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CHAPTER
ONE

 


Whump!

 


Cracked kernels
of parched grain sprayed from the concave surface of a well-worn
grindstone, landing gently on the soft hide tunic of the young girl
who knelt before it. The grains spilled slowly from her lap, adding
to a golden circle that dusted the ground around her.

Nearby, the
girl’s mother poked small tinder sticks against glowing coals,
coaxing the fire back to life. She moved slowly and clumsily,
frequently to rubbing the small of her back. Her pregnancy was far
advanced and the lusty kicks of the unborn child added to her
discomfort. Pausing a moment to ease herself, she glanced at the
girl.

“Kaleen, don’t
slam the handstone so hard. You’ll crack the
grindstone.”

“Yes, Mother,”
Kaleen whispered. Her head slumped forward in fatigue, a screen of
dark hair cloaking her face. Once again she picked up the
hand-stone, fitting her fingers carefully around it before slamming
it against the worn surface of the grinding stone, the
grindstone.

“Kaleen! Look
at the corn you’re wasting! If the kernels aren’t cracked small
enough, use the wooden pounder.”

“I already
did,” Kaleen muttered under her breath. “I pounded them the whole
time you were talking to Cloud Woman.”

“Kaleen,” her
mother continued, “You know how to use the handstone. Press against
the kernels and move back and forth on the grinding stone. Put your
weight against it while you’re grinding. It’s easier than hitting
the grindstone like that – and it doesn’t waste grain.”

Silently,
Kaleen shifted her position. Small pebbles dug into her shins. Her
right ankle was getting numb. Her back and shoulders ached from
stretching over the grind stone. She glanced at the sun, trying to
guess how long she’d been at the task, squinting to measure its
progress against the branches of the tall trees. Not even half way.
It seemed as though she’d been here forever, but Father Sun was in
no hurry to finish his trip across the sky.

Sighing, Kaleen
picked up a handful of cracked grain and sifted it through her
fingers, flicking the larger pieces back into the woven basket
standing nearby and letting the smaller pieces drift through her
fingers onto the grinding stone. She knew she’d have to pound the
basketful of grain again, but she didn’t want to do it right now.
Slowly she began to work the hand-stone, this time pressing the
hard nubbins instead of hitting them. She glanced at her mother,
seeking approval, but Kitasoo wasn’t watching her any longer. She
was caught up in conversation with her friend. Kaleen could guess
what they were talking about – the coming child.

“She only cares
about the new one,” Kaleen grumbled to herself. “She doesn’t have
time for me – or my brothers.”

She thought for
a moment of her oldest brother, Cohas. He was many winters older
than Kaleen and seemed more like a young uncle than a brother.
Cohas was handsome, and carried himself with the confidence of one
who knows how he affects others. He took as his due the smiles of
pretty young girls, and accepted the appraising glances of older
women, measuring him against their daughters of marriageable age.
He was accustomed to inclusion in men’s affairs. Since his youngest
days, Cohas had been treated – and had behaved – as though he were
older than his years.

Moquah, her
other brother, was exactly the same age as Kaleen and as unlike
Cohas as it was possible to be. Kaleen and her twin were almost
identical in appearance but by some misfortune, Moquah arrived in
this world a few heartbeats before Kaleen, and he was quick to
claim his status as ‘older brother’.

Kaleen
remembered a thousand instances when Moquah claimed his right as
the earliest born. It didn’t matter what was involved, whether
choosing the choicest pieces of food or getting the seat nearest to
the story-teller, Moquah always shoved in front of Kaleen. She
remembered one incident that still rankled. Kitasoo had called the
children to her and stretched out both hands. One held a piece of
sweet bread, mixed with dried fruits, the other a piece of
honeycomb.

“I have a treat
for you,” she smiled. “Pick which one you want.”

“I go first,”
Moquah grinned, reaching for the honeycomb. Kaleen was convinced he
didn’t really want it but knew it was her favourite so he raced to
grab it from his mother’s hand and stuff it greedily into his
mouth. To Kaleen’s outraged wail he retorted: “I’m older than
you.”

“Not that much
older.” Kaleen’s exasperation was clear. “Mother, tell him he
doesn’t always get to go first. He’s only a heartbeat older than I
am - hardly time enough to sneeze.”

Kitasoo smiled,
but shook her head. “No, Kaleen. He is older than you. And he is
your brother. You must listen to him.”

Moquah was
insufferable after that. Finally he got so bad that even her father
noticed and spoke to him about his behaviour.

“One of the
responsibilities of men – and older brothers – is looking after the
women and young ones entrusted to their care. You may have the
right to eat before Kaleen, and to take first choice, but you also
have the responsibility to show her kindness, and give her
consideration. Think about how your brother treats you. He is older
than you. Much older. But does Cohas shove ahead of you when he
wants something?”

Moquah looked
at his feet.

“I’m not
there,” his father said, pointing to the ground. “I am standing in
front of you. Look at me when I speak, and answer my question from
your heart.”

Moquah lifted
his chin a fraction and mumbled a response.

“I can’t hear
you,” his father replied.

Moquah sighed
deeply.

“Cohas is kind
– and I don’t mind letting him go first.”

The older man
nodded.

“So what does
that teach you?”

Moquah
whispered under his breath.

“I can’t hear
you,” his father repeated. “Speak up.”

“I should be
nicer to Kaleen – and treat her as Cohas treats me.”

“Exactly.”

Kaleen knew
better than to gloat. She turned away, pretending she hadn’t
overheard. But Cohas noticed and his quick smile told her that he
knew she had listened. Silently he raised one eyebrow and grinned.
She knew what he was telling her. If the words had been spoken he
would say, “Was that what you wanted to hear? Fine. Now you can
expect better treatment from Moquah, but if you nag him about it,
or act as he used to act, you know the good treatment will stop. So
you must pretend this conversation never took place – that Moquah
is kind to you only because he loves you and because he’s a good
brother who looks after his younger sister.”

Moquah did
behave better, but his thoughtfulness didn’t extend to helping her
with all the chores she had to do. There were always tasks waiting
to be done and now that her mother was expecting a new baby, there
was even more for Kaleen to do. It didn’t seem fair that Moquah
couldn’t help with the chores - at least a little bit.

Some chores she
didn’t mind. Others she actually enjoyed. But Kaleen hated grinding
corn. It was a long, dreary job that never seemed to end. As fast
as she ground one batch, her mother used it up and wanted another.
Kaleen sighed again. The worst of it was, she couldn’t tell anyone
how he felt. People still remembered when the first corn was
planted, and what a difference it had made to them.

“When the Above
One gave Corn to The People, it was like a rainbow that spread joy
across the sky after the storms of winter,” Two Quills stated.

“And with corn
dried to use in the winter, we don’t have to search for food. We
have time to embroider beautiful tunics and make jingling leg wraps
for our fancy dancers,” Sage Blossom chimed in.

Others shared
their favourite memories and Two Quill’s story was gleefully
side-tracked as one after another the women recalled yet another
wonderful thing to add to the list. There was time to carve and
decorate weapons and household goods. Time to practice the
bird-bone flutes and replace the skins on the beautifully carved
drums, with their many voices.

“True, true.
These are all good things,” Two Quills acknowledged, regaining
control of the story. “But the corn itself was the best gift of
all. Think of the wonderful things we do with it. We make corn
cakes, and roasted corn,” she began.

“Yes, Sage
Blossom agreed, adding to the litany. Before she could finish, Bird
Wing chimed in: “Corn is good by itself, but it’s even better when
it’s mixed with little onions and herbs and bits of meat.”

“Best of all,”
Two Quills smiled, radiating pleasure with her words, “Today we no
longer wear the marks of hunger, as our Elders did.”

A sharp stab of
pain brought Kaleen back to the present. Blast! She’d skinned her
knuckle again. It really smarted. She pressed her lips against the
skinned part, hoping it wouldn’t bleed too much. It was her own
fault for not paying attention, but that didn’t make her knuckle
hurt any less. Ruefully she looked at her hands. Scabs decorated
both hands. Sighing, she rubbed her palms together, trying to work
out the cramps that sent sizzling waves of pins and needles through
her fingers.

She shrugged
her shoulders and twisted her head from side to side, trying to
loosen the persistent ache that sat like a small demon across the
top of her back.

As wonderful as
the golden grain was, she noticed that while the grandmothers sang
and talked about it, they weren’t the ones who did all the
grinding. “They don’t plant it either,” she grumbled. “Or pick
it.”

Soon it would
be time for the harvest. Each autumn, the women watched the
thumb-sized cobs of corn, waiting until the golden threads that
tasselled out from the top of the cob, turned brown, dried and
withered. That was the moment to pick the corn, before the autumn
winds shook the kernels from the cob and scattered them on the
ground for mice, birds and other small animals to enjoy. Once the
tiny cobs were harvested, it was the job of the young girls to open
them, discarding the two outer leaves that held the kernels against
the cob, and plucking the eight to ten golden grains that each one
held.

Kaleen sighed.
It didn’t seem to matter how carefully she worked, it wasn’t
careful enough. Nor was it fast enough. And no matter how she
tried, it seemed she never did enough. Had Kitasoo always been this
demanding? Kaleen didn’t think so. She remembered times when her
mother stopped working to play with her, or make games of what she
was doing, so Kaleen could join in. Was it just the coming baby
that made her so cranky and short tempered? Did all women get that
way when a new life began? If that was true, she didn’t want any
part of it. These days, Kitasoo was always tired, with deep circles
under her eyes and lines of strain across her forehead. Her face
was puffy, and her fingers swollen. Kaleen remembered those fingers
– once so smooth and slender – stroking her brow, or working
swiftly and gracefully to fashion Kaleen’s hair in some special
style.

Quickly, Kaleen
glanced at her mother. Luckily she was still absorbed in
conversation and hadn’t noticed that Kaleen had stopped grinding.
She quickly repositioned the handstone and resumed her chore,
reviewing in her mind the many steps involved in preparing corn to
last through the winter.

After the
kernels were removed from the cobs they were dried on open trays,
with much careful shaking, stirring and turning, until each kernel
was as dry as it could be. When that was done, the grain was placed
on shallow woven trays that hung close to the fire, where heat and
smoke made it even drier and hardened the outside skin of each
kernel. Kitasoo made special baskets, carefully woven to keep out
mice and insects, and filled them with the parched corn. These
baskets hung from the eaves of the long-house, where they stayed
dry during the long months of winter.

Each day, and
sometimes more than once a day, Kaleen ground the flour her mother
used to cook meals for the family. Along with corn, she used wild
rice, many kinds of dried grass seeds, shelled sunflower seed and
dried bulrush corms. All made good flour, as did many other wild
grains that grew in sunny clearings.

“Why doesn’t
Moquah ever have to grind corn?” she muttered. Another pair of
hands would give welcome relief. It wasn’t as though grinding corn
was all she had to do. When Kaleen wasn’t working the handstone and
grindstone, she helped her mother tan hides, or shape and sew the
finished product into clothing for the family. If it wasn’t that,
it was looking after the fire. At times it seemed she spent half
her days searching through the forest for pieces of wood to keep
the fire going. Permanent scratches and scabs covered her shins and
ankles from poking through the underbrush, and her hands were full
of splinters from dragging wood out of the bush and piling it near
the lodge. Surely that was something Moquah could help with? Even
if he didn’t know anything about cooking finding wood wasn’t that
hard.

Well, finding
wood wouldn’t be that difficult if Kitasoo wasn’t so fussy about
it. But she was even fussier about the wood she used to make
charcoal. Kaleen’s mother was a talented potter, whose pots were in
great demand.

“There are many
secrets to making pots,” Kitasoo told her, “but the most important
is that you can’t fire pots without good charcoal.”

Naturally, the
kind of charcoal you got depended on the kind of wood it was made
from. The wood couldn’t be too punky, or too dry. It couldn’t have
too much pitch in it, and it couldn’t be too green. It couldn’t
burn too fast, or too slow.

Kaleen had her
own thoughts about the wood her mother wanted for charcoal. “As far
as I can see,” she grumbled, “The only thing that really matters is
the wood can’t be anywhere near the lodge and it has to be the most
difficult to find and the scarcest of all. When you get right down
to it, wood is just wood. There can’t be that much difference
between two pieces of wood.”

But Kitasoo was
able to see something in the wood that Kaleen couldn’t and rejected
piece after piece, placing it on the cook-fire pile before
grudgingly accepting one for the pottery fire.

Once Kaleen
found enough of the special pieces, Kitasoo charred them carefully,
placing them around the outside edges of the fire, where would only
partially burn. When they were charred just enough, she pulled them
from the fire to cool, then stored the blackened nuggets away to
use when she fired her pots.

“Some people
don’t bother with charcoal,” Kitasoo told her. “But the steady heat
from charcoal is much better. It doesn’t flare up when it hits
pockets of pitch, or give off clouds of smoke like punky wood
does.”

Kaleen had to
admit it was worth the extra effort. Kitasoo’s pots were better
than almost everyone else’s. They not only looked better, they
lasted longer.

Kaleen loved to
watch her mother shape the clay. There was a glow of pleasure on
her face as she lost herself in her craft, talking to the clay,
coaxing it into the right shapes. The finished pieces were set
aside to dry for several days before the firing began. That was
pure magic to watch. Heat from the carefully banked fire converted
the lumps of brittle clay into hard containers that kept their
shapes and held water without leaking.

Firing changed
the colors, too. Baked pots turned from grey clay to creamy white,
flat red or even deep blackish color. Her mother knew which clays
provided the different colors, but she had yet to share that secret
with Kaleen. When Kaleen went with her to gather clay, Kitasoo
simply pointed to the spot along the riverbank where she wanted
Kaleen to dig. She carefully examined the lumps of clay that Kaleen
produced, sometimes rejecting them all, moving from one place to
another along the bank, until she found whatever it was she was
looking for.

The process
bewildered Kaleen. “Why isn’t this any good?” she asked her mother,
holding up what seemed to be a perfect lump of clay. But Kitasoo
just shook her head.

“It isn’t
right.”

“But what makes
it right?”

“I don’t have
time to show you right now,” Kitasoo replied. “One day, when you
are a little older, I’ll teach you how to make pots and how to find
the right clay.”

So far, that
day had not arrived. Kaleen learned a few things just by watching
her mother. The clay had to be clean, with no dirt, rocks, roots or
pine needles in it. It needed to be the correct consistency as
well, but there was something else that was harder to measure. One
time, Kitasoo placed a lump of clay in Kaleen’s hand.

“Feel that,”
she said. “That’s how it should be.”

To Kaleen’s
surprise, the ‘right’ clay yielded itself to her fingers and almost
invited her to shape it into different forms.

“If it gives
way too easily, it isn’t good. And if it’s too stiff, that isn’t
good either,” Kitasoo explained.

It was very
confusing, Kaleen admitted, and probably difficult to teach anyone
how to do, but still, it seemed she never did anything but the
drudge work or the dirty work. At this rate she’d never learn how
to do anything.

But two days
ago, after Kitasoo had gathered enough clay to keep her happy, she
let Kaleen help with the next step.

“Here. Toss
this,” she invited, handing Kaleen a lump of clay and pointing to a
large, flat stone near the river.

Kaleen’s
eyebrows flew up and her eyes opened wide. Was her mother joking?
Did she want her to throw the clay away?

“Go ahead,”
Kitasoo repeated impatiently. “I thought you wanted to learn how to
make pots.”

“I do,” Kaleen
replied, hastily grabbing the clay.

“You have to
toss it hard. Slam it against the rock.”

Kitasoo picked
up another lump of clay and began tossing against a large, flat
rock. It hit with a dull slap, changing shape slightly from a
rounded ball to a flattened mound. Again she picked it up and
slapped it against the rock. Again and again she repeated the
move.

Kaleen rolled
her lump of clay between her palms for a moment before dropping it
on the stone.

“Harder!”
Kitasoo ordered. “You have to throw it really hard.”

Obediently,
Kaleen slapped it again.

“You’ll never
get the air bubbles out that way,” Kitasoo scolded. “Slam as hard
as you can. Pretend you’re throwing at someone you’re mad at.”

This time
Kaleen wound her arm and slammed with all her strength. “There,
Moquah,” she muttered under her breath. “Take that!”

“That’s
better,” Kitasoo smiled. “Now keep doing it.”

Eventually the
texture of the clay began to change. From a hard lump it gained
fluidity and a softness that Kaleen found hard to describe.

“That’s good,”
Kitasoo said. “Now wrap it in leaves, sprinkle it with water and
put it in my basket with the others.”

She handed
Kaleen another lump of clay.

“We may as well
do a few more while we’re at it.”

Making pots
looked much easier than it was, Kaleen decided.

Kitasoo alone
did the final forming, rolling snakes of clay expertly between her
palms, then extending them on the smooth surfaces of stones before
artfully merging the coils together, winding them in careful
layers, one on top of the other. When the pieces were the right
shape, Kitasoo dipped her fingertips in water and gently smoothed
the surfaces, blending the ridges one into the other, until she had
an even surface, both on the inside and the outside of the pot.

Once in a
while, she let Kaleen play with some clay while the serious work of
pot making went on under her own expert hands. Kaleen loved to
watch her mother decorate her pots, etching designs on the sides by
rolling a dry pine cone across the surface, imprinting the shape of
a shell around the rim, or drawing a pleasing pattern of lines with
a sharp stick.

Sometimes pots
shattered or cracked in the fire, and her mother’s pots usually
fired perfectly, but there was always a moment of suspense when
they were gently removed from the cooled embers. It took a long
time to fire pots properly, and that took a lot of charcoal.

Thinking about
charcoal reminded Kaleen about wood gathering. She glanced quickly
at the woodpile, hoping against hope it would be high enough. Even
to her wishful eyes, it wasn’t. There were big gaps in the pile. As
soon as she finished her grinding, she’d have to go find more
wood.

Once again she
sifted the coarse flour between her fingers. This batch had to be a
lot finer before Kitasoo would be happy with it.

“I’m tired,”
she complained. “Can’t Moquah do some of this?”

“Grinding grain
isn’t men’s work,” Kitasoo replied. “And it would go a lot faster
if you didn’t complain about it all the time. Why don’t you sing
some of the songs I taught you?”

“Because I’m
tired and my shoulders hurt and my hands are sore and I don’t feel
like singing,” Kaleen thought, but didn’t say the words out
loud.

“When you
finish that, take your leatherwork and go visit your friends,”
Kitasoo suggested. “Work is always more pleasant when you share it
with others.”

That was the
tackiest idea Kaleen had ever heard. And anyway, Kycki and Chiann,
the two girls who used to be her best friends, were now being
initiated into the Women’s Lodge. They talked and giggled all day
long about things they were learning – things they couldn’t
possibly tell her because she wasn’t old enough yet. Well, let them
keep their silly secrets. And their Women’s Lodge, too! Kitasoo
didn’t help by hinting that soon it would be time for Kaleen to be
initiated into the Lodge, like her friends. Kaleen wasn’t the least
bit anxious for that time to come.

“Big
deal,” she mumbled to herself. “Joining the Women’s Lodge
just means more work than I already do and I won’t be allowed to do
anything that’s fun.”

Gloomily, she
told herself it didn’t matter what she did. She’d never be allowed
to do any of the interesting things that filled Moquah’s days.

Women were not
allowed to hunt, to touch weapons, or set traps. Nor could they
take part in the dancing and singing the men did before setting out
on a hunt, to call down the blessing of the Above One.

Sometimes, at
night, she did a forbidden thing and crept quietly to the shadows
beyond the fire, where no one could see her, and listened to the
stories of the men. They were much more interesting than the
women’s stories. The men talked about a special spirit who looked
after The People: The Protector, who lived long ago and long ago
and long ago. In that time he fought a mighty battle with the
Spirit of the North, who brought ice and cold and laid snows upon
the land. As the Spirit of the North gained strength, the snow grew
deeper and deeper. The plants died, the animals left and at last,
The People had to leave too. They went to the bottom of the world,
where it was warm. Then the Protector joined with the Spirit of the
South and together they battled the Spirit of the North. This time,
The Protector won. The land was warm and good, and the people were
happy to return. But the Spirit of the North was relentless and
each year came back with a new challenge, once again bringing ice
and snow. And each year, the Shamans called upon the Protector to
join with the Spirit of the South and send him away.

This was how
the seasons came to be.

These were
wonderful stories and Kaleen’s imagination soared as she listened.
Why shouldn’t girls hear these stories too? Despite what her
friends said, she doubted the stories in the Women’s Lodge were as
interesting. All they ever talked about was babies, and cooking and
sewing.

Glumly, she
picked up the handstone and whumped it against the grindstone. As
she moved it backward and forward, she hummed under her breath, and
very quietly sang in time with the motion of her body.

I don’t want to
grind the corn

Grinding corn
is dumb

I don’t want to
ever grow up

Grownups don’t
have fun.

The sun shone
over the next set of branches before Kaleen’s flour was fine enough
to please Kitasoo.

“That will do,”
she told the girl. “Clean up the grindstone and handstone and put
them away now.”

“Then can I go
to the river?” Kaleen asked. “I need to wash.”

“All right, but
don’t be long. Your father and brothers will be back soon.”

Quickly Kaleen
swept the stones clean of clinging bits of grain and chaff, dusted
them with a soft piece of leather and tucked them neatly away under
a shelf in the lodge.

She glanced at
her mother, relieved to see she was still busy talking with her
friend, and scurried down the trail to the river, running quickly
and quietly, before Kitasoo could notice the woodpile or think of
something else for her to do before she got safely out of
range.

 


 



CHAPTER
TWO

 


(Adain’s story)

THE VALLEY OF THE
DON

 


Adain’s nose
tickled. He wrinkled it, sniffed, bit his lip and pressed his fist
against the offending nostril. Still the pesky tickle lurked
inside, waiting to erupt. Finally he could hold back no longer and
burst into a fit of uncontrollable sneezing.

His mother
looked up from the strands of fleece she was cleaning. Concern
creased her forehead and her eyes filled with pity. She lowered the
fleece back into the bucket and focused her attention on her
son.

“Poor Adain.
More sneezing? You’d better find something else to do.”

“I’m all
right,” Adain snapped, setting off another series of sneezes.

Adain was mad
at himself, mad at his nose, mad at the world – but most of all mad
at the offending vats that stood in the centre of the circle of
huts, like the strong axle holding together the spokes of a
wheel.

Find something
else to do – but how?. In springtime, fleece was collected from the
clan’s sheep and their shaggy little ponies, to make the thick,
warm felt that was so important for survival during the long harsh
winters on the steppes. But Adain had learned over the years that
anything that contained horsehair – even a single strand – would
set off his sneezing. If he went near the horses, his throat
swelled up until he was unable to breathe.

Much as he
wanted to join in and help with the felting, he was forced to stay
away from the group. Some of the younger boys laughed at him,
mimicking his sneezing, prancing around and turning his actions
into a grotesque dance. A few of the other women attempted,
half-heartedly, to shush them, but their lips were quirked in
smiles as well.

“Go, Adain,”
his mother urged gently, sadness in her eyes. “Go do something
else. You will only get sick, if you stay here.”

That was easy
to say, but go where? And do what?

Making felt was
important. And it looked like fun. The younger boys brandished
their forked sticks, tossing the fleece high into the air to remove
any small sticks or stones. The vats were full of laughter as they
threw wads of the fleece at each other and jumped into soft piles
of wool and hair.

Adain couldn’t
do that.

The only thing
that didn’t start him sneezing was helping his mother waterproof
the felt when the whole process was finished. None of the other
boys worked at rubbing the thick gobs of fat into the felt that
covered the yurts. It was useful, but it wasn’t fun. And it wasn’t
men’s work.

“Adain, don’t
just stand there,” his mother said, repeating her earlier
instruction. “Go find something else to do.”

But there
wasn’t anything else to do.

He couldn’t go
near the horse herds where the other boys were, learning how to
care for the sturdy little ponies, or ride on their broad backs
while they fired arrows into a target. Now could he join in the
games that followed: riding the ponies while they chased a small
leather ball, hitting it wildly with sticks, from one end of a
field to the other, aiming for the crude markers that made up the
goals. First the men played – skilful players who knew how to
control the ponies with their knees and their bodies, while they
hooked the ball away from the opposition.

Then it was the
turn of the younger boys. Like their ponies, they were
inexperienced and there were many tumbles as the action swooped
from one end of the field to the other. At times the action
overswept the ball, leaving it behind, half hidden behind a tussock
grass, overlooked by the enthusiastic riders. It would take a few
minutes before they realized that none of them had the ball.

Sometimes one
of the more observant boys spotted the ball, then waited until the
crowd rushed off before riding slowly over to the hidden ball,
thumping his pony with his heels at the very last minute as he sped
away, unobstructed, to hit the ball between the markers.

Such a one
showed promise, the older men agreed. More often, their eyes filled
with laughter as they watched the antics of the young ones on the
field.

Adain had never
joined in the wildly exciting game on horseback – and even though
he knew what would happen, at times he still tried to go with all
the other fathers and sons to stand near the horse herds, watching
the ponies that were the lifeblood of the clan. But when his eyes
filled with tears and the lids puffed up until he could hardly see,
and his throat closed up until he was gasping for breath, there was
nothing to do but stumble away, choked up and miserable. Even
worse, lately he’d started the awful sneezing every time his father
came near him.

His father
acted as though it was all Adain’s fault – as though he could stop
it if he wanted to. Each time it happened, his father grabbed him
by the arm and marched him back to his mother’s yurt. Each time it
happened, Adain’s father was angrier than the time before.

The last time,
his father pushed him through the doorway of the yurt, shouting,
“Keep him here until he’s man enough to stand the smell of the
herds.”

Adain knew
crying would only make his father angrier and upset his mother as
well, but it just wasn’t fair.

All the other
boys helped with the herds from the time they reached their sixth
summer. This was Adain’s tenth summer and despite years of drinking
mug after mug of terrible tasting mixtures the clan healer mixed
for him, despite so many charms under his pillow he could scarcely
sleep on its lumpy surface, despite all the magic chants he had
repeated so often he no longer had to think about the words –
despite all that, he still couldn’t go near the ponies. All summer
long Scythian men followed their herds, grazing their animals
across the broad steppes and grasslands that filled the wide
territory far to the north of the Black Sea

At night, the
men and boys camped beside the herds, protecting them from the many
fierce predators that roamed the steppes – savage lions, wily
tigers, packs of wolves and scavenging hyenas. During the long
summer evenings, the men watched the stars, describing the
constellations to their sons, explaining how the sparkling lights
that made pictures in the sky, could help them find their way
across the broad, treeless steppes.

The men shared
stories about past events, gathering all the boys together to
listen and learn. They talked about trading their animals, which
tribes were known to be fair dealers and which tribes made
questionable trades. They re-told stories of the clan to their
sons, and reminded them of customs that had grown up within the
clan. They spoke about caring for the animals, and the best way to
train the ponies. They debated who had the fastest horses and the
fattest sheep, and talked about breeding to improve the speed of
the ponies and the fatness of the sheep.

In daylight
hours, they worked on carvings – beautiful figurines shaped from
bones that littered the steppes.

The Scythians
were a proud people and each of the clans that made up the Scythian
nation believed it was the finest of them all. There was much to
talk about around the campfires.

His mother
tried, at times, to tell him what little she knew, but women were
not privy to the secret world of men. She wasn’t able to talk about
the fore-fathers, about the gods, about the subtle points of horse
trading or training, or tell him of the customs of the men’s world.
Adain felt cheated. His mother knew nothing about the important
things, and without that knowledge he would forever remain a child
– at least in the eyes of his clan.

At the end of
the long summer, before the sharp nights of winter arrived, men and
boys drove the herds back toward the village where they made ‘U’-
shaped open pens for the sheep and ponies. They built sturdy walls
of loose stone and logs, tamped with moss and grass. The ‘U’ shape
allowed animals to move in and out of the shelter, and find
protection from the cold wind and blowing snow. In the worst of the
weather they stood, heads toward the wall, backs to the weather,
waiting until the storm was over.

Men took turns
sleeping near the pens, protecting the herd from predators during
the winter months. Once the animals were safely penned, the men and
older boys moved back into the village, until it was their turn for
guard duty. In the village, the men lived together in a special
lodge. Women were forbidden to enter.

The men visited
whichever of their wives they wanted to see, then returned to the
men’s lodge. Young men stayed in the lodge, swapping tales, telling
jokes, talking about their animals and planning for the future of
the herds. Scythian men liked to decorate themselves with tattoos.
During the long winter nights, they worked on intricate pictures of
animals, designs and fantasy forms. Each picture was made of
hundreds of tiny dots, done with soot for ink and a sharpened bone
for a pen. Over the course of a lifetime the average man gathered a
spectacular array of markings.

Some of Adain’s
friends already had their first tattoos, but there were no marks
yet on Adain’s pale skin. Sometimes the tattooing hurt, Adain knew,
but he wouldn’t cry. He’d be braver than anyone when he got his
tattoos. If he ever got the chance to get one.

The boys took
every opportunity to show off. In early autumn, when the animals
were brought home from the range and herded into their winter pens,
there were often days that brought back the warmth of summer. On
those days, the older boys would gather near the pond or the river,
gleefully shedding their clothing and plunging into the water. In
the afternoon, before the warmth leached out of the sun, they would
sit in posed splendour, making sure the sunlight on their wet skins
revealed the tattoos, twisting and flexing young muscles to show
off each previous mark.

Adain still
looked forward to joining his friends at the river, although the
friendships were no longer as close as they once had been. Boys his
own age shared adventures and took part in activities he knew
nothing about. Still, it was a pleasant change to be with them
after spending the summer with only younger children for company.
He swam with his friends, joined in the splashing, and mock-battles
for in the water and forgot, for a moment, the lonesome weeks of
summer.

Then, abruptly,
everything changed when Lukan picked a pebble from the shore – a
gleaming white pebble – and tossed it to Adain. “Here,” he smirked.
“Here’s a present for you.”

Puzzled, Adain
caught the stone and turned it over in his fingers, wondering why
Lukan was giving him a pios-cata-cua (white stone).

“I don’t get
it. What’s this for?”

Lukan grinned
at his friends. “Because we think that should be your emblem. You
should change your name to Pios-cata-coa. That’s what you look
like. All nice and white like a little girl.” He turned to his
friends. “Isn’t that right?”

Then
tauntingly, he flexed his arm muscle at Adain, making his tattoos
dance.

“There – that’s
what a man’s skin is supposed to look like. Only sissies are afraid
to get tattoos.”

Rage blinded
Adain, building inside his head until he exploded into action,
jumping to his feet and facing Lukan.

“You take that
back,” he shouted. “Take it back!”

“And if I
don’t?” Lukan replied.

“You’ll be
sorry.”

Lukan laughed
aloud. “Oh, my,” he quavered, raising his voice to a girlish pitch.
“Oh, my. I’m so frightened.”

He turned to
Mellor, standing beside him, and clasped his arms around Mellor’s
neck. “Oh, Mellor. Will you protect me?”

Mellor guffawed
and pushed Lukan away. Other boys joined in the laughter, adding
comments of their own.

Suddenly Adain
could control himself no longer. His mind was a screen of rage as
he launched himself at the bigger boy, fists pounding and feet
kicking. The sudden fury of his attack caught Lukan by surprise and
a lucky blow landed on Lukan’s nose, with a satisfying
‘crunch’.

Now it was
Lukan’s turn to scream as he clapped his hands across his face.
Blood seeped between his fingers. Lukan moved one hand away from
his face and held it out in front of him. Both boys stared in
disbelief at the blood-covered hand.

“My nose!”
Lukan howled. “You broke my nose!”

Stunned, Adain
stood paralyzed. In an instant he realized he was in serious
danger. Lukan had always been a bully. Bigger than most boys his
own age, he was now more heavily muscled as well. And he was
angry.

One of the
other boys shifted awkwardly, craning to see. The movement caught
Adain’s eye and broke his paralysis. He whirled and began running,
wildly, anywhere, to get away from Lukan and the beating he knew
Lukan would enjoy giving him.

“You come back
here,” Lukan shouted, setting off after him. But he was distracted
by his bleeding nose. “You come back here, you sissy.”

Now the other
boys took up the chase and joined in the taunt. “Sissy. Sissy.” At
some point it changed to ‘White Stone, White Stone, White Stone is
a sissy.”

Terror clogged
Adain’s heart. He might be able to fight one boy but he could never
hold off the pack. Fear direcedt his feet off the trail and he
headed through the scrubby little trees and shrubs, trying to shake
his pursuers.

Blood pounded
in his ears as he ran, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He
glanced back, trying to spot the pursuit and has he did so, tripped
on a root, falling heavily to the ground. Without thinking he
rolled into concealment under a bush, then froze as running feet
passed on the other side of the shrub.

He had no way
of knowing if all the boys were in the pack or if others were
coming behind. Terrified, he curled himself into as small a space
as possible, trying to stop the harsh sounds of his breath as his
lungs screamed for air. Gradually the footsteps faded. Still Adain
lay huddled in concealment as he thought about what he had
done.

Even as his arm
flew forward, he knew punching Lukan was dangerous – but he wasn’t
thinking clearly at that point. It was too late to apologize – not
that it would have done any good in any case. Lukan was a bully and
had always been a bully. All Adain had done was give him a new
target. There would be no sympathy from the other boys. Adain was
outside their circle now.

He waited until
twilight before creeping home and sidling into his mother’s
yurt.

“You’re late,”
she said. She looked at him for a long moment, noticing the stains
of tears on his face, the scrapes and scratches from his fall. Then
she noticed the look in his eyes and bit her lips on the questions
she wanted to ask.

“There’s still
some food left,” she said.

Adain nodded.
“Thank you. I’m not hungry.”

It was the
start of a long winter. Whenever he saw one of the other boys they
laughed and called him “White Stone”. Soon everyone called him that
– some with smiles, some with smirks, but Lukan spoke the name with
deep hatred in his voice. Lukan and his friends spent most of their
time in the men’s lodge. For once, Adain was glad. It was easier to
keep out of his way. Still, he knew that Lukan thirsted for revenge
and he kept his guard up, hoping only to keep out of harms’ way
during the weeks and months ahead.

Once his mother
asked, “Why do the boys call you White Stone?”

Adain shrugged.
“I don’t know. They’re just being silly.”

His father
seemed not even to notice that everyone now called him by Lukan’s
insulting name. Or if he did, it wasn’t important enough for
comment.

The winter
passed slowly but eventually, it did pass.

Both men and
animals were impatient to leave the confines of their winter homes
and the appearance of tender green shoots of grass among the faded,
bleached straw that remained from last year’s crop, was heralded
with glee. It was the first sign of spring and the signal to
release the shaggy ponies and sheep from their pen and head for
pasture.

The ponies were
small but very strong: intelligent animals, with large, wide eyes,
but they were more wild than tame. When a boy was old enough to
leave for summer pasture with his father, he was given his own
colt. He had to gentle his own pony before he could ride it,
Scythian style, crouched low over the pony’s neck, grasping the
mane with his hands to turn the pony in its course. In that first
year, the colts were too young and the boys too inexperienced to
ride. The first year was a time of learning trust and building
bonds between the ponies and their young masters.

Not all the
colts belonged to the boys, however. Most of the men had many
ponies in their string and each had to be gentled and trained. It
was a long process, but there was no rush. The men and boys spent
hours each day currying and grooming the animals, talking to them,
walking them and working with them.

When the ponies
were tame enough, their mane hair, from the top to the center of
their necks, was cut short so the wind wouldn’t whip the heavy mane
into the rider’s face, making it difficult to see and hard to use
bow and arrows from horseback. The remainder of the mane was
sufficient to allow the rider to hold on and direct his mount.

The men and
boys held contests, shooting from the backs of their ponies as they
sped along a course, trying to hit targets set up in the fields.
Adain’s father was one of the best riders of all. It didn’t seem to
matter who raced against him, he almost always won. He used his bow
with deadly accuracy, sending more than one arrow slicing into the
target as he thundered by on his mount.

Sometimes the
younger boys forgot to grip tightly with their knees, or sat up to
aim their bows. The ponies seemed to wait for that to happen. As
soon as a rider grew careless, the pony would suddenly begin to
kick and buck until the boy tumbled down to the ground, or it would
simply stop and drop its head, sending its hapless rider sliding
down its neck, to land in a howling mass on the ground.

Envy burned
harshly in Adain’s heart whenever he watched his friends riding.
And he fought back tears as his father congratulated his other sons
on their skills.

“No pony could
throw me off,” he told himself. “I’d stick on like a cocklebur. I’d
stick on like a leech. I’d stick on forever and ever.”

Riding ponies,
getting tattoos, listening to the stories, taking part in the jokes
– these were all part of what being a man was all about. That was
what Adain missed. He didn’t help in the herds and he wasn’t
welcome in the men’s lodge.

His mother
tried to make up for it by taking him out to gather aitel –
(ay’tel) the little blue berries she used for cooking, or gathering
cones from ghiuthas (co’has), the stunted pine trees that
dotted the steppes, to use for fuel. But gathering and picking was
women’s work. None of the boys his age did it. Grown men wouldn’t
even think of it. Only the very young boys took part, and even they
left these women’s activities behind as soon as they could and went
on to learn about the world of men. Every boy Adain’s age now had a
place in the men’s lodge. Every one, except Adain.

His steps
slowed. He had nowhere to go. Nowhere at all. And no one to go
with. He turned and walked toward the river and one of his special
places, a little cave on the bank, screened by trees and
bushes.

Playing near
the cave was a little lion cub that Adain had found nearly two
weeks earlier. It had limped so badly it could hardly walk and
Adain caught it easily. It was the first time he’d been so close to
a lion cub. Usually there was a fierce mother somewhere around but
this cub had seemed to be all by itself.

“I’m in trouble
if she’s just off hunting,” Adain told himself, but the cub looked
so helpless and so unhappy, he couldn’t resist picking it up.

At first it
squirmed and struggled to get away, but soon it nuzzled his hand,
and whimpered with hunger.

Adain felt
sorry for it.

“Here,” he
said. “Here’s some bread left over from breakfast.”

The cub sniffed
at the strange food for a minute, then looked up at Adain.

“Oh, I see. You
don’t know how to eat by yourself yet?”

Sometimes his
father made special feed for little lambs or ponies who had lost
their mothers. If he could, he put the orphan with another nursing
animal. Sometimes that worked, but sometimes the mares and ewes
wouldn’t accept the orphan. Then he had to teach the animal to eat
by itself.

“Well, it’s
worth a try,” Adain thought.

He crumbled the
biscuit in his hand, added some water and dipped the cub’s nose in
the mixture, just as his father did with baby sheep. Surprised, the
cub pulled its head away. Its tongue flicked out to lick the
strange substance from its nose. Once again, Adain dipped the cub’s
nose into the mixture. This time the cub licked it off, then
returned to lap at the rest of the mixture in Adain’s hand.

Adain still
brought scraps of food for the little animal but now the cub was
eating just to be friendly - its natural instincts had taken over
and it caught the big-eared field mice and other rodents that lived
in the grass.

“You’re a funny
looking little thing,” Adain smiled, as the cub lurched toward
him.

The cub’s feet
looked as though they belonged to a much bigger animal and his ears
stuck out of his head at a funny angle. But when Adain picked him
up, it snuggled into his arms, making funny rumbling noises deep in
its throat.

“I wish I could
take you home with me,” Adain told the little animal.

The cub lunged
toward the crust of bread Adain held out.

“Ouch! Be
careful! Your teeth are sharp!”

He put the cub
on the ground and reached into his pouch for a small scrap of
leather.

“Here – chew on
this and leave my fingers alone.”

The cub held
one end of the leather in his teeth, pulling and tugging, trying to
move backward, while Adain held onto the other end.

After a few
minutes, the cub left the scrap of leather, searching for something
else to play with. It tossed a dry stick into the air, pouncing as
though the stick were a small animal, thrashing its tail furiously
and looking as fierce as it could.

“You’re silly,”
he told the cub. “You don’t know whether to be mean or playful. You
can’t be both at the same time, you know.”

The cub looked
at him, tilting its head as it tried to make sense of the strange
sounds his new friend was making.

It cocked one
ear forward, then the other. Finally it gave up and went back to
pouncing on the stick, shoving it through the dry grass with its
nose, snapping at the stick while growling ferociously.

Adain broke
into laughter.

“You’re about
as ferocious as a butterfly!”

At that moment,
he heard twigs snapping behind him and a voice roared, “Kill that
thing. Don’t just sit there. Kill it!”

Adain stood,
frozen. It was like a bad dream.

Angrily, his
father brushed the boy out of his way.

The cub stood
watching with interest. Perhaps this person had some food for him
too!

Before Adain
could say a word, his father swung. The stone axe head smacked into
the cub’s head, knocking him unconscious. Again and again, Adain’s
father struck, the heavy axe pounding against the head of the
little animal, landing with hollow thuds, until the skull was
flattened.

“There. Now
he’s dead. He won’t kill any more ponies.”

“He never did
kill any ponies,” Adain sobbed. “He didn’t kill anything but mice.
He was just a baby. Why’d you have to kill him?”

Furiously,
Adain’s father turned on him. Before Adain knew what happened, his
head spun from the slap of a heavy hand.

“Because babies
grow up,” his father shouted. “Lion babies grow up to become horse
killers. If you knew anything about the herds, you’d know
that.”

“He was my
friend!” Adain shouted.

“Ha! Some
friend.”

His father
turned to the body of the cub, nudging it with his foot.

“Bring the skin
back to the village and ask your mother to tan it for you.”

Then he turned
and strode away, as quickly as he had come.

Tears blurred
Adain’s eyes. The tears were partly for himself and partly for the
cub. Adain dropped to his knees beside the animal, his hands gently
stroking the little body. It seemed so small now, lying limp and
flat against the ground.

“I’m sorry,” he
whispered. “I shouldn’t have fed you. I taught you to trust people,
but some people can’t be trusted.”

Now he reached
to his belt, taking the sharp flint blade from its lather
scabbard.

“Bring the skin
back,” his father said. That was the sensible thing to do. The
animal was dead. Its skin could be used. It was what his father
wanted. It was what his father ordered him to do.

Adain’s fingers
loosened their grip on the knife.

“No,” he
whispered. “No. I can’t do it. I won’t do it.”

Adain shivered.
Suddenly there was no warmth in the sun. What would happen if he
came back to the village without the lion cub’s hide? Could he
explain how he felt? Could he make his father understand?

Not likely.

“Not at all,”
he said slowly. “There’s no way I can make him understand. All that
will happen is he‘ll get mad all over again. And what good would it
do? I can’t bring this cub back to life. And he certainly won’t let
me get another one.

“What does he
care anyway? He thinks I’m just a baby. His other sons help him
with the horses but every time he sees me, he gets mad. Even my
mother doesn’t know what to do with my anymore.

“I don’t fit in
here. I don’t fit in anywhere.”

Adain rose to
his feet and looked around for a stick. The least he could do for
his little friend was bury him. That would be better than just
leaving the body here, for other scavengers to eat. He didn’t know
why, but it was important to do that.

Quickly, he dug
a shallow hole and placed the little body in it. He tucked the soft
feet under the curled body, so it looked as though the cub was
sleeping. He added grave gifts – a piece of bread left in his
pocket, the dry stick the little animal played with, and the strip
of leather that still carried the marks of its sharp baby
teeth.

Usually red
ochre – the reddish clay from the cliffs near the river – was
sprinkled over bodies before they were buried. Adain didn’t have
any red ochre, so he scattered a layer of brightly coloured wild
flowers over the body before pushing the dirt back, filling up the
hole.

“I wish you a
happier life in the next world,” he whispered, patting the earth
down flat.

“I wish it was
me,” he thought. “Maybe in the next world, I could be happier
too.”

A shiver ran
down his spine. What was he saying? Did he really mean that?

He shook his
head.

“No. I’m not
ready to go to the next world yet. But I have to go somewhere.
There has to be something better than this. Someplace away from
horses and away from people who kill little animals for no
reason.”

Adain thought
for a moment. Maybe there was such a place. Like everyone else,
he’d heard the stories of the traders who passed through the
village. Off in the distance there were wonderful places. If the
traders could get there, he could get there too. The more he
thought about it, the better the idea seemed.

“The traders
walk there, so there must be a trail. It shouldn’t be too hard to
find:”

Adain wasn’t
sure how far away the other villages were, but it would be several
days at least but he would certainly need his cloak both for
protection from wind and rain and as a blanket for sleeping. He’d
need some food as well.

He looked
around, slipped his knife into its scabbard and turned back to the
village. His father was nowhere in sight. His mother was still at
the fleece vats. No one noticed him. No one at all.

“They probably
won’t even know I’ve gone,” he told himself.

He slipped
inside his mother’s yurt, rolled his cloak into a bundle and tied
it with leather straps, so he could carry it on his back. A bag of
food came next – a few handfuls of dried grains and some slices of
dried meat.

Adain moved
quietly out of the compound, taking the main trail leading from the
village. He left as silently as he had entered. He paused for a
moment at the edge of the village and looked back. Maybe someone
would see him go? Just one person to wish him well? One person who
might miss him when he was gone?

He shook his
head. No. There was no one who cared whether he came or went.

Resolutely, he
tightened the straps on his bundle and set off down the trail

 




 



CHAPTER
THREE

THE DARK SEA

 


Adain was
fortunate. In the next village, he met up with a group of
traders.

“Here, lad,”
one said. “Where are you headed?”

“I don’t know,”
Adain admitted.

“I’m needful of
an extra hand. You can travel with us.”

Adain became
part of the group, helping out with the plodding oxen and doing odd
jobs as the caravan travelled through the Don Valley.

“Where are we
going?” he asked.

“Well, now,”
the man replied. “First we’ve to reach the Dark Sea. Then we find a
ship that will take us down its length.”

“Is it
far?”

The man
laughed. “It is indeed. It will probably take more days than you
can count.

“The ship stops
at Constanta and Varna before it gets to the Bosporus. From there
we go to Istanbul and then to Athinai (Athens). “

The names were
magic to Adain.

“Then what?” he
asked.

“Then nothing,”
the man replied. “That’s where we sell all our goods, see our wives
and families again, and find new merchandise to take back into the
north lands.”

“Oh.”

Once the
caravan reached Athinai, it disbanded.

“May the gods
be with you, youngster,” one of the traders said, waving farewell
to Adain.

Living on the
streets was hard and dangerous. Sometimes he earned a few coins
running errands or doing odd jobs, but often someone bigger and
stronger took the coins away. At times hunger drove him to steal
food from the stalls.

It was a lucky
day for Adain when he encountered Hylar.

Hylar was well
known in the marketplace. His tiny shop held pendants carved from
bone and ivory. Copper bracelets and necklaces so finely made they
seemed spun from spider webs and magically turned to metal.
Figurines shaped from different kinds of stone – some clear as
crystal, some coloured. Adain loved to look at the wonderful things
Hylar displayed, wondering where they came from and how they were
made.

He was startled
when Hylar called to him.

“You. You there
– boy. Come here.”

“I didn’t take
anything,” Adain stuttered.

“I know you
didn’t. I’ve seen you here before. I need someone to take a message
to the docks for me. Can you do that?”

Adain nodded.
Of course he could.

“Can you
read?”

Adain shook his
head. He’d seen people reading and marvelled at the way they
changed written marks into spoken words, but no one told him how it
happened.

“Never mind,”
the merchant said. “Ask someone for the Eye of Baal. When
you find it, ask the captain when he will set sail. Tell him Hylar,
the merchant, is asking.”

Adain smiled.
“Is that all?”

“No,” Hylar
said. “That isn’t all. Whatever he tells you, bring the information
directly back to me as fast as you can run. I’ll give you a reward
when you get back. Now repeat the message for me.”

Adain drew a
deep breath. Carefully, he repeated the instructions.

“I have to go
to the docks and find the captain of the Eye of Baal and
tell him that Hylar, the merchant, needs to know when he will set
sail.”

Adain looked at
him anxiously. “Is that right?”

Hylar
smiled.

“That’s fine.
Now off you go.”

Adain set off
for the docks at a fast run. It was always busy here, especially
when new ships pulled in. He was fascinated by the people he saw on
the ships – some were tall and pale, with hair like the yellow sun.
Others were nut brown with straight black hair and wide-set eyes.
Still others had skin that was almost golden in color, while a few
were so dark they appeared to be almost black, with large, dark
eyes, and perfect white teeth.

Adain asked
around until someone pointed him in the direction of the Eye of
Baal.

“Is your
captain here?” he shouted at a sailor leaning lazily against the
rail.

“Would I be
resting if he were?” the sailor replied, laughing.

“Where can I
find him? I have a message to deliver.”

The sailor
pulled himself up and sauntered down the gangplank.

“You can give
me the message,” he said.

Adain shook his
head.

“No. I have to
give it to the captain and take back and answer.”

“Well, he’s off
doing business. I don’t know when he’ll be back. I guess you’ll
just have to wait.”

The sailor
strolled back up the gangplank and resumed his position, slumped
against the railing.

Adain’s face
fell. He’d hoped to complete his errand quickly so Hylar would be
generous with his reward. Adain had eaten nothing all day and was
counting on the coin Hylar would give him, to buy a bun from the
baker’s stall.

Suddenly, the
sailor stood erect and busied himself with a small brush, scrubbing
the ship rail. He jerked his head toward Adain, then back toward
the dock.

“You’re in
luck. Here he comes now.”

Adain whirled
around, watching as a purposeful looking figure approached. As the
man neared the gangplank, Adain stepped forward.

“Are you the
captain of this ship?”

Surprised, the
man stopped and looked carefully at the little ragamuffin standing
before him. The boy’s face was pinched with hunger. His clothing
was streaked with dirt and looked as though it had been made for a
much younger boy.

“What do you
want?” the captain challenged.

“I have a
message from Hylar the merchant.”

“And what is
that message?”

“First I have to know if you are the captain,” Adain repeated,
stubbornly.

The man allowed
himself a wry smile. “Ah, I see. It must be an important message.
Very well. I am the captain of this ship. Now what message has
Hylar sent me?”

Quickly Adain
repeated the message and waited expectantly.

“Now what?” the
captain asked.

“I’m waiting
for your answer,” Adain replied. “Hylar told me to bring back an
answer.”

“That’s fine,”
the captain said. “I’ll send one of my men over later.”

Adain shook his
head. “No. Hylar told me to bring the answer.”

Now the captain
laughed outright. ”Well, my little warrior, I’m glad you take your
mission seriously. All right. Here is your answer: tell him we
leave on the turn of the tide, first thing in the morning. It
should be just before sunup.

“Now may I
board my ship?”

The sailor
standing by the railing joined in the captain’s laughter, but Adain
didn’t stay to listen to their comments. He rushed back to Hylar
with the captain’s message.

Hylar was as
good as his word. When the boy returned, he pulled out a leather
pouch he wore on a string around his neck.

“You did well.
Now – do you want a coin or do you want to sit and have dinner with
me? My meal is ready and there’s enough to share.”

Adain hadn’t
eaten a good meal in many days. The smell of food cooking on a
nearby brazier was almost more than he could stand. He did a swift
calculation. It was unlikely that the few coins he might get could
buy anything as fine as what Hylar was cooking – and there was
always the chance that a bigger boy would take the money away
before he could buy any food.

“I’ll eat with
you,” he said.

Soon both were
seated on three-legged leather stools, cradling wooden bowls in
their hands. Each bowl held sizzling pieces of meat, hunks of
onion, a handful of beans and a ladle of couscous. A jug of fresh
goat’s milk stood nearby to wash it down.

“This is good,”
Adain said, cramming food into his mouth.

“There’s more.
Help yourself,” Hylar told him.

Finally, Adain
couldn’t eat another mouthful. It was the first time in a very long
while that his stomach had been this full.

“Does your
family live nearby?” Hylar asked.

Adain shook his
head.

“I don’t have a
family,” he replied.

“Of course you
do. Everyone has a family.”

Adain shook his
head once again. “No. I have no family.”

Hylar looked at
him for a long moment, weighing something in his mind.

“Do you have a
place to stay?”

“Sort of,”
Adain answered. “Us market boys usually sleep behind the stalls or
in one of the caves on the hill. We look after each other.”

Hylar
nodded.

“Yes, I can see
that,” he replied. His eyes took in Adain’s worn clothing, the
bruises and dirt on his skin and the too-thin body that showed this
boy had often gone to bed hungry.

“I find myself
in need of a helper. It wouldn’t pay much but it would provide
regular meals and a place to sleep. Perhaps you know someone who
might be interested? One of your friends, perhaps?”

“I could be a
helper,” Adain replied, without even thinking. ”What would I have
to do?”

“I leave
tomorrow on the ship and I’ll need a helper to run messages, do
errands, help me carry packages, and just make himself useful.
There won’t be much to do on board the ship, but once we reach port
you’ll be kept busy, I can assure you!”

Adain’s face
lit up. “I could do that! Please – can I be your helper?”

Hylar nodded.
“I think you might be a good helper. You seem to be honest. Now-
how long will it take you to get your things packed?”

Adain’s face
fell. “I don’t have anything to pack.”

His cloak had
long since been stolen. His knife had also disappeared. Now he had
only the ragged clothes on his back.

“Do I need to
bring things with me?”

Hylar chuckled. “No. It’s easier when you don’t have to worry about
bags and boxes. You wouldn’t believe some of the things people
bring with them when they travel. The ladies are the worst of all.
Boxes of clothing. Boxes of makeup. Little pet animals. People to
look after the animals and the clothing and the ladies – it goes on
and on. Always in a fuss over something. If you’ve nothing more
than what you’re wearing, you’re a fortunate traveler.”

Even so, Hylar
found an old cloak for Adain to wear, and a spare tunic to take
along.

The next
morning, they boarded the ship. It was Adain’s first time on a boat
and everything was exciting: hauling up the huge stone anchors,
setting the lateen sail, steering with a large oar at the back of
the boat – it was a whole new world. The ship made a circuit
following the coast to the bottom of the Dark Sea (Black Sea) then
back to home port. It was a wonderful way to travel. Hylar and
Adain got along well and after their first year, Hylar suggested to
Adain that he might someday become more than just a helper.

Another year
passed before Hylar mentioned it again.

“It’s time you
learned more about how to buy trade goods. We’ll go to Berytus
(Beirut) for some Phoenecian goods.”

This time they
went through the Bosporus to Istanbul where they found a vessel
headed for Bayrut. It stopped briefly in Tyre and the two
disembarked.

“Come along,
Adain,” Hylar said. “Let’s see what we can find in the market
place.”

Adain gagged on
the smell that hung thickly in the air, like a canopy over the
city.

“What is
it?” he asked, clapping his hand over his nose. “What’s that
stench?”

Hylar
laughed.

“That’s the
smell of gold. Tyre is famous the world over for the wonderful
purple dye they make here. What you can smell is murex.”

“Murex?”

“Aye, murex.
The source of the dye. Murex is a little creature that lives in the
water. Looks something like a snail. It doesn’t like deep water, or
cold water, but it’s happy in the warm water at the edge of the
sea.

“They have one
tiny gland that makes the purple - they have to harvest thousands
of them to make one pot of dye. That’s why it’s so expensive.

“They take the
little gland and throw most of it away.”

“Most of
it?”

“There’s
another part they use to make incense.”

“Ungh! Rotting
snails! It’s the worst thing I’ve ever smelled.”

“Maybe, but
people clamour for it. It’s so costly and so rare that at one time
only royalty could wear it. Anyone can wear it now, if they have
the money.”

Adain shuddered
again at the stench of the rotting snails and wondered how anyone
could bear to put on a garment soaked in something that revolting.
But of course, as Hylar explained, by the time the dying process
was finished and the garments washed and re-washed, the odour was
completely gone.

The captain’s
business took only a few days and soon they were able to leave Tyre
and head for a port on the Berytus. Once again, as soon as the ship
docked, Hylar hurried down to the market place to meet fellow
merchants.

He returned
soon after, a grim expression on his face, to pack his gear and
leave the ship.

“There’s been a
change of plans,” he told Adain. “We’re not going to Egypt.”

“Why not?”
Adain asked. “What’s happened?”

“Things aren’t
good right now. There’s a rumour about invaders from the east – and
someone said the Pharaoh was dead. Things are too unsettled right
now to risk going unless we were with a large caravan.”

This was
sobering news.

“I’ve heard
some interesting things about copper from a new land. This might be
the time to find out more,” Hylar added.

 


 



CHAPTER
FOUR

MOOSEHEAD LAKE

 


Kaleen shifted
restlessly on her sleeping bench, hugging her robe tightly around
her to retain the heat. Was it just her imagination or was the
darkness finally beginning to lighten? All night long she’d waited
for the dawn. It seemed like the longest night of her entire life.
During the endless time of darkness she lay awake, listening to the
special sounds of those who moved at night. She heard the soft whir
of wings and the echoing call of owls as they hunted their prey,
the yip of the coyote chorus in the hills and the soft cough of
passing animals. At times she heard footsteps through the bush – a
deer, perhaps, moving quietly through the night, or the clumsier
sounds of a moose pushing its way through the underbrush.

There were
little scurrying sounds of the smaller night animals – brisk little
sounds from the raccoons and their playful kits, scrabbling,
squeaky sounds from the mice, and the slow, measured sound of a
porcupine moving, unchallenged, through the underbrush. The breeze
carried a hint of skunk of civet cat passing by and Kaleen was glad
he found nothing of interest to tempt him to stay.

At long last
she heard the first murmuring throat noises of the early rising
birds, not yet ready to wake up but acknowledging that dawn was
coming.

Kaleen forced
herself to lie quietly for a little longer, but it was hard to wait
patiently. This was the day she would go with her father, Tanak,
and her brothers to Moosehead Lake on a trading trip. Tanak wanted
to get flint for knife blades for himself and for his brother,
Kaleen’s uncle Kwulaswut. A week ago, he told her he would take her
on the trip.

“Girls don’t
usually go on trading trips,” he said. :The only reason you are
going is because your mother will be busy for the next little
while. There won’t be time for any foolishness while we travel. I
expect you to do exactly as I say, with no arguments and no
complaining.

“We’ll be
traveling long, hard days and you’ll just have to keep up. I won’t
have time to look after anyone who can’t keep up.”

Kaleen
nodded.

“Your Aunt,
Daneen, thinks I’m foolish to take you on this journey, and maybe I
am. She wanted you to stay with her, but your mother asked me to
take you.”

Once again
Kaleen nodded. “Thank you. I’ll keep up. I won’t be any trouble.
You won’t even know I’m there!”

Tanak smiled at
that.

”Oh, I’m sure
we’ll know you’re there. I just don’t want to think I made a
mistake by letting you come along”

She knew why
her mother would be busy. The new baby would arrive soon. If Kaleen
were a little older, if she had been initiated into the women’s
lodge, she could stay and help with the birth.

Kaleen had
mixed feelings about the coming event. Two years ago, her mother
had awaited the birth of another child. She had gone into the
women’s lodge with her heart full of dreams and returned a handful
of days later, with saddened eyes and empty arms. The child lived
for only a few heartbeats. Kitasoo never spoke of the baby, never
called it by name, never referred to it. But she had never
forgotten it either. Sometimes Kaleen saw her mother watching other
children the age that child would now be, and knew she was
imagining the lost one in its place. Kaleen didn’t even know if it
had been a brother or sister. All she knew was that when it went
back, once again to become a star in the night sky, it had taken a
piece of her mother’s heart with it.

In a way, she
wished she could stay and be with Kitasoo. She was curious about
how babies were born. It was a wondrous thing to think about, and
each new chid was like a little miracle. But on the more immediate
level, she was afraid to think about the birth. Would this child
arrive safely? Or would it, too, return to the stars? Would her
mother be all right? Sometimes, despite the best efforts of the
Wise Women, the Healer and the Shaman, some women did not survive
giving birth. When that happened, the child usually died too.

She knew her
father was worried too, although tradition made it impossible for
him to talk about the child until it was born. Perhaps the trading
trip was an escape for him as well – something to keep his mind
busy during the days ahead. And of course for her, the chance to go
on the trip was very, very special. It would be exciting – an event
she would never forget. Still, she could not help but feel guilty
at the prospect of enjoying a trip when her mother might be in
danger.

“Please, Mother
of the Earth, let my mother be safe,” she whispered, squeezing her
eyes tightly shut as she prayed. “Let the new baby be strong enough
to live.”

She opened her
eyes again.

Now there was
no doubt. The night was finally coming to an end and the blackness
was lifting. It was still too early to pick out individual objects,
but she could see dim outlines appearing, gradually gaining
definition as the light increased.

The early
morning was a special time of day for her – a precious, private
time. Even the animals kept their peace in this time. The night
hunters were back in their dens, the day creatures had not yet left
their nests. A few sleepy birds twittered in the aspen and alder
trees, but even they weren’t truly awake.

Most mornings,
even the wind forgot to blow.

It was the
calmest of all times on the water. The waves slept until the
morning sun came to waken them and the wind roused them up, but
first thing in the morning the water was still and quiet. Sometimes
in the valley, little wisps of cloud lingered, clutching the tree
tops as though they, too, had been sleeping. As the sun rose and
the warmth of the day touched them, the grey wraiths disappeared,
as silently as they had arrived.

As quietly as a
shadow, Kaleen slipped from under her warm robe and pulled on the
tunic she would wear today on the trail. It lay on top of her pack
– the pack she had worked on so carefully. She couldn’t take too
much but she wanted to prove to her father that she could be
independent and self-reliant. She had discussed every item in her
bag with her mother, thinking carefully about what she would
absolutely need, and what would be merely pleasant to have.

Silently, she
tip-toed past her sleeping family, pausing at the door to pick up
her moccasins.

Outside, the
dawn was still cool but not cold. Light dew shimmered on the
leaves, which hung still and silent in the calm of the morning. Now
a pale pink gleam touched the sky. It would be a beautiful day.

Kaleen ran
quickly to the stream where she washed her hands and face, then
twisted her thick, dark hair into some sort of order. She filled a
carrying bladder with water and headed back to the village. It took
only a few breaths of time to pile dry tinder and pitch sticks into
the fire pit and strike a spark with the fire stones. Carefully she
fed little sticks into the flames, nurturing them slowly so they
wouldn’t die in a smoky mess as her earlier attempts are
fire-lighting had done.

Soon Kaleen had
the fire burning merrily and carefully placed the heating rocks on
the coals. Once they were heated, she used a pair of hardwood
lifters her father had made, to transfer them into the water-filled
pottery vessel standing nearby. The stones sizzled impressively as
she slowly lowered them into the pot, taking care not to let them
drop on the bottom and crack the clay pot. Twice more she changed
the hot rocks, until small bubbles began to form around the sides
of the pot.

Quickly she
threw a handful of fresh blackberry leaves into the heated water,
and left them to brew as she built up glowing coals in the fire pit
and on the flat rock at one side of the pit, readying them to cook
ash cakes for breakfast.

Kaleen’s
favourite cakes were made with a mixture of flours – purslane, pond
lily, acorn, bulrush pollen and wild rice were always part of her
mother’s cooking supplies, along with the dried corn. Last night
she’d ground up extra grain so it would be ready for the morning
meal, mixing in some of the special flours for flavour. She
carefully uncovered the fermenting pot, where wild grains were left
in water until they began to bubble. The pungent odour told her it
was still working.

She poured a
ladle full of the mixture into a pot, added an equal amount of
plain water, then poured in enough flour so she could shape it with
her hands. Carefully she patted the cakes into shape and placed
them near the fire pit, ready to throw on the heated rocks.

Ash cakes,
thickly coated with butternut spread or a drizzle of wild honey,
was her favourite breakfast, but her father preferred them made
with the tasty flakes of dried salmon. Cohas, her older brother,
liked thickened berries on his ash cakes. Moquah would eat them
with anything. Her father often joked that Moquah didn’t have a
favourite food – he just favoured food. Kaleen smiled at the
thought. Personally, she thought he was being kind. As far as she
could tell, Moquah would eat anything that wouldn’t eat him
first.

She heard the
gentle sounds of her mother and father talking together and knew
they would soon rise from their sleeping bench and get dressed for
the day.

The smoky scent
of other fires tingled in her nostrils and she heard the sounds of
the village gradually awakening. Voices were still muted, but here
and there people moved about, gathering around their fires,
greeting one another. Young children toddled out into the early
morning light, their faces still puffy from sleep. Older girls
moved beside their mothers, helping with the preparations for the
first meal of the day. The boys, with their fathers, stood
separate, waiting until the women finished their chores.

Sunlight
touched the trees and bushes, evaporating the jewelled drops of dew
that had formed overnight. A spider web on a nearby huckleberry
bush caught her eye. Tiny drops of dew hung from the web, like the
finest of ornaments, changing colors as a fitful morning breeze
gently shook them. Even as she watched, the sparkling jewels
disappeared.

The whole world
was coming awake, Kaleen thought. It was a wonderful time of day.
Well, she thought it was a wonderful time of day. Her twin,
Moquah, hardly ever saw the early morning light. Moquah would stay
in bed as long as anyone would let him. She didn’t know how anyone
could sleep as much as he did. He hated to get up in the morning,
but he hated to go to bed at night, so perhaps it evened out.

Her father’s
voice interrupted her thoughts.

“You’re awake
early,” he smiled. “Are you all ready for our trip?”

“Yes, father,”
she replied. “Mother helped me pack. And here – I have a cup of tea
ready for you. Would you like some now?”

“Is this
special behaviour just for today? Or will I have tea prepared so
nicely for me every morning?” he teased.

Kaleen blushed.
“I can’t promise that, but today I was awake and thought it would
be nice to get breakfast ready. Besides,” she continued, in a rush
of honestly, “I like being up before the others. It’s so calm and
peaceful. I like to watch the day begin.”

“I do too,” her
father said. ”And yes, I would like that tea now.”

Kaleen reached
for the wooden cups, carved from the red, gnarled roots of a maple
tree, and carefully dipped a bone ladle into the simmering tea,
straining out as many of the blackberry leaves as she could. Soon
the cup was filled.

“There you
are,” she smiled. “Shall I get some for mother too?”

Tanak nodded,
sipping his tea as Kaleen busied herself with the ladle again,
filling her mother’s cup to the brim.

“I’ll take it
to her,” her father said. “She’ll be very surprised – and very
pleased – at how thoughtful her daughter has become.”

As she handed
him the cup, Kaleen glowed with pleasure. Such praise from her
father was rare, and something to be cherished. Once breakfast was
over, Kitasoo said a special farewell to each of them, then asked
the Earth Mother to care for her family on their trip. Each grew
quiet, mentally returning the blessing and asking that the Great
Mother care for her as well.

“I’m still a
little tired,” Kitasoo announced. “I think I’ll return to the lodge
for a while.”

Now Tanak
stepped closer and murmured a few words to her. Kaleen wasn’t close
enough to hear what he said, but she saw Kitasoo look up at him,
eyes gleaming with love, as she smiled and nodded her head. Then he
turned, striding quickly to where his children stood, helped them
settle their packs and led the way out of the village.

“What’s
Moosehead Lake like?” she asked, as she followed her father down
the train.

“It’s one of my
favourite places,” Tanak replied. :”The lake is quite deep but the
water is very clear. Near the shore, you can see little periwinkles
scurry among the pebbles down at the bottom.”

“Is it as big
as the ocean?” she asked.

“Not that big –
but it’s a large lake. Large enough to have high waves at
times.”

“Does the water
rise and fall like the ocean?”

“No,” he
replied. “It looks like an ocean but it isn’t the same.”

“Is it the same
color as the ocean?”

“Kaleen, you’ll
know exactly what it looks like when we get there. Now stop
pestering me about it.”

Tanak strode
off ahead, leaving her to follow her brother.

“Moquah, you’ve
been to Moosehead. Tell me what it’s like. Does it have fish?”

“Lots of them,”
Moquah replied. “But what makes it so special is the mountain. It
rises straight up out of the lake and almost touches the
clouds.”

Moquah stopped
and turned around to face her.

“The whole
mountain is made of flint,” he said.

Kaleen gasped.
“A whole mountain of flint?”

Moquah nodded.
“A whole mountain of flint.”

Suddenly Kaleen
began to laugh. “You’re joking, aren’t you? You think I’m silly
enough to believe a story like that.”

Moquah
shrugged. “You’ll see.”

Flint was
valuable to her people. Kaleen had only seen it in small pieces. A
mountain of flint was hard to imagine. She had often watched her
uncle made knife blades from flint. It took a long time to make a
blade – and a longer time to learn how to do it. Once, Kaleen’s
uncle showed her how it was done, carefully striking a hammer-stone
against the edge of the flint, then pressing it with a special bone
tool to shape the blade by flaking away smaller pieces. “There’s a
special knack to flint knapping,” he told her, “And I use special
tools depending on what it will be used for.

“You can’t
strike straight down with the hammer-stone. You have to give it a
little tap it on an angle, right near the edge where you want the
flakes to chip off.

“Here. You
try.”

It looked so
easy when he did it, but when Kaleen tried to use the hammer-stone,
all she did was mash the edge of the flint and skin her knuckles in
the process. When she tried the bone shaper, to press small flakes
from the side of the flint, the flint refused to give up its flakes
for her. Her uncle laughed, took the stones back, then set to work,
chipping easily and steadily, until the piece of flint fit the
shape he had in mind.

Once the stone
was shaped, it was tapered to a razor-sharp edge. After that the
pieces were embedded in handles of wood or bone, so they could be
used without fear of cutting hands or fingers.

Some pieces of
flint became knife blades, others were used to make sharp heads on
the short spears for the atlatls (throwing sticks) the men used for
hunting. Other pieces of flint were set inside the curve of the
sickle blades the women used to harvest grain.

Flint was
wonderfully sharp and that sharpness made cutting easy. Just a
light touch was enough to slice through cuts of meat or remove the
inside layers of fat and membrane from hides before they were
tanned. Most of the women carried small flint blades with them for
daily use.

There was
another use for the flint blades. Kaleen knew that sometimes the
Healer had to open wounds that had become infected, or cut off
diseased parts like frostbitten toes or fingers. He used sharp
flint blades for this work. He said the cuts made with a flint
blade healed quicker and cleaner than cuts made with any other kind
of blade. Her uncle made many blades for the Healer because he
refused to use them more than once. He believed that when the blade
cut into infected, living flesh, it absorbed the bad spirit that
lived in the wound. To use it again would invite the bad spirit to
creep into another wound.

Kaleen was
amazed at things the Healers and Wise Women knew. Who would think
that a flint blade could bring infection? But there was a drawback
to flint – the same drawback that made black obsidian so precious.
Both were fragile and broke easily. Some people had knives made of
copper. They didn’t break, but they weren’t quite as sharp as
flint. And the Healer would not use a copper blade on living flesh.
Only flint.

There was no
doubt about it – flint was a very precious substance. That was why
a mountain of flint would be an unbelievable treasure.

Both Moquah and
Kaleen had brought things to trade. Kaleen hoped someone would
trade with her for a flint knife, or even a piece of flint she
could take to her uncle. He’d make a knife for her. She knew he
would.

Kaleen hurried
ahead to walk behind her father again.

“Who else will
be at Moosehead Lake?” she asked.

“Some of your
cousins will probably be there,” Tanak said. “They may have
bed-shells to trade. Remember the dentallium shells we saw last
summer when we were at the ocean? The ones that looked like sharp
teeth? Sometimes traders bring those to the trading site. Or
feathers from the puffins – those funny birds that you and Moquah
tried to catch in their underground nests. Once in a while someone
brings feathers from special birds that live far away, in the warm
country. Birds with red and green and yellow feathers.

“Moosehead is a
popular trading spot. There could be people there from
anywhere.”

“How do you
know when people want to trade things?”

Tanak stopped
and turned to face her.

“Kaleen, why
are you pestering me with all these questions? If you have enough
breath for all this talking, maybe we could walk a little faster
and get there sooner. Besides, when I’m listening to you, I can’t
hear anything else. You’re scaring away the animals for one thing –
and who knows what is out there that we can’t hear because you’re
chattering away like a squirrel?

“On the trail
we only talk when we have to. Now don’t make me sorry I brought
you.”

“Yes, father,”
Kaleen whispered.

Behind her,
Moquah snickered.

She turned to
glare at her brother.

:”Well, you
were talking too,” she said.

“But not as
much as you,” he laughed. “Besides, when I ask questions they
aren’t dumb questions.”

Now he made a
simpering face and pitched his voice high, pretending to imitate
her: “What’s the lake like? Who’s going to be there? What’ll they
have to trade? I’m surprised you didn’t ask about the really
important things. Father, will the sun come up tomorrow? Will there
be mosquitoes? Do birds fly in the air?”

“All right,
Moquah. That’s enough,” her father called. :”*I don’t want to hear
another word from either one of you until the sun is at the top of
the sky.”

Now it was
Kaleen’s turn to make a face at her brother – but she was careful
not to make a sound as she did it.

Soon she
discovered another reason why they didn’t talk much on the trail.
The path, which wound its way along the forest floor, began to
rise, slowly at first, then steeply in places.

Kaleen found
herself gasping for breath and rushing to keep up with her father
and her two brothers. As they climbed higher, the sun beat down
harder, reflecting from the rocks around her. At this moment it was
hard to remember how cool and pleasant the day had seemed earlier
that morning.

Dry rocks
shifted under her feet at the narrow trail continued to climb.

“Kaleen, be
careful here,” her father called. “You have to climb over these
rocks – make sure you have good footing. We don’t want anyone to
slip and get hurt.”

“I’ll be
careful,” she promised.

“There’s a
spring just a little way ahead. We’ll stop there for a drink.”

Soon Kaleen
could hear the sound of water splashing against rocks. Rounding the
corner she gasped in delight. The trail led into a little cavern,
just large enough to hold three or four people. At the back of the
cave, cool water gushed from the rocks into a little pool. Thick
layers of moss coated the rock walls of the cavern, making it much
cooler than the outside. Tiny ferns sprouted from cracks in the
rock and a lizard eyes them warily from his perch at the entrance
to the cave.

“This is
wonderful!” she said. “Can we stay a while?”

Her father
shook his head.

“No – only long
enough to have a drink. There is another spring further along where
I usually stop to eat. You can rest there. For now, just take a
drink and we’ll be on our way.”

Quickly Kaleen
cupped her hands to bring the cold water to her mouth. It tasted so
good! Then she splashed another handful over her head.

“That’s
enough,” Tanak said. “Let’s go.”

Outside, the
sun beat down on them once again. The water she had splashed on
herself dried almost instantly. The sun glanced from some plump
berries gleaming temptingly on small bushes that clung to the
rocks.

“Can I pick a
handful of berries?” she asked. “These look so good.”

“No, we can’t
stop,” her father replied.

A sudden whir
of wings startled her.

“Oh, look!” she
cried. “It’s a hummingbird. Look at the beautiful green on his
breast. I didn’t know hummingbirds flew this high. What do they
find to eat here?”

Silently her
father pointed toward one of the rock faces.

“Look more
carefully. There are flowers growing everywhere.”

He was right.
She hadn’t even noticed the tiny alpine flowers tucked into cracks
and crevasses in the rocks, their slender throats filled with
nectar for the hummingbirds. She marvelled at how the bird hung
suspended in the air, seemingly weightless, while it dipped its
beak into the blossom.

She wished they
could stop for a few minutes so she could pick a handful of
flowers, but decided she’d better not ask. Kaleen climbed for a
while in silence – the air was buzzing and humming – some of the
noise was insects, she knew. Some of it she couldn’t begin to
identify. It was almost as though the rocks were singing.

Now the trail
changed again, skirting its way round the top of a knoll before
starting a gradual descent on the other side.

“Is it much
farther?” she asked. “Are we almost there?”

This time it
was her older brother, Cohas, who answered.

“Kaleen, the
lake is exactly where it has always been. How long it takes us to
get there depends on how quickly we walk and how many stops we
make. If you keep chattering and asking to stop, we’ll be lucky to
get there before winter comes.”

Once again
Kaleen heard Moquah snicker behind her.

“Chatter,
chatter, chatter,” he whispered. ”My sister must have a long fluffy
tail. She sounds just like a squirrel.”

Grimly, Kaleen
promised herself she would not say a single word until they reached
the lake. Even if no one would talk to her, she could look at
things and remember what she was seeing.

What
spoilsports her brothers were. There was so much to see, and so
much she wanted to know.

Well, even if
her father and her brothers were determined to trudge on in
silence, she knew she could talk about the journey with her friends
when she got back. They, at least, would be interested in hearing
all about it. At least, she hoped they would. These days they acted
so strangely it was hard to believe they were the same friends she
had grown up with.

Sighing, Kaleen
quickened her step to keep up with her father.

 


 



CHAPTER
FIVE

THE VOYAGE

 


Adain braced
his feet against a cleat and wriggled himself into a comfortable
position, pressing his back against a bale of cargo lashed to the
deck. Sun and salt spray had bleached the wooden boards to a
silvery grey and the warmth of the sun that soaked into the
smoothly worn planks seemed to soften the hardness of the deck. He
edged himself into the bit of shade cast by the lateen-rigged sail
and gave himself over to the motion of the ship. Its gentle roll,
combined with the warmth of the day, made it difficult to stay
awake.

Adain loved the
motion of the ship now, but it wasn’t always that way. On a fine
day, with only puffs of wind to stir the clouds and wrinkle the
surface of the water, sailing was a wonderful experience. He’d
never been in a boat until he reached a seaport on the protected
waters of the Dark Sea (Black Sea). During his first trip, which
lasted only a few days and hugged the shore, the sea was balmy and
serene. Aside from a gentle rocking motion, it was almost like
being on land.

This ship was
larger, and the waters more changeable. Still, today was
pleasant.

“Wouldn’t Lukan
be jealous if he knew what I was doing,” Adain crowed. But his eyes
clouded when he thought of his mother. He missed her greatly. She
was a gentle person, who gave him only love and kindness. Perhaps
he should have said goodbye before he left. But the anger against
his father remained hard and firm. His father didn’t love him and
probably never had. Worse, he doubted that his father had even
liked him, never mind loved him.

No, he had done
the right thing by leaving. But at times, memories of his village
tugged at him and his eyes yearned for the sight of open steppes,
and even the little ponies that were the cause of all his troubles.
Well, no matter. He was far away from horses now. The fresh salt
air blew away his melancholy thoughts and brought his mind back to
the present. Anxiously, he glanced at the sky, watching the wispy
clouds scud overhead. Idyllic as his first few trips had been, he
soon learned that the sea could be deceptive. From nowhere, storms
rolled in, whipping the seas to frenzy and twirling small boats in
stomach churning dives.

He’d had no
problems during trips on the Dark Sea but a later voyage took him
south, to a sea where storms reached epic heights. He loved the
excitement of the rolling waves and the sting of wind-flicked spray
against his face. The storms lasted but a brief time and he
revelled in them.

Now that
would be an adventure to share with his friends. With a pang, he
realized he likely didn’t have any friends anymore. Someone may
have wondered what happened to him when he disappeared, but by now
he would be completely forgotten.

To console
himself, he brought out his favourite daydream and pictured himself
somewhere in the future, striding up the trail to his village,
carrying a pack full of treasures. No. He quickly amended the
picture. He’d have a pair of slaves to carry all his goods. Hidden
away in the packs would be all manner of marvellous gifts for his
mother – things that would make her eyes light up with happiness.
There would be equally wonderful presents for his father. Adain’s
generosity would make his father ashamed of the way he had treated
him, and his father would beg for forgiveness. There would be more
fabulous treasures in the packs – treasures that he would use to
set up his own household. Everyone in the village would flock to
see them and hear about his adventures. He sighed with
pleasure.

First, however,
he had to complete this voyage.

The passage
along the Mediterranean was exciting as the ship skimmed past the a
stretch of land that jutted into the water and continued on through
the narrow straits of Mens Calpe (Gibraltar). These were lands of
legends and the crew delighted in telling Adain about them. Hylar
laughed when Adain breathlessly repeated the stories to him.

“They’re
playing you for a fool,” was Hylar’s response.

But Adain
wasn’t so sure. Who could tell which of the tales were true? And
who could account for the whims of the Gods? Besides, the stories
were so exciting.

As all ship
captains did, they put in at Mens Calpe to make an offering at the
sacred caves. It was a beautiful site – fertile plains surrounded
the huge rock – but it was surprisingly empty. No one lived there,
other than the priests.

Rounding the
tip of the Lusitania (Portugal), the little ship followed
prevailing winds and currents, on a northerly heading that brought
it to the southern tip of Ireland. It was on this stretch that
Adain encountered the power of the Atlantic.

As the land
mass of Lusitania fell behind them, the winds picked up, churning
the waves into white caps and flicking spume and spray from the top
of each crest. As it strengthened it grew wilder, soon reaching
gale strength and threatening to strip the tightly-furled sail from
its mast. Waves, taller than the height of the mast, picked the
little boat up, then flung it down roller-coaster slopes to pause
with a sickening lurch at the bottom, as though unsure of whether
or not it had the strength to climb the steep slope ahead of
it.

It was exciting
at first, but soon the motion of the ship affected his stomach.
Gagging, he staggered to the rail and retched weakly and everything
he had eaten for the last month forced its way up. At least, it
seemed that way. And far from feeling better when his stomach
emptied itself, he felt worse and worse as continued retching
brought up only bitter, acid bile – or nothing at all.

Each time he
staggered weakly away from the rail, the ocean stood itself on end
once more, sending Adain’s feet flying. His knees and elbows ached
from banging into rails, rigging and hawsers. Unlike the
Mediterranean storms, which quickly blew themselves out, this one
went on and on, a howling fury that refused to give up its prey.
Time and again, Adain clawed his way to the railing. The sailors
laughed at first, then looked on with pity.

“Aye, lad.
Drink down a cup of sea water. It’s the only cure,” one of them
said.

The idea sent
him back to the rail.

Finally one of
the sailors attached a piece of cord to the handle of a sturdy
leather bucket, slung it over the side and brought it up, brimming
with cold, salty water. He reached into his tunic for a mug, and
filled it from the bucket.

“Here,” he
said, nudging Adain’s arm. “Drink this.”

Weakly, Adain
waved him away.

“Drink,” the
man growled.

Too sick to
argue, Adain took the mug and sipped it gingerly. The salty taste
set off his salivary glands, and juices poured into his mouth.
Weakly, he handed the mug back to the sailor.

“Drink,” the
man repeated. Adain took another sip, then large gulps until he
finished the mug. Much to his surprise, he did begin to feel
better.

Soon he
realized he didn’t really want to fall overboard after all – and
the pitching and tossing of the ship was more exciting than
anything he’d ever experienced. Still, he was careful to keep his
eyes on the horizon and ignore the waves close around the ship.
Watching them brought back an uncomfortable stir of nausea.

Soon the little
ship pulled into harbour on the southern tip of Ireland.

“We fill our
water casks here,” the captain said.

“Can we go
ashore?” Adain asked.

“No,” Hylar
replied.

That was
disappointing, but Adain was happy to hear they were refilling the
water casks. There was a good deal of life in the weeks-old water
that remained, with minute creatures wriggling around. The sailors
showed him how skim some of the larvae from it with a finger,
before drinking.

“When we leave
Ogygia (Ireland), keep your eyes open for Hy Brasil,” one of the
sailors told him.

“What’s that?”
Adain asked.

“It isn’t a
what, it’s a where. It’s an island that has disappeared – but it
was the home of a great and powerful king who conquered Ogygia and
settled there long ago.”

“What happened
to it?”

“No one knows,”
the sailor replied. “Mayhap it sank beneath the waves – islands can
do that, you know.”

Water casks
filled, they set off on a northerly heading, searching for the
current that would take them past Iceland, before curving in a
southerly direction near the tip of Greenland. Hylar tried to show
him their route, drawing a rough sketch on the wax tablet.

“Why do we have
to go so far around?” Adain asked. “Couldn’t we just go in a
straight line? We’d be there a lot sooner.”

“It doesn’t
work that way,” Hylar explained. “We have to follow a route that
gives us the best wind and currents, If we went straight across,
we’d be fighting them all the way and it could take much longer,
even though it looks to be a shorter distance.”

Adain looked at
the crude map.

“Where’s Hy
Brasil?” he asked.

“Where’s
what?”

“Hy Brasil. One
of the sailors told me about it – the island that disappeared.”

“Adain, islands
don’t just disappear. Does that sound reasonable to you? Your
trouble is, you believe everything anyone tells you.”

Trying to
forestall another of Hylar’s lectures, Adain pointed to the left
side of Hylar’s map.

“What comes
after that?”

“No one knows
where it end,” Hylar admitted.

“What’s it
called?”

Hylar shrugged.
“It just called the new land.”

Shipboard
routine closed in once again. There was little for the men to do
once the ship was underway. Regular chores occupied only a small
part of the day. Late in the afternoon, in the quiet period before
meals were served, sailors brought out bits of handicraft. Working
with odd pieces of rope, some of the men turned lengths of cord
into intricate knotted images. Others made miniature ships, or
carved bits of wood or bone into fanciful figures. Adain was
anxious to see each project completed but like the craftsmen they
were, the men refused to be hurried. Time was the one commodity of
which there was a more than ample supply. Adain watched,
fascinated, as the men worked and wondered if he could learn these
skills as well.

Unlike the
sailors, Adain didn’t have unlimited time. Hylar set tasks for him
– many tasks. Some involved sewing and repairing their gear but the
most time-consuming were the scribing sessions. Adain quickly
learned the 21 letters of the Phoenician alphabet, but writing them
to Hylar’s satisfaction was very different. Each time he wrote the
letters, Hylar corrected him. These lines weren’t slanted
correctly, those lines didn’t join the others at precisely the
right place, or in exactly the right way. The letters weren’t
spaced properly. The words wobbled on the lines. Hylar’s complaints
were endless.

It was
frustrating because Hylar had a wonderful hand. He could easily
have been a scribe, but he didn’t want to stay in one place. As
hard as he tried, Adain’s writing was no match for Hylar’s. And
while it was good to know how to read and write, Adain found it was
much more fun to use his wax tablet for sketching the things he saw
around him – the masts and sails of ships, the line of mountains
against the sky, the huge fish that spouted water from the top of
their heads.

Adain wasn’t
sure why this annoyed Hylar so much – if Hylar wasn’t cross about
Adain ‘wasting time’ by drawing, he was cross about something else,
like talking with the crew members.

“You have to
learn to let me do the talking. Don’t be telling them all our
business,” Hylar scolded.

“I’m not
telling them our business. I’m just talking with them,” Adain
replied.

“You’re not to
tell them anything,” Hylar repeated.

“I’ll try to do
better,” Adain promised. To himself, he wondered what Hylar was
getting so excited about. He didn’t know anything about
Hylar’s business, so how could he tell anyone about it?

When he had a
rare, free hour it was a luxury he was unwilling to share.

He looked again
at the clear blue sky. Not a puff of cloud could be seen anywhere.
The sail luffed and snapped in the wind. At first, the noise of the
sail startled him. Each time he heard the sharp ‘pop’ of wind, he
was sure it would rip away.

Now it was
simply one of the background noises to his day, along with the
whispering of the waves and the song of the wind as it hummed
through the ship’s rigging. He didn’t even think about them
anymore, unless they stopped.

The sail
shifted slightly and the steersman leaned on the giant steering
oar, adjusting their course back along the southerly tack that
carried them gradually down the coast of the new land.
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