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  His second novel has landed at the top of the American bestseller lists. It seems well on its way to repeating the success of Cold Mountain . . . the result is a
  novel whose prose is so carefully wrought that it reads like fragments of a long poem.


  Michael Shelden, Daily Telegraph


  Charles Frazier has followed up Cold Mountain with another remarkable novel . . . Frazier is a timeless master magician who renders the texture of the
  landscape, emotion and history all excruciatingly real. Every page seems to conceal a universal truth delicately argued.


  Time Out


  He seems to know what people want from a storyteller, and how to give it to them.


  John Freeman, Independent


  What makes it so appealing is the voice of Will Cooper, which is potent, wry, insightful and utterly convincing. The writing provides a constantly inventive account of
  the physical world, one that suggests a naturalists immersion rather than labours of library research. This articulate facility makes Thirteen Moons as rich a fiction as it is an
  eventful one.


  Andrew Rosenheim, Times Literary Supplement


  Fraziers second novel is capable of considerable power


  Stephen Amidon, The Sunday Times


  Its narrative has a thoroughly human scale and informs just as much as it moves and entertains


  Frank Egerton, The Times


  The prose is luxurious and its steeped in US history, but its the love story thats the real tug.


  Alex Heminsley, thelondonpaper


  Its been nine years since Charles Frazier published his debut, Cold Mountain, but Thirteen Moons is worth the wait. Again, theres a
  historical setting, a hero who lives on the edge of society  Will, who runs a trading post in Cherokee country  and a heroine from a different world who inspires a moving love story .
  . . mesmerising read


  Tracey McLeod, Marie Claire *****


  It is this meeting of two conflicting ideas of personal and social history that gives Thirteen Moons its great wisdom . . . alive with wonder and adventure.
  Frazier is a wonderfully sensual writer, with a deep kinship to the damp Appalachian terrain on which he lives. The changing Indian moons of the title are beautifully evoked . . . Frazier is at his
  most effective as a novelist when he subscribes to the Tolstoyan view of history as a grand old mess.


  Richard Godwin, Literary Review


  It is an ambitious, ranging novel . . . Frazier has the big storytellers art. He is a careful chooser of words and in his descriptions has a way of making us look
  more closely at horses, rocks and water. This is a satisfying armchair novel for those darkening Sunday afternoons. It succeeds through much of its considerable length as one of those books you
  dont want to end.


  Phil Hogan, Observer


  Praise for Charles Fraziers award-winning first novel,


  COLD MOUNTAIN


  A beautiful book, written in exquisite prose


  Kate Atkinson


  Cold Mountain is a heartbreakingly beautiful story, elegantly told and utterly convincing down to the last haunting detail


  John Berendt


  Remarkable first novel . . . Frazier weaves the two narrative strands together with consummate skill, creating a story that is horrifying without being bloodthirsty,
  romantic without being sentimental. His picture of two lovers trying to come together across a blasted landscape reaches mythical heights at times . . . Their eventual reunion is unblinkingly
  poignant, its mixture of deep beauty and harrowing sadness a reminder that not all of wars casualties lie in neat battlefield rows, awaiting the historians tabulating eye. Some of
  them can only be counted by novelists with grace and imagination  like Frazier


  The Sunday Times


  Inmans journey to Cold Mountain is riddled with chance encounters . . . each rich with imagined particularity . . . Frazier convinces us that despite the hardship
  and brutality, this is a place where lifes truest values hold sway, and where experience is real, immediate and present . . . a very real vision of humanity on the brink


  Independent


  Dramatising very acutely the crisis of war and separation, Frazier conveys the strength and warmth of people living together and apart; and we come to believe in the
  physical reality of the fictional North Carolina he constructs


  Daily Telegraph


  Highly ambitious and compelling . . . This is a narrative of tremendous skill and power, long and profuse but not unwieldy, highly romantic yet grounded in a harsh
  realism about working rural lives. And although ostensibly a love story, this novel is also a study  as any true love story should be  of loneliness and self-knowledge


  Sunday Telegraph


  A remarkable first novel, a romance of love, of friendship, of family, of land. Frazier has inhaled the spirit of the age and breathes it into the readers being .
  . . Cold Mountain sent this hardened reviewer weeping to her bed


  Erica Wagner, The Times


  Cold Mountain has epic stature. Alternating between the two main characters, Fraziers writing is faultless, the personalities believable and sympathetic,
  and the period atmosphere authentic . . . An absolutely assured first novel which, for once, deserves to sell the millions it will.


  Literary Review


  Quite staggering . . . A wonderful novel, a hearts journey into the past and a love and adventure story. Frazier has created a unique terrain  a lost
  world, which reappears here without sentiment or one false note


  Scotsman


  Marvellous first novel . . . The beautifully handled, sweet and bitter climax of their reunion, itself fraught with danger, leaves nothing to be desired. There are many
  strengths to this book, beyond the sheer quality of its prose


  Financial Times


  A passionate epic. Meticulously researched, it creates a vivid picture of a forgotten world


  Express


  The best novel Ive read this year . . . Homeric in concept, finely constructed and written


  Time Out
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  PART ONE


  Bone Moon


  



  1


  THERE IS NO SCATHELESS RAPTURE. LOVE AND TIME PUT ME IN this condition. I am leaving soon for the Nightland, where all the
  ghosts of men and animals yearn to travel. Were called to it. I feel it pulling at me, same as everyone else. It is the last unmapped country, and a dark way getting there. A sorrowful path.
  And maybe not exactly Paradise at the end. The belief Ive acquired over a generous and nevertheless inadequate time on earth is that we arrive in the afterlife as broken as when we departed
  from the world. But, on the other hand, Ive always enjoyed a journey.


  Cloudy days, I sit by the fire and talk nothing but Cherokee. Or else I sit silent with pen and paper, rendering the language into Sequoyahs syllabary, the characters forming under my
  hand like hen-scratch hieroglyphs. On sunny days, I usually rock on the porch wrapped in a blanket and read and admire the vista. Many decades ago, when I built my farm out of raw land, I oriented
  the front of the house to aim west toward the highest range of mountains. It is a grand long view. The river and valley, and then the coves and blue ridges heaved up and ragged to the limits of
  eyesight.


  Bear and I once owned all the landscape visible from my porch and a great deal more. People claimed that in Old Europe our holdings would have been enough land to make a minor country. Now I
  have just the one little cove opening onto the river. The hideous new railroad, of which I own quite a few shares, runs through my front yard. The black trains come smoking along twice a day, and
  in the summer when the house windows are open, the help wipes the soot off the horizontal faces of furniture at least three times a week. On the other side of the river is a road that has been
  there as some form of passway since the time of elk and buffalo, both long since extinguished. Now, mules drawing wagons flare sideways in the traces when automobiles pass. I saw a pretty one go by
  the other day. Yellow as a canary and trimmed with polished brass. It had a windshield like an oversized monocle, and it went ripping by at a speed that must have been close to a mile a minute. The
  end of the drivers red scarf flagged straight out behind him, three feet long. I hated the racket and the dust that hung in the air long after the automobile was gone. But if I was twenty,
  Id probably be trying to find out where you buy one of those fast bastards.


  THE NIGHT HAS become electrified. Midevening, May comes to my room. The turn of doorknob, click of bolt in hasp. The opening door casts a wedge of
  yellow hall light against the wall. Her slender dark hand twists the switch and closes the door. Not a word spoken. The brutal light is message enough. A clear glass bulb hangs in the center of the
  room from a cord of brown woven cloth. New wires run down the wall in an ugly metal conduit. The bare bulbs little blazing filament burns an angry cloverleaf shape onto my eyeballs that will
  last until dawn. Its either get up and shut off the electricity and light a candle to read by, or else be blinded.


  I get up and turn off the light.


  May is foolish enough to trust me with matches. I set fire to two tapers and prop a polished tin pie plate to reflect yellow light. The same way I lit book pages and notebook pages at a thousand
  campfires in the last century.


  Im reading The Knight of the Cart, a story Ive known since youth. Lancelot is waiting where I left him the last time. Still every bit as anguished and torn about whether
  to protect his precious honor or to climb onto the shameful cart with the malefic dwarf driver, and perhaps by doing so to save Guinevere, perhaps have Guinevere for his own true love.
  Choosing incorrectly means losing all. I turn the pages and read on, hoping Lancelot will choose better if given one more chance. I want him to claim love over everything, but so far he has failed.
  How many more chances will I be able to give him?


  The gist of the story is that even when all else is lost and gone forever, there is yearning. One of the few welcome lessons age teaches is that only desire trumps time.


  A bedtime drink would be helpful. At some point in life, everybody needs medication to get by. A little something to ease the pain, smooth the path forward. But my doctor prohibits liquor, and
  so my own home has become as strict as if it were run by hard-shell Baptists. Memory is about the only intoxicant left.


  I read on into the night until the house falls quiet. Lancelot is hopeless. I am dream-stricken to think he will ever choose better.


  At some point, I put the book down and hold my right palm to the light. The silver scar running diagonal across all the deep lines seems to itch, but scratching does not help.


  Late in the night, the door opens again. Scalding metallic light pours in from the hallway. May enters and walks to my bed. Her skin is the color of tanned deerhide, a mixture of several
  bloodswhite and red and blackcomplex enough to confound those legislators who insist on naming every shade down to the thirty-second fraction. Whatever the precise formula is for May,
  it worked out beautifully. Shes too pretty to be real.


  I knew her grandfather back in slavery days. Knew him and also owned him, if Im to tell the truth. I still wonder why he didnt cut my throat some night while I was asleep.
  Id have had it coming. All us big men would have. But through some unaccountable generosity, May is as kind and protective as her grandfather was.


  May takes the book as from a sleepy child, flaps it face down on the nightstand, blows out the candle with a moist breath, full lips pursed and shaped like a bow. I hear a hint of rattle in the
  lungs as the breath expires. I worry for her, though my doctor says she is fine. Consumption, though, is a long way to die. Ive seen it happen more than once. May steps back to the door and
  is a black spirit shape against the light, like a messenger in a significant dream.


  Sleep, Colonel. Youve read late.


  Funny thing is, I actually try. I lie flat on my back in the dark with my arms on my chest. But I cant sleep. It is a bitter-cold night and the fire has burnt down to hissing coals. I
  dont ever sleep well anymore. I lie in bed in the dark and let the past sweep over me like stinging sheets of windblown rain. My future is behind me. I let gravity take me into the bed and
  before long Im barely breathing. Practicing for the Nightland.


  SURVIVE LONG ENOUGH and you get to a far point in life where nothing else of particular interest is going to happen. After that, if you dont
  watch out, you can spend all your time tallying your losses and gains in endless narrative. All you love has fled or been taken away. Everything fallen from you except the possibility of jolting
  and unforewarned memory springing out of the dark, rushing over you with the velocity of heartbreak. May walking down the hall humming an old songThe Girl I Left Behind
  Meor the mere fragrance of clove in spiced tea can set you weeping and howling when all youve been for weeks on end is numb.


  At least that last one is explainable. Back in green youth, Claire became an advocate for flavored kisses. She would break off new spring growth at the end of a birch twig, peel the dark bark to
  the wet green pulp, and fray the fibers with her thumbnailthen put the twig in her mouth and hold it there like a cheroot. After a minute shed toss it away and say, Now kiss me. And
  her mouth had the sweet sharp taste of birch. In summer, she did the same with the clear drop of liquid at the tip of honeysuckle blossoms, and in the fall with the white pulp of honey-locust pods.
  And in winter with a dried clove and a broken stick of cinnamon. Now kiss me.


  AT MAYS URGING, I recently agreed to buy an Edison music machine. The Fireside model. It cost an unimaginable twenty-two
  dollars. She tells me the way it works is that singers up North holler songs into an enormous metal cone, whereupon their voices are scarified in a thin gyre on a wax cylinder the size of a bean
  can. I imagine the singers looking as if they are being swallowed by a bear. After digestion, they come out of my corresponding little cone sounding tiny and earnest and far, far away.


  May is relentlessly modern, which makes me wonder why she takes care of me, for I am resolutely antique. Her enthusiasm for the movies is beyond measure, though the nearest nickelodeon is half a
  days train ride away. Sometimes I give her a few dollars for the train ticket and the movie ticket, with some money left over for dinner along the way. She comes back all excited and full of
  talk about the thrill of the compact narratives, the inhuman beauty of certain actresses and actors, the magnitude of the images. I have never witnessed a movie other than once in Charleston, when
  I dropped a nickel into the slot of a kinetoscope viewer and wound the crank until the bell rang and put the sound tubes like a stethoscope to my ears and then bent to the eyepieces. All I
  perceived were senseless blurs moving tiny across my mind. I could not adjust my eyes to the pictures. Something looked a little like a man, but he seemed to have a dozen arms and legs and seemed
  not to occupy any specific world at all but just a grey fog broken by looming vague shapes. For all I could determine of his surroundings, the man might have been playing baseball or plowing a
  cornfield, or maybe boxing in a ring. I lost interest in the movies at that point.


  But I understand that a movie has been made about my earlier life, and May described it to me in enthusiastic detail after it played in the nearest town. The title of it is The White
  Chief. I didnt care to see it. Who wants every bit of life youve ever known boiled down to a few short minutes? I dont need prompting. Memories from those way-back times
  flash up with great particularityeven individual trees, dead since long before the War, remain standing in my mind with every leaf etched distinct down to the pale palmate veins, their whole
  beings meaningful and bright with color. So why choose to enter that distressing grey cinema fog only to find some lost unrecognizable phantom of yourself moving through a vague and uncertain
  world?


  IN SUMMER I STILL rally myself to go to the Warm Springs Hotel, a place I have frequented for more than half a century. Sometimes at the Springs
  Im introduced to people who recognize my name, and I can see the incredulity on their faces. This example Im about to tell happened last summer and will have to stand as
  representative for a number of similar occurrences.


  A prominent family from down in the smothering part of the state had come up to the mountains to enjoy our cool climate. The father was a slight acquaintance of mine, and the son was a recently
  elected member of the state house. The father was young enough to be my child. They found me sitting on the gallery, reading the most recent number of a periodicalThe North American
  Review to be specific, for I have been a subscriber over a span of time encompassing parts of eight decades.


  The father shook my hand and turned to his boy. He said, Son, I want you to meet someone. Im sure you will find him interesting. He was a senator and a colonel in the War. And, most
  romantically, white chief of the Indians. He made and lost and made again several fortunes in business and land and railroad speculation. When I was a boy, he was a hero. I dreamed of being half
  the man he was.


  Something about the edge to his tone when he said the words chief, colonel, and senator rubbed me the wrong way. It suggested something ironic in those honorifics, which,
  beyond the general irony of everything, there is not. I nearly said, Hell, Im twice the man you are now, despite our difference in age, so things didnt work out so bright for your
  condescending hopes. And, by the way, what other than our disparity of age confers upon you the right to talk about me as if Im not present? But I held my tongue. I dont care. People
  can say whatever they want to about me when Ive passed. And they can inflect whatever tone they care to use in the telling.


  The son said, Hes not Cooper, is he? He blurted it out and was immediately sorry to sound completely ridiculous.


  Even to me it sounded ridiculous. Almost as if the boy had asserted that Daniel Boone or Crockett yet lived. Perhaps Natty Bumppo. Some mythic relic of the time when the frontier ran down the
  crest of the Blue Ridge and most of the country was a sea of forest and savanna and mountains prowled by savage Indians. A time of long rifles and bears as big as railcars. Bloodthirsty wolves and
  mountain lions. Days of yore when America was no more than a strip of land stretching a couple of hundred miles west of the Atlantic and the rest was just a very compelling idea. I represented an
  old America of coonskin hats erupting into the now of telephones and mile-a-minute automobiles and electric lights and moving pictures and trains.


  Maybe there is an odor of must and camphor about me. But I live on. My eyes are quick and blue behind the folded grey lids. I am amazed by their brightness every time I gather courage to look in
  the mirror, which is seldom. How possible that any living thing from that distant time yet survives?


  I could see in the sons expression that he was doing the arithmetic in his head, working the numbers. And then his face lit up when he realized that it summed.


  I am not impossible, just very old.


  I reached out my hand to shake and said, Will Cooper, live and in person.


  He shook my hand and said something respectful about my awfully long and varied life.


  That was the point where I might have reared back, as elderly men of means so often feel compelled to do, and pitched into a monologue about how I went out into a harsh world bereft of anything
  but a stout spirit, a sharp mind, and a willingness for hard work. The way such blowhards tell it, luck means nothing. Their innate superiority alone makes their rise a happy proof of natural law.
  But Id rather think I made my way more like a highwayman, by being willing to pull a pistolor something metaphorically like iton the world when I needed to.


  HAVING A TELEPHONE installed was Mays idea. My argument was simple. What does a telephone mean to me? When the few survivors among my
  acquaintances wish to communicate, they use the post.


  May said, Do you even know how telephones work?


  Of course I know. You listen and talk, and the discourse passes instantly across vast distances. Along that ugly mess of wires drooping from the crucifixes that have erupted along every roadway
  as suddenly as toadstools after rain. I asked May why we needed a telephone, and she said, What if you keeled over with a heart attack or a stroke? I said I reckoned in that case I might die. May
  said she didnt want to have to go for the doctor to make sure I was gone. It would be easier just to call. Shortly afterward, a man came and ran more ugly wires through the house.


  The telephone rested silent on the wall for days. Then one afternoon when I was sitting on the porch reading, it rang. So urgent, like a watchman sounding a fire alarm, but surely false in the
  shrill report of the tiny hammer beating frantically against the two acorn-shaped bells. What message short of disaster could be so pressing as to require that horrible jangle? Use the post and
  learn the virtues of patience and silence.


  I waited for someone else to deal with it, but no one did. It kept shrilling. I closed my book and went down the hall to the oak box. It looked somewhat like a coffee grinder. I turned the crank
  and put the cold circumference of the black earpiece to my head. I heard a tiny voice, more like the scraping of crickets than human speech. The same sound repeated over and over, and all I could
  tell was that its inflection seemed to suggest a question.


  Then, after several more repetitions, I believed it was my name being spoken.


  Will? the voice said.


  I leaned toward the mouthpiece projecting from the wooden box and put my mouth to the rim of it, which flanged like a nostril on a horse. What was the etiquette of this device? What salutation
  or acknowledgment of identity was called for when you were summoned to speak?


  Will? the little voice said again.


  Present, I said.


  There was a pause filled only with a sound like ham frying faintly in the distance.


  Will?


  Yes, I said. Will Cooper. Right here now.


  The earpiece hissed. A faint voice said two syllables. I believe it said, Its Claire.


  Then nothing further. I said, Yes? Yes?


  The only answer was sizzle and hum.


  I said, Claire? Claire? Saying it loud enough to carry down the wires.


  I held the earpiece pressed tight for a long time, but nothing else emerged except a hollow sound, a ghost moving away.


  May came down the hall. I said, How does one bring this to an end?


  She turned the crank on the side of the box and rested the earpiece in its fork. The brown woven cord hung in a deep droop almost to the floor and swayed in a small diminishing arc like the
  pendulum to a wound-down clock.


  Who is she, Colonel? Claire?


  Someone I lost a long time ago.


  



  2


  THE HISTORY OF INDIAN RESISTANCE ON THIS CONTINENT IS A grim record of failure, even though a few battles were won now and
  again. As prime examples, Ill use the somewhat recent Little Big Horn; also, much earlier, the nearby fight at Echoee against the English. Indians won those battles, along with some others.
  Wars, though, were inevitably lost. To take my point, see the widely published recent photographs of fierce Geronimo all swollen up like a brood sow riding in a Cadillac automobile.


  So what Bear accomplished was remarkable. If he did not prevail against America, I think it is at least fair to say he fought to a draw. In his battle, Bear used all the weapons at hand,
  including me. But the only killing shots any of us fired were against our own. Charley and his boys.


  Bear was not one of your mystic Indians. He was only interested in this one momentary world, not some hypothetical other. Bear loved all the tangible manifestations of Creation as fervently as
  Baptists do King Jesus. It was not the spirits of winds, rivers, mountains, trees that he worshiped, but the living things themselves.


  Bear was the possessor of the deepest and sharpest mind to which I have ever been exposed, and I say this as one who has known presidents, though, to be fair, only vicious Jackson and dim
  Johnson. Thats if you dont count President Davis, who was plenty smart, but whose mind was thin and brittle as a water cracker. Bear, though, could not read or write, neither English
  nor the syllabary. Still, he more than held his own. The way I look at it, we have all been illiterate. Only a few of us stay that way, usually for the worst of reasons. Poverty in some
  cases. Law in others, at least back in the day of slavery. Bear, though, remained illiterate out of personal philosophy. But he loved stories, even the ones written down in books. I remember, when
  I was a boy, reading him long episodes from the Morte dArthur and the Quixote, translating into Cherokee on the fly. Bear would listen for as long as I cared to read, late
  into cold endless January nights when the whole world contracted within the circle of light from the fire in the center of his winterhouse.


  But Bear was not some isolate, living within a little narrow circumference of experience. He had seen a lot of what there was to America back then. As a young man, he had taken a blood grudge
  against a whiteman and sworn to kill him. He pursued the man for a year and a half, all up through Virginia and Kentucky and Tennessee and down into the wastes of Alabama and Georgia. Traveling
  rough and light, but happy knowing how hard he was pushing the man ahead of him across the land, like desperate game driven by beaters. When theyd finally made a great circle and come back
  nearly to home, the man quit running and holed up in a barn to make a final stand. Bear went in with nothing but a hawkbill knife.


  Id a mind to gut him out, Bear said when he told me the tale.


  But instead, after he had cornered the man in the hayloft, Bear just touched him with the crook of the blade and walked away. It was an exquisite point of honor.


  In his middle years, Bear saw even more of America when he traveled all through the coastal plantation country chasing after a Cherokee girl of nine or ten who had been stolen by slavers passing
  through the mountains. The girl, named Blossom, wasnt even clan kin to Bear, but the whole business angered him. Slaver trash coming onto his land and hauling children off. He set out afoot
  and was gone for months tracking Blossom from town to town, slave market to slave market. He went down to Hillsborough and Fayetteville and from there to the coast and then south right into the
  heart of Charleston to the big market and from there out into the countryside to find the people who had ultimately bought the girl.


  Back then, years before I first met him, he would have been an even taller man than I remember, unstooped by age, broad-shouldered and full across the forehead, his long nose like a hatchet
  blade and his black hair long and loose except for the one little plait he liked to wear in the back. I can see him walking up the tree-lined drive of a great Charleston plantation, his linen
  hunting shirt and deerleather leggings dusty from the road. A look on his face of utter calm and disinterest, but intent on claiming the kidnapped girl. And back then, he probably had a drink or
  two in him, for he achieved temperance only occasionally, in old age.


  He talked with the first whiteman he saw, a stout little music tutor, sitting on a horse watching two men making a wheel hoop in a blacksmith shed. The tutor passed Bear up the chain of command
  to the foreman and finally to the actual owner and his pale slim wife. They came out from the big house and talked to the dashing and handsome Indian just for the entertainment of it. They
  disagreed with Bears assessment of the situation. And though Bear wanted to take out his knife and kill the man where he stood, he went back to town and found a lawyer. Not an honest lawyer
  but, better yet for his purposes, a smart mean little bastard with personal and political grudges against the plantation owner and eager to go against him in court.


  For a month, Bear slept every night down by the water in a rope hammock strung in a stand of palmettos, and by day he and his lawyer fielded every argument they could muster, including expert
  microscopic evidence to show that the girls hair bore no Negro characteristics. The long and short of it is, they won. Bear came walking back into the village with Blossom by his side and
  restored her to her home.


  I asked him one time how he knew to use the law in his favor. He said that the law is an axe. It cuts whatever it falls on. The man that wins knows how to aim the sharp edge away from
  himself.


  He didnt much care to talk about the court business, but as an old man he still remembered with great favor the enormous and tasty fish he caught from the sand beach at his campsite. The
  water, though, was the worst he had ever put in his mouth. When I asked him how he managed to conduct all this business not speaking the English language, he said maybe back then he knew a word or
  two but not anymore.


  TO BE EVENHANDED, I should also tell a representative story about Featherstone, for he was fatherlike to me as well. But more the kind of father you
  want to kill. Or one who wants to kill you. When I think back on the single instance when we actually exchanged pistol fire, I sometimes still wish I had taken him down. Also I still miss him, and
  the world seems poorer for his absence. To be entirely fair, when I was a boy and young man, Featherstone provided another pattern of manhood entirely different from Bears. Im sure it
  is one of my greatest failures in life that, of my two flawed fathers, I more closely mirror Featherstones example. I heard this account from a number of older men back when I was a boy, for
  if it was only on Featherstones word, I wouldnt dignify the tale with repetition.


  Until some years after the Revolution, the Cherokee system of justice remained very direct and without interference of judge and jury and lawyer. The penalty for murder was that the clan of the
  victim became entitled to kill the murderer. I think we could all accede to the fairness of that. But various complications sometimes arose, and as a boy Featherstone was caught up in one of them.
  His maternal uncle, Slow Water, a man of some considerable property and power within the community, happened to kill a man of the Wild Potato Clan as a result of bad whiskey and high feelings after
  losing a momentous wager at a ball game. Slow Water had bet several horses, many skipples of shell corn, a house. When the game ended with its final brutal skirmishes leading to a pair of goals
  scored in quick succession by the opposing team to win the match, the Wild Potato Clan fellow looked at Slow Water and smirked. He didnt say a word, but just that look, the twist of mouth,
  was enough. Come winter, hed be eating Slow Waters cornbread in Slow Waters house.


  Slow Water reached to his waist and pulled a long skinning knife from under his coat and ran it through the mans neck until the point came out the other side. And then he watched the man
  bleed out right on the bruised grass of the ball field.


  Justice should have played along as normal, with Slow Water hunted down and killed by the men of Wild Potato Clan, and then life would be balanced and ordered again and could go on harmoniously.
  That was the way it ordinarily was. At worst, there might be one or two further bouts of justice before matters finally settled down. But Slow Waters clan, the Long Hairs, met and reckoned
  unanimously that Slow Water was too valuable to forfeit. They agreed to offer Featherstone in Slow Waters place, and even his mother would not break with the consensus of the clan.
  Featherstone was then a fatherless redheaded freckled Indian boy of sixteen. His natural daddy had been a Border Scot trader, and his mothers father was Highland Scot. But in those days
  identity still went through the women, and if your mother belonged to a clan, you did too. Blood degree didnt factor.


  Featherstone had not even been in attendance at the ball game. He had been on a pony-club outing, and they had run a string of stolen horses from the piedmont of North Carolina across the
  Cherokee Nation and sold them outside of Nashville. All in all, it had been a jaunty and satisfactory month of desperate scrapes and high spirits. Hilarious rum camps and long ass-blistering days
  a-saddle. None of the six-member party was more than eighteen, and they returned to Valley River splendidly mounted, leather pistol buckets hanging paired before their saddles. All of them rode
  cocky with cash money in their pocket-books, fine new suits of clothes on their backs, and well-constructed stories to tell.


  Slow Water met Featherstone as he came into town, and the uncles face was grim. They stepped aside and Slow Water laid it out. He detailed the sacrifice Featherstone was called to make
  for his clan. Featherstone was undoubtedly slightly drunk. He said, Well, shit on you. And fuck them Wild Potato boys. Maybe they better watch out I dont kill them first. And then maybe come
  looking for you when Im done.


  Everyone in town knew how the matter stood, and they had come out of their houses to loiter around the squareground and watch Featherstones progress. He rode past them, his back straight
  as if a fire poker had been driven up the circle of his spine. He spurred his mare and reined in at the same time so that she went compressed, with her neck arched and her legs bunched under her,
  trotting nearly sideways in response to Featherstones contradictory suggestions.


  Featherstone rode to his mothers house. She but confirmed Slow Waters report and offered no advice other than that maybe he ought to leave the Nation for good, maybe slope for
  Texas. She gave him several little bean-bread tamales, wrapped in their scalded fodder blades, and said that was about all she could do for him.


  Featherstone went outside and stood with his head on his mares damp shoulder and breathed in her sweet scent and thought awhile. He took out one of several pints of black Barbados rum
  from his saddlebag and drank and then looked to his weaponry, of which he had aplenty. The matched pair of pistols. A shotgun with an oiled walnut stock and a pair of great dark bores that seemed
  even larger because of the extreme shortness of the barrels, the paired hammers sporting big pointed thumbpieces so that when they were at full cock they were reminiscent of a horse with its ears
  pinned. At that time it was a fresh concept in firearms. Also a fighting hatchet with a bright honed edge to its head and blue-jay feathers dressing its hickory handle. And several knives, one of
  fine Damascus steel with a blade as wide as his hand and an ugly upcurve to the blade like a stubbed scimitar, a style of knife that would later be dubbed Bowie.


  He mounted and rode back through town, and all the people were still there as audience. He announced in English and Cherokee, for all to hear, that anyone who came after him would have to die.
  Sad to say, but there was no way around it. Give me but a long willow switch, he shouted, and my pursuers will be no more than a wet heap of shreds when Im done. Soup meat.


  And he told them where to find him. A place where three roads met down by the river. Tomorrow morning. But after breakfast. I aint missing a meal for you shit.


  He went straight to the place he had named and waited through the night just inside a laurel thicket uphill from the specified field of combat. He expected to be set upon and killed at any
  moment. He sat fireless in the dark and drank from a succession of pint bottles, and when he had reached the small hours of morning, with dew beading on the glossy laurel leaves, he was inspired by
  the black rum to wish enthusiastically that his killers would hurry up and come on.


  And they did come, at daybreak, with the fog still heavy along the river. Three boys his age and two grown men riding out of the fog into the crossroads, thinking they had arrived early enough
  to set an ambush. They were dressed in their greatest finery as for a special occasion. The men were full-bloods and wore traditional long hunting shirts, vests, blue and red turbans, deerskin
  leggings with silk garters. The boys were all mixed-bloods and wore such assortment of white and Indian clothing as to suggest divided allegiances. They sat in the road discussing how to array
  themselves for ambush and arguing over who had the right to strike the first blow and who had first claim to the kill.


  Before they reached agreement, Featherstone erupted out of the laurels in a rain of flung dew and rode down among them with his hatchet in one hand, the great Damascus knife in the other, and
  the reins in his teeth like some berserk battleground Celt, which he more than three quarters was. He went into them slashing two-handed at anything that moved. His mare wheeled in the road two
  times and he cut a swath around him as she turned, and then she collected her hindquarters under her and burst off down the road at a gallop.


  In that one instant, before they could even think toward defense, the ambushers had all taken wounds, some rather dire. One of the men was cut down to the white joint of his shoulder. Blood ran
  down his arm and dripped from his four fingers and painted the neck of his horse in red stripes. The other man had lost a divot of muscle from his upper thigh, and he looked at the raw gape as if
  it held a revelation. Both wounds were from the hatchet. The boys grabbed at themselves in various places and howled as high-pitched as coon dogs, and the blood welled out between their fingers
  from knife cuts in their arms and deep rakings along their ribs.


  Featherstone was by then only a diminishing muffled sound of hooves beating on dirt, long lost in the river fog.


  In the following weeks, men and boys from the Wild Potato Clan rode out like Percival and Gawain. They pursued Featherstone day and night, horseback and afoot. They used all the woodcraft and
  tracking skills they knew in order to find and kill him, and yet over and over they failed.


  Featherstone rode days, letting mileage serve for security. Nights, he squatted sleepless in drizzly dark. The Wild Potato Clan pursued him through the Lower Towns, Middle Towns, Upper Towns.
  Across land planted in corn with bean vines growing up the cornstalks and pumpkins glowing orange on the ground beneath. They drove him deep into wilderness marked only by the passways of departed
  bison flowing along the hillsides like ancient watercourses gone dry. He hid from them, fled from them, fought them with deadly intent when he had to fight. Wild Potato Clan boys sat by wilderness
  fires using porcupine quills to dig out lead shot from where it lay like a spray of welted blue boils under the skin of their backs and chests and faces. They dressed knife wounds with poultices of
  yarrow. One man lay for days under the fever of an infected wound from a pistol ball until Sixkiller took the man to water and conjured out the heat from the wound and so enabled him to live.


  In one encounter, a running battle that covered many miles of valley floor and ridgetop, Featherstone bloodied higher than a dozen men and boys, mostly with the shotgun. He reloaded as he rode
  and fired at the gallop with considerable accuracy, and they fell one by one behind him until he rode alone into dark. He bivouacked that night fireless. He ate cold potato and hated all men and
  wished to wipe them away with the swipe of a blade. He lived in fear, and as a result swore to spread blood in his wake, leave a trail of dead to mark his brief passage through the world.


  The conclusion of the matter was somewhat anticlimactic, both for Featherstone and for those of the community needing a fatal showdown to satisfy their sense of an ending. What Featherstone did
  was to take his pony-club money and go down from the mountains into cotton country and buy a skinny mulatto girl of fourteen who had been brought recently from Jamaica and spoke an indecipherable
  brand of English. She was the only person he could afford, even driving the thriftiest bargain he could. He rode her behind him on the mare five days journey back to Valley River with her
  thin arms circling his waist tightly the whole way, for she was terrified of horses, with their red-rimmed eyes and yellow teeth and flaring nostrils. They reminded her of the violent mounted
  foremen in the cane fields.


  Featherstone offered her to the Wild Potato Clan as replacement for the man Slow Water had killed. A life for a life. She didnt look like much, but rather than continue to battle with
  Featherstone, the clan agreed that she would do. They took her unreservedly as one of them, and she became a member of the Wild Potato Clan. They renamed her Martha, though she already had the
  perfectly serviceable name of Dolly. But all her life, they mostly called her Bite because when she and Featherstone arrived in Valley River, he had the red crescent marks of her teeth, uppers and
  lowers both, scabbing on the sides of his neck just above the collar line. The clan speculated at length on the possible range of circumstances under which the wounds had been made, but mainly they
  honored her as the only member of Wild Potato Clan who had been able to draw blood from Featherstone.


  And as far as I know, the only whiteman to do so was me.
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