
FLIGHT OF THE CROW

Book Two of the Southeast Series

By Paul Clayton



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FLIGHT OF THE CROW

    

    
      First edition. January 23, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Paul Clayton.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393285991

    

    
    
      Written by Paul Clayton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Flight of the Crow (The Southeast Series)

Other volumes of this series by Paul Clayton:

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Epilogue

Please take a look at my other works:

License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, scanning or any information storage retrieval system, without explicit permission in writing from the Author. 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locals or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Other volumes of this series by Paul Clayton:

[image: ]


Calling Crow (Book One of the Southeast Series) 
Calling Crow Nation (Book Three of the Southeast Series)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Around the middle of the sixteenth century, on the coast of what would someday be called the state of Georgia... 

The sun was a white-hot ember high overhead as Calling Crow of the Muskogee people ran through the rippling heat rising from the scrub grass field. His hunger thrashed and clawed inside his belly. He ignored it, but he knew it would kill him if he did not eat soon. He was too weak. His ankle turned on a rock and he fell. His head hung as he gasped hot, thick air into his lungs. Not far away, the ever-present sighs and rumblings of the sea called to him, telling him to give up his foolish struggle and sleep. Its voice was insistent and soothing at the same time, and his head drooped closer to Mother Earth and her final embrace.

A sharp cry startled him, and his head jerked up. Two seagulls looked down and laughed at him as they glided by.

“He’s giving up,” one seemed to cry, “giving up!”

“No!” Calling Crow shouted. “Never. I will find them.” Calling Crow stared at the receding shapes. He would find his woman, Juana and their child or he would die trying. But first he must eat.

He sensed a change. The tepid wind had reversed direction and now blew off the land. He got slowly to his feet and looked at the forest across the field. He had seen much evidence of the people who lived in that forest and the great swamp beyond. If he were captured, they would kill him. It was crazy to continue to invade their territory, but this morning he had put his last arrow into a big buck deer. Now, with this wind, he could close in for the kill.

As he walked toward the forest, he sang a prayer.

I call on the Wolf, 
Four-legged brother, 
Give me your power, 
Swift and sure!
“Brother Deer,” Calling Crow said hoarsely as he moved into a copse of trees, “only one of us will survive this day.” He came out onto one of the wide trails of the people who lived in this place. The deer crashed through the copse on the other side, heading for the great swamp. He quickly and silently crossed the trail and re-entered the forest, following the deer. When it paused, he knelt quietly. Again, his hunger and weakness washed over him in waves. A tiny sound in the clump of grass near his feet tickled his ears. He patted the sandy soil with his fingers until a tiny whiskered snout poked out of the grass. His arm a blur, Calling Crow snatched the fat mouse and gave it a single, shake, breaking its neck. His finger bled from the small bite it had taken, and he rubbed the finger on his thigh, then sliced the little creature’s underside open. He brought it up to his mouth and tore at the wet meat. It only amounted to a few small bites, but he thanked the spirit of the creature as its life flowed into his chest and limbs. Another mouse shot out of the clump of grass and Calling Crow flattened it against the sand. He snapped its neck and tucked it under the skin waist string of his breechclout.

With a racket, the wounded buck began moving off through a thicket ahead. Calling Crow followed it, coming out of the spindly trees at the edge of the great swamp. The waters were still and covered with a brilliant green, floating moss. Long tufts of lighter green moss hung from the trees. It looked as if many young women had pulled off their skirts and hung them from the tree limbs to swim. Even the thick hot air was tinged green and full of the scent of decaying leaves and water lilies. It was a beautiful place, thought Calling Crow, but he could not pause to enjoy it, for it was also a dangerous place. He stared across the open space at the lance the people who lived in this place had planted in the earth as a warning. He must get the buck and leave quickly. But first he needed a drink.

Calling Crow stared at the surface of the water for a few moments. He knelt at the water’s edge and skimmed away the skin of floating moss, creating a round hole where he could drink. Tiny fish flashed silvery light before disappearing into the darkness. An emaciated face stared up at him—dark sunken eyes, cracked and bleeding lips, the face of a dying man. Frowning, he put his lips to the water and drank.

The buck began to move, and he got to his feet. He spotted it ahead. The arrow hung down and a smear of blood matted the deer’s side. The animal staggered but held its antlers high and proud like a chief’s headdress.

That pleased Calling Crow, for it truly was a buck worthy of a chief. He lifted off the mottled blue-black iron axe that hung around his neck and gripped it firmly. Keeping the barely moving breeze against his cheek, he moved into position. He must get close enough to deliver a killing blow. He was so weak there would be no second chance.

A shadow passed over his heart. Something was coming. He waited a moment and felt a presence. There was another hunter about! He searched the swamp around him but saw nothing. It must be his hunger, he thought. It was making him crazy. He turned back to the deer. It moved closer to the placid surface of the swamp to drink.

Calling Crow crept closer. The buck looked over nervously and Calling Crow knelt out of sight. He lowered the heavy iron axe and waited. The buck gazed at the flat surface of the water, hesitating. A dragonfly buzzed by loudly. Calling Crow turned. Again, he felt the presence of the other hunter. Closer now, much closer. His every sense told him that this was so, but still he saw nothing.

Calling Crow looked back at the buck as it lowered its proud head to drink. He must move now. Raising the axe high, he got to his feet and ran out. The flat surface of the swamp erupted as an ugly brown shape shot out. The big alligator’s jaws fully enclosed the body of the buck, leaving only the antlered head and hind legs showing. The buck’s powerful hind legs kicked the air uselessly as the alligator backed into the dark water. The sound of a great thrashing echoed beneath the overhanging trees.

Calling Crow ran to the place where the deer had been. His arrow had fallen out and lay on the ground. He looked out over the black water. The buck’s head broke the surface and the water churned as the alligator shook its prey.

“Mine!” Calling Crow shouted. “He was mine!”

As if in answer, the alligator disappeared, and the swamp forest grew quiet as death. Calling Crow looked at his feet. Only the alligator’s track and a few fading spots of water on the mud testified to what had happened. Calling Crow’s anger faded after a moment. This creature’s swiftness and hunting skill had been given him by the Great Spirit. Despite Calling Crow’s terrible loss and what it might mean for him, he could not be bitter. He looked into the water. Enjoy your meal, friend, he thought, for today you are the better hunter and deserve to eat.

Calling Crow picked up his arrow. His hip felt afire from his many days of walking. He must search for a medicine tree. He turned tiredly and headed back toward the beach and the cooler air coming off the sea.

Later, as the light of day bled away, Calling Crow found a copse of myrtle trees near the beach in which to hide and sleep. Sitting against a tree, he took the mouse from his waist string and sliced its belly open. He chewed without enjoyment, staring into the sky. The breeze was much stronger here, cooling him and enabling him to breathe easier. Soon the sky was indigo and the surf a song of lament. The cries of the gulls gave voice to his pain as the face of the women he loved floated before his eyes. The last time he had seen Juana, her belly was ripe to bursting with their child. That was fourteen moons ago. For the last ten of those moons he had struggled southward to find her. A Spanish priest had returned her to the island of Hispaniola. Afterward, Calling Crow had returned to his home village. Then, strangely, many of his people developed a fever and began to die. Calling Crow did not know why he himself had been spared the sickness—it was more a curse than not to have died of it—but the very bravos he had played with as children and who had chosen him as their cacique, or chief, blamed him for bringing it. They chased him from his home.

After that, only the memory of Juana and the child that must now be feeding at her breast gave him the will to continue. The pain they had suffered as Spanish slaves had strengthened their love like iron in a fiery Spanish forge. Back then he would look at Juana and see some good in the bad, crazy world of the Spanish. He thought of the time he had first met her, after the horse and rider had raced past them, scattering the people. She had fallen against him. As her eyes found his, the heat and dust of the noisy street fell away and there was only he and she on the earth. She smiled at him as he steadied her and, in that instant, he knew they were a match.

Calling Crow smelled something on the breeze. In the growing dark he left the copse. Over the past five moons, he had passed one village after another filled with people dead of the Spanish disease, and many more ghosts. For that reason, he did not like to move about in the dark. Tonight however, his hunger was making him crazy and he did not care.

He left the crashing surf behind as he moved inland. Under the soft light of the bitten moon, with the rhythmic chatter of frogs and crickets in his ears, he spotted the regularly spaced silhouettes of huts in the distance—a village. He crept closer. No dogs barked at his approach; no one cried out in their sleep. Only the wind moved here, clacking the palmetto fronds of the thatched roof overhangs. He crept into a long house. Many dead people, probably victims of Spanish fever, lay about on the sleeping shelves. Where a shaft of moonlight shone through, he saw the hollow cheeks and blackened eye sockets of a dead woman, her arms wrapped around the dried-up remains of her baby. He hesitated for a moment, almost running back outside. Then he spotted a basket of maize in a corner. He crept over to it and knelt to eat. As Calling Crow scooped a handful of the dry meal from the basket it seemed as if the eyes of a dead bravo nearby were watching him. Then he thought he heard the man’s voice. It was the tall trees outside bending in the wind, Calling Crow told himself. Despite his fear, Calling Crow shoved the dry grain into his mouth, barely managing to get it down. 

Someone cried out, “thief!” and Calling Crow choked on the maize, coughing painfully. A deep moan filled the hut. All the dead had, without a sound, gotten out of their sleeping shelves and now surrounded him. He could not escape. The women moaned sorrowfully as they stared at him.

A bravo that had lain nearby approached. His bones showed through in places and maggots wriggled and crawled on his wet skin. He gripped a war club with a skeletal hand. “Why have you come here?” he demanded.

“I want maize.”

“So, you take ours?” he said angrily.

Several people echoed his indignation.

“But I am dying,” said Calling Crow.

The people laughed without mercy.

The bravo scowled. “Many have died since the invaders have come, and many more will die.”

Another dead bravo pushed forward. He carried a lance painted red for war. “Why should you live?” he demanded, pointing his lance at Calling Crow.

“Yes, why should you live?” others shouted, edging forward angrily.

Calling Crow remained on his knees as he shouted up at them. “I am searching for my woman and our child. I must find them.”

The woman with the baby pushed forward. She shoved the dried-up child toward him. Its blackened, leathery arms and legs writhed in pain as it shrieked. “We are many women,” she said, her face a mask of grief and rage, “all dead! And all our babies are dead!”

“Yes,” said the dead people in angry agreement, “it is so.”

“Kill him,” someone cried.

“Wait!”

The crowd parted to let an old man through. Hardly any flesh remained on his face. A turban of red cloth covered his head, and his eyes were like the glistening yolks of eggs set with brown stones. Calling Crow knew he was their cacique.

The bravo with the war club called over. “We should kill him. He stole our maize.”

“No,” said the cacique. He stared into Calling Crow’s eyes and it took all Calling Crow’s courage to not look away.

“Why not?” demanded the bravo.

The cacique turned to answer him.

Before he could, the others demanded, “Yes, why not kill him?”

The cacique looked at Calling Crow. “Because he has a mission.”

The people said nothing.

“What is it?” said Calling Crow.

The cacique laughed. “That is for you to find out.”

“No!” shouted the war club bravo. “We must kill him.”

“Yes,” shouted others. “Kill the stranger.”

The cacique turned to them and raised his skeletal arms to stop them, but they were not to be deterred! He turned to Calling Crow. “Run! Live and fulfill your destiny!”

The people pushed past the cacique and Calling Crow leapt to his feet. He smashed through the cane wall of the hut and ran out into the night. They ran after him, their shrill, raging cries in his ears. He ran along the beach until he passed out.

Calling Crow opened his eyes. He remembered his dream and looked around in the faint early morning light. Nothing moved. Fatigue washed over him, and his head fell back. He slept again and then, in the growing light, a twig snapped nearby. He sat up quickly, but it was too late. Seven bravos stood over him. Six of them were bare-chested and wore only breechclouts of skin, yet the intricate tattoos that encircled their bodies gave the appearance of garments. One of the six was Calling Crow’s height, but much broader in the chest, with long, thick arms. The seventh wore several necklaces of polished, iridescent shell about his neck, indicating his high rank. He had an angry, fierce face and eyes that tried to look in at one another. All the men wore their hair pulled up and back into topknots.

The big man pushed his flint-tipped lance painfully against Calling Crow’s chest, starting a rivulet of blood flowing.

The crossed-eye bravo addressed the big man. “Do not kill him, Kills Bear,” he said in a thick accent. “We must take him before the council.” The cross-eyed leader spoke the Muskogee tongue, as many peoples along the coast did, although he spoke fast, and with a nasal accent.

Crossed eyes looked down at Calling Crow. “Get up!”

Calling Crow got to his feet. Crossed-eyes took Calling Crow’s iron axe from his belt. They then led him off through the thick forest. Crossed-eyes told Calling Crow that they were the Coosa people and that his name was Black Snake, and he was the leader of the Wolf society. The Coosa bravos were divided into four warrior societies, each with its own leader. They were the Wolf, Fox, Hawk and Bear societies.

“Where are you taking me?” said Calling Crow.

The big bravo called Kills Bear that had cut Calling Crow with his lance laughed. “You will not live long enough to tell anyone, so I will tell you. We live in a village east of here that is called Aguacay.”

The cross-eyed one who was called Black Snake turned to Kills Bear. “That is enough. No more talk.”

They began running and two bravos had to support Calling Crow to keep him from stumbling. Around noon they reached the village. Passing through the palisade opening, Calling Crow saw many compounds, each containing three or four small square huts of woven thatch, mud-smoothed walls, and thatch roofs. People worked at drying racks and pegged skins on the ground. They passed more of these compounds than Calling Crow could count. Finally, they came to a square gathering-ground, fronting a large round structure with a conical thatched roof. Calling Crow assumed it to be their council house.

Calling Crow fell to his knees in exhaustion.

“Let me through,” someone called out.

A light-skinned woman with a round, pretty face knelt in front of Calling Crow. She held a calabash of cool water before his lips and he drank. Strength flowed into him as he looked into her eyes.

She smiled at him as if admiring him, and then went away.

Calling Crow noticed Black Snake’s crossed eyes harden and knew the woman meant something to him.

A commotion began as the village leaders entered the council house. Calling Crow could not see them over the crowd of people. Someone roughly pushed him inside. The hut had woven cane walls, smoothed over with a mud plaster. Light streamed down from the fire hole in the peaked center of the roof.

In the center of the great hut, the village’s sacred fire burned in a pit, wood stacked next to it. Against the far wall, five old men sat upon bear skins spread out upon platforms raised up off the dirt floor. One of them was an ancient medicine man, wearing a mantle of green feathers. Even from a distance Calling Crow could see that his eyes were as black and deep as the night sky of the new moon. The man looked at Calling Crow, but his face registered nothing. Calling Crow knew he was blind. The cacique sat in the center. A thick, bright shaft of sunlight streamed down from the fire hole in the roof, illuminating him vividly. The cacique was old, but strong-looking, and wore a blue-painted doe skin wrapped around his head, out of which spilled his long, thin white hair. A mantle of white feathers covered his broad, bony shoulders. His eyes bored into Calling Crow’s, trying to see what was in his heart.

Calling Crow bowed slightly to the cacique out of respect. Behind the cacique a life-sized panther was painted on a skin hung on the wall and Calling Crow decided that it must be the tribe’s sacred animal. Lances, bows and ceremonial masks hung from the walls. Next to the old men, a bitch dog eyed Calling Crow warily while it nursed its pups.

Another, younger medicine man, wearing a mantle of green feathers, entered the hut and knelt at the cacique’s feet. Calling Crow noted the man’s dark, snout like face and extreme hirsutism. Thick black hair, like the moss on a rock, covered the man’s back, shoulders, and arms, all the way to his knuckles. His head hair was pulled back into the distinctive topknot.

The medicine man extended a calabash of burning sweetgrass toward the cacique, blowing the aromatic smoke toward him. Calling Crow looked around at the men sitting in groups according to their clans. Despite the great number of huts he had seen when they brought him here, there did not seem to be many people. He thought that perhaps most of their men were off fighting a war.

The cacique spoke. “What people are you?”

“Muskogee. I am Calling Crow of the Turtle People.”

The old cacique’s eyes were hard as stones. “Why are you sneaking around our lands, spying on us?”

Calling Crow kept his face proud as he met the cacique’s eyes. “I am moving south. I am looking for my woman who was stolen from me.”

“Atina, he is lying. He is probably a spy for the white people, like the others were.”

Calling Crow turned. It was the big, muscled bravo who had cut him with his lance.

The cacique who was called Atina looked calmly at the bravo. “That is enough, Kills Bear. You have not been asked to speak.”

Calling Crow saw the bravo’s face harden. He looked around at the others. Some flinched in fear, others glared at him with hate. What was wrong with these people, Calling Crow wondered.

“Stranger,” said Atina.

“I am Calling Crow.”

“Do you know the white people Kills Bear spoke of?” said Atina.

“Of course,” said Calling Crow. “My woman and I were slaves of the white people who call themselves ‘Spanish.’ We managed to escape from their island, but then they took my woman away.”

Atina nodded. “Not long ago there were strangers who came to our village. They were people who looked like you and me. They said they were fleeing from white people. None of us had ever seen or heard of white people, but we let the strangers stay with us anyway. Then almost all our people got sick, and many of them died.”

Now Calling Crow understood their fear and anger. The same thing had happened to his own people when he had returned to them.

Atina indicated the hairy medicine man to his left. “This medicine man, Running Wolf, says that these people cast a spell on us and that maybe you were sent by the white people to do the same thing.”

As he listened to the cacique’s words, Calling Crow wondered if these people would get sick now that he had come here. He hoped not. He had not wanted to come here. He raised his hand to speak and the cacique nodded.

“After the Spanish took my woman away, I went back to my village. The people there got sick too, and many died, but it was not my doing.”

The people in the hut began murmuring nervously. Atina raised his hand to quiet them.

Calling Crow went on. “Perhaps one of our enemies cast a spell on us too, but it was not me. As I have already told you, I am on my way south to find my woman. That is all. If you think my presence here a danger to you, let me be on my way. I mean you no harm.”

Atina’s eyes were unmoving. “We shall have to decide whether or not that is so.” He looked at cross-eyed Black Snake.

“Black Snake. You found him, so you shall speak first. What should we do with him?”

Black Snake bowed slightly. “Cacique, it was my cousin Kills Bear who tracked and found him. He should speak.”

Kills Bear’s muscled bulk rose like a mountain from the throng of bravos. He looked around the hut, including everyone in his words. “We have suffered much these past few seasons because of strangers.”

“Yes,” said a man in a sad voice.

“It is so,” said another.

Kills Bear continued. “As Atina has already said, strangers came to us and cast spells on us. As you all know, my mother was the first to die of the fever. Then many others died. This time we must not let that happen. We must kill him.”

The people shuffled nervously at Kills Bear’s suggestion. Muffled conversations filled the hut as different groups talked quietly among themselves. A tall bravo with a deep scar in his cheek raised his hand. “Kills Bear speaks true. I too, say we should kill him.”

The ancient medicine man sitting at Atina’s left raised his hand. The movement was so slight as to be almost imperceptible, but Atina was immediately aware of it. He addressed him with respect. “Speak, Sees Far. What do you say?”

The almost-polished skin of Sees Far’s head shone through his wispy white hair in places. Calling Crow thought it odd that the man did not get to his feet to speak.

“Let us not act too quickly,” said Sees Far in a voice that was strong for one as old as he. “It has been a long time since anybody died of the fever and this man does not sound evil to me. He sounds like a brother.”

One of the young bravos scoffed.

Sees Far ignored him as he waved his hand to include everyone in his speech. “I cannot see this man, but we should give all the other old men a chance to look into his eyes and see what is in his heart. Then, if it is felt that he is good, and a brother, let him go on his way, or he can become one of us and live here in Aguacay. However, if the old men feel that he is bad, then we should kill him.”

Atina nodded. “We shall do as Sees Far says.”

The old men rose one at a time to stand before Calling Crow and look into his eyes. A commotion followed as people argued. Those who favored letting Calling Crow live seemed to be in the majority and the argument gained ground. Atina looked at Kills Bear. “It seems that most of them are against killing him.”

Kills Bear glared at the people. “Very well. However, he has willfully invaded our territory, ignoring our signs, and taking our game. I demand a contest to prove his innocence or guilt!”

“That is your right,” said Atina. “What do you propose?”

“He shall fight one of us at the river.”

Grim silence gripped the people and Calling Crow wondered why.

Atina looked at Calling Crow. “What do you say to that?”

Calling Crow grew angry. “I say that you have already lost many men, either to sickness or to war. Must another die just so I can prove my innocence?”

Kills Bear struck Calling Crow from behind, knocking him to his knees. “Hah! I will fight you over the river and it is you who will die.”

Atina’s face was set. “That is enough, Kills Bear.” Atina stood and addressed the men. “Choose one of our honorable women to feed him and then he shall fight.”

The people filed out of the hut in silence.

Calling Crow was taken outside and pushed into another, empty hut. After a short space of time a woman entered carrying a wooden bowl full of food. It was the same woman who had given him water. Without a word, she put the food down before him. Her face glowed with health and her well-proportioned body was evident under her woven skirt and doe skin top.

“What clan are you?” she said.

“I am of the Turtle Clan.”

She smiled. “I am of the Bird Clan.”

Calling Crow nodded but said nothing. He knew she was interested in him. She made no secret of that. As the woman left, he looked up at her. She walked with a proud, strong bearing.
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Not long after Calling Crow finished eating, several bravos entered the hut. They yanked him to his feet and tied his arms behind him. Calling Crow worried that they might take his medicine pouch. He was still weak, and he would need the help of his spirit guide. They left it hanging from his belt however, and he said a prayer of thanks.

Half dragging, half pushing him, the bravos shouted and laughed as they ran through the forest. Calling Crow’s belly ached from the food he had just eaten, and his head seemed filled with fire. Finally, the column came out into a clearing through which a broad shallow stream made a wide, sweeping turn. They stopped. Calling Crow could barely keep his feet.

They cut Calling Crow’s hands free and two bravos stood on either side of him. Pulling him roughly, they led him along a muddy path that, for some strange reason, came to an end in front of a huge tree. The tree was as old as Mother Earth herself and extended many broad branches out like hairs from a giant’s head. Calling Crow saw that it was possible to cross the stream on some of the fatter, longer limbs, dropping down when one got to the other side.

Calling Crow studied the stream. The water appeared to be as high as two men standing atop one another in the deeper pools. Everywhere else it was so shallow that tree trunks had floated round the bend had become stuck there. As Calling Crow stared at the clog of trees, he watched one glide away—against the current! He realized with a start that they were not tree trunks at all, but alligators. They crowded together and, in some places, lay atop one another.

Calling Crow’s guards shouted and joked as they discerned his sudden realization. They laughed as they told him that the alligators were very hungry and knew that they would soon eat.

A shouting came from behind. Calling Crow saw the big bravo named Kills Bear approaching with Black Snake. The crowd grew quiet. The gentle sigh of the slowly running river filled the air. From high in the tree, a solitary bird cried out shrilly.

Kills Bear spoke with an authoritative tone to the bravos as he looked at Calling Crow. “I shall show you how to treat those who knowingly invade our territory.”

The bravo called Black Snake turned to Calling Crow. “A bravo will put a club up in the middle of the tree. Whoever reaches it first can kill the other. Do you have any questions?”

Calling Crow frowned. “Yes. Can we begin now?”

Several bravos laughed at Calling Crow’s bravado.

Kills Bear made a move toward Calling Crow, but Black Snake pushed him back. Black Snake turned to the bravos and yelled out a war cry. The bravos cheered, jabbing their lances at the sky. They grabbed Calling Crow by the arms and hurried him toward the tree. A young boy climbed up the folds of bark, a war club clenched in his jaws. Reaching one of the broader limbs, he slid his feet along, using another nearby limb to steady himself. He went out to the center of the stream and hung the war club from a limb by a curving hook carved into the club’s handle. He returned in the same, quick, sliding fashion.

Calling Crow looked over at Kills Bear and the man put on a brave face. The bravos surrounding Calling Crow shouted encouragement to Kills Bear as they anticipated the spectacle.

Kills Bear disappeared around the broad trunk of the tree. The bravo behind Calling Crow gave him a push and he began climbing into his tree. Two bravos scrambled up behind him, poking him in the back with their lances, forcing him higher.

Calling Crow saw Kills Bear’s huge form already starting out along the limb toward the club. Calling Crow started out on another limb. He was surprised at how quick he could move, and his confidence grew as he watched Kills Bear’s slow, cautious movements. A stiff breeze moved Calling Crow’s hair as he neared the middle of the stream. He hungrily eyed the club. He was no more than the height of two men away when the limb he was on jerked sideways, throwing him. He barely managed to grab hold of another limb and bounced jerkily, hanging by one arm as the river moved below. Kills Bear bellowed out a laugh and the limbs and branches of the tree jerked as he inched toward the club. Calling Crow grew angry, realizing that the big man must have fought many times on this tree and knew well what he was doing. Calling Crow prayed to his spirit guide. He must prevail. He had a mission. He must resume his search for Juana and the child.

Using his weight to move the springy limb up and down, Calling Crow wrapped his legs around the limb and pulled himself back up. Kills Bear’s harsh laugh echoed across the void.

Calling Crow regained his footing on the limb as Kills Bear’s hand closed around the club. Calling Crow’s heart darkened. The big man moved very fast.

Kills Bear advanced. Soon he was within range. He swung the club, whipping the air as Calling Crow jumped back out of reach. Calling Crow used his own weight to move the limb up and down, but it did not slow the other man. Aieyee! This could not be his destiny. Not after all he had overcome!

Calling Crow backed up. Kills Bear smiled as Calling Crow leaped to another nearby limb. The action threw Kills Bear off balance for a moment, but he quickly recovered. Swinging the club back and forth, Kills Bear edged closer.

Calling Crow kicked at the other limb, moving it about wildly.

Kills Bear laughed as he kept his footing like a dancer. “Why do you delay so, fool. You know I shall kill you. Accept your fate.” He swung the club in a wide arc.

Calling Crow ducked out of the way and lost his footing. In the next instant, the club clipped his shoulder. Dizzying pain flooded through Calling Crow as he prayed to die brave. He looked up. Kills Bear was silhouetted against the sun, his club raised for another blow.

Something dark flitted down toward them. A leaf? It came from the very top of the great tree, twisting and turning, falling, racing. Calling Crow could not hide his surprise.

Kills Bear paused. “Oh?” he said loudly so that those below could hear, “you see something, eh? And you want me to turn around!” His laugh boomed out.

Calling Crow watched in amazement as the leaf came nearer and became a small black bird. It flit about Kills Bear’s head, raking his hair with its claws. Kills Bear turned in shock and Calling Crow kicked hard at the big man’s legs. Calling Crow lost his footing and fell, managing to wrap his good arm around a stout limb which swayed and bounced wildly. He looked up for the blow that he knew would come, only to see Kills Bear drop the club. His chin caught on a limb as he fell, snapping his head back.

Kills Bear hurtled down and splashed in the stream. The long dark shapes began moving. Tails undulating, they swam toward the source of the sound. Kills Bear surfaced and swam feebly for the shore as three ominous dark shadows approached him. Kills Bear screamed as the alligators tore at his limbs and flesh. A red stain drifted down river. 

Calling Crow closed his eyes. He heard the people shouting up at him in anger. With his smashed shoulder, he knew he could not climb back up. And he could not hang on much longer. His head throbbed and his vision blurred.

He felt vibrations through the limb and raised his head. Two bravos were climbing the tree. He knew they meant to kill him. Down below, most of the elders who had argued against killing him had already left. He looked down at the water. The alligators had moved downstream as they fought over Kills Bear. Calling Crow grew faint. The tree limb dipped and swayed. One of the bravos was close, his club in his hand. Dizziness washed through Calling Crow and he felt the tree limb slip from his hand.

He was falling. A great wind washed over him as a chorus of voices chanted the death song. He crashed into the water world and sank, tumbling end over end. Soft green light filled his eyes, and he could hear muted thrashing sounds far away. His feet gently touched bottom and he instinctively kicked for the surface. Above him, a long dark shape glided by. He broke the surface and a cacophony of noise and air assaulted him as the current carried him down river.

Calling Crow was aware of faces on the bank as he floated in the warm water. An old man pointed at him excitedly and something slammed hard into him and his body vibrated with a crushing pain. Calling Crow turned his head weakly and saw that he was in the jaws of a large alligator. The animal evidently thought him dead. Its jaws were clamped about him to carry him away, not to crush him.

They began moving rapidly through the water. Gulping air, Calling Crow barely managed to keep his head above water as the faces on the riverbank blurred. One of alligator’s raised eyes was blind, the socket crusted over with scabs and the other eye regarded Calling Crow possessively. The eye narrowed and the beast started to submerge. Calling Crow drew as much air as he could into his lungs. Soft green light and quiet enveloped him as they entered the water world, going back down to where Calling Crow’s father had met his death. Weeds leaned with the sluggish current; round moss-covered rocks lay here and there on the bottom. The alligator bore Calling Crow along as his life’s breath leaked out in a flow of bubbles. A school of fish scattered into a clump of weeds at their approach. Calling Crow’s heart pounded as he slowly lost consciousness. Something slammed hard into the alligator and Calling Crow found himself free of the powerful jaws and drifting with the current. In the dim, green light he saw two great shapes and realized that the alligators were fighting over him. He struggled to the surface. Sound burst upon him. Air! He gasped for breath as pain almost knocked him out again. He looked at the bank and saw no people. Not far behind him the water churned as the alligators fought. With his good arm, Calling Crow swam weakly for the bank.

The warm water choked his throat as he worked his legs and his good arm. Soon he was within a few man lengths of the bank. Kicking as hard as he could, he caught an overhanging root with his good hand. The current swung him around and his legs touched muddy, but solid earth. He fell to his knees and his bad arm met the earth, sending another wave of pain through him. Pausing to steady himself, he climbed up. As he left the buoyancy of the water, it took all his strength to carry his increasing weight. He pitched forward. Dizzy with pain, he crawled onto the warm muddy earth and collapsed. He raised his head to look around and lost consciousness.

***
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Two old men in deer skin breechclouts struggled in the slick mud as they followed the woman and girl along the riverbank. Green Bird Woman’s eyes were resolute as she and her daughter Bright Eyes surefootedly walked the bank. Bright Eyes, at ten turnings of the seasons, would someday become as attractive as her mother. She, too, had a pretty face and budding breasts like autumn acorns.

The older, thin man slipped and fell, his back slapping on the mud. He fell a second time as he struggled to regain his footing.

Green Bird Woman turned and looked at him with reproach. “Bent Ears, we shall never find him if you don’t hurry.”

Bent Ears attempted to scrape the sticky black mud off his side and gave up. “We shall find him in the belly of the next alligator that is killed,” he snapped, “that is where we shall find him.”

Green Bird Woman frowned at him and the man turned away to look at the river nervously.

The other old man who was Green Bird Woman’s uncle turned to him, “the boy said he saw the stranger lying on the bank.”

“How can that be?” said Bent Ears. “I and all the others saw him in the jaws of a big alligator. The beast took him away from the others to eat.”

Green Bird Woman and Bright Eyes started forward and Bent Ears stood his ground.

Green Bird Woman turned to him again. “You’re afraid we will find him, aren’t you?”

“No,” said Bent Ears. He looked at the slow-moving river. “I can’t move as quickly as I once could, and I am afraid one of those demon alligators will find me.”

Green Bird Woman frowned. “They just ate. They’re all sunning themselves upriver.” She started walking and her uncle and Bright Eyes fell in behind her.

Still, Bent Ears did not move. “Black Snake will be angry,” he said.

“So, I will throw him in the river like the stranger did Kills Bear.”

Bent Ears looked at Green Bird Woman, not believing her boldness.

Green Bird Woman glared at him. “I will push you down the bank for the alligators to eat if you don’t move! Come on.”

Bent Ears started forward and again lost his footing and fell. Mumbling, he followed the others, turning every now and then to scan the riverbank behind them.

They rounded a curve in the river and Green Bird Woman stopped to peer through the green leaves of some stunted trees. There was something ahead. She hurried forward and the men and girl struggled after her. As they drew closer, they saw the stranger lying face down, a muddy track like a turtle’s trail marking his struggle up from the river. Green Bird Woman waved at the others. “Hurry!”

She ran forward, Bright Eyes behind her. The old men grimaced as they followed. Green Bird Woman knelt beside Calling Crow and felt in his neck for the flow of his blood. Satisfied, she took him by the arms. “Quickly now; he is barely alive.”

Bent Ears held back, shaking his head. “He has powerful medicine. We should stay away from him.”

Green Bird Woman nodded to her uncle and he grabbed one of
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