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Note to the Reader

This book was originally published in a slightly shorter version in 2011 by Kegedance Press under the title The Dreamer’s legacy. That book is now out of print. Taste of Memory was my original title for this work. I have also included in this edition parts of the original story left out of the Kegedance edition.

​​​

Taste of Memory is a work of fiction. I hope you’ll read and enjoy it as such. Though I’ve drawn material in the abstract from places I’ve lived and from my own mixed race background, any resemblance to people, places, cultures, Indigenous or other languages in our world is purely coincidental. 
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This book is dedicated to all the refugees and displaced indigenous peoples around the world. It is also dedicated to my children and grandchildren. Not being a woman of material wealth, my writing is my legacy to both them, and all the children who are our cherished future. Also in dedication, I offer my eternal gratitude for the traditional teachings of my grandparents, aunties, and the other Elders I’ve met over the years who have taken the time to teach me. The wisdom and strength of my Elders has always been, and will continue to be, an inspiration in my life.
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THE EXPLORERS FROM the empire who came north named all the tribes they found tazacatik. And somewhere along the way they shortened it to “zaunk’ when they wanted to ridicule us and make us feel small. I’m not sure what either word meant to them, but we called ourselves, the Qwani’yaTsa’adi. Loosely translated, it means “Fish People” in today’s common tongue. We caught whitefish mostly. Summer and winter, smoked or baked—even sometimes raw, we ate a lot of fish. Our traditional home was on the southern shores of Big Ice Lake, not far from where it flows into the Socanna River.

Like the land that has tasted our blood and shared our memories, we can endure almost anything. A quiet people and shy around strangers, we stand back and observe before we speak. Some outsiders mistake our reticence for stupidity, but they are the foolish ones. In currents of jade green, indigo and black, our thoughts run deep. In our dreams we swim Big Ice Lake’s hidden currents with Dalo the loon, Qwa’osi the otter and Co’yeh the lake seal, to bring back the magic found in the caves of the Great Aseutl, Kunai. 

Our healers and wise ones found their power in natural things such as winds, rocks, ice, and the whistling fires of the Spirit-Lights. The land doesn’t belong to us; we belong to the land. It holds our Qwakaiva, our ancestor’s bones and our tribal memories. My daughter Qwachula’s mentor with the long Chamuqwani nose and kind eyes gave me a quizzical look when I first said this to him, then he thought about it some more and nodded his head in agreement. 

I promised my daughter to recount the story of my youth, but the world has changed so much. Why should these children who have grown up in such a different way believe me? They will think my memories lies, or worse yet, the demented ramblings of a senile old man.

But I suppose I must tell them. What does it matter that most will think them just the fancies of my imagination? The ones with Qwakaiva, the ones in whom the Blood runs true, they will be empowered and keep the ceremonies alive that bind the world together. 
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Chapter One


[image: ]


“You’re not welcome here. Go!”

I froze with one foot upon the trading post steps. Mother had sent me for more tea, but I’d no wish to enter if the trader was angry. Jombonni had repeatedly warned his son Kutima and me not to raid the candy barrel, but did we listen?

No. 

I peered through the open door into the store’s dim interior. Maybe I should find a cousin to get the tea... Dog fart! Only a coward would run and hide, I told myself. If he knows about the candy, go in and confess.

But Jombonni wasn’t talking to me—the trader hadn’t even seen me. He faced two broad-shouldered men wearing wide brimmed hats and dirty canvas trousers. I breathed a sigh of relief and stepped onto the porch. My relatives would want to know this juicy tidbit of gossip. 

The strangers had their backs turned, intent on the thin, pale-skinned man in the white apron behind the counter, shaking his fist. I crept up to the door. Who were they? Probably miners from the new settlement. These rude newcomers were always swaggering about, leering at our young women, and poking their noses into our snug homes when they thought only children and old people were about. They weren’t welcome in our village.

Unfortunately, the only store in the area was at our end of the lake, so we had to put up with their visits for supplies. 

“What’s a matter, Trader Man? We got dust enough to pay your price,” one of the surly pair growled. 

“I don’t care how much gold you have. You and your brother started a fight after I sold you liquor last time,” Jombonni said. “I told you then, you were nothing but trouble and not to come back to my post. Now get out.”

Oh, Kunai, the Jomas brothers!

Dread knotted itself in my gut. Where were Uncle Tli and his friends? If they saw these particular men, there was going to be a fight—like last time. Miners. I hated them. I wished there were no yellow rocks in our streams. I wished they would go away and leave us alone.

“The mud-grubber deserved what we gave him,” the other brother protested. “The crazy zaunk started it.”

Jombonni slammed his hand down upon the counter top. “I said get out and I meant it. I’m not selling you anything.”

The second man to speak put a hand on the long bladed knife holstered at his hip. “You Zaunk-Loving Bastard, I’m gonna—”

Jombonni’s pale face turned a bright pink. As if reaching for something, one of his hands dropped beneath the counter. “Do what; kill me like you did Tall Walker?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Is one of your lazy, good-for-nothing zaunks missing?” the first miner laughed. “Such a shame, ain’t it?”

Not long before, Tall Walker made the mistake of arguing with these same brothers at the post. The traders broke up the dispute before weapons could be drawn, but later when the fisherman went missing, even Jombonni, who tried not to take sides, thought the disappearance suspicious. 

Some people suspected the Jomas brothers might be to blame, while others insisted that the miners had nothing to do with it. The greedy Aseutl living at the bottom of the lake had merely chosen a new victim. Uncle Tli and his friends scoffed at such a notion and threatened revenge on the brothers when next they saw them. 

Jombonni’s flushed turned a deeper shade of crimson, and his mouth hardened into a determined line. “Get yourselves gone—now.”

A boy’s frightened face materialized from behind a barrel then it disappeared back into the storeroom. A moment later two of the post’s burly workmen appeared in the warehouse doorway, walking in to flank their boss.

The other miner saw them and placed a hand on his brother’s arm. “Let’s go.”

The tangle of unease in my stomach tightened. This was very bad. I didn’t want my uncle to be hurt—or be killed, too.

I hastily scanned the surrounding buildings and dock area, but the sun had risen above the eastern peaks, fanning out in a ribbon of silver across the green water. Several fishermen joked with each other by their canoes farther along the beach. Their faces were lost in shadow and I couldn’t recognize them. Fearing the worst, I raised my hand to shade my eyes and squinted harder.  

Oh, Uncle, please stay away.

Then without warning the light reflecting off the water intensified. The knot in my gut tightened. I stifled a cry and closed my eyes. 

Too late...

As hard-edged and piercing as glass, the brightness was trapped inside my head. There was no escaping the Spirit-Sending devouring me. Suddenly powerless and terrified, I clung to the doorframe, determined not to draw the attention of the foreigners inside the post. 

Ensnared within a whirling storm of disjointed images, I saw scavenging dogs, wannigua demons, and dead men and women lying in the snow. A village was in flames, people screaming. What village? I wanted to see, but the mists thickened. 

“Let’s go. The zaunk-lover will sing a different song when the steamboat gets here,” one of the miners said, his voice echoing through the tumult of the foretelling. 

“Things are gonna change around here. Just wait and see, Trader-Man, when the steamboat comes.”

When the steamboat comes—comes ... The miner’s words reverberated in my head. I trembled. The paddle-wheeler was coming, true enough. But unlike other visits, this year its bounty of trade goods was an illusion. Hidden among its many boxes and barrels was an unspeakable evil. Change was coming, certain and terrible.

<<No. It’s not true.>> in the mind-speech of the Spirit-World I begged the Otter, our village’s guardian, <<Qwa’osi, say it isn’t so!>>

Smothered by smoke and blackness, I heard a mechanical roaring and the thunder of fast water over boulders in a narrow channel. My body convulsed. I choked on the stench of hot iron and fish slime. Suddenly I was drowning in foaming water, dark currents sucking me down into the abyss. Panicked I struggled to get away, but only discordant laughter mocked my efforts. 

<<Qwa’osi, save me!>>

Determined to swim out of the chaos, I focused my Qwakaiva, my Spirit-Power, as Grandfather had taught me. With great effort I banished the sounds and images of the foretelling and replace myself amid the harmony of the physical world.  

Still dizzy and weak, I perceived a strange chill in the summer air. The world before my eyes now revealed a new jagged clarity. The glowing spirit fires around living things had a bluish-grey tinge that warned of some unspeakable sorrow. 

Change.... What did the miner’s threat truly mean? I loved my friends, family and our mountain home. I didn’t want our lives to change—ever.

I was vaguely aware that the men inside the store had stopped talking. The enraged brothers were heading for the doorway, where I stood shivering and gulping for air. I needed to get away, before the torrent of red anger and black fear engulfed me, but at that moment my body felt too sluggish to move.  

As the taller of the two yellow-haired brothers came out onto the porch, he backhanded me with a blow that sent me sprawling. “Out of the way, brat.” Without looking back, the miners stomped off the porch heading toward the dock.

I’d always given the miners the healthy respect I might a vicious sled dog, staying out of their way when I noticed them lounging round the post. But at that moment I wished I already had the knife Uncle Tli had promised me next time the steamboat arrived. 

If I had my gift-knife—I’d show them...

I picked myself up off the porch’s weathered floorboards and wiped my mouth, leaving a trail of scarlet down my forearm. My face throbbed. Stumbling away from the post, I headed down the beach in the opposite direction to the miners. Once out of sight, I crouched and splashed cold water over my aching face. 

“Tas? Are you all right? Kutima told me to come find you.”

Still dripping, I turned. My brother-cousin Samiqwas stood on the shingle. When he saw my face, his brown eyes widened. “What happened?”

I waded out of the water and started walking down the beach, not wanting to talk to anyone—not even my best friend. “It’s nothing.”

Samiqwas fell into step beside me, frowning. “Did Matoqwa do that? If he did, I’ll—”

“No. I haven’t even seen Matoqwa today. Just forget it. I don’t want to talk about it.” He snorted, calling me a bad name in the traders’ language. I balled my fists and rounded on him. “Take that back, Dog Fart.”

Impatient for an answer, he hopped out of reach of my swing. “Some angry miners were getting into their canoe a while ago. Did they try to steal you? Did they want to make you their slave?”

Samiqwas had reason to be worried; it had happened before. “No.” 

Samiqwas was a square-built boy with his mother’s round face, and his father’s large hands and feet. He was proud of the length of his twig and how far he could piss. Being a year older, over the past winter he had shot up in height, making the difference in our ages more apparent. 

Glancing towards the trading post, I swatted at a mosquito and watched the glowing disk of the sun illuminate the blue ice of the glacier across the lake. The dark silhouette of the brothers’ canoe made its way up the eastern shore. Still furious and hurting, I focused my anger on the disappearing canoe. 

<<Kunai, I seek vengeance. Open your enormous jaws and swallow them—boat and all.>>

In the shadowy depths of the lake I sensed a being of immense power stir, roused from its dreams by my summons. Cold yellow eyes opened and contemplated me. Appalled, I shrank from that enigmatic gaze. Icy dread flowed through my veins, chilling me to the bone. 

I must have cried out, for suddenly strong hands grasped my shoulders, breaking the contact, plunging my Spirit back into my physical self. I took a ragged breath and opened my eyes. Samiqwas was holding me. “Tas? What’s wrong?” 

My tongue frozen to the roof of my mouth, I shook my head, unable to speak. Everywhere I turned, evil omens assailed me. ​I pushed myself away from him. He was only trying to help, but right then his touch burned like stinging nettles brushed against my skin. 

When I remained silent and started walking, he spun me around to face him. “Tas, answer me. What’s wrong?” 

Before I could guard my tongue, I blurted, “The steamboat hasn’t cracked on the rocks like the traders fear. It’s coming—soon.”

He beamed. “Haya! That’s wonderful news.”

Taking a petty delight in shattering his excitement, I growled, “No, it isn’t! I wish the steamboat would go away—drown.” Before the shadow onboard it covers us all.

In those early days as the ice cleared, the old paddle-wheeler chugged north each year up the Socanna River from Fort Protection to our home on Big Ice Lake. The boat’s arrival, and the trading that followed, was the most important event of our year. During the summer, children spent every spare moment on the lakeshore, hoping to be the first to sight the steamboat. There was a bag of hard candy waiting at the post as a prize for the lucky one who brought the news.

But the steamboat was late that year. The snow-melt from the spring run-off had passed through the river’s channel and still there was no sign of it. The traders were worried that the boat had been wrecked in one of the rapids down river. They feared it wouldn’t show up at all, to restock the post for the coming winter. My adult relatives all shared the traders’ concern. 

Samiqwas stared at me as if moose antlers had just sprouted from my skull. Then, trying to be reasonable, he said, “Tas, Everyone will suffer next winter without those trade-goods. Why would you say such a terrible thing? You aren’t making any sense.”

“I know,” I grumbled. “Stop pestering me.” I took several deep breaths as Grandfather had taught me, trying to dispel my emotions and bring back clarity.

“Well? Is the paddle-wheeler coming or not?” Samiqwas pressed.

Fighting back nausea, I mentally kicked myself. Why hadn’t I kept my big mouth shut? Kunai’s sudden interest in me, a village in flames—how could I tell him what I’d seen? My brother-cousin’s spirit was like a hunter’s blade, bright silver and sharp edged; he wouldn’t understand.  Even I didn’t understand.

When it suited him, Samiqwas boasted to our friends of my ability to connect with the Unseen Ones in the Spirit-World. But swimming in the twilight realms was beyond him. 

“Yes. It’s coming,” I said, my voice taking on a longsuffering tone. 

Walking a few paces closer to the water, he held his hand to his eyes and looked out across the lake. “I don’t see anything.”

“So? I said the boat was coming, didn’t I? It will be here by tomorrow—maybe later today, but—” 

He made a rude noise, sparking my anger anew. Was he deliberately trying to bait me? Still glaring at his back, I hurled a stone into the water with more force than necessary. 

Would that mean miner have hit Samiqwas if he’d found him standing in the doorway of the store? 

I hurled another stone. Probably. 

Another stone, but maybe Samiqwas would have fought back—maybe stabbed that evil man with his father’s knife.

His knife...

“Uncle Tli is going to buy me a bright steel knife of my own this year, you know?”

“So?” Samiqwas picked up a flat stone from the shingle and skipped it effortlessly over the water. The stone hopped three times before it sank. A smile curving his lips, he patted the knife resting in its worn leather sheath at his hip. “I already have a steel knife. Uncle Tli can buy me a fox trap if he wants to give me a present.”

To have a knife made of iron, not one made of bone or chipped stone meant that a boy was recognized by the hunters of our village as nearly a man-grown. 

I had no such knife, and still slept in my mother’s furs.... 

Samiqwas and I were like brothers; I loved him with all my heart. But his drawing my attention to his father’s gift and his new status, only fuelled my annoyance with him. 

“Yes, you have a knife. But it’s just an old one your father didn’t want any more. Mine will be new.” 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw his mouth tighten, but I pretended not to notice. I picked up a rock and arched it out over the lake, trying to imitate his throw. 

The rock sank, much to my disgust. It was so humiliating. Boys half my age could skip rocks better than I could. I dared not look around for fear he would be laughing at me. My still aching cheek hurt all the more for the flush I was sure darkened it. 

Too short for my own liking, my face oval not round, my hair wavy not straight, my eyes a deep violet rather than a warm dark brown, I hated all the differences that set me apart from my relatives. 

Swallowing down the lump clogging my throat, I kept my eyes focused on the water. I tossed my next stone—with similar results. Then I threw another, deliberately casting wide, so that the rock hit his leg instead of the water. He whirled round to face me with fist raised. I thought he was going to hit me, but whatever he saw in my face made him change his mind. He lowered his hand.

Stifling a grin, he stepped up beside me. “You’re holding them wrong—look.” He scooped up a handful of stones and patiently showed me the proper way to hold them. 

Choosing to ignore my childishness, his generosity shamed me all the more. I knew he was being kind, trying to make peace between us, so I did as he suggested. I let go of my anger and my fear for the future. I let my bad feelings sink into the lake with the stones.

When Samiqwas saw I understood how to skip them, he became bored. Looking around for something else to occupy his energy, he spied his father and his father’s brother down by their moored fishing canoe. Waving a farewell, he headed in their direction.

“Hey! Where are you going.” 

He turned round to face me, still walking backward. “Why, to tell them what you said, of course. Maybe they’ll want to take the canoe out to look for the paddle-wheeler. If they do, I’m going.”

I flung my handful of stones into the water, not bothering to watch where they fell. “Wait for me,” I shouted. “I’m the one who told you. The bag of candy is my prize.”

He laughed. “Careful, Tas, or your belly will grow as big as old Grandma Bear’s. Don’t worry. I’ll share the prize when we get back.” 
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Chapter Two
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When I raced up to the canoe, panting like a dog, Samiqwas waved, stifling a grin as they paddled out into the lake. There was room in the canoe; they could have waited, but there was no point in my asking. His father Ko wouldn’t have taken me.

I was in my fourth summer the last time Ko let me ride in his canoe. On that day Ko decided to take Samiqwas and me fishing. We had been excited about getting away from our mothers. Fishing, we were going fishing, just like we were men. 

Unfortunately, neither fishing nor child-minding was what Ko had in mind. Out of sight of the village, he anchored the canoe and threw out a baited line for us to tend. Then he pulled out a half-full bottle of waskyja and proceeded to ignore us. 

I recall that it was warm that day, the winds fitful, gusting strong, then dying away to nothing in a few more heartbeats.

Not knowing the proper songs to lure fish to our bait, the hook remained disappointingly empty. After a while Samiqwas and I grew bored. And being bored we began to play a foolish game, involving leaning far over the side of the canoe. 

Then, the wind gusted up without warning, tipping me head-first over the side into the icy water. The cold sucked the air from my lungs before I could cry out. Helpless, I sank down into the green water like a stone. Without being aware of doing so, I must have called to the Spirits in the lake, using my Qwakaiva. 

As I struggled, I was dimly aware of unseen scaly bodies, brushing against my flailing limbs. They tangled their sharp claws in my snarling hairand pulled me upward. Rubbery lips kissed my cheek, whispering into my mind words I couldn’t understand—frightening me all the more.

I’d almost drowned before Ko got me back in the canoe, choking and crying. I’d been as terrified by the Spirit-World’s first touch as I was by nearly dying. 

When we returned home Ko received such a scolding from his wife and my grandmother that he swore never to take me in his canoe again. And no matter how much I grew—or how I begged, he never changed his mind.

When the canoe was only a dark spot on the lake I turned away. My heart was still troubled by my recent vision, but in the way of boys, I set future worries aside, inflamed by the current injustice. 

I was the one who had seen the steamboat first—it wasn’t fair that Samiqwas would be awarded the prize. I kicked a twig off the dock in frustration. I was having a terrible day!

I considered telling Jombonni, before they got back, Then I decided against it. The southerners didn’t believe in things like Spirit-Sendings. Jombonni had to see something with his eyes to believe it. He would only laugh at me if I went there now. 

But Uncle Tli would believe me. Now that the miners were gone—and it was safe—maybe uncle would even take me out on the lake to see the steamboat, too. 

If I could find him....

Glancing round I saw his canoe by the big fir—but no uncle. Leaping off the dock I raced back to the village to find him. 

My older-uncle, Da’wabin, had married into a village down the Socanna River. I rarely saw him, but Uncle Tli, Mother’s younger brother, lived with his wife’s family in our village. When I arrived out of breath at his wife’s lodge, I learned to my dismay that he was already on the lake, fishing with his wife’s brother Chugai. That, of course, was why his canoe was still on the beach. 

Sensing my distress, Shilshigua smiled and offered me some freshly baked bannock. I shook my head and left the lodge, trying not to be rude in spite of my disappointment. Tears of frustration were pooling in the corners of my eyes. I hadn’t wanted her to see; I was nearly a man, wasn’t I? 

Suddenly, I’d had enough. Why was I always the one staying home with the women? It was time to confront my mother and find out about my father.

In the early days, before the traders came to the arctic to exchange their goods for our fish and furs, we lived in small family groups spread out upon the land. By the time of my birth, however, most families had made for themselves warm earthen lodges on the slope above Big Ice Lake, near where it flows into the Socanna River. It was only the hunters that spent much time on their family’s trap lines in the bush. 

According to the custom of my people, I lived with my mother, my mother’s parents, and my Aunt Tuulah, her husband Ko and their three children, of whom Samiqwas was one. I marched into our earthen lodge and planted myself in front of Mother with arms folded across my chest. 

Sunlight streamed down the open smoke hole, illuminating the interior of our home with a golden hue. The embers of the morning’s cook fire sent up lazy tendrils of blue smoke to mingle with the sunlight.

Mother was sitting on our sleeping platform, stitching a pair of winter boots to sell to the trader. She was a slim woman with luminous dark eyes. When she thought no one was watching, her mouth often curved downward in a wistful expression. Grandmother was also in the lodge, sitting on her own bed, her thick body bent over her sewing. 

Taking in a deep breath, I demanded to know why I didn’t have a father of my own, to give me knives for presents and take me in his canoe. I was furious with this unknown stranger who’d sired me, then left. And I was also angry with Mother, because maybe she’d done something to anger him and make him leave me.

Mother glanced up, frowning at my rudeness. Her eyes widened when she saw my bruised face and bloodied lip, but she resumed her sewing without comment. When I remained glaring at her, silently demanding an answer, she sighed and finally said, “Always running here and there, chasing seeds and berries. Little Rock Squirrel, be patient. You may meet him someday.” 

“There is more to the world than this tiny village, Grandson.” Like a fox crouched over a mouse den, grandmother had such an expectant expression that it diverted my attention away from Mother’s evasions.

“Perhaps your father, when he comes again, will take you home with him and teach you. Would you like that, Little Rock Squirrel?”

I gaped at her. “Take me away? Leave all my relatives?” That idea was a sobering thought, and one I hadn’t considered. “But why would I have to go away for my father to instruct me in hunting and fishing, Grandmother? Ko lives with us. Why can’t my father?”

“Hunting and fishing, eh?” She shook her head and chuckled. “No, I’m not talking about that; any man in the village can instruct you in such skills. But your father’s Qwakaiva is different. And so for that reason, his teachings, his gifts, are—special.” 

“Are you speaking of a Qwakaihi’s power? But I don’t need a father to learn about the Spirit-World. Grandfather’s teaching me about that.” Though not with much success, I reluctantly had to admit. Like Fire and Earth, or Water and Wind, our Qwakaiva didn’t exactly oppose one another, but neither were our powers compatible. 

I didn’t want to leave my family and friends. I didn’t want to go away with a stranger—even if he could teach me how to use and control my Spirit-Gift. The thought appalled me. In fact, after the morning’s disturbing revelation, I wished more than ever that I had no Qwakaiva at all.

Oblivious to my growing distress, Mother scowled. “You sang a different song when you learned I was pregnant,” she said to grandmother.

“Perhaps. And now that these brutish miners are trying to steal our land, I have reconsidered my earlier rashness.”

Mother snorted and jabbed her needle into the soft leather hard enough to prick her own finger. “Don’t fill the child’s head with such foolish notions. Tasimu can’t do anything about the miners. Nor can he go with his father. It isn’t possible.”

“Of course he can go with him. You don’t truly believe that do you, my girl? Your own father went with him for a time, so why not the boy? He is his son. Surely the blood—” 

Her normally soft voice nearly a shout, Mother said, “Stop! I won’t listen.” Pushing her sewing off her lap with an impatient gesture, Mother walked to the wooden grub boxes by the wall and began rummaging around in the nearest one. 

Grandmother remained unruffled. The fine steel needle she was using to sew a pair of mitts went into the wolverine skin without a break in its rhythm. 

“Surely you miss your handsome Star Swimmer under your furs?”

Mother let out a startled sob, and I saw tears in her eyes before she turned away. “My son is all I need. Why do you torment me with cruel words.”

I heard no more after that. Not finding what she was looking for in the box, Mother realized at the same moment how closely I was listening, and vented her frustration upon me.

“Tasimu, where is the tea I sent you for at the trading post?”

Tea. With everything else that had happened that morning I’d completely forgotten about my errand to fetch more tea. I hung my head, staring at the smooth stones by the hearth. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

Mother slammed down the wooden lid on the box and straightened. “Well, go right now and get it. Ask Kutima or his mother to find you some if Jombonni says they don’t have any till the paddle-wheeler arrives.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go on, quickly now. Your grandmother will be thirsty soon.”

The tea was only an excuse to get rid of me, but I did as she wanted. She wasn’t going to tell me anything more about my father with Grandmother sitting there, I was certain of that. I might as well get the tea and be done with it. 

As I shuffled down the trail their words kept turning round and round in my head. At least I now knew my father’s name, Star Swimmer. But knowing his name still didn’t explain why he never came to see us. Had my parents quarrelled and parted with harsh words? 

Maybe, maybe not.That answer didn’t feel right. No, there had to be some other reason. 

Perhaps he was a Chamuqwani trader who lived far, far away. That would explain a lot if true. I studied my arm tanned a rich brown by the summer sun. Kutima’s father was the head of the Chamuqwanitraders at the post. His skin was quite pale in comparison to mine. Since I was as brown as the rest of my relatives, my father was probably not a Chamuqwani.

And hadn’t Grandmother hinted that he possessed powerful Qwakaiva? No Chamuqwani I’d ever heard of had that kind of power. But what could the mystery surrounding him be? 

I was determined to ask Mother more questions, but by the time I returned both women were gone, frustrating my resolve. 

I put the packet of tea in the grub box and wandered outside, unsure what to do next. Then three of my small girl-cousins saw me. They cried out, wanting me to come be their sled doggie and pull them on an old grass mat. That was the last thing I wanted to do, so I hid behind Aunty Qwatsitsa’s woodpile until they gave up looking. 

Fearing they might find me again if I stayed to search for Mother, I left the village by the back route and took the path to Hot Springs Creek. 

Pouncing like a hungry lynx, the echoes of my vision leapt to torment me as soon as I entered the trees. I swayed as the smell of smoke seared my throat and I heard again the ghostly sounds of people wailing. 

Go away with my father—a stranger? As I fought the panic once more, the thought of leaving with him seemed preferable to the future I feared might await us if what I’d seen was true. Never before in my life had I yearned so much for that unknown man’s love and strong arms about my shoulders. In my secret heart, I begged him to protect me from the terrors of unwanted revelations. 

At that moment, I hated my Gift. I didn’t want to be different, plagued with such frightening Qwakaiva, a power I could neither understand nor control. 

But I had no father. And neither Mother, nor other relatives ever spoke of him. My grandfather, however, was a man used to unravelling mysteries. I decided my only option was to look for Grandfather. And, I had a good idea where I might find him at that time of day. 

When I stepped out of the willows, he was sitting on a log by the creek. He was wearing the blue and red woollen shirt Aunt Tuulah had made for him, buckskin leggings and high-topped soft leather boots with greased rawhide soles to make them waterproof. In spite of his years, his square body had a hunter’s power. He must have just finished his bath, because his grey hair was loose, hanging down his back in long ropy strands. 

Not wishing to disturb his contemplation until he was ready to acknowledge me, I sat down quietly on the other end of the log and waited for him to finish smoking his pipe.

Tucked among the folds of glacier-capped mountains, Big Ice Lake was long, narrow and very deep. That day, its water had turned indigo in the afternoon light. High up among the eastern peaks grey clouds were gathering. 

In such a long narrow valley a storm could blow out of nowhere, churning the water from a placid green to a milky froth in moments. I couldn’t see the paddle-wheeler or any of our fishing canoes from where I sat. Maybe the fisherman had seen the clouds, too, and headed to shore. Our fishermen were always alert to the slightest change in the weather. But in spite of all their precautions, someone was occasionally lost to the Aseutl in the bottom of the lake.

Had Kunai truly killed and eaten Tall Walker? Or had it been the miners who had killed him, then sank his canoe and fed his body to the creatures living in the depths? I shivered, not sure if I wanted to know any more truths that day.

As if divining the essence of my thoughts, Grandfather startled me by speaking. “The Aseutl is a capricious beast. Sometimes he will gift a seeker with power—if they please him. At other times, when he’s tired of fish, and hungers for the taste of red meat, Kunai will claim a human for his meal, feasting on both the unfortunate’s flesh and Qwakaiva.” 

Feeling another chill run down my backbone, I asked, “Was the Great Aseutl’s touch what I felt when I fell out of Ko’s boat?” 

Grandfather sucked on his pipe, considering the question. “I cannot say. When you are older perhaps the Spirits will speak to you of that time. Then, you will know who is your soul’s companion, the one from whom you receive your Qwakaiva.” 

Recalling mysterious golden eyes, I blurted, “But what if I don’t like the one? What if it is Kunai?”

“Kunai?” Grandfather laughed, but his mirth seemed forced. “Do you believe he favours you? What a strange notion.” His tone of voice was teasing, but the smile he gave me was more like a grimace than a friendly grin. 

Then, at my horrified look he stroked my tangled hair. “Now, now, Little Rock Squirrel, don’t be afraid. I was only teasing you. We have Qwa’osi, the Otter Warrior to befriend us in the Spirit-Realm, remember? Qwa’osi is a sly one you know, you wear his token. Kunai cannot hurt you.” 

He lifted the otter claw strung on a leather thong that always hung around my neck, showing it to me. “See, the Otter favours you. I have spoken to him on your behalf. You are safe as long as you wear his token.” 

Unlike other times when the shadowy beings swimming at the edge of my consciousness threatened to come too near, that day, Grandfather’s reassurances didn’t comfort me. 

“I hate my Qwakaiva,” I cried. “Tell Qwa’osi to take it back.”

The vehemence of my tone must have startled him. He was silent for a time, then his expression smoothed and he shook his head. “I cannot do that, Grandson.”

“Why not? You are a man of Power.”

“That ability is beyond my skill.”

“And what of my father? Can he do such a thing?”

“Your father.” As motionless as a lynx observing prey, he scrutinized my face. I suspected he was studying me with his Spirit-Sight, but I didn’t care. I desperately needed answers. 

“Who has been talking to you about your father?” His tone was gentle, but I sensed the iron resolve hidden beneath its softness. 

With my own Spirit-Sight, I could see red spikes in his spirit fire. He was angry. But with me—or someone else? 

“No one has been talking to me. That’s the problem,” I grumbled. “Samiqwas has a father—it isn’t fair.”

Seemingly relieved by my answer, he chuckled. “Not fair, eh? Perhaps not, but I doubt if your father will be back anytime soon—and that’s for the best—believe me.” He patted my shoulder, but his heart wasn’t in the gesture. “So you will just have to make do with only me and your uncle.”

For the best? I swallowed down the lump of sadness, suddenly choking me. How could he be so cruel? His smug assurance of my father’s abandonment left me feeling hollow inside. 

It also irritated me, so I cried, “Grandmother doesn’t think it would be for the best. She wants my father to come here to make the miners go away and leave us alone.” 

“Oh she does, does she?”

“Yes. She also wants him to teach me special things. But I don’t want to go away—I hate my Qwakaiva. I don’t want to see terrible things. I just want the Spirit-Power to leave me alone!” My bravado failed me and I choked on a sob.” Please, Grandfather, take it away.”

Finally realizing how upset I was, he put an arm around me and squeezed me close. “I’m sorry, Grandson. I can’t take away what the Unseen Ones have gifted. Qwakaiva is given to someone for a purpose. It is to be used for the good of the People, never selfishly. I doubt if even your father could change the pattern of your fate.”

I sniffed and wiped my nose on my sleeve. “Then will you tell me about him? I’m not a baby now. I want to know.”

Alas, Grandfather’s answers weren’t any more enlightening than those of my female relatives. Sly as the Otter whose power he borrowed for his healings, it was only later I realized how he’d tricked me. As I pestered him with questions, he diverted me, by taking me to find tree fungus we could later carve. 

And in doing so, I also was distracted from warning him about the coming disaster I’d witnessed in my vision.
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Chapter Three
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When Grandfather and I returned from Hot Springs Creek, Mother told me to stay and help Grandmother while she took some fish soup to our ailing Aunty Qwatsitsa. I didn’t mind at first; I was looking forward to spending more time with Grandfather. To my disgust, however, he left soon after he ate. Not wanting me to sit idle, Grandmother told me to chop more wood and stack it in the mudroom.

In our small, isolated community, there were about two hundred people—most of whom I was related to in some way or other. Below our village of earth lodges, closer to the shoreline, the traders had built a pier and some square wooden buildings. The biggest one was a combination store and warehouse. The other smaller cabins were living quarters for the traders, their families and servants. And the last, a building set apart, was a temple to their god where a sour old priest lived.

Many of the Chamuqwani called our homes dirty and “primitive,” because they were made of earth and poles. I didn’t care what they said; our lodges were warmer in winter than their cabins by the icy lake. An A-frame structure tacked on to the front of the lodge’s door kept out most of the drafts from the living area. These “mudrooms,” as we called them, were also handy places to store firewood, outdoor equipment, and food. 

It seemed like I’d been stacking firewood against the wall forever, when I heard the paddle-wheeler’s high-pitched whistle blow. Dropping the kindling I’d just started to arrange in its basket, I poked my head outside. 

Samiqwas waved as he raced past our house, shouting the news. “The steamboat is here. Everyone come—quick!” 

Several relatives pushed back hide door flaps to listen then disappeared inside to get ready. From beyond the blanket that led into our living quarters, Grandmother grumbled, “What was that boy yelling about?”

Warm air and the smells of wood smoke and fried mushrooms brushed against my face as I pulled open the blanket. “Samiqwas says the steamboat is here, Ami.” 

Grandmother and my youngest cousin Seicu were the only ones in our lodge at that moment. While Grandmother cleaned up after a recent meal, Seicu sat on her mother’s bed, dressing her woodenheaded doll in its new fur parka. Grandmother was unimpressed by my news. She grunted and continued sweeping. 

My heart sank in disappointment. Did she really expect me to continue with the chores she’d assigned me now? I could hardly stand still; I was so anxious. In the distance Samiqwas continued to shout as he ran up the hill to where some of the men were chopping down dead trees. 

Turning away from Grandmother’s broad back, I saw Seicu staring at me wide-eyed. As if she had read my mind, she announced, “I want to go see, Ami.” 

Seicu was the family’s youngest. Everyone but Grandmother spoiled her, because she’d been a sickly baby. Though she’d grown stronger in the last two years, the habit hadn’t waned. Many people still worried that she wouldn’t remain among us long.

Unlike my brooding water affinity, Seicu’s Qwakaiva was fire-bright and passionate. She could be giggling and happy one moment, then angrily stamping her feet or crying the next. 

When Grandmother ignored her, Seicu’s eyes grew moist with tears. The Elder hated when she cried to get her way. If Seicu tried that ploy now, we might be stuck here until Mother or Aunt Tuulah returned to rescue us. That wouldn’t happen any time soon, because they probably were at the dock already. In the crowd they wouldn’t notice our absence.

I could hear many people talking in excited voices as they hurried down the path. Hoping to ward off trouble, I said, “I’m done with the wood, Ami. If you don’t need me, I will take her to the dock, so she can see the steamboat.”

Grandmother glanced once more at the girl on the bed, giving me a sour look. She knew what I was up to. Then she relented. “All right, you both can go.”

Doll in hand, Seicu hopped down from the bed platform. She climbed the low earthen steps and took my hand. I let the blanket fall, and we hurried outside to join the people heading for the dock. 

That year along with the boat’s usual cargo came a large number of soldiers and miners. I saw them leaning over the railing of the paddle-wheeler as it pulled alongside the pier. Trailing behind the boat was a string of flatboats and rafts, burdened with additional newcomers and mounds of supplies. 

More miners, more trouble. I shivered and led Seicu deeper into the crowd of my excited relatives.

Though I would never admit it—even to Samiqwas—I secretly admired the Emperor’s soldiers. The tall, grim-faced men in their grey uniforms, watching everyone with cool detachment, were so fierce-looking and warrior-like. 

But there was nothing admirable about the other Chamuqwani aboard the boat. In broad-brimmed hats and patched and dirty trousers, they pointed at us and joked to one another in their loud foreign voices. The bilious yellow of contempt given off by their spirit fire splashed over me in a sour deluge. I gagged and took a step backwards, nearly stepping on someone’s toes. 

What was wrong with those people? How could they have such strong opinions about us? They didn’t even know us. A few of our young men also eyed the strangers warily. I hoped there wouldn’t be any trouble to spoil the coming festivities. 

The sun had slipped behind the mountains by the time the paddle-wheeler was moored securely to the pier. The grey clouds I’d seen earlier, hovering over the eastern peaks were gone. No rain, and the long summer twilight would offer plenty of light for unloading. 

Eyes alight with speculation, the adults in my village were as excited as the children. Everyone hung around the dock and the store, getting in the way. They discussed what they hoped the trader had ordered for them, and what they would buy first with their credits.

Each year it was amazing to see how many canvas-wrapped bundles, wooden barrels, big trunks, and other supplies the Chamuqwani could fit on their steamboat. We examined anything left unattended, jumping out of the way of the cursing workmen, only to resume our explorations unrepentant when they returned to other duties. In the boxes and trunks there were mysteries to discover and dream of owning someday. Tomorrow there would be so many wonders to stare at on the restocked store shelves. I knew I would hardly sleep that night.

Thinking about all those marvels reminded me of the candy prize that rightfully belonged to me. Lifting Seicu to my shoulders, I said, “Can you see your brother?”

She squirmed about, slapping her doll into my face, then answered, “No.”

I spat fur out of my mouth and urged, “Keep looking. If you find him; he will give us candy.” 

She wiggled some more, slapped me with her doll a few times then pointed. “I see him; I see him! He has candy. Yey!”

Grabbing her swinging feet, I stopped to peer through the press of bodies, wishing, not for the first time, that I was taller. “Where is he, Little One, I can’t see him?” 

She tipped her head forward so she was looking at me upside down, her eyes bright with excitement. “Where?” 

She pointed more insistently towards the far end of the dock, away from the unloading. “Over there, Silly Cousin.” 

When I still hesitated, unable to see over the backs of two Chamuqwani carrying a heavy chest, she whacked me on the arm with her doll. “Oh, you are too short, Little Rock Squirrel. I will show you.” 

Before I could take another step, Seicu grabbed one of my ears as if it were the lead on a dog sled harness, and twisted my head in the direction she wanted me to travel. 

“Ouch! Stop that.” I pried her fingers off my ear and rubbed it. “That hurt—and don’t call me that baby-name.”

Seicu giggled. “All right, baby.” Then she grabbed my hair instead, swinging her feet. “Ah’hup, Doggy.” I growled as she pulled on my braid, and that got her giggling even louder. I started moving before she could inflict more damage. 

As the activity around us thinned, I spotted my cousin. He was sitting with his legs dangling over the dock, surrounded by a group of his admirers. Seicu let out an ear-piercing squeal as we approached, and he looked our way. When he saw us, he took the red and white candy stick from his mouth and grinned. My eyes flicked to the nearly empty bag in his hand. 

“Don’t worry, Little Rock Squirrel, I saved you some.” 

I scowled at his use of my baby-name in front of our friends. I hated when he called me that. He knew it and did it just to tease me, too. The others laughed, of course, which made me even more annoyed. 

Seicu held out her hands to her brother, nearly falling off me in her eagerness. Samiqwas made a grab for her, giving her a kiss as he lifted her from my back and set her on her feet. I rolled my shoulders to ease the ache and stared across the lake, taking a moment to let go of my pique. Seicu was growing; sometimes it seemed like everyone was growing but me. 

When I turned back to them, Seicu clutched her doll in one hand and held a long, striped candy stick in the other. She looked up at her brother with adoring eyes.

My Qwakaiva had given us this windfall—not Samiqwas. A part of my soul wanted to be recognized for that fact. The other part of me was appalled by such a thought. What did it matter who gained the prize; it was the sharing that was most important. I knew that, and yet I still longed for people to think well of me—as they did my cousin. I wasn’t a show-off or selfish. I just wished he had waited to share out the candy until I arrived.

When Samiqwas saw how upset I was, he put a reassuring arm around my shoulder. As he gave me my candy stick, he sang my praises to the others. “It’s true. My brother-cousin saw the paddle-wheeler with his Gift, so I could tell the trader the news and claim the prise for all of us to share. He will be a great Qwakaihi someday, a Treasure of the People.” 

Treasure of the People, eh? There was still a glint in his eye that let me know that a trace of his earlier joking still lingered, but I could also sense the truth in his words. Samiqwas was proud of me. I was content, and so chose to ignore Cohasi’s snicker and Matoqwa’s snort.

I stayed talking to our friends for a time, but when they began daring each other to take a canoe out on the lake to explore the miners’ rafts, I reluctantly took Seicu and left. 

As I neared the store the bell on board the steamboat clanged three times, and then a man in a red coat blew a long horn that sounded like a mountain goat bleating. Everyone on the peer stopped what they were doing and stared.

As the sound faded, the line of soldiers standing at the end of the gangway straightened. A pale big bellied man with no hair on the top of his head paused to stare at the activity on shore then started down. He was dressed in black jacket and trousers. On his jacket a blue lightning bolt was stitched across the image of a bear rearing up with jaws open wide. 

Two men in similar clothing, wearing the same picture on their jackets followed him. The shorter one carried a leather trunk on his shoulder, the other, a man so tall and thin he seemed no more than skin and bones, walked just behind the fat man holding a large red umbrella over his head.

“There’s no sun or rain in the sky,” someone nearby murmured, “So why does he need to shelter his head at this time of day?”

“Crazy foreigners! A good coating of seal fat mixed with mint and tsami root to keep away the bugs would be a far better covering than that silly stick covered with cloth—pretty colour though it is,” a woman said.

As the strangers neared the end of the gangway, the soldiers thumped fists to their chest in an honouring gesture. The man under the umbrella nodded his acknowledgement, and then stepped forward to greet Jombonni. 

Seicu giggled, distracting me. “Man got funny hat.”

“It isn’t a hat it’s an umbrella.”

“How you know?”

“Kutima showed me a picture in one of his father’s books,” I said impatiently. “Hush now I want to watch what they do next.”

The chief trader shook hands with the man under the umbrella. Then he led his visitors to a nearby cabin. They all went inside and closed the door spoiling my view.

“I want big umbella like funny fat man,” Seicu announced. 

“Sure. Ask uncle Tli or your father to get you one—tomorrow.” Still puzzling over who these new arrivals might be, I paid her little notice.

“Little Rock Squirrel?”

“Hmm?”

Screwing up her face as if about to cry she tugged on my hand to get my attention. “Want umbella now, Little Rock Squirrel. Want now!”

I bent down to quiet her. “No. and if you cry I’ll take you home to Grandmother. You want to go home?”

“N-no,” she sniffed.

“Then don’t cry,” I warned.

Glancing around for a way to distract her, I happened to catch sight of Samiqwas’s older sister, Esuli, standing with one of her admirers. Deciding I’d done enough babysitting for a while, I whispered to Seicu, “Let’s go see Esuli. She might have a treat for you, too.”

My bossy older sister-cousin had recently returned to our home from her shillsham ceremony. Upon the arrival of her first moon-blood she spent three moons alone in the mountains, praying and preparing herself for womanhood. Fending for herself hadn’t done her any harm. Her lean brown body was strong, her black hair long and thick, her clear-skinned face, bright and smiling. She had many suitors. 

Seicu held out her hands and shouted her sister’s name. 

Hurrying over, I handed her to her sister with a straight face. Tsali, the young hunter she’d been talking with, gave me a knife-edged look. Trying not to laugh and spoil my joke, I climbed the porch steps to the trading post and flopped onto one of the long benches set against the wall. This quiet spot would be a great place to watch everything.

My mind was spinning in circles. I could hardly believe it. The boat was here at last. Nothing bad had happened—surely I had misunderstood the sending. I set aside my misgivings and focused my mind on what was truly important to me. Uncle Tli had promised that this year he would buy me a bright, steel knife of my own. I’d helped him skin out the catch last winter; he’d said I’d earned it. 

In those early days, our lineage was claimed through the mother. A child’s uncles on his mother’s side of the family took on the roles that most fathers do among the Chamuqwani.

Unfortunately for me, Tli was often too busy with a new wife, her relatives, and his wife’s first baby, to give me more than his passing attention. In all fairness, I suppose he was doing the best he could. With his older brother married into a family down the Socanna River, he must have felt like he was sinking in water over his head with so many responsibilities. 

I knew that, but I still resented his neglect. I was jealous to the point of tears at times, for Samiqwas’s good fortune in having a father’s attention. Not that Ko himself was any prize, if I believed the gossip I overheard when people thought I was elsewhere. 

Still, he had given my cousin a knife and did take him hunting on occasion. Well, soon I would have my own knife. Maybe this coming winter I could go on one of the really long hunting expeditions with Tli. 

What would my new knife look like? There were so many kinds to choose from. I couldn’t make up my mind which I wanted. Would I get a fine long butchering knife, its wide, silver blade slightly curved at the tip? 

Or maybe I should ask for one of the new tube knives, the ones with their many small blades that folded up into their bone handle. They were very useful, each blade having a different purpose. And I couldn’t forget the many styles of knives, so handy when scaling and preparing fish for the drying racks. Which would Uncle Tli choose for me—or would he let me choose for myself? 

Lost in my own thoughts I jumped when I felt something hard being slipped into my hand. I looked down at the small square of folded brown paper, felt the hard round lumps inside it, and looked up open-mouthed. My friend Kutima gave me a shy smile.

I slid my hand a little closer to my side so no one could see the packet. On other occasions, Kutima had been punished for taking candy from




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Taste of
Memory

Tales of Tasimu: Book 1

Celu Amberstone






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





