't turn. He kept looking ahead at the trees.

He was quiet for a while. Then he asked—soft, almost calm:

Cheyton: — When Akando drove us out of the village—was he thinking of you?

Vaya didn't answer.

Cheyton: — Of you?

He turned his head to the third man—an older warrior named Hoka, who rode to the left and had said nothing since they'd set out. Hoka lowered his eyes to his horse's mane.

Cheyton: — Did he think about where we'd go? Whether we'd have anything to eat come winter? Whether we'd live to see spring? Whether we'd even be buried when our time came—or just rot somewhere in the woods, nameless and forgotten?

Silence. Only hooves on the wet ground. Somewhere high in the branches, the wind stirred a bough and it creaked—long and slow, like an old door.

Cheyton: — He didn't think about it. He didn't care. To him we were dirt to be swept off the road. That's all.

He stopped his horse. Looked around—trees, moss, the rise of the hill ahead. Then said slowly:

Cheyton: — We dig here. Taheton has no time for us right now—there's a feast in the village. He won't remember where we dug, or whether we dug at all. And if he does remember, we'll tell him we dug where he told us to.

Vaya seemed about to say something—Cheyton saw it in the way his mouth opened. But he said nothing. He got down off his horse.

Hoka got down too. In silence.

They dug for a long time.

The ground here was heavy—wet from the autumn rains, threaded through with the roots of old trees they had to hack through with stone-headed spades. Every strike answered with a dull sound—flat, damp. The earth gave way reluctantly, as if it didn't want to accept what was about to be laid in it.

Cheyton didn't dig. He stood off to one side, leaning against an oak trunk, watching. Now and then he glanced up at the sky through the branches—the sun was moving west, and time was passing.

When the pit reached Vaya's knees, he planted his spade in the ground and straightened up. Wiped his forehead. Looked down into the pit—at the dark wet earth, at the severed roots jutting from the walls.

Vaya: — Not deep enough. It needs to be deeper. Otherwise a bear will smell it and dig it up in a single night. Or wolves.

Cheyton pushed off from the tree. Walked to the edge of the pit. Looked down.

Cheyton: — It's enough.

Vaya: — But—

Cheyton: — I said—enough. Let the bear find it. Let the wolves find it. The bear's spirit will be grateful for the meal, and the wolf's spirit won't turn down a gift like that.

He said it without a smirk—flat, the way people speak of things that go without saying. Then he turned and walked to the horses.

Vaya and Hoka exchanged a glance. Said nothing.

They lifted Akando's body off the horse between the two of them—it was heavy, awkward, limp in the way only the dead are. Hoka took the shoulders, Vaya the legs. They carried it to the edge of the pit.

Lowered it.

Or rather—dropped it. Not out of malice, just because holding it any longer was awkward. The body hit the bottom of the pit with a dull sound—heavy, final—and lay there crooked, face-down, black hair scattered across the dark earth.

Cheyton stood by his horse and watched. His face showed nothing.

Then he walked slowly to the other horse—the one I hung from. He stopped beside it. Looked down at me—at the bound, beaten, unconscious thirteen-year-old boy.

He took hold of the rope binding my wrists. And pulled me off the horse—one motion, the way you'd pull a sack of grain down.

I don't remember falling. Don't remember hitting the ground.

I only remember the dream.

There was no pain in the dream.

No darkness, no ropes, no smell of blood and wet earth. There was silence—but a living silence, full, the kind of silence that settles over the forest in early morning, when the night creatures have already gone and the day creatures haven't woken yet. An in-between. A space between one world and another.

The forest in the dream was different.

Bright—almost translucent, as if the trees were woven from morning mist instead of wood and bark. The light came from everywhere at once—not from above, not from below, just present everywhere, soft and even, without shadows. The ground beneath my feet was dry and warm, though I knew for certain that outside it was autumn, cold, wet leaves.

Animals moved between the trees.

A bear—enormous, brown, its thick fur glowing faintly in that strange light. It walked slowly, rolling with each step, and didn't look at me—just passed by, going about its business, as if I were part of the forest and didn't merit its notice. Behind it, a wolf. Gray, lean, with yellow eyes that met mine for a second and slid on. A deer with branching antlers stopped some distance off and looked straight at me for a long while—calm, unafraid—then slipped away silently between the trunks.

They weren't frightening. They simply were. As if this forest had belonged to them since the beginning of time, and they knew it, and were in no hurry to be anywhere else.

Then I saw her.

She stood by the water—by a quiet forest river that flowed without a sound, reflecting that same even light. Her back was to me. Fair hair—almost white, the kind you see on people from the north, people of a different blood—spilled over her shoulders and back. A simple dress. Bare feet on the dry ground at the water's edge.

She turned.

And I saw her face.

Mother.

I barely remember her—that's a truth I made peace with long ago. She died when I was six. A sickness that had come from the west along with the first outsiders—it took several families in the village, but of ours
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