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Around fifteen thousand B.C., there were several species of hominids in existence. The predominant hominid at the time was Homo Sapiens Sapiens, or Modern Man. The next most populous was Homo Sapiens Neanderthalsis, or Neanderthal Man. Also in existence were Homo Sapiens Erectus, Homo Sapiens Rhodesiensis, Homo Sapiens Florensis and Homo Sapiens Idaltu.
Modern Man (referred to from here on as human) was just beginning to build a civilization, while the Neanderthal were in their civilizations’ decline after two hundred thousand years of development. Erectus was waning in the world and had a small population in central China with a few stray clans and individuals scattered over the world. Rhodesien Man had a territory that covered the western edge of China to the northern reaches of India, covering the eastern most portion of the Middle East as well.
While at times the encounters between humans and other hominids resulted in conflict and violence, most often it did not. The normal result of an encounter was trade and sharing stories and discoveries. Jewelry, textiles, tools, weapons and spices were exchanged on the market.
Language was already complex and was able to encompass real items as well as abstract ideas. Religion was already a part of most cultures and all cultures had some sort of belief about life after death and spirit. Body art was already highly developed by the Neanderthal and was beginning to spread to humans. Neanderthal and humans alike were just beginning to work the softest of metals such as lead, gold and silver.
We join a clan called the Baska. There are about two hundred adult humans with thirty elderly and seventy five juveniles that live in a part of west central Africa. The clan lives on the south west edge of the Congo jungle and is led by the eldest couple, Imamu and Camali. They have lived in the same location for many generations, but things are going to change, for them and the rest of the world. The emergence of a new species of hominid is near. Soon the species Homo Sapiens Desmodus will join the hominid family. Vampires are on the horizon.
Kibwe was born and raised to the Baska. His sister Sanaa was just a year younger than him. His father taught him to hunt, fish, make tools and most of all how to be a good man. As Kibwe grew, he thought he would always be able to go to his father with any problems or questions. Unfortunately his father passed of multiple snake bites when Kibwe was just fourteen years old. His mother died a year later of sickness.
Kibwe and Sanaa finished growing up relying primarily on each other and the clan leader, Imamu. While Sanaa stayed in the village or hunted after their mother’s death, Kibwe often traveled with Imamu to the Luo villages to the east. He learned their language quickly and impressed Imamu with his ability to learn new things.
At nineteen years old, Kibwe started going with the hunting parties. His father had taught him to hunt alone, but he quickly adjusted to the group hunts and found himself invited to join the most prestigious hunting party of the clan. Ochieng was the hunting party’s leader and he taught Kibwe even more about the wildlife in the Baska hunting grounds. No one could ever deny that Ochieng was a very good hunter, but he had a jealous streak that made him hard to be around. If someone killed a bigger or better animal, or a larger number than Ochieng, he would not speak to them until he had out done their accomplishments. On this particular day, Kibwe is not hunting animals.
Kibwe walked quietly in the dense undergrowth, his black skin blending perfectly with the deep shadow that reigned supreme beneath the thick canopy of the jungle. He was tracking one of the heavy browed, hairy men, the Neanderthal. A small band of the Neanderthal had raided Kibwe’s clan and taken his sister Sanaa and three other women. This one that he tracked had broken from the other four Neanderthal and their captives. He felt he was getting closer to the heavy man. Kibwe focused all his senses on what the jungle was telling him. The birds ahead sat silent, the frogs and crickets had stilled their voices for a time. The Neanderthal’s tracks were very clear in the soft soil of the jungle valley.
Kibwe heard a crash in the brush ahead and the scream of a bird. The scream silenced as abruptly as it had begun. The Neanderthal had caught one of the larger jungle fowl and killed it. Kibwe knew he would intercept his quarry soon. He shifted the long bone shaft he carried from his left hand to his right and gripped it tightly, ready to stab with it. The nine foot bone had a very sharp point and had served as a remarkable weapon for two years now. As he drew closer he lowered his stance, ahead he could see the top of the Neanderthal’s curly hair above the lowest brush. He slowed his advance and tensed his powerful body, the solitary Neanderthal was ignorant of Kibwe’s presence. Kibwe rushed the last twenty feet, raising the bone high and plunging it down to where the Neanderthal’s chest would be on the other side of the bush. The Neanderthal’s powerful body lurched upward, jerking the bone out of Kibwe’s hand. Kibwe’s balance was thrown off and he tumbled the last few feet through the bush to land at the roaring Neanderthal’s feet. The massive body towered over him with the red and white point of the bone protruding through his chest. The Neanderthal grabbed the offending weapon with both hands and tried to draw it from his damaged body, but the bone got thicker toward the blunt end and drawing it from the front wedged the handle end between his ribs in his back. Kibwe scrambled to get out of range of the massive man’s feet. The Neanderthal was in complete surprise as he caught sight of the thin black human scrambling away from his feet. He tried to step back, away from Kibwe, but his massive legs had no strength. His heart was pierced and the blood was no longer feeding his muscles. He stumbled on the backwards step and dropped flat onto his butt. He moved the gaze of his deep set eyes off of Kibwe and onto the long bone shaft sticking out of his broad chest, his hands lost strength and slid off the bloody weapon. His eyes dilated as his brain died and his consciousness left him. Kibwe stood up and watched the life vacate the Neanderthal’s eyes. As the massive body slumped to the right side, Kibwe stepped toward him. When the muscle twitches stopped, he walked around the Neanderthal’s body to the end of the bone spear. He grabbed the round bone with both hands and placed his left foot on the Neanderthal’s back, bracing himself, he pulled. The bone weapon slowly slid out of the wound. As the sharp tip came through, there was a sucking sound, then it suddenly came loose and Kibwe stumbled backward two steps. He shouldered the weapon on his left side and scooped up the dead jungle foul that the Neanderthal had started skinning. Looking around for a moment to get his bearings, he turned and took off running in the direction of the rest of the group. He would get his sister back and end the raids of the Neanderthal band.
In less than an hour, Kibwe was on the trail of the remaining Neanderthal. The four males were taking their captives out of the territory that Kibwe was familiar with. He pushed himself to track faster, hoping to catch them before they hurt his sister or the other women from his clan. Soon the tracks were leading up the slope at the base of a mountain, they were leaving the valley. The mountains were riddled with caves and Kibwe’s clan avoided them as much as possible. Besides Neanderthal, there were also huge gorillas and other even more dangerous creatures that inhabited caves, like cave lions and bears. After another hour he could hear the Neanderthal group crashing carelessly through the underbrush. They must be close to home to be so comfortable making so much noise. He slowed his pace, realizing that there could be other Neanderthal in the area. Suddenly the jungle gave way to a stone clearing on the mountainside. The Neanderthal raiders were walking their female captives across the stone to the entrance of a cave. Kibwe stopped in the edge of the lush green jungle and watched as his sister and the other three were herded toward the cave. The four women looked about franticly for a way to escape. Suddenly a young woman named Imani darted to the left, racing for the safety of the jungle. One Neanderthal broke from the group in pursuit and followed the agile woman into the trees. The other three Neanderthal spread their arms and made a semi circle to enclose the three remaining women and keep them hemmed against the entrance of the cave. They talked loudly to each other in their heavy voices, but Kibwe did not know their language. He was sure it had to do with the captives in some way or another. Imani had been known for her ability to run and dodge when the clan children played games. That had been a few years ago. Now she was grown and Kibwe hoped she was still as fast.
Kibwe shifted his focus from the cave to the point that Imani and the Neanderthal had entered the jungle. He dropped the jungle bird and began to make his way through the brush toward the loud chase. Soon he could hear Imani’s quick steps running through the brush toward him. He crouched in a thick bush and held his bone spear upright, point to the sky. Soon he heard the pursuing Neanderthal forcing its heavy body through the thick undergrowth. Just a moment after Imani ran past his bush, Kibwe jumped out, leveling his spear at the belly of the Neanderthal. The hairy man burst through a broad leaf and ran his belly into the sharp spear. His inertia was so great that Kibwe was slid backwards to a tree trunk. The nine foot bone slammed into Kibwe’s hip sending a shocking wave of pain through him. He would have dropped to his knees but the massive Neanderthal’s weight kept the spear firmly planted against Kibwe’s hip and kept Kibwe pressed against the tree trunk. The Neanderthal roared in pain and slammed its heavy forearm against Kibwe’s head, grinding his cheek into the tree. Kibwe tasted his own blood flowing in his mouth almost immediately. He mustered his strength and pushed the spear further into the Neanderthal’s belly. Blood flowed and the Neanderthal roared again and then fell to his knees, slapping the sharp point of the spear against the ground and bending the shaft. His eyes rolled into his head and his eyelids fluttered as he slumped unconscious to his side. The spear butt fell away from Kibwe’s hip and he rolled in the opposite direction around the tree where he also slumped to the ground, hands on his bruised right hip. His rapid breathing slowed and he listened for the others to come, but he did not hear them, so he slowly crept around the trunk to the Neanderthal. He looked at the hairy man laying on the ground with the spear protruding through him. He was dressed in leather clothes with intricate beadwork and wore a carved bone pendant on a leather cord around his neck. There was just four feet of the spear handle sticking out of his belly. Kibwe crept closer and looked at the Neanderthal. The large man was still breathing, but his breaths were slow and labored, the breaths of a dying animal. Blood stained the light tan leather and covered the rich ground in a blackish, sticky pool. He gripped the bone handle and yanked. The spear moved a few inches and pulled the Neanderthal a few more. He yanked again and the Neanderthal’s eyes opened. The Neanderthal looked at Kibwe with fear on his primitive face and screamed. It was a higher pitch than the roar, but still a deeper sound than most men could make. Kibwe yanked again and the spear tore free. He continued his movement from freeing it and brought the sharp end up and around in a half circle, slamming it through the throat of the Neanderthal. The scream was silenced and the sound of snapping bone replaced it. Quiet descended. Kibwe worried that he had broken his weapon. He drew back on it, waiting to see splintered shards of bone instead of the smooth, sharp point that had graced the fine spear. His fears were unfounded, and the point came free and was still sharp and straight. Worried still that the others would come, he limped away from the scene and crouched in thicker undergrowth. He took a moment to inspect his throbbing hip. It was a bad bruise, but not broken or bleeding. He turned his attention back to the area around him. There were still three of them to deal with. Soft footfalls alerted him of Imani’s return. She whispered in the jungle,
“Where are you?”
“Over here.” Kibwe stated flatly. He did not whisper, but spoke in a calm voice. Imani soon found him. Her plain leather skirt and top whispered against each other as her body settled beside him.
“Are you hurt?” She asked quietly.
“Not badly, just a bruise. I’ll be fine.” Kibwe was still focused on getting the others back. He rose and limped toward the clearing. Imani shadowed him, but held a distance of about ten feet. He made his way back to where he had dropped the bird. When he found it, he scooped it up and tossed it to Imani, then crept to the edge of the bush where he could see the cave entrance. He did not see any of the people outside of the cave, nor could he hear anything. Dark would fall soon and Kibwe assumed that the remaining Neanderthal had forced the three women into the cave. He would have to go in after them, but he worried that his spear would be of little use inside the cave. The nine foot weapon might be hampered if the cave was too narrow, and he could see that the entrance was no more than six feet tall and four wide.
“What are we going to do, Kibwe? They are in the cave and there are only two of us. I saw that the cave went in a long ways, but stayed short and narrow. We need more men if we are going to get our sisters back.” Her quiet voice carried a great amount of concern. Kibwe turned too look at her. She was slim and unarmed and could not fight one of the Neanderthal, who were armed with knives and axes. It had not occurred to him to take anything off of the two he had killed. One was close enough, but the other was hours away.
“We should go back and see if there are any weapons we can use on the dead one.”
“You plan on going in there? What if there are more in there? They might have more weapons there!” Imani’s voice was getting louder and rising in pitch.
“Shhhh! I will go in after dark.” Kibwe’s confidence remained unwavering.
“By then one of our sisters might be dead and cooked!” Imani and Kibwe both knew the likelihood of the truth. Neanderthal ate humans just like they ate any other animal they killed.
“Better to save one than all of them die, we will do what we can.” Kibwe turned to head once more toward the fallen Neanderthal.
As they approached the body, the sun began to dim. Dusk was coming fast and with it came the night hunters of the jungle. Big cats and wild dogs had no fear of humans and would as soon eat them as they would eat a jungle pig. Kibwe pulled a stone axe on a bone handle from a loop on the back of the Neanderthal’s belt. The axe was very sharp and the handle was scrolled with many detailed carvings of beasts. He handed the heavy weapon to Imani who immediately dropped it to the ground. She had not let go of the handle, but the Neanderthal weapon was too heavy for her thin arms. He continued to search the Neanderthal’s body and found a long knife, the blade was as wide as his palm and three times as long. The handle was made of wood and was long enough for Imani to put both hands on it and the blade was very sharp on both sides. Kibwe took the axe that Imani was struggling to get to her shoulder and handed her the long knife. He shouldered the axe on his right side and the spear on his left.
“It is too late! We will never find our way back in the dark! We should make a fire and wait for morning.” Imani was becoming frightened of the growing noises in the jungle.
“No, stay close to me, we are going back to their cave. The jungle is closest on the east side of the clearing, we will go there.” Imani picked up the jungle foul in her left hand and put the stone blade in her thin belt with her right. Kibwe led the way back to the clearing without incident and they followed the edge of the brush around to the east side of the cave. Kibwe studied the area in front of them, the edge of the clearing was strewn with bones and broken weapons. The two of them were crouched behind the Neanderthal’s trash dump. The curve of the slope had hidden this from Kibwe’s earlier vantage point. As he scanned the refuse he noted that many of the bones were human. Behind them, the jungle was awakening, the hunters were out in force and they were hungry.
Light began to filter out of the cave. The Neanderthal had built a fire. Soon one of the massive men appeared at the cave entrance. He stared down the clearing to the south, watching the edge of the brush. Kibwe could see his profile clearly, lit from behind by the fire light. His heavy jaws and nose stuck out from his face and his heavy brow led up to a forehead that sloped sharply back to a long skull. He thought of how different the Neanderthal was from his people, they were so much stronger and had so many more tools and weapons. Then a second Neanderthal appeared next to the first. They talked for a moment in their deep voices. Kibwe wished he knew what they were saying. The first was pointing a short thick spear at the jungle, and moving the long tip back and forth in a short arc. The second shook his head and looked up to the moonless sky. Their talk fell silent after a short time and they stood next to each other and stared into the jungle. Kibwe felt sure they were waiting for the others to return. If he thought Imani could handle being alone in the night, he would have her create a distraction to draw the two out to the jungle edge, but he knew she could not. She was very timid and depended on the clan for her safety. He decided to do something very reckless. He knew that every minute that passed was another minute that the three clan women were in danger.
Kibwe hefted the axe in his right hand and the spear in his left, and stood. He walked out of the bush and made his way through the debris of the Neanderthal. He walked up the slope fearlessly, approaching the Neanderthal in the cave entrance. He was less than twelve feet from them when the closest one finally realized someone was approaching. The closer Neanderthal turned toward Kibwe with wide eyes straining in the darkness. The expression on his face turned from one of strain to one of shock just as the stone axe crashed into his skull. Kibwe’s blow was so fast that the Neanderthal had no time to alert his kinsman standing next to him. The only notice the second Neanderthal had was the blood spray from the skull of the first. He turned to face his friend who slowly slumped down where he had stood. The flash of the white spear’s tip drew the focus of his night blind eyes. It was after the spear had penetrated his left breast that his eyes adjusted enough to pick out the white toothed grimace that Kibwe wore. The Neanderthal’s mouth opened as if to scream, but the stone axe that he had made for his lost comrade cleaved through his throat leaving his voice lost to the world. Kibwe stepped backwards quickly and jerked the spear out of the Neanderthal’s chest. He watched the second body sink to its knees as its head rolled and bounced down the stone slope toward the edge of the jungle. He calmly stepped over the bodies and entered the fire-lit cave.
As Kibwe crept down the lit passage, he could see that the last Neanderthal raider sat on the ground facing the raised fire with his back to the passage. He also saw the old Neanderthal woman sitting on the far side of the raised fire roasting what looked like a brown skinned thigh. Kibwe could not see the three women from his clan, but he was sure that was the thigh of one of them. He rushed at the sitting Neanderthal’s back, swinging the stone axe at his exposed neck. The axe dove through the flesh in a mighty sweep that ended with the axe held almost to the ceiling over Kibwe’s left shoulder. He stared into the face of the old Neanderthal woman as the male Neanderthal’s head fell to the floor of the cave making a distinctive thud in the dry dust and sand. The old woman’s face twisted in horror as she watched her youngest son’s head fall from his shoulders. His blood sprayed the ceiling and washed over the black beast man that held an axe high. She knew that this was the end of her and that if he was here, all her sons were dead. Her family lines had ended after thousands of generations. She rose to her feet as the black man stalked around the fire toward her. She turned slowly to keep her shoulders squared to him. She was no match for him, but she would die with her dignity. The dark hunter brought the axe around at an impossible angle. Neanderthal shoulders could not move like that. The old woman watched as her body fell headless into the fire before her vision completely blacked away.
Kibwe kicked the old woman’s head into the fire and looked around for his clan sisters. He saw them roped to a wall far from the fire. None of them appeared to be hurt. There was a man’s body hanging to the left of them. His head was missing as were his right arm and right leg. Rather than dash for his clan sisters, Kibwe cautiously scanned the rest of the cave for more Neanderthal. Seeing none, he went to the women and cut them free using the bloody stone axe. Once they were free he let the adrenaline and fear overtake him. He fell to his knees in the dust and sand and his body trembled like a thin sapling being shaken by a gorilla. His vision darkened and he felt himself falling.
When Kibwe awoke he found that all four of the clanswomen were around him. They were keeping the fire fueled. His sister, Sanaa, sat next to his head, cradling the axe in her thick arms. Imani paced between the fire and the back wall, still wearing the Neanderthal’s long knife. Nuru sat with her back against the wall at the point where the passage widened into the chamber that they sat in. She brandished a smaller version of the knife Imani wore. Furaha sat on the other side of Kibwe’s head facing the fire and braiding her long hair. Kibwe was happy that all four were safe, but especially Sanaa, his sister. At dawn they would head home, but Kibwe intended on sleeping until then.
The four women had dragged the two Neanderthal bodies to the cave entrance and piled them on the other two that had died out there. They made sure to take the heads with them. The body of the unknown man they cut free from the vines that the Neanderthal had used for rope and covered him with a fur blanket off of the Neanderthal’s sleeping pallets. Then they sat and waited. They knew Kibwe would be fine and that the fire and the weapons would keep them safe until dawn. They hoped that Kibwe knew how to get them back to the clan.
Dawn found the four women asleep and Kibwe waking. It also found the front of the cave cleared by the scavengers in the night. The only traces that remained of the Neanderthal’s bodies were a large blood stain and some torn clothing that the hyenas had not wanted. Kibwe stood in the mouth of the cave and scanned the jungle edge. He was relaxed now. He had full confidence that he had eliminated the Neanderthal that had lived in this cave. He was sure that they would not be pursued as they made their way back to the clan’s territory. Kibwe smiled to himself. He had never done anything so daring as fighting Neanderthal in his life. The worst predator he had killed had been a young leopard. He decided he would carve images of each of the Neanderthal he had killed on his spear. The amazing weapon had served him very well. As he ran his hands over the smooth bone he wondered what immense creature it must have come from?
“Are you hungry, brother?” Sanaa’s quiet voice disturbed Kibwe’s contemplations.
“Yes, but I will not eat anything from this cave. Imani had a jungle bird. We might cook it before we go.” Kibwe turned to face his sister. She was almost as tall as him, the tallest woman in the clan, and she was strong. Not as strong as a man, but close. She was much stronger than most women.
“I’ll wake her. If she left it in the jungle, it is gone.” Sanaa turned and went inside. Kibwe turned back to the jungle and listened to the day sounds. In the distance he could hear the hyenas fighting over their findings from the night.
They walked back to the clan that day without any problems. The four women told the stories of Kibwe that night around the central fire. Imamu, the father of Imani, listened intently. He was the clan’s oldest man and the co-leader with his wife Camali. He turned to Kibwe as the women finished their tales.
“Tell us from the beginning what happened, Kibwe. What made you decide to go after them? Why did you go before the other men got back from hunting? Tell us your story!” Imamu’s old voice rasped in the fire light. Kibwe nodded and bowed his head. He thought back to the moment he saw the Neanderthal men herding the four clanswomen through the scant trees at the edge of the jungle. He had known then that if he waited for the other men, the women would be lost forever. He looked up at the faces gathered around the fire listening for his words. He cleared his throat and began.
“I was carrying some meat back to the huts when I saw five Neanderthal men running from our village and herding four of our clan sisters in front of them. I knew right away that if I waited for the others then we would be too late, so I dropped the meat by the fire as I ran through the village. When I had seen them, I was still far away, and when I got to the fire they were already gone deep into the jungle. I just kept running until their path got so faint that I had to slow down a little and start tracking.” Kibwe talked for several hours and his people listened. After the stories were finished, Imamu sent his clan to get some rest. He sat at the dying fire and stared into its hypnotic flames.
In the morning Kibwe looked for his friend, Ochieng. He looked all through his village. Stopping near Ochieng’s family hut, Kibwe found one of Ochieng’s two brothers, Jumaane.
“Have you seen Ochieng this morning?” Kibwe asked.
“He left before sunrise. He went to the plains to hunt today. I think he is jealous of your story. I am sorry Kibwe, but he was upset when we came home after the fire and he paced all night instead of sleeping. Then he grabbed his tools and said he was going to the plains to hunt. I have seen him like this before, when he gets jealous. It is most likely that he will not hunt with you any more until he can make a better story to get everyone to praise him and think he is greatest among us.” Jumaane spoke softly, not wanting the others to hear. He and his other brother, Faraji knew how Ochieng was about being the most important, but most others did not.
“He went alone?” Kibwe also knew, but had thought that he would be exempt from Ochieng’s jealousy. The two had been close friends over the last year and had gone hunting together almost every day.
“Yes. He will not hunt with you any more, Kibwe. That is how he is.” Jumaane shook his head as he spoke. He did not approve of his brothers jealousy, but there was little he could do to change it.
“I understand. I just thought… Never mind. I guess we were not as good of friends as I had believed. I will go and see if Sefu and Zuberi want to go hunt with me. I would ask you, but you never hunt.” Kibwe smiled at Ochieng’s younger brother.
“I would rather get the yams and fruits! I’ll leave the hunting to you crazy ones!” Jumaane laughed and clasped forearms with Kibwe. He had been worried that Kibwe would turn his back on him because of the actions of Ochieng. He was relieved that Kibwe was deeper than that.
As Kibwe searched for Sefu and Zuberi, Nuru and Imani searched for Kibwe. Kibwe found Sefu still sleeping in his hut, curled up with Sanaa.
“Wake up you sleepy people! It is day! Time to live, not sleep!” Kibwe used his loud voice and shook the two sleepers by the shoulders as he spoke. Sefu peeled one eye open.
“What do you want, hero man?” His voiced was rough with sleep.
“He wants to hunt, fool.” Sanaa did not even crack an eyelid. Kibwe thought that the two looked good together. Sefu was the tallest man in the clan. Sanaa did not make him look short like she did most men. They had the same skin tones and their features complimented each other. Now if he could only teach one of them how to cook.
“Time to go, Sefu! The deer will not wait for you to get the sleep out! Get your gear and meet me at the fire. Are you coming, sister?” Kibwe backed his tall frame out of the tiny hut as he spoke. If one of the couple tried to stand with Kibwe in their hut there would be no room left.
“Yeeeesssss, I’ll go.” Sanaa rolled onto her back with her forearm over her eyes. It was not normal for Sanaa to be sleeping so late, but it had been a harrowing two days for her with little sleep. As Kibwe exited she sat up and looked at Sefu, still lying on the sleeping mat. She jerked the blanket from him and smacked his face with the flat of her hand. It made a distinctive slapping sound. She jumped up and away from him with a playful, but surprised look on her face.
“I did not mean to smack you that hard!” Her words were punctuated with giggles as she fled the hut.
“Uuuhhh, you! Run Sanaa!” Sefu came flying out of the hut, looking for his raucous mate. “I know where you sleep!” Sanaa was long gone. Kibwe stood laughing with his right hand bracing him on the bone spear.
“I feel for you, Sefu. My sister has always been like that.” Kibwe gathered himself and tried to shake the smile from his face. He headed for Zuberi’s hut and hoped to find him awake. As he walked Nuru and Imani caught up to him. They were both dressed to hunt. Nuru stepped in front of Kibwe and faced him, walking backwards while she smiled up to his face.
“We would like to go with you to hunt, Kibwe. Would you take us?” Nuru practically glowed in hopes that Kibwe would accept them. Kibwe stopped walking and looked at the two women. Both were beautiful by his standards, but he could not recall either ever having been on a hunt. They were both gatherers. Then he thought of how bravely they had watched over him in the Neanderthal cave, and how they had not complained one bit on the journey home.
“Yes,” Kibwe smiled at the two hopeful women. “Sefu and Sanaa are coming as well, and I am hoping that Zuberi will go! That is where I am going now, to Zuberi’s hut.” The two elated women flanked Kibwe as they all went to Zuberi’s.
By the time they reached Zuberi’s hut all the children of the village were following them, as were many of the young adults that had yet to be allowed to go hunting or gathering. As the three reached the entrance of the hut, Kibwe turned to face the juvenile crowd.
“What? Is there something about our backsides that draws you to us? Is there something we do not know about our back sides?” His wry smile played along with his sarcastic tones. He knew they followed him because the thought of him as a hero. He knew that for the next few weeks not one of the four of them that had returned from the Neanderthal raid would be left alone in the borders of the village. He turned slightly and winked at Imani. She took the hint and distracted the youth.
“Do you think that being close to us or touching us will somehow make you smarter or faster or stronger? If you do you are mistaken! To get smarter or stronger or faster you must exercise those assets! You must do for yourselves! If you have questions, ask them at the fire after dark! If you want to get better, play! Play at fighting, and hunting each other! Play at making tools and weapons to sharpen your mind!” Imani was absolutely animated, and while she may have seemed a bit silly to the adults that were still here she certainly had the attention and admiration of the youth. Kibwe had taken the moment that the eyes of the children left him for Imani to get into Zuberi’s hut. Zuberi sat on his skin and wood stool making points for tiny spears. In Kibwe’s eyes, Zuberi was the most innovating member of the clan. On the floor of the hut were twenty shafts for the tiny spears. On the leather table were nineteen heads. The tiny stone heads looked very sharp and were shorter than stone spear points with a wider side flare. They had short tongues at the base for attaching them to the shafts. Zuberi struck the tiny stone head with a harder, flaking stone. The ones that were used to chip spear heads were larger, but shaped the same. Tiny flakes of sharp flint flew from the impact zone, leaving a slightly convex area on the flint and finishing the side edge of the head. Zuberi set it down in line with the others, making twenty. He looked at Kibwe.
“Done. Now I just have to tie them on and put feathers on the back ends. Then they will be ready to hunt with. What are you here about?” Zuberi had a soothing, gentle voice. He always made people comfortable around him, and Kibwe was no exception. While Zuberi was definitely not the best of hunters, he always came back with something. Usually his find was a particular stone, or a perfect stick or bone. Once he had come back from a hunt with a small antelope and the village had agreed that there must not have been anything for Zuberi to bring back that he could use to make something else. Kibwe had always enjoyed having Zuberi along on hunts, but this was the first time Kibwe himself was organizing a hunt. He had always been invited in the past.
“I would like you to join us on a hunt. We are going north, along the edge of the jungle. I want to find some of the large animals that we see at a distance when we hunt the west plains. They always run to the jungle. I think we can find them in the sparse trees between jungle and plain.” Kibwe explained his plan as clearly as he could, but he was going for more than just the hunt. He itched to see something new. Find something or someone new. Maybe even find a clan. Kibwe’s people always hunted the plains to the west or south, seldom the jungle to the east, and almost never north. No hunts had gone more than a day north in his memory.
“How many days, how many people? Who is going?” Zuberi asked as he began gathering his hunting gear.
“Six, counting you. It will be Imani, Sanaa, Nuru, Sefu, me and you. As for how many days… three or maybe more. We may go three days north before we find anything.” Kibwe was not worried about the length of time. He had been on hunts that had lasted seven days and Zuberi had been on them as well.
“Three women? Are you taking them just because they were kidnapped by the Neanderthal, or are you taking them because they can handle it? I know your sister has been on many hunts and has killed, but the other two are gatherers, not hunters or skinners. What if we run into trouble?” Zuberi seemed more curious than concerned.
“I am taking them because if we do run into trouble, I trust them with my life. I think they will make excellent hunters.” Kibwe stood from a squatting position and reached for the door skin. He opened it for Zuberi to step through with his pack of tools and his strange weapons. The two men stepped into the sun between the two waiting women. Before anything further could be said, Sefu and Sanaa came around the hut carrying their hunting weapons and skinning knives.
“We are all here, now we can go to Imamu and tell him our plan for the hunt.” Kibwe was pleased with his hunting party as he led them to Imamu’s hut by the central fire. They made an unlikely, but beautiful hunting party. The six of them gracefully approached Imamu as he sat outside his hut on a stone bench that Zuberi had made for Imamu and his mate, Camali. Imamu smiled up at Kibwe as the party stopped in front of him. He marveled at how the six of them looked so good together, all complimenting each other.
“Imamu. We are set to go hunting for three or more days, but no more than seven before we return here. May we have your blessing?” Kibwe was familiar with the ritual of asking the clan elder for his blessing, but this was the first time he had ever done it himself. To his own surprise, his voice was clear and confident.
“Of course you have my blessing, Kibwe! Bring my daughter safely home in seven days, and may your hunt be bountiful!” Imamu took Kibwe’s hand in his own and squeezed it. He released it and turned to his love, Camali.
“Would you go and get my old hunting knife, Camali?” She entered the hut and returned almost immediately. “Here, my love.” Camali’s voice was still clear despite her fifty four years. Imamu took the offered knife from her hand.
“Thank you, my dear.” He turned from her to their daughter, “Imani, take this and keep it, as a gift from a father to his daughter, but also from an old hunter to a young one.” Imani reached her slender hands out to the old knife. It was heavy for her slender hands, and no longer much use as the edge had broken away. It was offered more as a token then for use.
“Thank you father, I will carry it with pride!” Imani’s voice was excited as was her expression. She held out the knife for all to see, and then tucked it into her belt. With a smile full of pride and a wave of his hand, the old man sent the young group on their way. The excited party trotted and bounced through the village heading north.
Once out of the village the group settled into a steady run. Kibwe led flanked on his right by Imani, Zuberi and Nuru followed immediately behind and Sefu and Sanaa brought up the rear. They had a late start but their speed made up for it. They stopped at dusk and made a small fire. All of them sat at the fire and ate some dried meat that Kibwe had brought. After eating, the two lovers, Sefu and Sanaa, laid out a bedroll and snuggled into it. Zuberi pulled out his new spear heads and the leg length shafts and a roll of leather cord so he could start assembling the new spears. Nuru sat next to him and cut off lengths of the cord for him. Kibwe and Imani sat facing each other over the fire.
“If we had not found each other in the jungle that night, would you have gone back to the cave to help Nuru, Furaha and Sanaa?” Kibwe’s voice cut through the comfortable, drowsy fire silence. Imani stared into his eyes for a moment.
“I was on my way back to the clearing, but I didn’t have a plan or even a clue what I was going to do. I was going to do what I could though. I kept telling myself it was foolish, that I should try to run home, but I couldn’t leave them.” Imani’s answer was truthful and quiet. She was a gatherer. She had never been in a real conflict.
“If it had been me that the Neanderthal held, would you have helped?” This time Kibwe’s question was more playful and teasing.
“No! I would have run as fast as I could! I would not want to be there when they ate you, the gas would be worse than stink beans!” Imani laughed slightly at her own joke, and Kibwe shook his head with a smile. “Seriously, if I thought you were in danger I would be overwhelmed. You have a reputation of being able to handle whatever life and God throw at you.” She finished her answer leaving nothing answered.
“What are you going to use to hunt? Your father’s knife has seen its day.” Kibwe switched the subject to try to make Imani more comfortable. He could see the stress of the previous question change to a new stress as she considered her father’s old hunting knife.
“All I have is the long knife from the Neanderthal and a small axe that I carry for protection when I am out gathering. I guess the knife is better suited, but I am more familiar with the axe.” As she spoke, Imani reached into her small bedroll and pulled out a stone blade axe on a stick handle.
“Maybe Zuberi will have something to make this better. The handle is weak for hunting. You should have both with you, the knife and the axe. They are both light weapons.” Kibwe smiled at her as he finished. He was finding Imani more attractive. He had never spent much time with her as she was a gatherer and he was a hunter. As children they had been in different groups because Kibwe was four years older than Imani. Now it didn’t matter. He was twenty two and she was eighteen. They were both adults, and now were both hunters.
“I need some big feathers. Maybe as long as your forearm. If I can come up with ten of those, I can finish these spears and show you how to use them, Kibwe.” Zuberi’s statement brought Kibwe and Imani out of each other’s eyes.
“I will go see what I can find!” Kibwe was standing and moving for the shadows before he had finished his response. This is what he looked forward to. The hunt was on. Imani had to recover from the burst of movement for a moment before she could leap to her feet and tear off after him. She would not be apart from him again. The two raced into the jungle, Kibwe leading in the dark with his spear. Both could see well in the dark, but not as well as they could in the day. Once they were in the denser trees and the canopy closed above them, they slowed. The pace went from dead run to jog, then to fast walk. Kibwe scanned the trees above for signs of the long tailed jungle fowl. They would supply ample meat as well as feathers for Zuberi’s project. It didn’t take long to find them. These larger jungle birds liked to be near the edge where they could forage in the grasses and roost in the trees. Kibwe spotted a flock of thirty or so in a fan leaf tree. He scanned the area for a way to get within spear length of them. None of the nearby trees had branches going close to the fowl, and the tree they were in had smooth bark for the first fifteen feet or so. The fowl were up about forty feet from the ground. Imani stood by Kibwe’s side and stared up.
“What do you see, Kibwe?” Her voice whispered.
“Foul, about five man heights up and on two branches.” Kibwe wondered how good Imani’s night vision was.
“Those lumps in a row? Are those the birds?” She could see them, but they didn’t look like fowl to her.
“Yes. Eighteen on the closer branch, twelve on the further. I can’t see a way to reach them. We may have to find a different…” Kibwe’s words cut off as Imani’s small axe flew through the knight to catch a fowl squarely in the breast, dropping it to the ground. It let out one squawk as it neared the ground, and thudded to silence. Imani scooped it up and pulled the small axe from its chest.
“Do we need any more?” She looked at Kibwe’s face. He was smiling in amazement.
“Yes, one more.” Kibwe’s voice was muffled as he tried not to alert the jungle to their presence. Imani’s little axe flew again, catching a second fowl squarely and bringing it to the ground with a thud, but no squawk.
“It was a good idea for you to come! I have never seen a hunter throw like that! Most cannot throw at all.” Imani basked in the attention that Kibwe was bestowing upon her. She wasn’t sure that the hunters didn’t throw, but she liked the praise. They took the two fowl back to the campfire. Kibwe showed Imani how to clean the birds and they gave all the long feathers to Zuberi for his small spears. As they roasted the two fowl on the fire, Zuberi fletched his spears.
“The feathers are not straight, Zuberi.” Nuru was splitting the feather shafts and handing them with leather cord to him.
“I know. They are not supposed to be. I made one with the feathers straight and it wobbled too much. Then I twisted them at a slight angle and the shaft spun and was much more stable. Now I have the angles memorized to make them fly straight.” Zuberi looked up at Nuru and smiled. “I will teach you in the morning.” After he finished fletching the last spear, he spread his bedroll on the ground by the fire. Nuru spread hers next to him and then the two of them went to find more wood. Kibwe and Imani sat next to each other and continued to roast the fowl.
“Why do you hunters always cook the meat before you bring it back to the village?” Imani asked quietly.
“If we did not, the meat would spoil in one day because of the heat. Do you remember two winters ago when it got cold? That winter we could keep the meat fresh for three days before it started to spoil. I think it might be the flies. When it was cold, the flies were mostly gone. We only saw a few bugs of any kind that whole hunting trip.” Kibwe flipped his fowl on the rocks, exposing the less browned side to the fire.
“How long does it take to cook these?” Imani stared at the golden brown flesh of the jungle fowl.
“For these, about three hours at a small fire like this, two hours at a big fire like the central fire in the village.” Kibwe could see the hunger in her eyes. Meat always smelled the best as it cooked. It lost much of its aroma when it began to cool down, and reheating it at the village fires did not bring that fresh aroma back.
“When you hunt, do you always stay up all night?” Her voice was getting sleepy now, though her eyes stayed on the roasting birds.
“Yes, we go hunting just before sunrise and stay until the sun is clear of the mountain tops. Then we make camp and sleep. We wake up just before sunset and hunt again until the game animals hide for the night, and then we make camp and cook whatever we have. If we have nothing to cook, we sleep until just before dawn, and then hunt again.” Kibwe’s warm, quiet voice did nothing to keep Imani awake. Her drowsy eyes began to droop closed, then she would snap them open and shake her head a little. Kibwe smiled at her and stood. He took her bedroll and laid it out next to him. He woke her by touching her cheek with the backs of his fingers.
“Imani, why not lay down? I will finish cooking the fowl. Sleep and I will protect you tonight.” He guided her half conscious self to the bedroll and laid her down on it. She did not resist and when she was stretched out he sat with his back to her. She reached out one hand to touch his lower back as she drifted back to sleep. Kibwe sat and flipped the birds, wondering how long before Zuberi and Nuru would come back. It wasn’t long before he could hear Nuru’s laugh coming towards the fire. They walked close together, each carrying a large load of branches, rubbing elbows.
“Isn’t spring wonderful?” Kibwe commented to himself as the two set down their loads. Zuberi fed some big wood into the fire to keep it going for the night.
“Do you want us to cook so you can get some rest, Kibwe?” Zuberi was offering out of courtesy. Both knew that neither would sleep the first night out on a hunt.
“No, thank you. You two get some rest so you can be fresh in the morning. The fowl are almost finished. I will have them wrapped before it is time to go. If you do sleep, Zuberi, I will wake you with some time to get ready.” Kibwe smiled at Zuberi, who returned the smile and took Nuru’s hand. The two lay down on the bedrolls and snuggled. Nuru was asleep in minutes. Kibwe reached behind himself to stroke Imani’s arm. The two women had much to learn about hunting, but they had good people to teach them. Imani moaned slightly and moved closer to Kibwe so that his hand touched her shoulder and neck.
Just before the first tinges of purple began to edge the eastern sky, Kibwe woke the five sleepers. He had wrapped the fowl, extinguished the fire and removed most of the signs that they had camped there. The firewood was scattered, the stone ring the fire had burned in was scattered and their footprints had been dusted away. The three other hunters were not at all surprised, but the new ones were shocked. Imani and Nuru were amazed at the efficiency Kibwe had displayed in dismantling the camp. Zuberi had his assortment packed within minutes, Sanaa was ready and Sefu had the bedrolls packed by the time the two drowsy women got back from relieving their bladders. Kibwe had packed up their bedrolls so that all the two had to do was heft them onto their shoulders. As Kibwe led the group out, Sefu finished the cleansing of the camp by brushing out the remainder of the footprints where the group had trampled the grass out. All that remained now was a ring of dust and dirt around a small circle of ash and coals.
Sefu caught up to the rest of the group as they came to a small stream. The water came from the mountain rainforest. The group stopped to drink and rest. They had been moving for less than an hour, but the grass was getting thicker and taller. The traveling was getting much slower. The stream was narrow and shallow, no more than five feet wide here and ankle deep.
“We are going to cut in closer to the jungle. This is getting too slow, I think we are too far from the edge of the trees.” Kibwe spoke after the others had finished drinking. “We can follow the stream east until we are in the trees, the grass does not grow well there.” The group gathered their things again and Kibwe led them upstream. It took almost two hours to get to a point where the grass thinned and shortened under the shade of large trees standing out from the jungle. Again the group stopped, this time at a natural pool that the stream made. The pool was sixty feet across the long way and twenty across the narrow way. At its deepest it was thigh deep on Kibwe. The water was clear and cold. It was a welcome, refreshing bath to the travelers that wore dry grass dust over their entire bodies. They all set their gear on the bank except Sefu who took watch. They stripped their scant clothing off and waded into the sparkling clear waters. After several minutes of drinking, splashing and soaking Kibwe noticed that there were no fish. Even small fish and snails were absent from the beautiful water. At first he puzzled over the strange lack of life, but then the relaxing waters took his mind again. Zuberi climbed out and dressed, allowing Sefu to exuberantly plunge into the waters. He splashed wildly on his way to meet his clean lover. They splashed and rolled in the water for some minutes before Sefu relaxed. Kibwe climbed out of the pool and onto a flat rock. He laid out on the rock to dry. Zuberi came around the edge of the pool to sit next to Kibwe.
“I have noticed something strange about this pool, Kibwe.” Zuberi started his observation confidently. “There are no animals living in the water, nor any sign of animals nearby. No birds are nesting near it. There are no tracks to show that animals drink from it. No frogs or tadpoles are in or around it. There is not even any green slime growing along the edge.”
“I had noticed that there were no fish, but the extent of the lack of life here had not impacted me yet. Now I am worried. We will have to watch each other and see if any become sick. If we do become sick, we must not return to the village. We do not want to spread anything to the children.” Kibwe realized the importance of protecting the future of the clan, something most men did not consciously think of.
“I agree, but I think we should set a camp far from here. Somewhere near good water where there are fish and birds and frogs. I will watch everyone closely.” Zuberi was analytic by nature and had already determined that a fresh and safe source of water would be crucial if any of them became sick. Kibwe quietly thought to himself what things might keep life from the pool besides poison. In all his experiences he had only seen two bad water holes, both had been poison. Around both were the remains of poisoned animals and men. This was different. There were no remains of any sort. The others were now getting out of the pool. Kibwe realized that he had drunk several mouthfuls of water while he was soaking and relaxing. He replayed the images of the others in his mind and determined that all had drunk at least two mouthfuls except Imani, who had drunk quite a bit when they first stopped. Kibwe’s heart sank. He was afraid that he and his hunting party were not long for this world. His depression was not allowed to last long.
The jungle sounds silenced in unison. All became quiet except the hot breezes rustling leaves and grass. Not a bug sang nor a frog croaked. Not a single sparrow twittered. Then there was a sound of something moving through the dense undergrowth in the jungle. It became more distinct as it got closer. It sounded like a group of eight to ten humans coming toward the pool. Suddenly, the noise ceased. There was an absolute dead silence. Then a large male chimp stepped out of the brush and surveyed the humans at the pool. His skin seemed pale and his eyes seemed much more intense than a normal chimpanzee’s eyes. Kibwe slowly rose. He had had an encounter with chimps before, and he knew they could be aggressive and very dangerous if they chose to be. The chimp locked his eyes on Kibwe’s eyes. Kibwe stood his spear up straight and returned the chimps stare. The chimp calmly reached to his left and wrapped his hand around a three inch diameter tree that stood twelve feet high or so. With a single upward motion of his arm, he jerked the tree out of the ground, snapping its taproot and tearing its lateral roots, leaving the chimp with a nasty root ball full of sharp edges and points. He then took his right hand and snapped the trunk off at about three feet up from the root ball. Throwing away the longer top section of the tree, he spun the wicked club he was left with upright and held it like a man getting ready to fight would hold a club. Never did the chimp allow his eyes to leave Kibwe’s eyes. Kibwe did not allow his eyes to waver either, even though he was amazed at the strength of the chimp. Kibwe slowly leaned his spear on his shoulder, allowing it and his posture to relax. The chimpanzee followed suit and allowed the club to rest on his shoulder. He turned to the bush, finally breaking the eye contact and made a single sound. Eight adult chimps and two juveniles emerged from the bush to join the male. All had pale skin where it was exposed and intense eyes. As a group they moved to the edge of the water where they took turns drinking. The dominant male was the last to drink. When he was finished, he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth in a very human gesture, waved his empty left hand at Kibwe with the palm exposed, turned and joined his kin in the brush. For a short time they could be heard making their way through the brush deeper into the jungle, and then they were gone. Slowly the jungles denizens returned to normal, singing and peeping and chirping to fill the day air with sounds of life. Kibwe looked around at his silent party. All eyes were still on the path of the departed chimps. All faces looked pale, and all eyes looked a bit more intense. He looked down at his own arms and hands. His skin also had lost some color and appeared pale compared to normal. He looked at his reflection in the water so that he could see his own eyes. He had done this before and always his eyes had been so deep brown as to appear black. Now they showed a red-brown iris with a black ring around the outside. They appeared very intense to him. At first he thought it must be a trick of the water and sunlight, but then he looked at Sanaa’s eyes which also had always been dark brown. Her eyes were red-brown with a dark ring around the outside of the iris as well. Now Kibwe was becoming concerned, and he could see the concern on the faces of his friends and sister as well.
“We should be calm and stay here until we know what is happening. Those chimps seemed different from normal chimps, and we now appear different from when we came here just an hour ago! We can set a camp just past this stone so that we can see if any other strange things come here.” He looked to Zuberi to discern weather or not there would be an argument. Zuberi simply nodded and began making a fire ring. “Nobody goes out of sight of the others alone. If we have to leave the open area, we go with a partner. Any arguments?” But there were none. Even if any of them didn’t like the rule, they were all too stunned by the recent encounter and the changes in each others appearances to argue. For many minutes no one but Zuberi moved.
The group of hunters set camp within twenty feet of the water hole. They built a fire ring just a few feet from the flat stone that ran fifteen feet to the edge of the clear water. They placed their six bedrolls in pairs around the fire ring. For two hours they worked on clearing the area of brush and grass. They cleared an area twenty feet out from their bedrolls and used the brush and grass that they cut out to get a good fire going. Once the camp was finished, Kibwe took Imani and went to find bigger fire wood. They went into the edge of the jungle where the daylight dimmed to dappled shadows and thinned, watery light. It didn’t take long for the two of them to find several dry pieces of dead wood. They began to break off extending branches to make hauling the wood easier. Imani grabbed a branch as big around as her thumb. She knew it would be difficult to break the branch, so she put a lot of her arm strength into it. To her amazement, the branch snapped quickly and easily, and her effort carried her hand and arm through the next branch which was double the thickness of the one she held. She stepped back in amazement and looked at her hand and then at the splintered wood. Kibwe had just grabbed hold of a branch that was as big as his thigh when Imani snapped the two small branches off of the main branch. The sound was one of strong wood breaking, but the appearance was of the thin woman snapping off soft, rotted wood. Kibwe released his branch and walked over to Imani.
“Are you injured?” He asked because of the shocked look that overcame Imani’s face.
“No. Just very surprised. I thought it would be stronger!” She looked up into his now golden brown eyes.
“We should try something.” Kibwe calmly addressed Imani. He took Imani’s hand and guided her to a healthy tree with low branches. He knew the type of tree and had cut branches from the same kind to be used for handles of weapons and tools. It was very strong wood.
“Take the lowest branch. Bend it upwards to break it.” He turned Imani loose and stepped out of the way. She looked at the branch for a moment. It was as thick as her wrist with bark that was gray and smooth. It had leaves that were separated into nine leaves of oval shape on a single stalk. Slowly at first she reached up and touched the branch. Its base was at her chin height. She slid her hands close to the main trunk of the tree where the bark was shagged into large smooth rectangles that curved slightly outward from the tree. She and the other women had tried to use them to thatch huts, but it was too hard to pierce the bark chunks so they could be tied to the poles. She tightened her grip and heaved upward. The branch snapped like a twig, almost sending Imani into the trunk. She had expected much more resistance from the dense, white wood. Imani dropped the broken branch and inspected the short stump. The healthy wood was splintered and torn where she had ripped the branch upward. Kibwe was inspecting the branch itself. Imani had griped it so tightly that she had left perfect imprints of her hands on the bark. It looked as if the bark had been turned to clay while she grabbed it, the prints were so clear.
“Come, let’s get firewood and go back. The others will be worried soon.” Kibwe dropped the branch and walked back to the dead wood. He wondered if Imani’s strength was a result of the poisoning, or if she had found something else that had increased her strength. As he wondered, he reached out and grabbed a thick branch. He put his weight behind his push to snap the dead branch off. Like Imani, he was unprepared for the wood to break so easily. Unlike Imani, Kibwe already had fast reflexes and he quickly caught his balance and poise. His movements were so fast and graceful that Imani had to wonder if he had stumbled at all, even though she had watched the entire event. Now Kibwe understood. He had to adjust his concept of his own power. He grabbed the next branch and twisted it back over his own wrist. It snapped like a grass stalk in his hand. The next branch he did likewise and the next. He was moving more quickly now and with more confidence. In mere moments he had the entire main branch stripped clean. His arms were full of dry branches that were perfect for fire. Imani had watched and followed suit. She finished just a moment after Kibwe had. She looked at him with happy surprise on her face.
“We should go back! The others may already know and they may know other things!” Imani was excited again. Kibwe was relieved that she was not frightened or upset by this new turn of events.
“Yes, we should head back. Do you feel any different, Imani?” He kept his tones light, but his question was very serious.
“Let me think about it. I had not been paying attention to how I felt. I will tell you before we get back.” For a short time the two walked in silence. Their footfalls made little sound in the wet leaves on the jungle floor. Kibwe also focused on his current condition. He quickly realized that he was breathing very little and that even though the air was hot and sticky, his skin was dry and he was not in the least uncomfortable. Then he also noticed the smells around him. Smells that he took for granted, like the musty smell of the dead leaves on the jungle floor, or the salty smell of the rodents that lived all around. These smells were now stronger and more distinct. He could smell the differences in each rodent’s scent as they walked, though he was not sure which smell went to which rodent, he could tell that they were different kinds of rodents. Imani broke his silent discoveries.
“Yes, things are different. I can hear much better than before and my vision seems sharper for longer distances. And something much more important. I was thinking of my father, and it was as if I was running to his hut from here, very quickly. Then I could see him and Camali, sitting on their bench by the central fire. Then it seemed as though I was standing in front of them. I could hear everything that was going on in the village, I could smell the smoke and the food and the sweat on their bodies! I never realized how much our village stinks! It smells like urine and garbage. Is this just my imagination?”
“I do not know. Try seeing the camp and we can ask them when we get there to see if it is real or imagination.” Kibwe replied. “Also, I have noticed that I do not breathe as much. My breaths are slower and shallower. My nose smells things with much more detail now and I am not sweaty or even uncomfortable in the heat of the day. You are not sweating either.” Kibwe was looking over Imani’s exposed skin to see if she was sweating at all. She was not. Like him, her skin was dry. Imani concentrated on the camp and after a few moments she spoke again.
“I saw Zuberi teaching Nuru to throw those new spears. They are both throwing them very far and hard. Zuberi looks very pleased, but Nuru is concentrating hard. Sefu and Sanaa are washing all the clothing and bedrolls in the camp. Everyone is naked.” She turned her head to Kibwe with her eyes wide. “Now we just have to see if it is real!” Kibwe turned his head to look at her eyes and smiled. He was sure it was real. Somehow he knew that she was telling the truth.
“Yes, we will find out soon, but I already know it is real and not imagination, Imani. Something has changed us, and I think it is the pool of water. When we get back there are more things I want to try.” His voice was now lower and softer than before. To him it seemed very loud in the silence of the jungle. That was when he noticed it. He could hear the birds and insects far in the distance, but it was perfectly silent for many yards around them. His hearing was so much more acute that he could tell where the camp was by the ring of silence around it. They would be there in just a few minutes. There were still five hours of daylight left.
As they entered the perimeter of the camp, Kibwe could feel the locations of the others. He could feel them so distinctly that he could identify each one before he could see or smell them. As the two wood gatherers entered the camp, Kibwe could tell that Sanaa could sense them approaching. She was watching in the exact location where the two would step out of the brush. The other three were continuing with their activities. When she saw her brother’s face behind the enormous load of firewood, she smiled.
“Kibwe! There are many things to show you!” She stepped and then burst into motion. She was at Kibwe’s side so quickly that his instincts made him drop the wood and crouch into a defensive position. Before the first stick of wood hit the grass, Sanaa began plucking them out of the air and stacking them on her own left arm. She missed only two because there were so many pieces. Kibwe relaxed and smiled as his sister walked over and set the armload of wood down by the fire.
Imani had already set her wood down and went to watch Zuberi teaching Nuru to throw the small spears. They were throwing at a melon that was the size of a man’s head and so far away it looked the size of a grape. Imani sized up the target and gripped her little axe. There were spears all around the target, but none had yet hit it from this distance. She crouched and cocked her arm to her cheek, letting the axe’s blunt point rest on her shoulder. When she was sure of her distance and the wind she flung her arm back to its furthest extent and snapped it forward. The axe flew up and to the west of the target. It spun end over end in an impossible throw. The breeze drifted it back to the east, and as its arc dropped it between the tree branches it caught the melon squarely in the center. The target split and fell half off each side of the branch, while the axe stuck in the trunk, just over the branch. Both Zuberi and Nuru looked back to the fire ring at Imani with shock on their faces.
“I throw.” Imani shrugged as she spoke. Kibwe laughed at the disbelief on the faces of the two spear throwers. Sanaa took Kibwe by the arm.
“Come, I want to show you some things.” She led him onto the rock that overlooked the beautiful pool. They stopped at the edge for a moment, and then Sanaa jumped. She flew up to about thirty feet above the water and came down on the far bank. She landed hard, but her body reacted as though she landed lightly. She left footprints as deep as her ankles in the hard ground. She turned and looked at her shocked brother, spreading her arms and smiling.
“Did you have to jump so high?” Kibwe asked.
“No, but I wanted to show you how high I could jump. What are you waiting for? You can jump here easily!” Sanaa’s voice was mirthful.
“I will try. Does it hurt when you land?” Kibwe was fairly sure it did not, but he wanted to be sure.
“No more than jumping off of a hut hurts.” She smiled. Kibwe crouched and tensed his legs. He did not plan on going as high as Sanaa. Just going to the other side of the pool was good enough for now. His legs straightened with a snap of his muscles. Kibwe sailed over the pool, clearing the other side by thirty feet. He landed in a skid that tore the earth until a tree root stopped his slide. Sanaa was right. It did not hurt in the least to land even after such a jump and slide. Kibwe gave a short laugh and shook his head.
“What have we become?” He asked himself more than he asked Sanaa.
“I do not know, brother. Whatever we have become, we are much stronger and faster than before. I think we are like the chimps we saw.” Sanaa answered the question that she knew was not directed at her.
“I think you are right. Perhaps that is why they did not kill us, because they knew we were like them? We may be able to learn more about ourselves by watching them.” Kibwe knew that this proposal could be dangerous, but it was only the first full day out from the village. They could spend six days if they needed to before they were expected back at the village.
“Are you ready to see the next thing I have learned, brother?” Sanaa’s excitement overwhelmed her brother’s somberness.
“Yes, show me!” Kibwe smiled at his younger sister.
“Watch carefully, and do not blink!” Sanaa rocketed past Kibwe and ran over the top of the pool. She ran so fast that she ran on top of the water. Kibwe was amazed.
“How far can you do that?” He spouted.
“Not far! I can go the narrow way across the pool, but I can not make it across the length. If I miss even one step or try to turn I sink. But it is fun! You should try it!” Sanaa danced on the far bank as she spoke. When she finished, she ran back to Kibwe. “Will you try?” She queried of him.
“I will try, but I think I am not as fast as you and Imani. I will most likely sink before I get across.” He smiled as he braced himself for a run. He jogged up the bank a short way and turned back toward the pool. Taking a deep breath, he sprang to action. He blurred to the edge of the pool, but his first step on the water taught him that he should have watched how his sister placed her feet. His toes and the ball of his right foot sank into the water and were suctioned by the vacating water and his own strength, sending him skittering over the surface of the pool on his face and stomach. He laughed as he raised his head on the far side of the pool. He pushed his hands onto the gravel bank and stood up.
“Show me again!” He laughed as he turned to face Sanaa across the pool. She smiled and ran across the pool towards him. He watched her feet as she ran and noticed how she turned them. She turned them out as far as she could and angled them so that her instep was the lowest part of the sole of her foot. Once he had watched her, he backed up the bank. He was ready to try again. He ran as fast as he could, and when he hit the waters edge, he changed his footing. The sensation of running across the surface of the pool was not as incredible as one might think it would be. It was like running through shallow puddles to Kibwe. He made it to the other side and stopped. He turned around to see Sanaa smiling at him. He ran back across and the two walked back to camp.
Zuberi and Nuru had stopped throwing for the time being. They had become disinterested as there were so many other things to do. Imani had gathered up the twenty throwing spears and had set up a new target that was closer. Sefu was watching from a perch in one of the close by old trees. He had to have jumped to the lowest branch, as it was twenty five feet off the ground. He lounged in the highest crook of the tree that could hold his weight. Zuberi and Nuru were heading into the jungle for more wood. Kibwe looked around noticing the heat distortion rising from the grass and blurring the further trees. He looked at each of the hunting party and took note that none seemed bothered by the heat. Not one drop of sweat graced the entire camp.
“We should rest.” Kibwe spoke loudly enough for all five of the others, even Zuberi and Nuru to hear. “I know that we are not feeling the heat, but it might still be affecting us. We should rest for a few hours, until just before dusk. Since we are all feeling good and not sick, we need to continue our hunt so we can bring food back to the village. We have the abilities to bring a large amount of food back. We should hunt as soon as possible so we can return home.” When he finished, Kibwe went to his bedroll. He stretched out on it and looked at the sky. The sun was to the west and was about to be swallowed by a dark cloud bank. Imani lay down next to him and put her head on his shoulder. Zuberi and Nuru returned to camp and also stretched out on their bedrolls. Sanaa lay on hers and gazed up at Sefu, who was making his way out of the tree to join her. In just a few minutes the camp was completely still. Several minutes after that the jungles natural music began to slowly resume in the area. Kibwe listened carefully and realized that he could pick out exactly where each cricket, frog, bird and locust were as they brought their songs into the natural orchestra. All six of them lay still with eyes open. Not one of them slept or even felt sleepy. As the minutes passed to an hour, the first distant rumble of thunder could be heard. The camp area had become an almost deafening cacophony of small animals making big sounds. Kibwe put his hand on Imani’s arm to notify her that he was moving. She lifted her head and shifted over as Kibwe sat up and looked at each of the others.
“Has anyone slept, or even felt sleepy?” He asked.
“No.” Was the almost unified group response. Looking to the clouds in the west, Kibwe estimated their arrival time.
“It will rain just after sunset. We should build a rain shelter now and build the fire up so it will not be extinguished by the rain.” The other five jumped up and all six began gathering the things they would need to build the rain shelter. Imani and Kibwe both began to gather grass stalks to braid into twine. Nuru and Sanaa gathered bundles of grass to tie into thatch. Sefu and Zuberi went looking for long straight branches to use as the poles for the shelter. In less than an hour the six of them had made a shelter that was large enough for many people. The roof sloped to the west to keep the wind and rain out of the shelter. The east edge was twelve feet high and just covered the fire to help keep it going. The north and south sides were closed, making the shelter very comfortable inside. All six bedrolls were laid out on the south wall and there was enough space left for at least six more. By now the sky was dark and the animals were all looking for shelter before the storm hit. Kibwe noticed that without the sun, he could see much more clearly. Everything was much more vivid. The tiny flowers mingled in the grass had bright spots near the centers, with tiny lines running into the center where the pollen and nectar were kept. All six hunters stopped their activities. The crack of a small branch breaking alerted the whole group to the presence of something approaching the camp. A snort and more hard steps on the ground told them all that it was antelope or gazelle or dear. Kibwe took his bone spear from the north wall of the shelter. Imani picked up two of Zuberi’s throwing spears. Sefu drew his long knife out. Sanaa freed the Neanderthal axe from her belt. Zuberi grabbed five of his throwing spears. Nuru drew out her long, thin knife and grabbed a throwing spear. The six of them crouched low and quietly left the shelter. There on the edge of the clearing was a herd of kudu. The antelope with tawny coats decorated with white stripes and long spiral horns were a staple of the clan. Here there were twenty in a herd, apparently looking for shelter from the coming storm. Imani flicked both her spears so quickly that the other hunters had to look to see if it was her. Each spear found its mark with no deviation. Zuberi threw one spear and pierced another kudu through the heart. Sefu and Sanaa both leapt to action, Sanaa running to the east point of the herd and Sefu to the west. Kibwe waited where he was. He knew they had already gotten enough meat and that they need not kill any more. Just as the two eager hunters flanked the herd, the first two kudu that Imani had speared began their falls to the ground. The herd turned to the north to escape the predators. As they wheeled around, Nuru spotted the lead buck. He was a large male with horns that must have been six feet long. She threw the one spear she had grabbed. It found its mark without error. The spear sank into the kudu’s neck, severing its spine. Sefu lunged at a smaller buck on the south edge, plunging his long stone blade into its heart, at the same time Sanaa stepped into the herd and swung the heavy axe in an upward sweep, nearly severing the head of one kudu.
“Enough!” Kibwe roared. That was all the kudu needed to decide between north and south. Since Kibwe and his enormous voice were to the south, they went north, and quickly. “We have enough meat to keep us cooking for two days. Six is more than enough. A large hunting party is doing well to come home with three kudu. We need to get these kudu prepared before the storm hits. There is no time to waste.” Kibwe grabbed one of the two that Imani had killed and lifted it easily to his shoulder. He took it to the flat rock and drew his hunting knife. “Imani, come over here with your kudu. I will show you how to do this.” He smiled at her as she grabbed the kudu by the leg. The beast weighed more than thin Imani, but she easily flipped it up over her shoulder as she had seen Kibwe do. She brought it to the rock and laid it next to the other. Kibwe began the gutting and skinning process and Imani imitated him. Due to their new abilities, they were finished in less than ten minutes with a job that should have been close to an hour. As the two of them gathered their kudu, Kibwe noticed that the blood had run across the rock in several thin streams to pour into the pool. He stopped moving, kudu in hand. What held his attention was that the rock leaned slightly away from the stream. Kibwe was shocked into action when the first rain drops hit him in the shoulders and head. The wind had not yet come, but the rain was starting. Imani took her kudu and ran for the shelter. Kibwe followed, though not in as much of a hurry. The others had also prepared their kudu and were already in the shelter. Kibwe had never killed an animal in his camp before, but he was sure the smell of the guts would draw hyenas. The rain should wash down the scent of the guts and completely wash away the blood, but after the rain stopped, the intestines would begin to smell again. They would have to move camp after the rain stopped.
The rain lasted well into the night. During that time the hunters had kept the fire going and had cooked the meat from three of the kudu. The winds had gotten bad for only a short time in the early part of the storm, after which there was only rain, thunder and lightning. No one grew sleepy or restless, everyone worked together well to cook and wrap the meat.
Kibwe decided they would stay and cook the rest of the meat before returning to the village. He believed they could finish before the hyenas found the group. They wrapped the cooked meat in the skins of the kudu and tied them between the horns, which they had cut from the heads. Kibwe sent Sefu and Sanaa out to get more firewood while the rest of them cooked and wrapped. The two wood gatherers returned within an hour with plenty of good firewood to last the rest of the cooking time.
Just before dawn, the last piece was finished. They stuffed it into the last open skin and tied the skin closed as tightly as they could. Just as they finished wrapping up the bedrolls, they heard the hyenas snipping and laughing as they followed the scent of the carrion. They picked up bedrolls and slung them over their shoulders, and then each shouldered a kudu on top of that. Kibwe grabbed the old skins with the roast fowl in them. They had no time to clean out the camp as the hyenas would be there in minutes. They left the shelter standing and the fire burning as they ran to the south, heading for home. Soon they left the sounds of the hyenas far behind. When they could no longer hear them, they slowed down.
Even at a slow run, the hunters were moving far faster than any of them could have run before. Within two hours they could see the village in the early dawn light. They slowed to a walk and made their way to Imamu and Camali’s hut. When they arrived at the bench, Camali was just coming out to perform her morning ritual of preparing Imamu’s breakfast and cleaning the dishes from the day before. To the hunters, the village smelled horrible. The stench made Sanaa stop breathing and Kibwe had to catch his breath several times. The group laid the skins of meat at the edge of the fire. Each kudu hide held about one hundred ten pounds of meat. Once the hides were laid down, Kibwe went to the hide door of Imamu’s hut. Camali was staring at Imani.
“Imamu, are you awake?” Kibwe called in to the hut.
“What is it, mother? Why are you staring at me like that?” Imani was becoming uncomfortable under Camali’s scrutiny.
“Yes, Kibwe, I am on my way out to see you.” Imamu answered Kibwe from inside.
“You seem very different, Imani. Your skin is pale like you have not eaten in days and your eyes are so bright and fierce! What have you done to my daughter, Kibwe?” Camali addressed her question to Kibwe, though she did not turn to look at him. She just continued to stare at Imani.
“You are back early, Kibwe. I think you must have had luck in your hunt!” Imamu was speaking as he stepped into the sunlight. He froze, looking up into Kibwe’s eyes. “What happened to you? Your eyes and skin are different!” Imamu looked very concerned as he took his eyes from Kibwe and looked over the rest of the party. “All of you are changed! Was it the storm last night?”
“No, Imamu, it was not the storm. I will tell you of it soon, but first we would like to go clean up.” Kibwe pointed to the bundles of meat. “There is much meat there. That is why we came back so early. We can go out tonight and get more.” Kibwe waited for Imamu to dismiss them. The hunters stood in a line looking at the old leader.
“Oh, go clean up and get yourselves ready. If you wish to go back out tonight, then I want to hear this story today.” Imamu spoke after a long silence. He turned his attention away from the six young hunters and looked to the large bundles of meat beside the fire. He was amazed and it showed on his face. The six left to go to the village stream so they could clean themselves and talk.
All six hunters stood at the edge of the stream and looked at the muddy water. The smell was strong of rotted eggs and people filth and feces. It nearly gagged Kibwe just thinking of touching that water.
“I think it is time to move the village to a cleaner place. Maybe our people have lived here too long.” The comment came from Nuru.
“You may be right,” Kibwe replied, “but the elders will not move. They will want the village to stay here as it has been for so many generations. Remember, they do not smell these things, just as we did not two days ago. This water has always been good enough for us to bathe in and play in and drink. It is still so for them.”
“Then maybe we should go. Since it is us that have changed, maybe it should be us that leave and start a new clan?” Sanaa put her thoughts out for the group to hear. The gatherers were on their way to the stream to bathe before going out looking for fruits and roots.
“We can go upstream for now and wash the blood and hair from us. Then we will meet at my hut and we can talk more of our plans.” Kibwe stated. The group turned east and headed upstream, looking for cleaner water to bathe in. When they had gone beyond the village edge Kibwe decided that the water here would have to do.
“This is far enough. We will have to wash here. We can bathe again in clean water when we leave tonight.” The six began washing each others backs and shoulders, removing the dried kudu blood and meat juices that glued the kudu hair to their skins. Once they were primarily clean, they went back to the village. As Kibwe had suggested, the six met in his hut to discuss further plans.
“I am not sure of the wisdom of starting a new clan, Kibwe.” Zuberi opened the conversation as soon as the hide door closed. “We might offend the rest of the clan and they may take arms against us to keep the clan whole. It has happened that way before!” He finished his statement.
“There were only eighty adults then, Zuberi. There are many of us now! This clan is more than three hundred with more children to be born soon. It may be a good time to start a new clan that stays friendly to the current clan.” Sefu was in favor of starting a new clan, but looked to Sanaa after he spoke.
“I do not know what to think. This is too sudden to have clear thoughts about it. Is all this talk over stinky water and a smelly village? We can handle that if we need to.” Sanaa finished her words and sat on one of Kibwe’s chairs.
“We do not need to make a decision yet.” Kibwe decided he needed to diffuse the conversation before tempers started to rise. “For now we can leave on hunting trips and come back for a day or two at a time to keep our friendships and relations with our families. We can debate and discuss this in hunting camps until all are satisfied. Does anyone disagree?”
“What if we take others on our hunts? Will we keep this secret from them? What if other hunters find our pool? Will they be changed as we are? Should we take every person from the village to our pool and change them?” Imani threw questions out quickly. They were not to be answered yet. All voices silenced in the hut as all heard footsteps approaching.
“Kibwe, Imamu wishes to see you.” The voice belonged to Tendaji, who was a juvenile that came to manhood this month. Tendaji’s father had died when he was very young, and his mother had no other children. She was now too old to bear any more and spent her days as a gatherer, finding roots and berries to bring back to the village.
“I am on my way, Tendaji.” Kibwe stood and looked at the others. “Any of you who are going back out with me tonight, you may want to go spend some time with family or friends. I plan on being gone a full seven days this time.” Kibwe ducked through the leather door, leaving the others to do as they felt they needed to.
Tendaji walked with Kibwe. After a short time he looked up at Kibwe’s face.
“May I go with you for my first hunt, Kibwe?” His voice was a bit timid.
“I do not know if that would be wise, Tendaji. This is the first time I have led a hunt, and already Imamu is calling me before him. He may not think I am a good hunter for the clan.”
“What? You brought back six antelope and two fowl! That is more than any other hunters have brought back! You must be a great hunt leader!” Tendaji was very excited now and his voice had lost its timidity.
“How old are you, Tendaji? Fifteen, sixteen? You are still very young! Sometimes it is not how much meat or how quickly you bring it back! Sometimes it is other things that make you not a good leader. When you are the hunt leader, you are responsible for everyone on your hunt! If someone gets hurt or dies, it is your fault!” Kibwe stopped. Tendaji had no idea what may have happened out there, but the group had all come back, and come back without apparent injury. He realized he was voicing his concerns and guilt over the happenings of the last two days. They walked the rest of the way in silence.
As Kibwe approached the fire, he noticed that all the hides full of meat were gone. The six kudu would supply the entire clan with enough meat to last for more than one day. Kibwe stopped in front of Imamu.
“You sent for me, Imamu?” Kibwe braced himself for Imamu’s forthcoming reprimand.
“Sit my friend. Tell me the story of one full day and two nights of a hunt that yielded such bounty! I am curious about what changed my daughter so dramatically out there. When she left, she was dark skinned, dark eyed, thin, beautiful… she comes back pale skinned, with red-brown eyes and strong enough to carry a kudu on her shoulders with no strain!” Imamu was curious, but also prepared to be angry.
“She is still the most beautiful woman in the village. There is not much to tell about our hunt. We stopped at a stream to set camp the first night. We stayed there for the day and were going to hunt and travel in the evening, but the storm moved in. Just before the storm hit, the kudu herd just walked into camp! We killed as much as we could carry and let the others go, then we spent the rest of the night cooking and packing so we could carry it home.” Kibwe gave a much shortened version of the story.
“And what of the changes, not only to my daughter, but all of you? All of you have paler skin and brighter eyes. When did this happen?” Imamu pressed.
“I am not sure when it happened. I noticed it just before noon where we were setting camp. I am not sure if it was the dried meat we ate or the water we drank or maybe a plant we all touched. It was not an immediate change, but gradual I think.” Kibwe didn’t want to lie, but was not sure what the truth was, or how safe the truth would be for the village. “None of us seem to be sick. No throwing up or fevers or upset stomachs. Just changes to our colors. Our noses and ears seem to be more sensitive, we can hear more and smell more. I guess we will just have to see how things go.” Kibwe kept his eyes on Imamu’s eyes, trying to determine if Imamu knew any more from what Kibwe had described or not. He was hoping deeply that the old one had encountered something like this before and would tell him it would be alright.
“Hmmm. I have never heard of a plant or sickness that changes ones color. I have heard of certain plants that make ones nose and ears and sometimes eyes sharper, but usually it is accompanied by waking dreams and spirit fear. Maybe this is a new plant you have found. Try to be more careful about not touching plants that you do not know.” Imamu rubbed his scarred left shin. “Are you going out tonight again?”
“If you will give us your blessing again, Imamu, we would like to go on a seven day hunt. But if the game presents itself again, we will bring it home early!” Kibwe allowed a half grin to slip onto his face.
“Before I give you my blessing I am going to request something of you. Are you ready to hear my request?” Imamu stood and paced to the fire ring.
“Yes, Imamu. I am.” Kibwe did not know weather to follow or stay, so he stood and took one step toward Imamu. As he did, Imamu turned toward him.
“I have four inexperienced hunters and two skinners that I would like you to take with you. I know this is only your second hunt as a leader, but I have been waiting for you to be ready for two years. You have all the qualities to be one of the best leaders our clan has ever had. I would like you to take some of these young ones with you so that they may learn some of these qualities. Ochieng is a good hunter, but is not a good leader. He gets jealous far too easily and has no patience for those that are learning. You have already brought more meat than any party has since my grandfathers time. It is not so important for you to bring back food, but it would be a great favor to me if you would teach some of our youth not only to be hunters, but to be good leaders as well. Will you do this for me?” Imamu looked slightly worried as he gazed up at Kibwe. He knew that the good leaders like Kibwe did not always want to be leaders.
“I will if you will agree to let this be a two day hunt and that when we get back, the six of us will go on a seven day with no youth along. Is that a fair request on my part?” Kibwe tried to be diplomatic without being offensive. It worked. A wide grin spread across Imamu’s leathery old face.
“It is! It is a very fair request and very responsible of you. So you will take these six youth out for two days and bring them back, with or without meat. After you bring them back, you and the five that you have bonded with will go on your seven day. I agree very much! And I thank you for having this courage to teach our young ones!” Imamu grabbed Kibwe’s right forearm with his right hand. A sign of friendship and mutual respect among the clan. Kibwe smile and returned the grip. “I will send the six to you. When do you want them ready by?”
“Two hours from now. I will go tell the others the new plan. Thank you Imamu for trusting me with this honor.” Kibwe released Imamu’s forearm and walked for his hut. It was all he could do to keep from breaking into a run.
Kibwe entered his hut to find Nuru and Imani there.
“There has been a change of plans.” Kibwe started “We will be taking six youth out for a two day hunt. When we bring them back then the six of us will go on a seven day. Imamu has requested this of us. We will take the young ones west into the normal hunting grounds.” The two women nodded in understanding. Nuru stood up.
“I will go tell the others. They may not want to go.” She looked concerned as to the others willingness in this hunt.
“What about you, Nuru. Do you want to go?” Kibwe asked softly.
“Yes! I do, Kibwe!” Nuru whisper shouted “Anything to get out of this smell and noise!” Imani nodded her agreement with Nuru’s words.
“I believe it will be the same for the others. We meet at the central fire in two hours. I want to leave as soon as we can all be ready.” Kibwe smiled at Nuru who returned his smile as she turned and left. Imani looked around the small hut and then at Kibwe and smiled.
“Two hours? Are you packed and ready to go? Is there anything else you need to gather before leaving?” Imani’s voice was different, softer and somehow teasing to Kibwe. Inviting.
“I have everything packed. Do you? Is there anything you want to do before we go?” Kibwe grinned at her as her lean body came off the chair and she closed the gap between them.
“Oh yes. There is something I want to do before we go. She reached past him and hooked the hide door closed. Then she slid her body down his until she was on her knees. Kibwe tilted his head back and closed his eyes as his fingers ran through her soft hair.
After a time, Kibwe and Imani emerged from Kibwe’s hut. Imani was all smiles and walked for a minute as if her legs were not strong enough to support her. Kibwe was also walking a bit wobbly and sported a satisfied smirk on his face. The two hefted their bedrolls and packs as they made their way to the central fire. They were the first of their group to arrive, however there were two of the young ones already waiting. Tendaji stood over his bedroll and carried a traditional spear in his right hand. He looked a bit uncomfortable with it. Another young hunter stood next to Tendaji. It took Kibwe a moment to bring her name to mind. He had not been around her very often. Finally it came to him.
“Hello Tendaji, Asha. I see the two of you are ready. Do you know if any of the others are on their way?” Kibwe spoke as if they were small children. He realized his error as soon as he shut his mouth, but then decided it was for the better. On the hunt, they were like infants.
“Iambo should be here soon.” Tendaji nearly whispered. “Odhi will probably be with him. They are best friends.” Kibwe looked at him for a moment and turned his eyes on Asha.
“Sauda and Tieno are walking toward us now. They are the skinners.” Asha looked much more confident than Tendaji did. Sauda and Tieno were a bit older. They were more along Imani and Nuru’s age. They had obviously had some experience with hunting and skinning. They wore their equipment well and looked comfortable and ready.
“Imani! We are going with you!” Sauda focused her smiling greeting on Imani. She was clearly excited.
“Hello, Kibwe…” Tieno stood coyly away and batted her eyes while she rocked her upper body right and left on her broad hips. It was very obvious what she was interested in going hunting for. “Is this everyone?”
“No, we are waiting on Sefu, Sanaa, Zuberi, Nuru, Iambo and Odhi.” Kibwe had no interest in the young woman’s attentions. He was currently fully enthralled with Imani’s attentions. Soon Zuberi and Nuru were approaching the fire. It was obvious to Kibwe that they were walking funny and that they both had those satisfied smiles on their faces. He hoped that he and Imani weren’t that obvious. Behind them came two boys, Iambo and Odhi. The boys were lightly armed and had bedrolls on their backs. They were smiling and ready. All that were left to show up were Sefu and Sanaa. There were still ten minutes before the two hours were up. Kibwe looked at Nuru. She shrugged,
“I told them, they said they would be here and ready! They are probably packing last minute things.”
“We can give them a few more minutes. We have plenty of time to get out on the plains.” Kibwe smiled as he spoke, though inside he was screaming to leave. “Hello Iambo, Odhi! Welcome to the hunt. Have either of you been on a hunt before?” Again he spoke to them like children. It was Odhi that answered while Iambo just shook his head.
“No, Kibwe. We have not. Are we going to the plains or the jungle?” Odhi had a strong voice that carried well.
“We are going to the plains, Odhi.” Kibwe smiled as he answered. He remembered his own first hunt. He was the only youth on that hunt. They had gone to the plains for two days as well. He remembered that they saw many antelope and gazelle and wildebeest, but they could never get close enough. The older hunters had teased him about being too loud and stinky.
“Here they come.” Imani’s whisper set him on fire again. She wrapped her hands around his upper arm and leaned on him. Then the last two came around the corner. Sefu was heavily armed with two spears and four long knives while Sanaa had her heavy Neanderthal axe and a skinning knife. Both had pack and bedroll. As they approached Kibwe thought that it would be hard to tell with them as they had been together for almost two years.
“This is everyone,” Kibwe stepped out from the group as the stragglers arrived.
“Let me go talk to Imamu.” Kibwe walked around the central fire to where Imamu sat. He was held tightly by Imani as they approached her father.
“We are ready, Imamu. May we have your blessing?” Kibwe spoke respectfully to Imamu.
“You have my blessing on your hunt, Kibwe. And you have our blessings!” He held Camali’s hand as he spoke the last. They both looked at their beaming daughter.
“Thank you. Both of you.” Kibwe smiled at them both and stroked Imani’s hand that was still on his arm.
“See you in two days, father, and mother.” Imani beamed at both of them and the couple turned to join the other ten. As Kibwe and Imani rounded the fire, the others shouldered their equipment. Kibwe noticed Zuberi looking intently at all the equipment that the now mid sized hunting party carried. He could tell that Zuberi was devising something. Somehow he knew that it would be something very important in the future.
The party of twelve left the village to the west this time. They were headed for the plains where they would hunt for herd animals. Again Kibwe led, flanked by Imani and Sefu and Sanaa brought up the rear. For the rest of the day until the last rays of light had faded from the sky, the twelve young people jogged west. Nine hours they had jogged with the six new members struggling to keep pace and sweating in the sweltering heat. When Kibwe called the halt at two hours after sunset, the six new members collapsed from exhaustion.
“Lay out your bedrolls. As soon as the sky tinges with light, we hunt.” The new members were so exhausted that they could barely get their bedrolls laid out before they simply fell asleep. The original six made the fire and cleared the camp of any debris and checked for snakes and scorpions. The camp was quiet as the six of them finished their duties and laid out their own bedrolls. In the distance a lion roared that the night belonged to him. Hyenas yipped to the northwest and occasionally they heard a wildebeest snort not far to the south. Kibwe and Imani laid out their bedrolls together. The other two couples followed suit and they had ringed the young ones in between them. The night passed slowly. The starts were bright. The moon rose in the east and cast a bright white light over everything. Kibwe sat up. His eyes had not even closed one time. He was not tired or exhausted or sleepy. He was wide awake and hungry. Imani sat up next to him.
“You too? I’m not even a little tired. I am pretty hungry though.” Imani’s gentlest voice tickled Kibwe’s ears. He smiled at her and admired her beautiful red-brown eyes and white teeth.
“Are any of you awake?” Kibwe spoke quietly in a low voice, but made sure it carried across the camp.
“We are all awake, brother.” Sanaa’s voice seemed disappointed. “And we are all hungry, Imani.” She sat up on the other side of the camp.
“I think we are not going to sleep until we get some food in us.” Zuberi sat as he spoke. Nuru sat up with him. Next to Sanaa, Sefu rose to join the conversation.
“We could go get something to cook. We haven’t eaten since the day we found the pool. We ate that morning before we left for the hunt.” Sefu reminded everyone.
“If we are going to get something to eat, we have to be sure that there is enough for everyone when they wake. Agreed?” Kibwe didn’t believe anyone would oppose his suggestion.
“What they are going to need most when they wake is water to drink and a bath! They stink!” Nuru could not hold it in any longer. “We stink too, from being in the village and rubbing that foul water on us, but not as bad as they do!” Kibwe could see from her face that she really had had enough of the smell. Where the rest of them were growing accustomed to it, the stench seemed to irritate her more with each passing hour.
“I agree. Zuberi, can you take Nuru and find some clean water to give them? And to have them bathe in? The rest of us can take a young wildebeest and get it cooking.” Kibwe was sure there was water over the western rise, though he was not sure of how clean it was.
“I do not think we will have a problem with that.” Nuru answered for Zuberi, though he nodded in agreement.
“Good. Then we will meet back here a soon as we can.” Kibwe took his spear and the four hunters headed south for the wildebeest herd. Zuberi and Nuru headed to the north east to search for fresh water.
Kibwe stalked quietly up on the wildebeest herd. Imani slipped quietly through the night right behind him. Sefu and Sanaa drifted in the moonlight to the south and east of Kibwe. He watched the herd for any sign of stampede. The herd stood still other than the occasional scratching or tail swatting at flies. Every so often a buck wildebeest would snort. Imani reached past Kibwe with her axe and pointed. He let his eyes follow her line to an immature buck. His meat would still be tender and not have the heavy male flavor. Kibwe nodded his consent. Imani positioned herself where she could see the flat of its head, between the horns. She cocked her arm back, letting the small axe rest on her shoulder. When she was sure of her aim and the breeze, she flung her arm forward, releasing the axe. The axe flew straight with almost no arc. It buried itself with a sickening crack into the head of the young male. Silently it folded to the ground. The others around it moved away at the smell of blood, but they did not panic or bolt. As he approached the dead buck, the smell of blood wafted over Kibwe and his mouth began to water. He looked at Imani and saw that she had an intensity about her like a lioness on the hunt. All four hunters cautiously and quietly moved in through the herd. They converged over the dead buck and looked at each other. Kibwe kept watching over the massive herd, hoping they would not spook. Imani stooped down. Her mouth opened slightly as the smell of blood overwhelmed her. She shook her head and lifted the wildebeest to her shoulders. The other three hunters surrounded her in order to protect her should something happen before they were clear of the herd. The four quiet hunters made their way back to camp. The herd had not spooked and nothing had gone wrong. When all was safe, Kibwe smiled at Imani.
“Beautiful throw! That was a clean kill.” Imani’s pride swelled. She felt she belonged here, and she belonged with Kibwe. Sefu and Sanaa joined the lovers by the fire.
“Clean kill, Imani!” Sefu complimented her.
“Yes, very nice!” Sanaa piped in. Kibwe took the buck from her shoulders and laid it in front of the fire. As he drew his knife out to skin it, Sanaa licked Imani’s bare shoulder and back where the blood had run with one big sweeping lick. Imani jumped close to twenty feet in the air. Sefu looked at Sanaa in amazement and shock. Kibwe had not seen what had happened, but heard Imani’s body and clothes as she shot into the air. When he looked up, he saw Imani coming down, Sanaa with blood around her mouth and Sefu looking mortified at his mate. Dropping the knife, Kibwe caught Imani so she would not thud the hard ground with her feet and wake the six sleepers. He set her gently to the ground and looked at his sister briefly, then searched Imani for signs of injury. Imani was staring wide eyed at Sanaa.
“Sorry, I couldn’t help it! I’m sooooo hungry and it smelled sooooo good!” Sanaa tried to explain as she apologized.
“Next time at least warn me!” Imani spouted quietly. “I am not angry. You just scared the pee out of me!” She turned to Kibwe. “I am fine. Do you want me to skin it?” Her face told him that she was confident and ready.
“You killed it. You can do what you want with it.” Kibwe grinned and stepped out of her way. The first thing she did was to squat down and grab the handle of her little axe. She stood and gave it a quick yank. The axe ripped free with a crunching sound followed by the sound of mud sucking at a foot that tries to pull out of it. Blood sprayed from the axe head and spattered a sleeping Iambo. Imani froze and all eyes looked to Iambo. He did not move. He was so exhausted that he did not feel the blood splatter his face. Once they were all sure that he was not going to wake, the preparation continued. In a matter of a few minutes, Imani had the wildebeest skinned, gutted and butchered. While she had been working on prepping the ‘beest, Zuberi and Nuru had arrived at the edge of the camp. Zuberi quickly constructed a simple spit from the firewood. In minutes the wildebeest was slowly spinning over the open fire. The smell of the fresh meat wafted through the air and the six hunters mouths began to water. They did not let it cook completely, but instead took half of it off the spit while it was still slightly bloody. Kibwe handed out large chunks to each member of the party. They ate in silence and watched the six sleeping youth. They continued to slowly cook the remaining wildebeest taking turns minding the spit. Just before it was time to wake the sleepers Kibwe spoke.
“Did you find clean water?” He directed his question to the snuggling couple.
“We found water that does not smell bad, but it is muddy.” Zuberi smiled at Kibwe. Kibwe returned the grin.
“Time to wake the children. Gently now, do not hurt them.” Kibwe continued to smile and reached down to shake Odhi. “Wake up. Time to eat, and bathe, before we hunt.” Odhi cracked an eye open… and jumped. He scampered away from Kibwe like a frightened child. His movement sparked a desire in Kibwe to pounce and bite. His body involuntarily crouched and readied before Kibwe caught himself. Odhi looked petrified, then the fear melted from his face. He shook his head vigorously and rubbed his eyes.
“I am sorry, Kibwe. I must have been having a bad dream. I thought you were going to butcher me and cook me over the fire.” Odhi stood and shook the sleep off. He was still tired, but a few hours of sleep had seriously helped. The others had awakened the rest of the sleepers without the frightful response of Odhi. They were fed roast wildebeest and then Zuberi and Nuru led the whole group to the water to bathe. After bathing the group returned to camp. Nuru sniffed Asha.
“Much better. Now an antelope would have to get within fifty yards to smell you.” Asha looked offended. Nuru could have cared less.
“She has a point. Animals can smell you if you are clean, they can smell you from much further away if you are dirty and sweaty. You always want to be as clean as you can be when hunting, and you want to approach the prey so that the wind is blowing from them to you.” Kibwe softened the insult Nuru had dropped as much as he could. “Now, get your weapons ready. We are going hunting.” Kibwe let the last sentence slip from his mouth in what was almost a quiet growl. Each of the original party took one of the new hunters except Imani and Nuru, who took the skinners. Before the heat of the day hit, Iambo had killed a small bok. The tiny brown antelope was a delicacy among the clan, for they had very delicate flavor. He was the only one to get close enough to get anything. As they made their way back to camp, Kibwe explained to them why hunts last several days.
“Like today, it is usually hard to get close enough to any number of herd animals to kill more than one. We usually get one that is unaware or overconfident or distracted. The others are too fast and alert for us to kill. We are not so different than the cats that hunt these plains. We have to take what we can get when we get the chance. Does this make sense?” He grinned over his shoulder at his party of hunters. Once back a camp, the six youth collapsed from the heat. Sweat poured down their tormented bodies. Kibwe stood over them watching and thinking. Even before, he had never been affected by the heat like they were being affected. He had been hunting for six years and had never seen any hunters so ravaged by heat. Odhi was the first to answer the questioning look on Kibwe’s face.
“We are not used to having to move so fast to keep up! I do not understand how you can move so fast in this heat! Even the other hunters when they are home, slow down when the heat starts making them sweat. How is it that none of you sweat?” He pulled his bedroll over his head to block the sun.
“Hmm. Perhaps we are more used to the heat.” Kibwe left his response hanging and turned to the other five that were still standing. “We should build them a shade roof before they bake to death.” Zuberi nodded and took Nuru’s hand.
“We will take care of it. When we were searching we came across some cane. We can use it for poles. If someone could start twisting some grass twine, we will be back within the hour.” The two turned northeast and took off at a jog. Asha nudged Tendaji, who had his head down and bedroll over it to protect it from the sun. As he lifted his head she pointed to the two figures jogging over the plain.
“I see, Asha. Some day I will be that strong.” Tendaji smiled at Asha and put his head back down. Asha was not convinced. She felt that something was out of the ordinary, and she wanted to know what it was.
“Sefu and Sanaa, would you twist the grass twine? Imani and I will start making thatch.” Kibwe gave the two the excuse to go hunt the better twisting grass. They gladly took the excuse to get away from the now smelly again young ones. The sun was now directly overhead and Kibwe was becoming worried that the young hunters would die of the heat. He led Imani a short ways from the group of sprawled people.
“Is it really that hot? I do not remember ever being like that on a hunt.” His concern was evident on his face. Imani gazed at his face for a long moment and then turned out to the plain. She looked at the herd animals. They were moving and acting completely normal. She let her mind go to the village so she could see the people there. Some suffered in the heat while others continued their normal activities and watched the suffering out of the corners of their eyes. Worry and concern was obvious on their faces. Then she searched the plains for Ochieng and his party. They sat in the shade of a tree and Ochieng watched one of his hunters sweating and panting in the heat. The difference was that Ochieng showed no concern for his party member.
“It seems to be affecting about half of the people at the village. There is a hunter in Ochieng’s party that is also afflicted by it. It must be a sickness.” Imani glanced back at the camp. Somehow they had gotten six that were affected by this problem. Kibwe started gathering long grass for thatch.
“We need to make them as comfortable as possible.” His words were quiet as he quickly gathered bunches of grass and tied them with single stalks. By the time Zuberi and Nuru returned with the poles, Kibwe and Imani had enough thatch ready to roof the entire camp area. Sefu and Sanaa brought many lengths of twine. Zuberi quickly began constructing the shade roof. He made it tall so that it would not hold heat under it. In thirty minutes they had the entire area in shade. The temperature began to drop quickly, but Iambo did not respond as the others did. Every one else reacted almost immediately. The cool shade allowed them to sit up and look around. Iambo lay still other than his fast breathing.
“We should take them to the pool. I think this sickness is going to kill Iambo.” Sanaa was more than willing to risk giving up their secret to save the young hunters.
“Maybe that is why they smell so bad.” Nuru threw out the words for the others to ponder.
“What do you think, Zuberi?” Kibwe looked to the innovator for his opinion.
“Yes, they smell bad.” He looked at Kibwe whose face waited with a scowl. “We should take them to the pool. I do worry that this came from the dirty stream at the village and that it might make our pool dirty.”
“Sefu? Do you have an opinion?” Kibwe turned to where he and Sanaa crouched together, looking at the young ones.
“I think it is too late now. They have heard us talking of our pool. We will have to take them there or kill them.” His tone of voice and his expression told Kibwe that Sefu was not joking.
“Imani?” Kibwe looked to the face of his lover. She had a very concerned visage.
“I feel as Sefu does. I do not know how we should choose who goes to the pool, but I know that there are some that would use the abilities for very bad purposes. I am just not sure if any of these six are like that or not. I would not take someone like Ochieng there, and I wonder about Asha and Tieno.” Imani had said her piece and her reasoning was sound.
“A vote then. If you want to take them to the pool raise your hand.” Kibwe looked around the group as he raised his own hand. Sanaa had hers up and Zuberi and Nuru had theirs up. “That is four. If we take them to the pool, will there be hard feelings Sefu? Imani?” Kibwe’s question was valid and the answer was truthful.
“No, I do not think it is a good idea, but if things go wrong I think the six of us can handle it.” Sefu spoke coolly and with confidence. He had a great amount of trust in Sanaa, and was becoming very attached to the others in their hunting party.
“I will not have hard feelings. I am just concerned that this will not end well. I do not know these people or trust them the way I know and trust the five of you. I agree with Sefu, if things go wrong, the six of us can handle the situation.” Imani made her reservations very clear, but also made her trust very clear.
“We should go soon. I do not think Iambo is going to make it much longer.” Kibwe nodded his head to Iambo’s sweating body as he finished speaking. The group began scooping up equipment and bedrolls. Once they had everything secured they each scooped up a person and their bedrolls. Kibwe led out into the sun. They ran quickly to the northeast. The wind was almost suffocating to the ones being carried like small children in the arms of parents. That wind helped cool down those that suffered from the heat affliction even more than the shade had. Iambo opened his eyes just as the group left the plains for the edge of the jungle. Without error, Kibwe led his party to the edge of the pool. In the water were two chimpanzees. One looked dead, the other was washing the wounds of the one that looked dead. Kibwe hesitated for just a moment, then waded in. He set Iambo down in the water and held his head up so he could breath. The cool clear water flowed over Iambo’s body and he smiled at Kibwe.
“Thank you for this, Kibwe. Tell my mother that I love her.” After speaking those words Iambo slipped back into unconsciousness. The others set their people down in the cool waters of the clear pool as well. The chimp on the far side of the pool paid little attention to the humans. She was only concerned for her companion.
After ensuring that each of the afflicted had fully bathed and imbibed some of the pools water, the original six moved them to the still standing shelter they had built here. The innards of the kudu that they had left so hurriedly were gone, and tracks not of hyenas, but of a lion were around the camp. Soon they had arranged all six on the bedrolls in the shelter. Zuberi checked the shelter from top to bottom to ensure that there were no damages that would threaten its stability. Sefu built a fire in the fire ring and Nuru, Sanaa and Imani went together to gather more firewood. Kibwe watched over the afflicted. He began to have second thoughts about bringing them here. If they were changed and became like the six of them, then they could become very dangerous. If they wanted, they could now bring others to the pool. If the whole clan became like this… He tried to put the thoughts out of his mind. He checked on Iambo. Leaning over him Kibwe looked at Iambo’s skin. The smell rising from Iambo’s body nauseated Kibwe. Iambo took a deep, rasping breath and spewed a cloud of foul smelling air from his mouth. Kibwe dropped back. Iambo’s eyes were partially open, but they were rolled back in his head. The whites were all that could be seen. Kibwe moved away from him and watched. He could hear many heartbeats, but he focused on Iambo’s. He could hear the weak heartbeat. It was slow and weak. The women returned with armloads of wood. They stocked the fire and then stacked the rest of the wood next to the shelter. Imani came in to check on Kibwe as much as to check on the afflicted. Kibwe shook his head and rose from the ground. He walked out into the open with Imani.
“I do not think it helped. I think Iambo is dying.” Kibwe tried to keep his face pointed away from Imani so that she could not see his tears. Imani put her hand on the back of Kibwe’s arm.
“It is not your fault. They were afflicted before they left the village. Do you want to take them back and see if my father knows what to do?”
“I do not know. I am afraid to move them again. What if it kills them. Then would it be my fault?” Kibwe looked at Imani. She saw his tears and knew that he felt a great amount of guilt over these young ones even though they were sick before they left the village.
“No. You have done what you know to do. There is nothing else to do but wait and see. The pool may yet make them better.” Imani hoped what she said was true, but she did not think it was. Kibwe picked up Iambo and took him to the pool again. He stepped off the rock and into the water. He gently laid Iambo in the water and got him to drink several mouthfuls. Once he got Iambo settled in the water, he looked around again. The injured chimp that was being attended earlier now lay lifeless in the edge of the pool. The female chimp that had been attending was gone. Then Kibwe noticed something else. The inlet where the stream water had flowed into the pool was dry. No water flowed into the pool. He turned around and looked at the outlet. It too had stopped flowing.
“Imani!” Kibwe called out. She came to the edge of the flat stone. “Watch over Iambo for me, please? I want to go up the stream and see why the water has stopped flowing.” He looked into her eyes. They had changed again. Now they were a golden color. Almost yellow, but with a hint of orange.
“I will watch over him. I hope you can restore our pool!” Imani sounded hopeful and concerned at the same time.
“I will do what I can. I do not know if it would help. The properties of the pool may be gone forever.” Kibwe was not so hopeful. He had a feeling that this would never be anything more than a clean pool again.
Kibwe set off to find the reason the stream had stopped flowing from the jungle. He carried only his spear and his skinning knife. He did not tell any of the others what he planned on doing. He wanted them all to stay and protect the young hunters that were sick. He ran up the dry stream bed as quickly as he could, which was very quickly, searching for signs of flowing water. After running for twenty minutes at full speed, he stopped. He was near the Neanderthal cave where he had killed the Neanderthal and rescued his clan women. He was nearly two days distant from the camp by normal walking standards. He wondered in amazement how fast he must run now. After taking the moment to get his bearings and wonder at his own speed, he took off running up the stream bed again. After another thirty minutes of running he stopped. As he came around a bend in the stream bed, he entered a rocky clearing. The slabs of stone were huge. They were the same type of stone as the flat stone by the pool he had left. Kibwe imagined that the flat stone had originated here. As he climbed the stones that flanked the stream bed, he saw a tall bluff ahead. It looked as if it had at one time hosted an enormous waterfall. How beautiful it must have been spilling from such a height. Now the bluff boasted only a tiny trickle flowing down the rocks. That trickle was enough to give him hope. He continued to climb the rocks and came to the top of them. In front of him was a much larger pool. It was exceptionally clear and he carefully looked for any signs of life in it. His excitement climbed as he found no life in it. No frogs, fish, tadpoles, water bugs, snails or any other thing that should be there. He stepped into the clear water and sank up to his chest. It was much deeper than it appeared. The waterfall had carved a very deep hole in the stone at its feet. Using his spear, Kibwe quickly determined that two steps further, the water was so deep that he could not reach the bottom with his nine foot long spear and the length of his arms. He scrambled back to the edge. Kibwe could not swim and was afraid of water that was over his head. He climbed out of the pool and stared down into it. The dribbling of the once magnificent waterfall was slowing. Kibwe looked up the cliff. He decided he would have to go further to find the source of the stream’s demise. He began climbing the bluff. He discovered that he could now climb almost effortlessly. His strength allowed him to move quickly up the vertical wall of stone. He reached the top in less than a minute. He turned around at the top and looked down. The pool still seemed very large, but he seemed to be very high up. He shifted his gaze and looked over the jungle valley. On the bluff he was above the canopy of the valley. He could see for a very long way, but could see no sign of the edge of the jungle. He figured he was five days walk from the camp. He turned up stream and ran in the dry bed. As he ran he noted that the sun would set in about three and a half hours. He ran for forty minutes before he had to stop again. He faced a steep climb up the side of a mountain. That was where the stream bed went, so that was where Kibwe must go. The climb was treacherous, but with his strength and speed, he made it to the next cliff in less than ten minutes. This bluff was not nearly as high as the one down stream, but was much smoother. There were no hand holds visible. Also there was no pool at the bottom, just jagged rocks and gravel. He looked in each direction from the waterfall. There was no simple way up. In both directions the cliff was smooth stone until it disappeared around the curve of the mountain. Kibwe hesitated for only a moment before he picked left. He ran as fast as he could along the bottom of the cliff, dodging debris as he went. As he ran he scouted for a way up. In some places the bottom of the bluff was actually further in than the top. He ran until he came to the waterfall again. His hopes sank. His shoulders drooped and his back slouched. Kibwe could find no way to get further up the mountain. He looked back over the jungle. Sunset was about two hour’s time from now. From this height he could see many mountains that were covered with jungle. He let the view fill his thoughts for many minutes. He tried not to think of his clansmen back at the other pool, dying. It didn’t take long for the visions of the afflicted to make their way back into the front of his mind. Kibwe began making his way back down the stream bed.
It took Kibwe almost an hour and a half to get to the camp. Imani was sitting in the water with Iambo. She was slowly pouring water through his hair. Iambo’s breathing was very fast and shallow. His eyes were open and fixed on nothing. His color was very pale and patchy. The water of the pool had sunk by four inches in the time Kibwe had been gone. Someone had moved the body of the dead chimp out of the pool. It lay bloating on the bank.
“He is not long before he dies. We should take him back to the village so his family can be with him when he goes.” Imani spoke softly to Kibwe. Sefu walked the length of the stone to the pool.
“Kibwe, I think we need to take these people back to the village. They are dying and the pool is not helping.” Sefu’s voice was low and quiet.
“I think you are right. Gather the others. We will leave as soon as we can get everyone packed.” Kibwe resigned, knowing that none of them had the knowledge to help the afflicted. Sefu went to gather the others who were trying to come up with ways to make the afflicted comfortable. In just a few minutes all was ready. The six decided to just leave their bedrolls here. They carried the packs, weapons and afflicted and ran for the village.
With the speed that the six had, they reached the village just as the sun set. The whole place smelled of death and sickness. There was much wailing as they walked into the village carrying the six afflicted. People were in their huts. Imani was right. It seemed that about half of the clan members in the village were sick or dead. The four hunting parties that were out of the village had a total of forty six adults, that left one hundred fifty four adults in the village and six of them were Kibwe and his party. Out of the one hundred forty eight other adults, about seventy five were down with the sickness. Of the seventy five children and juveniles in the village, only seven were ill. Of the thirty elderly only three were afflicted. Kibwe carried Iambo to his parents hut. As he stepped through the doorway he could smell that the hut was infested with sickness. Iambo’s father lay on a palette, sweating terribly. The stench that rose from him was similar to the smell that Iambo and the others had before Kibwe and his party bathed them in the clean pool. Kibwe placed Iambo on an empty palette and turned to his weeping mother.
“I am sorry. Iambo will be gone soon, you should say anything you need to say to him now.” He lowered his head in sorrow and respect and backed out of the hut. Each of the others had taken their passenger to their respective homes or family. Kibwe made his way to the central fire. The fire was burning, but there were no people around it this evening. No meat cooked, no roots were prepared and no leafy greens were being passed. Kibwe went to Imamu’s hut and tapped on the closed door hide. No response came from within.
“He’s not there. He is saying the last words over the dead so that they can be buried tomorrow.” A small voice addressed Kibwe from the next hut over. It was a daughter of Ochieng’s older sister, Marjani.
“Is your mother home, little one?” Kibwe spoke softly to the eight year old.
“No, she is in the line of the dead. Imamu is saying words for her too.” She did not seem to understand that that meant her mother was gone forever.
“Are you sure that is where she is?” Kibwe was very concerned. The little girl had lost her father to a leopard just two years ago. If her mother was dead then she had no parents. She would have to rely on Ochieng, Jumaane and Khamisi to raise her. That would not be so bad if they would let Jumaane raise her as he was a good man and a good uncle to her. Ochieng would have little patience for the child and Khamisi could not be trusted with a child in his hut. There was a possibility of their father, the child’s grandfather, raising her. The man was not the best choice, but he was capable. Everyone in the village knew him. He was Suelwe the elder. For just a moment, Kibwe was tempted to adopt her as his own. The thought passed quickly though, as he realized that would not be fair to her or her remaining family. Her uncles had the right to decide who would finish her rearing. Kibwe smiled at her and turned toward the village stream. The dead would be lined on the bank. As he made his way, Imani joined him. Tears were in her eyes and her lips were drawn down tight, keeping her sadness from spilling out into the early night.
The two found Imamu and Camali attending to the now sixteen dead. Imamu was saying the last words over the bodies and their family and friends were adorning them with their favorite items in life. Imani could not watch and Kibwe saw her shift her focus to the muddy brown stream. He watched in his peripheral vision as tears streamed down her cheeks. Many of these people were her friends. Kibwe watched as long as he could. Then he too turned his focus to the filthy stream that the village drank from, bathed in and washed clothing in. Imamu’s words flowed through the air and filled the ears and hearts of all those around the dead. He had just finished with the newest arrival when two more were carried to the bank. One of them was Iambo. Kibwe’s heart sank even further. He had hoped that Iambo would be strong enough to fight through the sickness. He was not. Kibwe waited for Imamu to say Iambo’s last words. The old patriarch of the clan looked exhausted and heartbroken. When Imamu was finished and the family and friends were placing items with Iambo, Kibwe approached Imamu.
“Is there anything I can do, we can do? Do you know of anything to heal the dying?” Kibwe’s voice shook a little as he asked Imamu.
“I know of nothing to help this sickness. I do not know of anything you can do to help unless you want to help carry the dead here. There are families that are running out of members to carry their own dead. Are any of you sick, Sefu, Sanaa, Nuru, Zuberi or either of you?” Imamu looked past Kibwe and Kibwe could hear the moaning of a family as they brought a dead member to the bank.
“None of us are sick yet. I will help carry the dead.” Kibwe began to feel guilty as he left Imani to speak to her parents. He wondered if God were punishing them for drinking from the pool, or perhaps for not sharing it as soon as they realized what it was. He hoped that was not it, but his guilt weighed heavily. Kibwe followed his nose to the worst afflicted families. He found that Asha’s family members were all sick. Seven of them and Asha was the least sick, but she was very sick. The smell turned his stomach, but he entered the hut anyway.
“Do you need my help, Asha?” He meant to carry the dead, but he realized quickly that Asha was trying to comfort the dying and had simply covered the dead. Both of her older brothers had already passed. Her mother was fading quickly and her father was in a delusional fever. Her two younger sisters were in slightly better shape, but were still worse than she was. Kibwe’s heart went out to the young woman that he had not trusted just hours ago. He helped wipe the sweat off of the dying.
“I do not know how you can help. I almost wish I could go back to that clear pool. This sickness feels like there are fires inside my body. The pool was so cool and comforting.” Asha saw that Kibwe was wiping her family and helping adjust them so that they were comfortable and she dropped back into a chair. Sweat poured down her face and bare chest. She finished stripping her clothes off and sat naked on the chair. Still sweat poured from her tormented skin. With a horrible rasping breath, Asha’s mother passed. Her head slumped to the side with eyes staring at nothing. Drool began to ooze from her mouth, but she stopped sweating. Kibwe wiped the remaining sweat from her brow and covered her. Asha began to sob. Sefu stepped into the hut, covering his mouth and nose with his hand.
“Kibwe, there is nothing we can do. We should leave before we become sick.” Sefu looked uncomfortable and a little panicky.
“Bring Sanaa to me.” Kibwe said and continued to mop Asha’s family’s brows. Sefu turned and exited. Kibwe pulled the clothing off of Asha’s youngest sister. She was beginning to have seizures and he knew she would be dead soon. Her father had passed into unconsciousness in the same way Iambo had at the pool. Kibwe turned from the young girl and pulled his clothes off of him. Realizing that the dead bodies were still giving off heat and stink, Kibwe scooped all three of them up and carried them out of the hut. He laid them in the short grass next to their former home. He stood and breathed the relatively fresh air for a moment before returning to the hut. Asha sat naked and spread out trying to get cooled off. She panted quickly and sweat poured from her skin. Her color was getting worse. Kibwe knew that if she did not get some clean water to drink soon, she would die of dehydration. Sanaa entered the hut.
“Kibwe, what ate you doing? They are not your family!” Sanaa seemed shocked.
“They are all our family. You are my sister and our parents are dead, but the whole clan is our family. I will do what I can to help them.” Kibwe turned to look at his sister’s face. He knew why she said that. She was very sensitive and was trying to protect her heart. He watched the tears start to roll down her cheeks.
“I need you and Sefu to take Asha back to the pool. She needs to drink a lot of clear water if she is going to live.” Sanaa slowly looked away from the dying to Kibwe’s tormented face. She nodded. Kibwe turned back to his ministry while Sanaa picked up the unconscious Asha. He heard the two of them leave. He turned his attentions to the other sister now and stripped her down. He moved the three dying people so that there was as much space between them as he could get. He knew he could not save them, so making them as comfortable as he could became his priority. Separating them kept them from sharing heat. Within an hour the father of Asha and her youngest sister died. Kibwe tried to think of some way to save Asha’s last sibling. He told himself that if the pool were still flowing he would take the whole clan there right now, but he knew in his heart that the pool would never flow again as it had before. It was now just a rainforest pool. Kibwe carried out the dead and returned to mop the young girls sweat. As he touched her forehead, she died. Her last breath rattled in her chest and then fell silent. Kibwe sat in a chair and stared at the dead girl. A single tiny animal fat lamp lit the hut and sent shadows flickering and playing over her dead face. For a long time he sat. Imani came into the hut. She looked at the naked girl’s body, laying there dead on her palette. Then she looked at Kibwe’s expressionless face. She could clearly see the streaks where the tears had rolled down his cheeks, but now his eyes were dry and the tears were no more. Imani touched Kibwe’s arm.
“You should come out of here. It is hot and it stinks in this hut.” Kibwe looked at Imani as her voice caressed his tormented soul. He reached for her hand and she let him take it. He stood slowly and she led him out into the darkness.
“Is this punishment for us finding the pool?” Kibwe half whispered the question to Imani.
“What? Why would you think that? The God my father speaks of would not punish the innocent for our sins. Besides, what makes you think we sinned? We were not warned against clear pools or clean jungle streams. Were we?” Imani wanted to dismiss the idea of punishment, but her own heart felt guilt as well. Kibwe let it go. He looked around the village at the dead and dying. He wondered if everyone that got sick would die.
“I sent Sanaa and Sefu to the pool. They took Asha to see if they could get her through this with clean water and being away from all this death. Also, Sefu and Sanaa were becoming extremely agitated and disturbed here. Have you seen Zuberi or Nuru?” Though his voice was soft, he was getting much better control of himself.
“They are at Nuru’s parent’s hut. Nuru’s parents are both sick. They were talking about taking them to the pool for the same reasons. The water is clean and cool and it is away from all the death.” Imani looked up at Kibwe as they walked. She hoped that he would recover from this and still be the man she loved.
“Have you checked on your parents?” He looked at Imani’s now brilliant gold eyes.
“No, but I should. I do not think they will get sick though. My mother has a hollow rock behind the hut that she catches rain in so they do not have to walk to the stream. That is where they get the water that they drink from.” Imani rubbed her shoulder against Kibwe’s arm as they walked. Kibwe stopped. They were next to Tendaji’s hut.
“What?” Imani was concerned that she had offended him.
“I want to check on Tendaji.” Kibwe turned to face the hut’s hide door. It was closed. He slapped it lightly.
“Come in.” Tendaji’s voice came from the other side. Kibwe opened the door and walked into the small hut. Tendaji had four lamps burning and was slowly working on making a new shift from leather. He was pale and sweating profusely, but he was sitting up and doing for himself. He looked up at Kibwe and Imani. “I do not think I am going to die. I am actually feeling much better. The fires inside are cooler now, but I still feel very weak and I am still sweating some.” He put down his stone awl and waved to the other chairs. “I would move them over here for you, but I do not think I can stand that long.”
“We will not stay long. I just wanted to check on you before I go to check on the others. Iambo has already died, and last I saw Asha she did not look like she had long left. When I leave your hut I am going to check on Odhi, Sauda and Tieno. Is there anything you want us to do to help you before we go?” Kibwe was hoping that Tendaji was right and he was getting better.
“No. I am going to lay down when I get this row finished. I decided I needed new clothes because I am sure these stink. Nuru will want to burn them.” He smiled at Kibwe as he made the joke. Kibwe returned the smile and was truly glad that Tendaji had the strength to beat this sickness. The two left Tendaji to finish his row and get some rest. They walked to Sauda’s hut to check on her. Her husband sat outside the hut like a visitor waiting for the occupants to return. He looked up as Kibwe and Imani approached.
“Do I blame you for my wife’s illness, Kibwe? Or would it have struck her no matter where she had been?” His voice was not angry but sad and frightened.
“You may blame me if it helps you feel better.” Kibwe knelt in front of him for a moment. “Is she alone in there?”
“No, her sister Anhana is inside tending to her. Anhana has not been affected.” Sauda’s husband Ekwan had been forced out of the tiny hut because there was not room for three adults there.
“How bad is she?” Kibwe stood to move in front of the door hide.
“I am better, Kibwe. I will be fine in a day or two.” Sauda’s weak voice called from inside the tiny hut.
“I am glad, Sauda! I am going to check on the others. Rest as much as you can!” Kibwe called back to her. He took Imani’s hand and the two of them left Sauda’s hut to find Odhi. When they got to Odhi’s hut they found his family carrying his body to the stream bank for Imamu to say his last words. The family walked silently and many of them looked very sick.
“We should go see to Tieno.” Imani tried to distract Kibwe from the guilt that she saw racking his mind and heart. He did not respond, but he also did not resist as she changed his direction by pulling on his hand. When the got to Tieno’s hut they found her sitting naked in front of her door. She fanned herself with a piece of stiff leather to cool her sweating self. As the two walked up to her she shook her head at them.
“Do not get close. I think this is a sickness that you can get from being too close to a sick person.” Her breath came in short bursts as she spoke. Her breathing was getting more difficult.
“If we were going to get sick from being too close, we would already be sick. Let us take you back to the pool where you can drink clean water and we can keep you cool.” Kibwe’s voice was soft as he addressed her.
“No. If I am to die, I want to die here, where I lived. I thank you both for wanting to help, but this is not your fault. Go in peace, my friends.” Tieno stated the last in dismissal so that the two could go without feeling guilty about leaving. Kibwe stood and took Imani’s hand.
“We will check on you later.” Imani said.” I do not think it is your time yet.” She and Kibwe walked to the stream bank to check on Imamu and Camali. Dawn was just two hours away. The couple found Imamu and Camali taking a break after having said the last words over Odhi and two of the other villagers. They both showed exhaustion on their faces and in their movements. Kibwe approached Imamu.
“We are going to a camp to check on Asha, Sanaa and Sefu. Is there anything you would like us to do before we leave?”
“No Kibwe, just take Imani out of this place. I do not want her to get sick. Be careful. Come check in two or three days to see if it is safe here.” Imamu’s voice was rasping and quiet. He had spoken more in this last night than he had in a long time. The young couple hugged the eldest couple and walked back to the village.
“We should take Tendaji and Tieno. At least there we can get them well.” Imani’s voice soothed Kibwe a bit.
“Tieno will not go.” He replied evenly. “She will stay weather she thinks she will live or die.”
“That is her choice to make. We should still offer.” Imani set her smile on her lips. She turned their path towards Tieno’s hut. When they got back to her she was still sitting outside. Even though she was still breathing with difficulty, she was doing better.
“We came to see if you would like to come back to the camp with us for two days.” Imani laid the offer out plainly, letting Tieno know that she believed Tieno would still be alive.
“No, thank you. I am comfortable here.” Her labored breathing and dry voice made her position clear.
“Very well, we will check on you in two days.” Kibwe ended any forthcoming arguments before they started. He smiled at Tieno and tugged Imani’s hand toward Tendaji’s hut. When they got there, Kibwe slapped the door hide.
“Tendaji! Are you awake?” He opened the edge of the hide.
“I am now. You make as much noise as a bull elephant.” Tendaji pulled himself off of his bedroll to a hunched standing position, then wobbled around the chair he braced himself on to sit on it. Just that short movement wore him out and brought heavy labored breathing.
“I came to ask you if you wanted to go back to the jungle camp with us. We will stay there for two days and then check back here to see how things are going. I know it will be hard for you, but I can carry you to the camp. At least there you will have clean water to drink and bathe in.” Kibwe put the offer forth and was hopeful that Tendaji would accept it.
“I will go, but I have to bring some things with me, Kibwe. My clothes making tools and the leather. That will not be a problem, will it?” Tendaji didn’t think it would and had already begun reaching across the table for his supplies. Kibwe smiled, showing white teeth in the darkness.
“No, my friend that will not be a problem. I can carry you and all of your stuff.” Kibwe and Imani both stepped into the hut. They gathered everything that Tendaji pointed to and wrapped it in the leather that was being transformed into clothing. After all was gathered, Kibwe scooped up Tendaji and the trio left the hut. In the last hour of darkness, they slipped out of the village. Once they were clear of the border, they ran at full speed. The trio reached the pool with forty five minutes before dawn. When Tendaji opened his eyes, he could see the campfire across the pool. Sefu and Sanaa sat on the edge of the flat stone facing the fire and watching Asha sleep inside the shelter. They did not look tired at all.
“Hold on.” Kibwe whispered. Tendaji held on tightly as Kibwe squatted, then jumped with enormous power across the pool to the flat stone. He landed solidly and grinned from his half squatted position as Sefu and Sanaa whirled around to face him. He still held Tendaji cradled in his arms. He slowly straightened up to a full standing position. Sanaa relaxed first.
“Kibwe! That was not funny!” Sanaa had no other words. Sefu recovered from his surprise and put his long knife away, shaking his head and smiling. Imani landed softly on the rock behind Kibwe.
“Kibwe, you should put Tendaji down on a bedroll inside.” Imani pointed at the shelter. Kibwe walked past her and laid Tendaji down on the mat.
“Has anyone seen Zuberi and Nuru?” Kibwe looked at his sister and her lover as he asked the question.
“Thank you, Kibwe.” Tendaji whispered hoarsely before he closed his eyes again. Kibwe patted Tendaji on the shoulder and then spun on his toes to leave the shelter. Imani slipped past him to lay Tendaji’s stuff down by his bedroll.
“Not since we left the village.” Sefu stated flatly. “They were at Nuru’s parents hut, tending to them.
“They may still bring them here if they are alive.” Imani stated as she rejoined Kibwe. The two sat alongside Sefu and Sanaa on the flat stone facing the fire. Twenty feet behind them, the pool began to rise again. Water flowed from the jungle stream once more and slowly filled the clear pool with fresh water.
Dawn broke over the jungle covered mountains to the east of the small camp. Kibwe recounted in his head. It had been four days since the group of six that had found the pool and had slept. They had eaten only once in that time. He himself was not tired and gazing at Imani’s amazing golden eyes, he determined that she was not tired either. He looked past her to see his sister, Sanaa, sitting with her shoulder tucked against her lover, Sefu. Neither of them showed any sign of being tired. Kibwe’s thoughts were interrupted by the sudden sound of trickling water from the stream that fed the pool. All four rose from the edge of the stone and walked the length of it to look at the pool. It was filling quickly. The stream was back to full flow and was filling the clear pool once again. Kibwe looked to where the dead chimp had been laying on the bank. It was gone. Imani spoke and broke the silence of the group.
“We should get the two into the pool as soon as they wake. This may be their only chance. We do not know how long the stream will stay flowing.” She looked at each of them as she spoke. There was no disagreement from the three.
“I will go back to the village and check on Zuberi and Nuru. The three of you can take care of Tendaji and Asha. I will be back soon.” Kibwe smiled at Sanaa and Sefu, and then leaned slightly to kiss Imani on the lips. The two shared a short, fierce kiss and then Kibwe was gone. He ran as fast as he could, and with no passenger he made it back to the village edge in ten minutes. He was not sure if he was getting faster or just more familiar with the path between the camp and the village.
Kibwe sought out Nuru’s parent’s hut. He found it empty and went to Nuru’s hut. Finding that one also empty he went to Zuberi’s hut. There was no sign that they had been to Zuberi’s at all. Kibwe went to the stream to see if they were delivering the dead to Imamu and Camali. In the early morning light, the stream was muddy and red-brown. It stank of filth and disease. Now Kibwe could smell the origins of the sickness. The stream had the same distinct odor that the sick people’s sweat had. Something upstream was making the water foul. On the banks of the stream Kibwe found Camali tending to her exhausted husband. Zuberi and Nuru were finishing the final steps of preparing the bodies for the funerals. Camali looked as if she were going to collapse. Kibwe went to her first.
“Camali. You should rest. I am going to take you and Imamu back to your hut. I think you should both sleep before you do any more.” He squatted next to the old woman and looked at her eyes. When she looked up to meet his she jumped and shock took over her face.
“You have silver eyes, Kibwe! What has happened to you?” She took a squatting step back from him. He could smell her exhaustion now that he was close enough. He could also smell Imamu’s exhaustion and something else. Kibwe wasn’t sure what it was that he smelled from Imamu, but he could tell it was not good.
“We need to get him to the hut quickly. I do not think he is well.” Kibwe scooped Imamu up as though he were a very small child. As he stood, Camali stood with him.
“Do you think he has the sickness?” Her concern for her husband out weighed the shock of Kibwe’s eyes for the time being.
“No. What he has is not the same. I do not know what it is. Walk with me to the hut, Camali.” He turned and headed for the hut by the central fire. Camali followed him as quickly as her old legs could carry her, but she could not keep up. Kibwe reached the hut and went through the door hide. He laid Imamu on the bed palette and went back out of the hut. Around back he found Camali’s water stone. He carried it into the hut and gave some to Imamu. This water was clear and clean. Camali entered the hut.
“I will take over from here, Kibwe.” She stepped in front of him to see his eyes again. In the darkness of the hut, they appeared dark gray. “What has happened to you and the others that you took with you? The six of you are very different. You all seem stronger and faster, you all have paler skin and different colored eyes. As far as I know, none of you have slept, but you show no signs of being tired. What have you gotten into?”
“I do not think I can explain, Camali. We found a pool while we were hunting. It has very clear water. We all bathed and drank the water from it in the heat of the day. From that point on, things have been changing! We are all changing, but still the same. I do not know what it is. We took others there before we really knew that it was the water, but the stream that fed the pool had stopped flowing. I think that they were not changed. Now the stream is flowing again, but we do not know if the pool will do the same thing any more.” Kibwe sat on a chair as he spoke to Camali. In a way he hoped that the wise old woman might know what the pool was. He watched her face for signs that she might, but saw none.
“I have never heard of such a thing. Weather or not it was the pool that changed you or something else. The six of you appear very healthy. You do not seem to be dangerous to the rest of the village. If any others change from the waters tell me about it, but keep it a secret from the village until we know what it is. I do not want everyone rushing to this pool if it is going to have bad affects. We may not know weather it is truly safe for a long time! Maybe until one of the women has a baby! I have seen some diseases that affect the child but not the mother. I hope this is not one, but we can not be sure.” Camali gave her husband another drink, and then took one herself. “You may go and take Zuberi and Nuru with you. I will care for Imamu. If there are any others that have drank from the pool, take them as well. Come and see me in three days and I will talk to you more then.” The old woman turned her back on Kibwe and began undressing Imamu.
“Wait Camali. There is one more thing. The water in the stream is poisoned.” Kibwe waited for her reaction. She stopped moving but did not turn around.
“I know. But there is no other water for the village. How can we stop them from drinking it? Go. We will talk again.” She continued from where she had stopped. Kibwe rose and left the hut. He stood outside for a moment and took in the smells of sickness and death that filled his village. He knew he needed to get his people away from here. He needed to find them a better place to live that had clean water. He turned to the stream to look for Nuru and Zuberi.
The three of them stood on the bank of the filthy stream and looked at the lines of bodies. There were four lines with ten in each line, and a fifth line was started with three more bodies. There were a lot of dead and the dying was not over.
“Camali wants us to take the others that have drunk from the pool and leave. She said for me to come back in three days and talk to her then.” Kibwe looked at Zuberi and Nuru as they stood side by side. Nuru’s eyes had turned a deep blue in her wide, black face. They were blue like the deepest of blue flowers. Zuberi’s eyes were as orange and fierce as the orange of the late evening sky.
“Camali knows?” Nuru questioned slowly.
“Yes, I told her most of it. The important parts. She is not sure what it is, but she wants to be sure before she allows the village to know. She said it could be until someone has a child before she knows how safe it is.” Kibwe stood tall as he spoke. He was not ashamed that he told their secret to Camali and he felt less guilty as she had not warned of any punishments or such.
“Who is left that has drunk? Are there any left alive that are still here?” Zuberi appeared to take it all in stride.
“There are two left here. Sauda and Tieno. Tieno refused to leave earlier, but now she will have to go. Sauda was being tended by her sister and husband. We will need to gather them and everything we want to take with us. Camali does not want us back for a time.” Kibwe felt as if this would not be a problem for these two, but the sick ones may not take the news so well.
“We should get started then. We will get Tieno and the things we want from our huts. You can get Sauda and your things. Do you want to meet at the edge of the village or just meet at the camp?” Zuberi had turned his pragmatic side on. It was less painful when dealing with dead clan and upset survivors.
“Just meet at the camp. Do not let Tieno refuse. Camali made herself clear.” Kibwe reminded them as they went to gather the others. Noon found Sefu and Sanaa bathing with Asha and Tendaji in the pool. Asha was doing slightly better and was more aware than last night. Tendaji had made a complete recovery. He was back to his old self for the time being. Kibwe brought Sauda to the pool and dropped her off before continuing to the shelter to drop off the rest of the things the two of them had brought. He found Imani in the shelter. She was studying Zuberi’s framework. He set Sauda’s things down next to a bedroll. Imani smiled at him and walked over. She stretched up to kiss him and he reciprocated.
“Tell me all, Kibwe!” Imani whispered as she released the kiss. “What happened in the village?” Kibwe set the bundle that he had brought from her hut and from his down near the back corner of the shelter. He wrapped her in his arms and told her everything that had happened as they stood in embrace.
“So we have three days before you can go back?” She whispered with her cheek on his shoulder and nose pressed against his neck.
“Yes. Three days.” Kibwe whispered back. They held each other in a standing embrace for some time before the voices of the others called their names.
“Kibwe! Imani! Come out here and join us! Others would like to know their fates as well!” The main voice was Sanaa’s. Kibwe stepped back and looked at Imani. She smiled back at him.
“Come! You will have to tell them as well. Sauda, Asha, Tendaji and Tieno will want to know their fate as well.” She turned, tugging at his hand as she spoke. The two walked to the pool together and looked at the eight people already in the water. Kibwe looked into the eyes of Asha. There he saw that she had red-orange eyes that betrayed her new nature. He shifted his gaze to Tendaji who seemed well and looked into his eyes. Tendaji had eyes that had gone from near black to a rich brown. Kibwe knew he was changing as well. He turned his gaze next to Sauda. She also looked to be doing much better. Her eyes were now red as the deepest red rose. Last his eyes turned to the sickest. Tieno lay on her back in the cool water. Her eyes were marginally cracked open. As Kibwe focused his vision on those narrow slits, his eyes shifted and his vision zoomed to her as if he were but inches from her face. He could see the jade green peeking from the narrow slot between her eyelids. All of them were changing as the first six had. That meant that there were going to be ten changed in the clan. Kibwe stepped off the rock into the water. He allowed himself to sink to his chin. Imani also stepped in. Kibwe relaxed for just a moment, and then stood in the water. The water just came to his thighs where he was. He swept his gaze over all nine of them.
“For now, just relax and enjoy the pool. Tonight we will build a fire and talk. There is much to be discussed.” He made his way to where Sanaa and Sefu sat together. They were sitting in water up to their chests. He sat next to Sanaa and Imani sat next to him. They looked at the four newest members of their exclusive group. For the rest of the day, from mid morning until dark, they watched over the afflicted and relaxed in the soothing waters. As dark fell, the original six rose as one and walked to the camp. They made stacks of stones around the fire. Eight stone stacks and the flat stone made the seating arrangement around the fire pit. Zuberi then made the fire. In just minutes there was a perfect campfire crackling in the ring. Kibwe and Imani sat on the edge of the giant stone. The others sat with their significant others and waited for the new four to take their places. Tendaji and Asha quickly found their places next to Zuberi and Nuru, leaving the two seats directly across from Zuberi and Nuru and next to Sefu and Sanaa. Sauda walked Tieno to the fire and the two sat next to each other. Kibwe looked at the reflective eyes gathered around the fire. This too was a new development. He had not seen the others eyes reflect fire light in the way they were now. The newest four were the least reflective. The others shone like leopard eyes in the flickering fire light.
“You are all here. Are you ready to hear our fate?” Kibwe began. He looked at each of them to see if there were any that were not ready to hear. All eyes stared intently at him, so he continued. “I went to see Imamu and Camali just after dawn this morning. Imamu was exhausted and near unconscious. Camali was kneeling next to him trying to take care of him. When I squatted to talk to her and help him, she looked at my eyes and was shocked. She asked me what we had done or gotten into because she had noticed changes in all of us, so I told her. I told her most everything. I told her about the pool and that I thought that was where we had been changed. She told me that she wanted us to take everyone who had drunk from the pool back here and that she had never heard of such a thing as what was going on with us. She said she did not know if it was safe for us to be around the others in the village and that she wanted me to come back in three days to talk to her. That is all that was really said between us. There was the thing about not knowing weather what we had was safe until one of the women had a child. So we may have to live separate from the village for a long time.” He paused to let them digest the quick explanation before continuing. “That is not all we are here to discuss, but we can discuss this if you want.” He waited a moment and Sauda spoke.
“Does this mean I cannot see my mate until we are cleared to go back to the village?” Her voice trembled a little in anticipation.
“I am not sure yet, though I will address this question when I go to see Camali.” Kibwe had already thought of that situation and thought how he would feel if he were not allowed to see Imani for a year or more. Sauda looked as if she were going to say something, and then closed her mouth. She would wait for the word from Camali and Imamu before she argued. Tieno spoke up.
“Are we being exiled?” Her voice quivered a bit.
“No not exiled. We just have to stay separate from the village until the elders are sure we are not contagious. We will be in contact with them often I think. We may even continue to hunt and take meat to them, I do not know. Whatever the terms turn out to be, we are still members of our clan and are still going to protect and care for them.” Kibwe did not believe they would ever be completely accepted back into the clan. He remembered from his childhood that a baby had been born with extra fingers and toes. The elders had told the parents to leave the baby in the jungle or to not come back themselves. The family of three had left the village and never returned. The boy would be seventeen now had that not been the case. The elders did not take chances with the health and safety of the clan.
“There is something else. Camali knows that the village stream is poisoned. I think she may ask us to find out what is poisoning the stream. She does not want to move the village and I do not think the other elders will want to either. The stream has the same smell as the sweat of the dying. I believe it is time to move the whole clan. I think it is time to take them to a place that has clean water and is not so hot all the time. The last few years have gotten hotter and hotter. There is less game than ever before and there has not been a herd of elephants come through in five years. Is there anything that any of you want to discuss?”
“Yes!” Tendaji stood up from his rock. “What has happened to us? What is it that the pool did to us?” He sat back down, realizing that he had moved much more quickly than he had intended.
“We do not know everything the pool has changed. We know we are faster and stronger, we hear better, we can see farther, and that our skin is grayish black instead of rich black and that our eyes have all changed color. What else we do not know yet, what it means we do not know.” Imani spoke clearly and with confidence about what was known, but her voice quieted with her last line. Kibwe nodded to her and then continued her line of thought. “When was the last time any of us slept? The original group of us that found the pool. When did we last eat? When did we last drink? Have any of us peed or pooped? I have not since we began to change.” Kibwe let the others think for a few moments. “Sanaa, have you slept since our first day in the pool? Zuberi, how many times have you eaten? Sefu, have you had to pee? At all?” He turned his attention to the four new ones. “This is what you have to look forward to so far. The good thing for you is that you can see us and know what will happen to you in a few days!” He smiled showing white teeth. “I am a bit hungry. We may have to get some meat soon.”
“I have not peed in four days nor slept at all. I am hungry though.” Sefu also smiled showing stark white teeth. The six laughed lightly for a moment.
“I will go get some meat.” Kibwe stood. Grabbing his spear from the entrance of the shelter, he turned toward the jungle. He shouldered the spear and took off to the north east. As he left the firelight and entered the deep jungle canopy, his vision flickered. Mortified Kibwe came to a skidding stop. His vision flashed making the jungle as bright as the plains during the mid day. Then back to very dark, almost too dark for him to see at all. Kibwe stood still. He knew if his vision did not stabilize, he could not hunt. It flashed again. Everything was so bright he could see the most minute detail and faintest variation in color. For some seconds it stayed this way, and then it switched back to normal. Kibwe took deep breaths. He calmed his mind and focused on his breathing. His vision slowly brightened until it was like normal daylight in the jungle, dim but not dark. He continued to focus on his breathing. His vision stayed the same. It was like mid day in the jungle. Kibwe looked around. The jungle was alive with creatures that he had never seen. Tiny creatures that moved quietly in the darkness. They watched him and avoided coming within twenty feet or so of him. He concentrated on brightening his vision a little, making it lighter. The jungle brightened and he could again see the faintest variations in color, pattern and texture. Then he saw something on a tree that was very bright. He focused on it and zoomed in. It was fifty feet away on a tree trunk. A scorpion no more than four inches long. It was as bright as if the sun were inside its shell. The light that it seemed to give off was a very light violet. He brought his vision back to normal and continued to look around. Turning back to the north east he walked more cautiously now that he could see the creatures all around him on the ground. Spiders scurried away from his footsteps, tree frogs and snakes sat very still as he passed them by. Small night birds glided silently away from him. When he had been gone from camp for an hour he spotted an animal that he decided would do. A jungle pig stood quietly ahead of him. It stood about three feet high with a length of five feet. It wore two pairs of long tusks. The front pair was the longest with the rear pair being just a few inches shorter. The pig was massive and very dangerous. Kibwe decided to see just how capable he was now that he had changed so much. Normally the hunters would not even consider this creature because it was so dangerous. He crept closer to the now foraging creature. The thing smelled of salt and earth. It had a very distinct odor. As he crept closer he encountered another smell. Dead meat. Something near the pig had been dead for several days. The pig grunted and shoved its nose under the leaves and dirt. It lifted what appeared to be a man’s arm with its tusk and shook it. When the arm flopped off of the pig’s nose onto the leaves, it turned its head slightly and picked up the arm in its mouth. There was a crunch of bone breaking as the massive pig bit down. From the elbow the arm was severed. The pig carried the hand end of the arm about six feet away and began chewing the flesh from the bone. Kibwe crept closer. The pig was oblivious as it enjoyed its meal. As he reached the six foot distance from the pig, Kibwe raised the spear. Slowly the spear went up. Suddenly the pig spun to face him. Everything slowed for Kibwe. The pig took a slow step sideways as it lowered its broad head to bring those tusks around. Kibwe jabbed the spear into its eye one, two, three times before it could jerk its head back. Kibwe watched as the pig leaped backwards and blood spurted from its empty eye socket. The pig spun around in a slow circle and Kibwe stepped in to jab the spear into its other eye one, two, three times before it could jerk away and spin again, slashing wildly with those massive tusks. Kibwe easily stepped back and watched the bleeding beast buck and twist before he stepped back in to jab one fierce thrust just behind the pigs shoulder. He felt the spear slip between ribs to pierce the heart of the beast before he pulled the spear back, keeping the pig from damaging it. The pig spun one more time and tried to run. It made it three steps before falling over on its side. The great pig lay there with its lungs heaving for air, but its heart beat no more. Kibwe squatted and waited for the movement to stop. It only took a few minutes for the pig to completely stop. Kibwe sat watching the crimson pool soaking into the ground around the pig. He stood and grabbed the pig by the left tusks. He hefted it to his left shoulder and laid the spear o his right. The only thing he regretted was that it would take a long time to cook the pig. He grinned as he carried the three hundred pound pig through the jungle. As he exited the jungle he let his vision adjust down to a normal level so he wouldn’t be blinded by the fire light of camp. As he entered the camp, the others looked at him in amazement. Kibwe had brought back the most dangerous game animal in the jungle, and he carried its three hundred pound carcass as if it were a ten pound bird. The tusks were wider than his broad shoulders. Zuberi began constructing a much heavier spit while Imani checked Kibwe for injuries. Sefu drew his knives to help with the cleaning of the pig.
“Sefu, not here. We will clean it west of camp. I do not want to risk fouling this area or the pool.” Kibwe let them all know what his intention for this place was. “Zuberi do you have any use for these tusks?”
“Yes, I do! I can do many things with those four tusks.” Zuberi eyed the tusks. Imani was satisfied with Kibwe’s health and safety. Kibwe let Sefu and Sanaa take the pig while he went to the stream below the pool to wash the blood off. While at the stream he noticed that there were minnows in the lower stream now. After washing he walked the edge of the pool, looking for life and found none. When he reached the upper stream he expected to find fish again but did not. The puzzle of why no animals or plants lived in the pool baffled him. The water was clear and clean. Tomorrow he would catch some water animals and move them to the pool. That may help answer the question. Kibwe walked to the fire with Imani who had silently followed him. They sat together on the flat stone.
“What were you thinking about, Kibwe, when you were walking and looking in the water?” Imani wrapped her arm into his and leaned her head on his shoulder.
“I was wondering why nothing lives in this pool. The water is clean and clear, but there are no plants or fish. Even the frogs stay away. But when we drink, we are refreshed and when we get in the water we do not die. I was thinking that tomorrow I will catch some water animals and put them in the pool to see what happens. What do you think will happen, Imani?”
“I think they will die.” She stated flatly. “I think the pool was meant for people and that it will kill those that are not supposed to be here.”
“I also wondered why the blood ran up the stone to fall in the pool when we butchered the kudu here. Why did it not run down the stone like water does?” Kibwe continued.
“I do not know that one. Maybe the pool wanted to drink the blood?” She said it and dismissed it, but it struck a chord in Kibwe. When the couple came back with the butchered pig, Kibwe took it and squeezed the leg over the stone, dripping thick, red blood on it. As the blood hit it slowly oozed up the rock to the edge. From the edge it spilled into the pool where it spread through the water until it disappeared. Kibwe handed the pig back to Sefu and watched as the last drips were sucked up the stone. Not even a stain was left. After the last drop hit the water, the stream stopped flowing. The water shut off and the stream slowed to a trickle, then stopped. Kibwe was amazed. He was beginning to understand.
The group sat down in front of the fire and watched the pig roast. Normally it would take two days for a pig of this size to cook through, but after two hours they could no longer refrain from the smell of the meat. The original six attacked the carcass as one. To the shock and horror of the four others who watched, the six original devoured raw meat by the mouthful. Blood spilled down their chins and smeared on cheek and nose. The hunters tore the meat from the carcass with tooth and claw, releasing deep growls and baring blood stained teeth. In minutes the carcass was reduced to less than one hundred pounds. The six reclined around the fire, coated in blood. The other four looked in amazement. They had never seen such a vicious display from humans.
“Is that another thing we have to look forward to?” Tendaji half whispered to the fire circle. The only sound for several minutes was the hiss of fat dropping into the fire from the remains of the pig.
“I am going to clean up.” Kibwe stood and walked to the pool. As he washed the blood off his face, he realized he had lost four teeth. The canines were all gone. Upper and lower were completely missing. He rinsed his mouth thoroughly. There was no blood and the spots where his teeth had been were not raw or in any discomfort. He hoped he would not loose more teeth. He quickly checked for any others that were loose. To his dismay he found that there were many both upper and lower that wiggled in the gum. Imani was splashing beside him. He waited until she was finished washing.
“Are any of your teeth missing?” He watched her eyes for any signs of weather or not there were teeth missing or loose. She felt around her mouth with her tongue for a moment. Her eyes widened a bit, and then narrowed.
“Yes, I am missing four and many are loose! Are we going to be toothless? Were we that rough when we ate that I tore my teeth out and didn’t feel it?” She was near panic now.
“Calm, Imani. I am not sure what is happening. We should check with the others first.” He reached out and held her hand. They stood and walked back to the fire. Zuberi and Nuru were on their way to the pool and as Kibwe and Imani walked up Sanaa and Sefu rose to go to the pool.
“Wait you two. Are either of you missing any teeth?” Kibwe held his hand out in a gesture for them to stop. Sanaa simply nodded, but Sefu had to check with his tongue.
“I am, four I think. There are many loose.” Sefu looked slightly concerned but not terribly so. The two continued to walk toward the pool. Kibwe and Imani sat down. Minutes passed while they waited for the other four to return. The four younger ones stared openly at Kibwe and Imani.
“What is it?” Imani asked. The four of them looked at each other briefly then back to the couple. Asha was the one to speak up.
“You have normal skin color again. You are not gray or pasty any more.” Her voice was quiet. “After you ate the raw pig, all of you got your color back.” Tendaji reached out and cut some meat from the pig with his knife. He was careful to take a cooked piece. He chewed each bite thoroughly, enjoying its flavor.
“This is good meat! Too bad the hunters can not get these!” The three women looked at him in disbelief. Sauda shook her head and cleared her throat.
“What are you doing? Does it not bother you that you will be like them in just a few days? You will be attacking raw meat with an animal like viciousness! You will be unlike other people!” Her short tirade ended quietly.
“Why would this bother me? I will be stronger and faster than normal people. I will be like Kibwe and Sefu and Zuberi. Why would I not want to be like them? It is already done, why should I worry now?” Tendaji took another bite of meat. Asha shrugged and cut herself a piece. Tieno smiled.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/8774 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!