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			Praise for The Ancients

			‘This richly imagined journey into a dystopian future is at once cautionary and provocative, inviting us to heed the lessons of the Ancients’ Dr Robin Wall Kimmerer, New York Times bestselling author of Braiding Sweetgrass

			‘In a sea of post-apocalyptic novels, John Larison’s The Ancients stands apart for the audacity of his world-building, the vibrant humanity of his imperiled characters, the stark, insistent drumbeat of his storytelling, and the ultimate hopefulness of his vision for the intertwined fates of our species and our planet’ Hillary Jordan, New York Times bestselling author of Mudbound and When She Woke

			‘This ambitious novel reaches far, far deeper than almost any post-apocalyptic tale to reframe the stakes of the climate crisis. This is a novel written by a deep soul, whose commitment to the planet, his community, and his family is on display in these pages. Larison’s knife-sharp prose cuts right to the bone. He is one of our best. A true literary and intellectual maverick’  Nickolas Butler, author of Shotgun Lovesongs and Godspeed

		

	
		
			

			Praise for Whiskey When We’re Dry

			‘A truly excellent book’ Henry Hughes, Harvard Review Online

			‘A thunderclap of originality, here is a fresh voice and fresh take on one of the oldest stories we tell about ourselves as Americans and Westerners’ Timothy Egan, New York Times bestselling author of The Worst Hard Time 

			‘A smooth yet bracing Western yarn that both celebrates and subverts the romance of the Old West’ Seattle Times

			‘A tale of the Old West with a fresh perspective’ New York Post
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			For the matrilineal ancestors of Evelyn Argetsinger and Ruth Diamond, and for all those who will come after

		

	
		
			Back When

			Once there was a boy whose parents left to get food but didn’t come home. He and his sister spent the night alone around the fire, and at first light they went for the help of their adult sister who lived across the bay in an abandoned village.

			To go that far they needed their father’s canoe, which first had to be carried to the water where they argued over who should steer. In the end, she was older, newly thirteen while he was still nine, so she steered as he dug with a paddle that was too long for him. They reached the village in the calm of morning. Their big sister listened. She said their parents were nearby, they had to be. His sisters handled the canoe on the return, and the boy was forced to ride in the middle like a toddler. With nothing to do, he chewed his thumbnail. For the first time he wondered if they could be the last people alive.

			The tide was quick when they landed and his oldest sister dragged the canoe all alone to the shelter where their father kept it. Then she wanted to hear everything again. What their father had said when he rushed home from fishing yesterday morning, the questions their mother had asked him, what she had said before leaving the house. Their big sister studied the ground at the front door. She followed tracks he couldn’t see. By then a breeze was picking up. At the river, he was carried across. He thought he saw his parents’ tracks on the other side but couldn’t be sure. He followed his sisters all the way to the cove and watched them whisper where sea-foam flooded their ankles. The tide that night had been one of the year’s highest and now it was one of the lowest.

			

			When they returned to the house, the fire was dying. The eldest was eighteen and she knew what to do. She packed the ember tube and a satchel of salt. Then she searched for any food left in the sand-pantry even after his middle sister said there wasn’t any. Outside, the breeze had become a gale. They looked at each other when he asked where their parents were.

			Finally, the boy asked the question that scared him most. ‘What do we do now?’

		

	
		
			1 Collapse

			They crossed the tidal flat ahead of the incoming, three shapes each smaller than the last – a little boy following his big sisters. Behind, their dark footsteps were lost to the creeping reflection of sky. Their world fallen silent: no birds, no boils of fish, only the unbroken water beyond this brink of land and the mud sucking at their calloused feet.

			‘Come on,’ the eldest called with a boot kept dry in each hand, and the thin-necked boy shouted, ‘I can’t! I’m stuck!’

			He had never tried crossing the bay at low tide. Never thought to leave home under the slanted light of dusk. None of this was right – he knew that. The gale turned the sweat on his neck to ice and there was muck to his knees and why leave home with night so near? Just yesterday his mother promised everything would be okay and now his boots were in his hands.

			

			His middle sister returned for him. She was panting when she took him by the elbow. ‘We’ll cross together.’ She tossed the hair from her face and he heard the clatter of shells and beads. A band of blue pigment ran ear to ear across her nose. A maiden now when only a week before she had been a clean-faced girl. She said, ‘Don’t make sister angry.’

			‘Hurry!’ the oldest yelled. She was as tall as their father and her hands were rough like his and the same protruding vein divided her forehead. ‘Tide’s catching up. You get wet and you’ll freeze!’

			* * *

			He followed his sisters from the mud onto dry sand, across the flank of a dune, through the crisp limbs of a dead orchard, past the drying racks once used for fish but now abandoned, and across the sandy flat that was before a black-soiled garden of maize and squash and beans, herbs and garlic, tubers and flowers. Here, where kids used to play when there were still kids. He could remember the barking dogs, the laughter, the heavy warmth of a full belly. All the singing – he had always wanted to be old enough to join the men in their singing.

			‘This way,’ Leerit – the oldest – demanded. She was faster through the abandoned village, her steps two of his. Her feet left deep, toe-heavy tracks he would recognize anywhere.

			The houses had begun falling in on themselves, the mud and its seagrass binder piled within ribs of wood used as corner posts and trusses. Twenty-four homes, each built around a central hearth, most with three wings where children and old people and dogs could sleep together under wood heat. All now disappearing into sand.

			The path led to the only structure still intact. Leerit swept aside the hide curtain and ducked within. As big as their home and yet she lived here alone, his eldest sister. He knew he could never be so brave, brave enough to sleep alone.

			

			Maren, his middle sister, pulled her hands inside her sleeves and crossed her arms. The bright beads in her hair were clacking with the wind. ‘What are we doing?’ she asked. ‘There’s a storm coming. Brother’s cold.’ 

			It was true, Kushim realized. He was cold. He sat on frigid sand and brushed the crumbles of tide from his shins and slipped on the furlined boots his mother had made for him. Their warmth, like hers, was immediate.

			Leerit reappeared and tucked her knife into her belt and slung a satchel over her shoulder and freed her long locks from under the strap. Her neck was as thick as her jaw, her shoulders wide with muscle. She glanced toward the horizon. ‘We’re leaving.’

			‘Why?’ Maren’s nose was narrower, her eyes more delicate, her lashes long and curling. ‘Shouldn’t we wait?’ She wrapped an arm about Kushim and said to their big sister, ‘You’re scaring him.’

			Leerit turned from the angry ocean. ‘I said we’re leaving.’

			Then even Maren stopped answering his questions. Where were their parents? Why leave home? When their parents came back and found them missing, then what? ‘Please,’ he begged. ‘Just tell me what’s happening!’

			Maren grabbed him. ‘Enough! Be quiet!’

			Leerit was watching from atop a boulder. She used one lock to tie the rest of her hair together at the back of her head. Her hand adjusted the knife in her waistband. Sweat was streaking through her pigments. Kushim asked his adult sister, ‘Maybe they went to find everyone else?’

			Leerit’s eyes fell to him. Her pigments needed fixing, but instead she passed a sleeve across one eye and her skin showed through. She did the same with the other eye then brought the belly of her robe up to clean the remaining pigment from her face. This was his sister become a stranger.

			

			When she turned and kept going, what choice was there but to follow?

			Leerit didn’t stop again until a rushing tributary where the water was too fast to wade. She took one look and heaved her satchel across and leapt the rapid as if it were nothing. Then she called back for them from that face naked of markings. Her mouth made no sound for the roar. His sister’s eyes were colorless in that dusk.

			Maren wasn’t thinking of him; she was studying the place she would land. Then her back foot lifted from the ground, and Kushim was left alone on that bank. His sisters were now together without him. Their mouths opening, Leerit waving, Maren’s arms outstretched toward him. If he didn’t jump, he would be alone.

			Kushim backed up. He looked where he wanted to land and ran. The blur of the rapid was under him and he already knew he wouldn’t make it. 

			His boots splashed into the stream and he was under, water in his ears. Skidding, his elbow colliding with flowstone, kicking but finding no ground, drowning, this is drowning – until a breath of air.

			Something had caught his hood and the current swung him around into the shallows. Fingers dug into his armpits: it was Leerit dragging him through the brush, limbs cracking under her big feet.

			When he finally stood, water poured from his sleeves. It had filled his boots and ears. Already his hands quivered with this cold beyond cold. A cold like burning. Not even cold was how it should be anymore.

			

			Leerit hated him now. ‘I told you not to get wet.’

			Hail like sizzling fat. Maren flipped up her hood but too late, and pellets melted against her spine. She could do nothing to stop their trickle of cold.

			Together, she and Leerit had pulled Kushim from his wet clothes and wrapped him inside the bearskin. He’d been shaking violently and talking to people not there.

			It was madness to be out here now. Leerit, who was practically a woman – who would be a woman with a spouse if the village hadn’t left – she was the reason they were here now. Maren asked the big sister she had always admired, ‘Please just tell me why.’

			An ember dropped from its tube and flames licked through tinder and Leerit’s face was born new from the dark.

			Maren tried to stop shivering. ‘When they come back and we’re gone, what then?’

			Leerit added lengths of dry willow and stems of sage and blew light into the fire. Her hands somehow moved about the flames without burning. Leerit’s voice was deeper this night. ‘We need more wood. Dry his clothes. Get the meat and make him eat some. Wake him and make him eat. I need him strong tomorrow.’

			Maren gripped her big sister’s elbow and was surprised to find it wet. Of course. Soaked from when she jumped into the stream to save Kushim. ‘You’re freezing.’

			Leerit pulled free and strode into the night, and Maren was left alone with the hail and the struggling flames and the bearskin that was rising and falling with her brother’s breaths. For the first time in her life, she couldn’t hear waves breaking.

			Maren took a maize patty and a strip of elk jerky from Leerit’s satchel and saw her own hand trembling. ‘Kush. Wake up. Everything’s going to be okay.’

			

			‘It hurts,’ the boy mumbled.

			‘Wake up and eat, okay? Then you’ll be warmer. Eat, then you can sleep.’

			His hand appeared and she gave it meat and maize. Someone had to take care of the boy. This is what she should do. Their mother, if she was here, would soothe him with a bedtime story. Something about summer, an adventure of Opi’s when he was this age, a story of bounty beside the Sea. ‘Take a bite and I’ll tell you something.’

			By then the hail was turning to rain. Months without and now rain splashed up from the ground. Kushim whimpered, ‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘What do you have to be sorry for?’ 

			‘I fell in the stream.’

			‘She shouldn’t have asked you to jump. It was too far.’

			Rain hissed against the coals. Maren added the last of the twigs, then sat cross-legged and pulled her robe over her knees. She spoke loudly over the storm. ‘There once was a warm little boy who lived in a fishing village with his two sisters and parents and many friends. He was happy because he ate fat perch from the smoking racks, and in summer he feasted with other boys on berries and beans and squash. All winter his belly almost burst with meat and marrow. Theirs was a warm life of song and plentitude beside the Sea. But this little boy wanted something more.’

			She waited for her brother to ask what this boy wanted. Finally, she opened the bearskin to find Kushim asleep. The jerky was in his hand, the end hardly chewed. Maren took it and closed the hide around her brother. She ripped a bite of the meat but the flavor did nothing to settle her roiling stomach. She told herself, ‘This little boy, what he wanted was a puppy.’

			

			When Leerit finally appeared from the rain, she dropped a load of wood and opened her hands to the flames. She checked that the knife was still in her belt and took up a limb of wood and broke it over her knee and added the lengths to the flame. ‘Did he eat?’

			Maren told her sister, ‘Some. A little. He was too cold to eat.’

			Leerit’s hood was up and her locks dangled free at her throat and the fire reflected from the beads and charms strung through her hair. She was old enough to be someone’s mother. ‘I told you to make him eat.’

			‘I’m a maiden now. Same as you.’

			Leerit broke another stick. ‘You’re a child. You think they went for a swim? Stayed away overnight for fun? Our parents aren’t coming back.’ 

			The last time Maren had seen her mother: humming as she stirred a pot of old elk bones reboiled to extract perhaps one more drop of broth, Ama had turned toward the sound of footsteps, but instead of Kushim returning from gathering firewood, it was Opi back too soon from fishing. He needed his wife to come with him. He was out of breath. He’d been running; he wouldn’t say why. His face by then was bone held together by taut skin. Ama pushed herself up. She left without embraces because she was coming right back. She stopped in the doorway. The last thing her mother had said was ‘Don’t let our fire go out.’

			Now the tears were streaming and Maren knew the pigment was smearing on her cheeks and Ama would be disappointed when she saw – if she saw. When Ama had first applied the maiden-paints, she had said, Waiting inside a maiden is all of her mother’s strength. Now learn to use it. Only you can teach yourself how to endure.

			

			Leerit knew how to endure. She had been living alone on the far side of the bay for two moons. Maren asked her sister, ‘Are we trying to catch up with everyone else?’

			Their aunt had led the rest of the village away. Almost three years ago, Ama’s older sister had dared journey to those forbidden mountains where the Ancients dwelled in judgment and unleashed their fury in thunderous cracks of lightning. Their mother and their aunt had fought in loud voices when they thought Maren couldn’t hear. Auntie said they were going because there was only a fish or three across ten nets. The elk herds had left when their meadows were smothered by sand. Elk always decided rightly and they had chosen the mountains. We are not elk! Ama had yelled. Auntie had said, You won’t survive another winter on this beach. But they had. And then they had survived another.

			Now Leerit said, ‘We should’ve left with everyone else. Auntie was right.’

			But how could they follow after so long? There would be no tracks left.

			‘I’ll find their fire-rings,’ Leerit said. ‘The easiest path then is the easiest path now. Go to sleep. I need to think and I can’t think with you staring at me.’

			Maren looked at the fire. ‘Ama said those mountains are no land for the living.’

			‘That beach?’ Leerit tossed the stick in her hands and the fire exploded with sparks. ‘It is no land for the living. Not anymore.’

			When the rain stopped, stars appeared overhead and any warmth left on the landscape rose away. Leerit was stiff. Her fingers wouldn’t bend. Her arms were slow to respond to commands. If the fire went out overnight, she would freeze. Without her, Maren and Kushim would die. Of starvation or cold.

			

			Maybe Opi had seen crabs riding the high tide. He came to get his wife to help because the tide was fast and the crabs were moving to deeper water. Maybe the water was already too deep, and he dove for a crab and got one in each hand but was too weak – he hadn’t been eating so they could. Ama wouldn’t just watch the currents draw her husband away – she would go in after him.

			Maybe it had been a school of fish. Maybe he slipped off a rock and hit his head. Maybe he inhaled water. Or maybe Ama was the one needing rescue. There were a thousand ways to die.

			Whatever happened, it didn’t matter. They were gone, and she couldn’t alone keep two children fed. Not come winter. Not without nets of fish, not without an elk or two. And here she was, still in maiden-paints, not even allowed to call herself a woman.

			This was her mother’s fault. For not leaving the beach when she should have. For not following her older sister over the mountains – and why? Her mother was too hardheaded, stuck in her old ways. The stories said those mountains divided the day from the forever-night, the living from the dead. Yet those same stories were full of promises about tides and fish, the movements of crabs and fowl and elk. True once, maybe.

			Kushim had almost drowned. She had told him to jump a rapid that was too wide. Of course it was too wide for her brother’s little legs. If he had been pulled away into the sucking crash of water downstream, if her fingers hadn’t found his hood…

			Leerit drew her knife – it could not be doubted. She turned its weight in the firelight, this blade made by her mother’s hand. An elk’s tibia for the handle. Burined until the groove could hold a leaf of knapped chert tied in place with sinew and seated in the glue of boiled-down hide. Light in the hand because the stone’s weight was balanced by the mass of the elk’s knee joint. Her mother knew knives.

			Her mother had been a woman who knew knives.

			The last time Leerit had seen her was on the full moon after the kids were asleep. Ama had paddled across the bay to convince Leerit to come home but instead they had fought. What was the last thing she had said to the woman who made her? Leerit couldn’t remember. She didn’t want to remember. She hadn’t considered those words could be their last.

			

			Now Leerit’s hair was wet and freezing, these locks her mother had once tended. A new bead whenever a maiden mastered a womanly skill. But the beads were less for the maiden and more for the mother: behold, elders, how capable the girl I made. Even a year after the village left, Ama insisted on adding new beads. Why? Leerit had asked. Why does a maiden need beads when there’s no one left to see? Her mother had patted her wide shoulders. You want people to confuse you for your father? What people? Leerit had shouted.

			Now she held the knife to the root of a lock. It would be that easy. Just cut them. Toss everything away. She said to the darkness, ‘Then come here and stop me.’

			The high tide had eaten her parents’ tracks so there was no way to know for sure. He probably swam for a crab or slipped from a rock. She probably dove to help him. Together they were swept away. But. Maybe. Something worse.

			Her mother didn’t believe in demons, those creatures of the stories once brought by traders and told at night to eager, terrified faces. Ama didn’t trust traders, men without families. She said their stories were not lessons. Men when left alone together will believe anything. As the grandmothers said, A man without a woman is a sail without a rudder.

			Once many years ago, after a trader left the village in his canoe, Leerit had asked her father if demons were real. Opi knelt. He was still so strong then. When he smiled, a vein bulged on his forehead. His hands were rough from nets and his skin smelled of woodsmoke and fish oil. The harvests were already meager, but the grandmothers said no one could read a tide like her father; if just one net came up full, it would be his. His life on sunlit water had reddened his eyes and taught him what was true. My love – there are as many stories as there are birds and they travel just as fast. An angler learns to follow the bird who will lead him to fish.

			

			She couldn’t know but maybe it was a demon. Following smoke, as they did in the traders’ stories, come to steal people. Anymore, how was she supposed to know what was true?

			Auntie knew. She always knew. Everyone listened to Auntie – except her own little sister. When Auntie told her that they should cross the forbidden mountains, Ama had said, There is no other side of the mountains! Auntie smiled so calmly. She had asked her little sister, Then tell me, where did the elk go?

			Whatever had happened to Leerit’s parents – it didn’t matter. This was no time for grieving. All that mattered now was finding Auntie before winter. Leerit had to be attentive, attuned, humble. She had to decide rightly, every time. From now on, Maren and Kushim were but one wrong decision from death.

			Night had just begun yet, as a precaution, Leerit dragged a pair of embers from the heat and teased them into the bark tube. Leaves and twigs piled in, ash tamped down, the lid tied closed – she set the tube where it couldn’t be stepped on or forgotten. No matter what, she would not let their fire go out.

		

	
		
			2 Hunger

			That first morning away from the beach, Kushim’s kick stirred Maren awake. She pushed back the bearskin to see the sky lightening. Someone was looming over her. ‘Get up,’ Leerit said. ‘There’s light enough.’

			‘Where’s Ama?’ Kushim asked. ‘Where’s Opi?’

			Their big sister had buried the fire under a heap of sand. Leerit turned and slung her satchel and said, ‘I’m going to that high point for a look. Don’t linger. Tie your boots. Start upstream.’

			

			Beyond her sister stood the fangs of those forbidden gray peaks they were somehow supposed to climb.

			Kushim sat on Maren’s lap. He hadn’t done it in years. The morning was crisp and their breath showed and ice clung where last night’s rain had pooled. He pressed his head against her clavicle. ‘Why did Ama leave without me?’

			Maren was sure of only one thing. If her brother was to overcome those mountains, he would need to believe. To keep moving, he would need a true story.

			So their parents were alive; of course they were alive. They were waiting at the end of today’s travel. Forget the tracks in the sand. Their parents hadn’t walked to the ocean, they had left early to get a head start. They were going to find Auntie and the village. This was good news. No more lonely winters on an empty beach!

			But Kushim was a smart boy. ‘The mountains are only for dead people.’

			Maren took his hand. ‘You trust Ama, don’t you? Over those mountains, there’s green grass. There’s food. Kush, your friends are there waiting. But we need to hurry,’ she said. ‘So we can catch up. If you walk slowly, you’ll have to spend another night with just your sisters. Do you want that?’

			Kushim looked at the distant summits that were aglow with dawn. ‘This quiet. No waves. I feel like I can’t breathe.’

			‘I know,’ Maren said. ‘Here, cup your hand to your ear like this. Now can you hear the waves?’

			Kushim stood from her lap, listening. With his sleeve, he wiped his snot. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s catch up. Opi will carry me.’

			

			They walked for four days before Leerit saw a bird. Just a shadow traversing too fast for feet – a vulture circling. Dark body and bloodred head, feathers extending from its wing tips like five fingers. In her youth, such birds had been plentiful in summer. Opi had once pointed and told her, In this world nothing goes to waste. Four days since she last ate – she was hungry enough now to salivate at a vulture.

			On each day of climbing, Leerit had made a show of taking her share of the provisions; she held the meat or maize and watched as Maren and Kushim ate their portions; when they looked away, she returned her share to the satchel. She needed them strong. She trusted herself to endure, but they were just children.

			Now the provisions were gone. No more old jerky wearing salt crystals like frost. No more brittle maize patties from the final, meager harvest. This hunger would soon reach her siblings too, just as it had reached her mother and her father before that. Not pain in the stomach. Hunger was dizziness and dread; it was memories lost to formless currents; it was vicious cramping in the legs, in the arms, behind the eyes.

			Just keep walking, Leerit heard a voice say. To walk is to find footing.To stop is to lose it.

			* * *

			Soon Kushim was refusing to go on. He was complaining of his hunger, barely half a day old. He shouted at her, ‘You don’t even care if I starve!’

			This little boy who was used to getting his way, coddled and left unprepared for life. Where was the coddling when Leerit was young? At his age, she’d had so much work – detangling nets, gathering firewood, chasing dogs away from the smoke racks, fetching every little thing her mother needed. Her parents gave their attention to their newest child and commanded their oldest to do every chore. This was her chore now, to tend to a pampered little boy who had never known a day of hunger. 

			

			Maren dropped her load and began to return for their brother.She was always rewarding his complaints, just like their mother. But from here, they could be seen from ridges beyond ridges all the way to the Sea.

			‘Don’t,’ she told her sister. ‘Leave him. He’ll keep up.’

			‘You can’t mean that,’ Maren called. ‘I won’t leave him behind. He’s little.’

			‘The one thing that kid hates more than walking is being alone.’

			Near dusk, Leerit stopped in a depression in the terrain and made camp where the fire would not reflect from a cliff or a solitary juniper. She didn’t tease out the embers until darkness; their smoke had to go unseen. The traders always said demons follow smoke.

			‘Why are you constantly watching behind us?’ Maren asked. Kushim looked up.

			‘Go fill the bladders,’ Leerit told her sister before she scared the boy further.

			When they were alone about the fire, her brother commenced complaining. His stomach hurt. He claimed his foot was broken. ‘If you can take a step,’ Leerit told him, ‘it isn’t broken.’

			When Kushim began whimpering, she poked him with a stick. ‘Stir the embers.’

			He asked, ‘Why don’t they wait for me?’

			‘Tomorrow, we’ll catch up.’ The story Maren had told the boy, it was her one good idea. The story was keeping him moving.

			‘That’s what you said yesterday. And the day before. I hate walking. It’s so quiet here. I want to go home. I miss home. Why did Ama leave without me?’

			

			Leerit stirred the fire. ‘You will do what your sisters tell you.’

			All they had this night to busy their mouths was water. Kushim kept his hands cupped to his ears. Finally he said, ‘Tell me a story. Tell me about a time when you fell down and got hurt and Ama fixed you.’

			Leerit looked to her sister.

			‘There is a story you should hear.’ Maren threw her locks over a shoulder just as Ama used to before beginning. ‘He was a little boy not older than you when his father asked him to stand watch over a half-skinned calf. There were bears, so he was left a billy’s horn to blow if he saw trouble come over the horizon.’

			‘What’s a billy?’ Kushim asked.

			Maren answered, ‘Another name for a male elk.’

			‘No,’ Leerit scoffed. ‘A male goat. The village used to tend a herd. The goat mothers were called nannies.’

			‘What happened to the goats?’ Kushim asked.

			Leerit shrugged. ‘We ate them. But back when, we kept them for milk.’

			Their faces contorted with disgust. Neither of her siblings had drunk milk since being weaned of their mother’s. Leerit wondered if it was better to be her, someone who once drank goat milk and whose stomach now twisted for it, or to be them, children who didn’t know what they were missing.

			‘What happened?’ Kushim asked. ‘Tell me what happened to this boy.’

			Maren continued, ‘It was a cold day. The boy had only the billy’s horn and the wind in his ears for company. How do you think he felt?’

			‘Lonely,’ Kushim said. ‘He missed his parents.’ 

			

			‘And probably his sisters too.’

			Kushim shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

			‘The day got darker and the boy grew sad. He wanted his parents and sisters to come. So what do you think he did?’

			‘He blew the horn.’

			‘That’s right, and his father and uncles came sprinting over the hill with their bows and blades. But did they find a bear? Did they find the boy in need? No, they found him lonely. What do you think the father said?’

			‘Go to bed before supper.’

			‘Worse,’ Maren said. ‘Now the boy had to stay with the half-skinned calf through the night. The family was busy on other kills, and the father said maybe staying overnight would help the boy learn his lesson. Any parent would say the same. You can’t blame the father for what was soon to happen.’

			Leerit leaned to whisper, ‘If you finish this story, he won’t sleep.’ 

			‘Tell me,’ Kushim said. ‘I want to know what happened.’

			Maren flipped up her hood against the cold. The fire was in her eyes and her breath showed like smoke. ‘The boy was brave. He kept guard through the night, and in the morning his family brought him syrup and apples. They carried him on their shoulders. This boy, he had learned his lesson.’

			Kushim jabbed the embers. ‘That isn’t what happened.’

			‘Sure it is,’ Maren said. ‘Get under the fur and I’ll tell you another story.’

			‘But that isn’t what happened!’ 

			‘Why are you so sure?’ Leerit asked.

			Kushim said, ‘If that’s what happened, it isn’t a story grown-ups would tell.’

			

			When Kushim was finally sleeping, the sisters sat together alone under the waxing moon. For the first time since leaving, they heard a call in the dark. Leerit stood. She didn’t draw the knife but her hand grasped the bone hilt because something was out there.

			Maren whispered, ‘I can’t stop thinking about what could’ve happened to them.’

			Leerit stepped toward the darkness.

			Maren said, ‘Could we be…? What if we are the only people left?’ 

			‘Don’t talk.’

			‘But,’ Maren said, ‘we could be the last people alive. How would we know?’

			From the lack of sleep, Leerit’s vision was blurring; she was hearing whispers not there. She squatted and opened her hands to the fire.

			Maren kept pestering. ‘Are you even listening?’

			‘Auntie is somewhere. She will know what to do. We should’ve gone with her.’

			‘You can barely stay awake. Leerit, you need sleep. It’s your turn.’

			‘I don’t need sleep. Go to bed. Be quiet. Stop telling me what I need.’ 

			Maren poked the fire. ‘I keep having this dream. They’re calling for help and I can hear them and I’m paddling but I can’t find our parents among the waves. Their voices keep getting quieter.’ Maren shook her head. ‘I don’t want to sleep.’

			Back when, she and Maren used to pass nights curled together for warmth. Sometimes Leerit would wake to hear Opi putting more wood to the fire; he would step outside for a piss and return to slide under the furs beside his wife. Sometimes there was a mumble, sometimes more. Once Leerit knew what was happening under those pelts, maiden or not, she was too old to stay in her mother’s house. She was old enough for a home of her own, old enough to choose a spouse – to be respected as a woman. Because of Ama, she had been forced to stand there as her future walked upriver without her.

			

			After everyone left, they were a village of five on the edge of the earth, the Sea unfurling at dawn, waves and wind and sand, the coast empty but for them, no traders, no travelers. Seasons became years. She thought that was lonesome. With her siblings and parents in a warm house. At night, as they slept, she would lie awake grieving for those who had left, for the life that should be hers. Grief becoming rage until she could not stay one more night with this woman whose fault it was. Ama’s hands gripping at her, trying even then to hold her back. I am leaving! This time I won’t let you make me stay!

			But Auntie’s house across the bay was so cold, so quiet. No one was there to help tend the fire. No one to sing.

			A thick pelt, falling asleep beside the warmth of another – this need for sleep in Leerit was now, here, worse than hunger.

			‘Lie down,’ Maren said. ‘I’ll keep watch. I’m a maiden now.’ 

			‘You have to wake me if you hear anything.’

			‘Obviously.’

			Leerit could barely unknot her boots, these laces cut by her mother, every stitch hers, every needle ground by her hand, every sinew loosened in her mouth and braided by her fingers. Handiwork always brought stories to her mother’s lips. Her mother’s lips. Even when your hair goes gray, you will still be my little baby girl.

			Once they were standing beside the river and everything was different. The villages were still occupied. Her own grandparents had stopped eating so the children would have enough. So her grandparents were among the first to perish. By the river, after giving their bodies to the Sea, Leerit couldn’t stop crying. It’s my fault! I didn’t pray when I should have! Back when Ama’s voice was as soothing as the lap of a wave: Oh, my little girl. Hear me now. What’s wrong in this world is never the fault of children.

			

			In the morning, Leerit startled awake. She sat up, unsure of where she was. 

			Crawling from the bearskin, she found herself high on a slope in silence – no waves crashing, no surf rushing back, no riffling river. Her brother and sister sat cross-legged watching her. For that moment, she couldn’t remember where she was or why, she didn’t know where her parents were. Then it returned to her.

			The coals were cool and the wood was gone. She said, ‘The fire’s out.’

			Maren had had time to update the pigment on her face. ‘I thought you’d be glad. You’re always putting the fire out by first light.’

			‘Where’s the ember tube?’ 

			Maren’s eyes widened.

			‘You didn’t stash an ember?’

			Maren grabbed the tube and shook it. ‘I thought you did!’

			Leerit tried not to yell. ‘Without an ember, how will I start a fire tonight?’

			Maren dropped to her knees. ‘I’m sorry… I’m so sorry. I didn’t think to. You didn’t tell me. I didn’t know!’

			‘You didn’t know? You watched Ama do it a thousand times and you didn’t know? How could you let our fire go out?’

			Maren began to sob. Kushim put an arm around her. ‘Don’t be mean to my sister.’

			‘Senseless, stupid, coddled children!’ Leerit’s voice was outside of her control – like everything else. ‘Without me, you’d already be dead.’

			* * *

			There was nothing for Maren to do now but follow Leerit up a series of switchbacks and wait for Kushim at each turn. Even he was climbing in silence. They would not meet her eyes. She was the reason they lost their fire. She was the reason.

			

			The mountains were growing taller. No more brush or stunted trees – just a world of loose rock and steep angles where a gust might knock them over and carry them out of sight. Mountains didn’t look this steep from afar.

			When Leerit finally stopped to rest, Maren and Kushim caught up. He broke the silence. ‘Tell me what happened. The truth this time. I’m not stupid. I know when you’re lying.’

			This stole Maren’s breath. She needed it to be true too – their parents were only a day’s travel ahead. Always just a little farther. They could not be gone forever.

			Kushim sat on the rocks. ‘I won’t have bad dreams. You can tell me what really happened to the boy guarding the calf.’

			Maren couldn’t speak. ‘I’ll tell him,’ Leerit said. She put her satchel on the ground and sat on it. ‘The boy’s father and uncles went back to their work and left the boy overnight. In the morning, following the scent, a bear really did come over the ridge. A bruin with no cubs and no fear. Hide thick and flashing. The boy blew the horn and his family heard, but they thought he was only hungry for breakfast, hungry and lonely. They didn’t believe him. What happened next cannot be blamed on the parents.’

			Here Leerit waited, just as their mother had waited when she told Maren the story. Except in that telling the little boy was, in fact, a little girl.

			‘What happened?’ Kushim asked.

			‘The boy watched the bear close the distance and no one came to help him and he was alone when those giant claws and teeth reached him. What do you think happened?’

			‘He ran?’

			‘But can a boy outrun a bear?’

			Kushim shook his head. ‘I don’t like this story anymore.’

			

			Leerit took his arm. ‘The boy’s blood ran downhill to the half-skinned calf and refilled its body, and soon the calf stood but now as the boy. He stumbled over his own skin. By then his parents had arrived, but when the boy called their names, his mother heard only the bawl of an injured animal. Through bare ribs, she could see the boy’s heart beating but she didn’t know it was her son’s heart, did she?’ Leerit waited as Kushim’s eyes welled. ‘The bear was scared off by spears and shouts. The calf was killed by the mother’s blade. That boy, he was eaten by his own family.’

			Kushim wiped his tears. ‘Please, stop.’

			‘Kush.’ Leerit put her hand behind her brother’s neck and drew him close and wouldn’t let him get away. ‘Tell me why this terrible thing happened. Tell me.’

			‘Because no one came when the boy blew the horn!’ 

			‘No,’ Leerit said. ‘Not that. That’s not why.’

			Kushim gave up trying to get loose. ‘I don’t know, I don’t want to know.’

			‘Why did this happen?’

			‘The boy… he died because he blew the horn when there was no bear.’

			‘Yes,’ Leerit said. ‘He didn’t do as he was told.’

			‘Is it true?’ Kushim begged. ‘Was the boy really eaten by his own mother?’

			‘Every day little boys are eaten when they do not heed.’

			‘It won’t happen to you,’ Maren interrupted. ‘We won’t let it.’

			Leerit held Kushim’s face in both her hands. ‘Listen to me. You’ll heed everything I tell you. You might not know why but you will heed me. Right, Kush? Right? Tell me you understand.’

			His voice was shaking. ‘I won’t blow a billy’s horn.’

			‘Forget the horn! Listen to what I’m telling you!’ Tears spilled from Leerit’s eyes. ‘You walk when I tell you to walk. You run when I tell you to run. You do as I say and you won’t get eaten. I promise.’

			

			* * *

			Leerit led her siblings ever higher until they entered the underbelly of clouds where all direction was lost but for up and down.

			No water, no waves, no amount of breathing could draw enough air – here in the resting place of the dead. She shouldn’t have climbed this high. She shouldn’t have made them leave the Sea – so many stories commanded the living not to trespass here. She had to turn back before it was too late. They had to turn back. ‘Please forgive us,’ she said to no one living.

			Then the clouds tore open. New sun lit the mountain. The way back was lost to clouds, but now Leerit could see all the way to the ridgeline and its lowest saddle. Was this a sign? It had to be a sign.

			The dead were given to the river, which returned them to the Sea, where storms lifted their spirits on winds and delivered them to mountains – this sacred perch upon which no living foot shall trespass.

			In the saddle, the ground finally leveled. Here was the very mountain pass that had drawn her eye all those years from the beach. The old stories told of the Ancients sitting here, watching the village below, judging every action, every thought a girl had, shaking the village with quakes and flooding it with rain, or if they were pleased by the songs and offerings, then encouraging schools of fish toward the nets and herds of elk toward the shore. As a child, she could look to this mountain and feel the weight of a thousand generations of mothers, all of them somehow wiser and more powerful than her own. She had aimed her prayers toward this place where the Ancients sat guarding the boundary between Everything and Nothing. Yet now, as she stood here, the skyline was bare but for horns of rock.

			

			Auntie must’ve crossed here too; it was then as now the easiest route. But what after? The view beyond was lost to clouds.

			A flicker of movement overhead. Leerit squinted. It was the vulture returning. Coming to see if they were dead yet.

			When Maren and Kushim arrived, Leerit told them: ‘Take my satchel. Stop out of the wind. Make camp. I’ll catch up.’

			Maren held her sleeve. ‘You want us to travel alone? On the mountain?’ 

			Kushim asked, ‘What are you going to do?’

			Leerit pointed at the circling bird. ‘He waits on us to die. So I’ll die.’

			Before her siblings were born, back when the shoreline was green and busy with families – Leerit was hoisted into the air.

			Opi carried her on his shoulders as he waded the bay when she was their only child, when every house was full and babies were born fat. He would carry her anywhere she wanted to go. ‘Point to the fish,’ he would say. ‘I’m teaching your eye. Someday we’ll catch so many together. I’ll take you everywhere in my canoe. And one day, when I’m old, you can paddle me. This is all a father wants. His daughter with him forever.’

			Falling backward into the waves with her still on his shoulders – she yelled and laughed at once. ‘Don’t do it, Opi! Don’t!’

			‘You want me to stop?’ 

			‘No. Do it again!’

			Such terror, such thrill. Back when every story was true.

			

			She heard it arrive in the flutter of wind, the click of talon on stone. She couldn’t flinch. There was nothing but this vulture’s flesh so her siblings might survive.

			A tongue licked her nose. More licks, so many on her cheeks and forehead, her eyelids. This had to be snow falling.

			An ember struck her brow. Not an ember – the vulture’s beak. She rolled into a lunge and the great bird leapt to meet her with talons. She had him by the foot. His wings buffeted her ears. At the attack of his beak, her fingers failed and the great bird lifted into flight. He wobbled on the breeze before soaring back over her.

			‘A rock,’ Opi said and handed her one. He’d come from nowhere and was pointing now. ‘Don’t rush, aim small. There’s time.’ She stared a hole in the vulture’s eye as it wheeled past. The rock had barely left her hand when Opi said, ‘Got him.’

			Bird and rock met with the hollow crack of bone. It was still flapping when it collided with the ground, still flapping when she crushed its head with her foot. She lifted the creature still quivering, the weight of its death now hers to bear.

			When she looked, Opi was gone. She was alone in the clouds. Loose feathers were fluttering among flakes of snow.

			Maren was leading the way when the snow arrived. It looked like knapped flint falling through water.

			She couldn’t see farther than a throw. Dusk was here and they needed to make camp even if this was no place to camp. Just talus and steep, forbidden ground. But how would Leerit find them in so much snow?

			Kushim had his hands cupped to his ears to better hear the waves. 

			She told him, ‘Everything’s fine. Everything will be okay.’

			‘Where are Ama and Opi? You said they would be waiting for me on top.’

			

			She could smell her brother’s furs just as she could smell her own. They’d been sweating in them for too long and the skins were beginning to sour. The snow was soaking through. Her mother would mix ash and tallow and apply the mixture with the sharp edge of a rib worked over the flesh in one direction. She’d heat the skin over coals and do it all again, and soon the sour smell would leave and the hide would again repel water. That was what Ama would do.

			Maren unrolled the bearskin and called for Kushim to crawl inside before he got any wetter. She used her bare hands to move the talus until she had built a knee-high windbreak to protect him. From inside the hide, Kushim looked out on the pelting snow. ‘Please don’t leave me.’

			‘Never,’ she promised. ‘We’ll be together always.’ She adjusted the hide to better block the snow from him. He needed her to be calm – he needed her. She knew then how she needed him to need her. ‘Song or story?’

			‘You won’t leave?’

			‘I promise, Kush. You’re a boy with two big sisters. You’ll never be alone.’

			Maren sang into the dark, kept singing though her throat had gone raw and her brother was asleep. Singing so her sister might hear, but singing also so the Ancients would know she was good and grateful and sorry for coming here where she didn’t belong.

			A hand pushed her and she fell to the rocks. She ripped open the bearskin and burrowed inside, and heaved the heavy pelt over her head and held tight, her heartbeat in her ears. The air inside was still and warm, the storm far away. It wasn’t an ancient hand that had pushed her – only a gust.

			

			He said, ‘You’re never surprised when we don’t catch up.’ 

			‘Shh,’ she told Kushim. ‘Ama wants you to sleep now.’

			In the morning, the wind had stilled. The last stars were fading and the snowbound mountainside was built from shades of blue. Below them in all directions extended an ocean of clouds. They were alone, perched upon this tilted island.

			Kushim’s breath showed. The snow crackled under his feet, and she kept her hand on his elbow. A fall here and her hungry brother would slide all the way into clouds. He knelt to drag a finger through the snow. He held it up. His hungry eyes looked full of some dream when he said, ‘Like fat spread over the land.’

			Leerit was not where they had left her. The dawn light was turning the snow pink and all about them the glittering extended untrampled. First her parents and now her sister. Maren pulled Kushim close. ‘Everything’s okay.’

			He tore free. She shouted but he wouldn’t stop running. He was going to slip and slide out of sight, and she was going to be left here alone.

			Then she saw what he did. Below them, among boulders, the only thing devoid of snow – a patch of dark fur.

			A man. Blood on his brow and more on his hand, red in the snow. A man wearing their sister’s robe. Not a man. It was Leerit – but without hair. Her locks and beads were scattered about, icebound, like severed limbs. Someone had cut them. The Ancients. As punishment for trespassing.

			Their sister’s chest hardly rose. ‘Help me,’ Maren said. ‘Quick!’

			

			Together they rolled her body into the bearskin. Then they saw what was under her. Matted feathers – the vulture still half-warm.

			There was nothing to do but take turns with their sister in the bearskin, their bodies delivering heat. ‘Ama will be so mad,’ Kushim kept crying. ‘Is she still a maiden if she doesn’t have beads?’

			Maren handed her brother another strip of salted bird flesh. 

			‘Eat,’ Maren said. ‘This bird died for you.’

			Past midday, Leerit finally opened her eyes. Maren embraced her and Leerit said her first words since they’d found her. ‘Get off me.’

			‘Who did this to you?’ Kushim asked.

			Leerit’s fingers touched her head. She looked to her brother with confused, unblinking eyes.

			Leerit woke again in the bearskin. She knew she was awake on the mountainside. Her hand confirmed it was not a dream: she had cut off her hair. The locks had been heavy with ice and terribly cold, and she had told her mother to help, and when she didn’t, Leerit took the knife and dared her. You don’t believe I will?

			Kushim was against her, sleeping. But Maren was outside, shivering alone and exposed to the wind. By then, the stars seemed close enough to touch.

			There wasn’t room for three inside the pelt. Maren couldn’t stay out overnight.

			

			Using her knife, Leerit cut the seam her mother had so carefully sown. She told Maren to huddle against their brother. She opened the bearskin over top of them and crawled underneath and tucked the edges under her legs. Now they were together away from the gusting. Three bodies for one warmth. It might be enough.

			At dawn, they were still alive. She rose to see the only thing moving was fog, tendrils tearing over rocks. There were only two directions: back the way they’d come or along the spine of this mountain. Everything else fell away into gray nothing.

			The boy’s feet moved quickly on the nourishment of the vulture. Near dusk, she insisted he drink from a pool of meltwater. They ate what remained and spent the night as they had the last, together, the boy between them, the hide tucked around them. All night the wind growled outside. In the dark, Kushim asked, ‘Where are they? Tell the truth.’

			‘Waiting,’ Maren said. ‘You know how fast Ama and Opi walk. They are probably at the base of the mountain already. Tomorrow we’ll see them.’

			‘Do you promise?’

			Maren said, ‘Walk fast and we’ll see.’

			All the next day Leerit led them through crunching, icebound snow. The daylight felt darker; winter was coming fast. She gave the boy the bird bones to suck and this tamed his complaints. When the fog finally blew free, the setting sun struck them and turned the snow to hot light. It felt like the first time she’d ever seen the sun.

			

			‘Look!’ Maren said, laughing. She sank into the snow, still laughing. The sound of laughter did not make sense, not on the mountain. ‘Look! Can’t you see it?’

			Below them, far below, the clouds were parting. Leerit saw now too: where the snow ended, greenish slopes glowed.

			‘What is it?’ Kushim begged. 

			‘Grass!’ Maren shouted.

			Leerit told them, ‘Auntie was right.’

			Kushim’s voice was tentative, unsure. He was a boy who knew green hillsides only from stories. He asked, ‘Is it beautiful?’

			‘Yes.’ Maren was gripping him. She was crying. ‘It is so beautiful.’

			They might have dropped directly down an expanse of shale to the grass, but Leerit chose a route with safer footing. So they were still on the mountain when dusk turned the world to charcoal. The boy couldn’t go farther. They would have to spend another night on rock. But now they knew that grass waited below them, and in it, they might find food.

			Kushim was sitting against a crag when he said, ‘You don’t look for their tracks. You’re never surprised when we don’t catch up. Always you tell me tomorrow.’

			Leerit knelt. She put her hand on Kushim’s cheek.

			‘Where are they?’ he asked with tears in his eyes because he was a smart boy.

			‘Kush,’ Leerit began.

			‘Please,’ Maren uttered. ‘Not here. Not now. He’s not ready.’ 

			‘Our parents,’ Leerit said. ‘They died. The Sea took them.’ 

			‘You don’t know that!’ Maren shouted. ‘You don’t know!’

			‘Kush,’ Leerit said. ‘You’re old enough. You climbed that mountain. You made it this far. You’re strong enough to know the truth.’

			

			Sitting on the rocks, the boy was panting as if still climbing. ‘No. No. No.’

			Leerit took his hands in hers. ‘They are dead but not gone. They’re here watching over you. Wherever you go, forever. Ama and Opi are always protecting you.’

			He was huffing. He was a boy trying to break free and run.

			She held him. ‘Kushim. Stop. You’re okay. I promise. Everything will be okay.’

			‘But they can’t be dead!’

			‘Kushim? What but death would keep Ama from her son?’

			He collapsed into her. His sobs prevented his breathing. There was snot pouring from his nose, and she just wanted her baby brother to breathe. He shouted, ‘I didn’t get the firewood! She asked me to get firewood!’

			‘That doesn’t matter now,’ Leerit told him.

			‘But I didn’t do it, I didn’t get the wood! It’s my fault she left!’ 

			‘Kush, listen.’ Leerit was holding her brother upright. He was limp in her arms. ‘Hear me. Hear what is true. Nothing wrong in this world is ever the fault of children.’

			After, the days felt more like dreams than his dreams did. Kushim waded through expanses of grass – impossible green in all directions. Only at night in his dreams was there sand.

			They might be dead but Leerit was right – he could still feel them. Ama’s songs were always in his ear. Opi came to him in motion, in the way his feet moved about rocks, the way he’d hang an idle hand from his belt while looking in the distance. But Kushim didn’t have his father like he had his mother. Opi was always in his canoe, paddling out to put down his nets, the water swallowing his blade strokes.

			

			So Kushim walked with the fishhook in his hand, carved from bone by Opi and given to him by Leerit after she told him the truth. Opi was dead but the grooves he left were still here, the very motions that ground bone into hook, the little ridges meant to seat sinew fishing line. Sometimes, when overcome, Kushim put the hook in his mouth. This was his father drawing him nearer.

			‘Look!’ Leerit called one afternoon. She was pointing at something. Maren got there first. A black circle – the scar of an old campfire.

			The rocks were charred and old coals still gleamed in the sun and green sprigs of grass poked through black ash. ‘See?’ Leerit said. ‘I told you. Auntie and the village followed this same creek. They had to. Every step we’re closer!’

			In the grass were ground squirrels running for their holes. Among windsculpted trees were little birds leaping from limbs. It was like journeying through a story of back when. He wished Opi was here to teach him every name.

			That night the moon rose full and an owl hooted. He had never heard an owl but his sisters named it for him. Kushim watched Leerit work a bow she had cut from willow and strung with jute. She worked this bow about a stick. With each stroke, the stick spun against a chunk of sunbaked wood. He had smelled it twice already, smoke. Soon she’d have a coal, then they’d have a fire, and they could roast this hare she had stoned with a straight throw from her sling. His big sister would always take care of him. He asked, ‘If it isn’t my fault, whose fault is it?’

			

			Leerit didn’t stop working the bow.

			‘They weren’t old. They were too young to die. It must be someone’s fault.’

			Maren told him to rest. If he did, she would tell him a happy story. But he didn’t want a happy story. He didn’t want to rest. He wanted to know what was true. ‘Tell me!’

			An ember began to glow and Leerit put a pinch of tinder against it. She laid twigs and shavings over the flames and they leapt higher, and she passed a hand across her brow to clear the sweat. Kushim was shivering but Leerit was flushed from the long effort to start this fire. She told him, ‘Always stash an ember at the first chance.’

			Still his big sister didn’t rest. She peeled the skin from the hare and used her knife to open the belly and pull loose the entrails. She took the skewer and ran it through and set the meat over the forked limbs leveled on either side. Kushim watched as a new gloss appeared on the flesh and oils began to drop and hiss. He asked his sister, ‘Is every animal a mother or father?’

			Leerit shrugged. ‘Or a child. Or a brother or sister. But some animals don’t really have family. Not like we do. Fish never know their kin.’

			‘Do hares have family?’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘They live in dens, like our houses only underground. They keep a pantry. They stash food in it during times of plenty to eat during times of hardship. Hares can survive any winter.’

			‘Do hares live with their mothers and fathers?’ 

			‘Until they become a mother or father themselves.’ 

			‘Oh.’

			‘But we have to eat,’ Maren told him. ‘We’re lucky to eat. Remember that.’

			

			‘The truest gift,’ Leerit said. ‘This creature gave its flesh so you might live.’

			‘But,’ he asked, ‘is it cruel to kill a hare who might be someone’s mother?’ 

			For a long moment, his sisters were silent.

			‘Yes,’ Leerit finally told him. ‘It is cruel. But that doesn’t make it wrong.’

			Each day the valley grew wider and greener and the daylight was sooner to fade to dusk. He could feel it, winter was coming. Leerit said they had to hurry if they were going to find Auntie.

			Then one afternoon she stopped. Leerit pointed at the grass. She wanted Kushim to see. ‘You know it’s elk because they only eat the fresh tops. Elk are picky eaters.’ She parted the grass to reveal a divot as long and wide as her own hand – a hoofprint.

			‘It’s so big!’ he said, and Maren shushed him.

			He followed Leerit who followed the elk through a willow thicket. She stopped to point out the scrapings on the limbs where a stag had rubbed his antlers. When Kushim emerged from the willow to overlook a meadow, Leerit stopped him with a hand held back. She gestured for them to get down. Maren knelt and pulled him down with her. He wanted to see, but he didn’t want to be the reason the elk ran away.

			Yet Leerit rose from the grass. She walked nearer. It wasn’t an elk she saw.

			It was a straight line. Black and thick, it came out of the mountain like giant trees felled and connected end to end. Half covered in dirt and half held aloft, disappearing and reappearing, part of the earth – but not. It was black but also brownish red, too high to climb over, at least two Leerits tall. This thing without words to hold it; this thing no story described, an impossible thing growing from the landscape. Was it alive?

			

			He rushed past his sisters. Maren called but he kept running until he stood beside it. He put his hand on the flank. Warmed by the sun. His palm wore black dust like some strange pigment. It was true, nameless but undeniable. Not alive but not of this place. Beside it, even Leerit looked small. She was then testing the black pigment on her tongue.

			Kushim pointed. He had to show his sisters what they didn’t see: small shapes carved into the side. Well ordered, clearly placed by a human hand – yet senseless.
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			3 Dehumanization

			Wind chop lapped against the boat’s side. When the hull sliced a wave, seawater hissed across the open bow where she sat, her wrists bound by a coarse rope – Lilah among three others inside this wooden cage.

			Her children would think she had abandoned them. She kept seeing it: her babies alone in an empty village, realizing they were alone – left alone.

			‘Please,’ Lilah muttered now through wooden bars toward the shoreline. Because her own mother would be listening from the mountain, she was always listening. ‘Please, Ama. Watch over my babies until I return.’

			

			She had left Tamar on the sand, sprawled with his eyes open to the sky. As the boat pulled away from shore, she had prayed the children would not find their father like that, may the tide draw him away, this holiest end for a fisherman, the one Tamar would want: for his person to nourish the fish that would one day nourish his son and daughters.

			He had fetched her from the house because a trader was on the horizon. When the boat was near enough to see the shape of its sail – not the common triangle but a foreign square, not tan but white – Tamar paused. Fishing had taught him to trust his intuition. He had said, Please, take the children and wait for me in the canyon.

			What was her answer, her exact words? Traders are rude but not dangerous. She needed to see the bachelor’s goods for herself. The family couldn’t afford Tamar making a desperate bargain. He had never been good at bargaining, even in the plentiful times. He was a man who cared too much about being liked to strike a good deal.

			Then Tamar was dying and she was being pulled by the hair.

			They had come with gifts of dried meat, this cruelest trick. They had grabbed her. Tamar fought with his bare hands. They gored him between his ribs. He was gasping her name. Their lives together, their babies, their home – when he had reached for her this last time, she wasn’t there to hold him.

			Not traders, not strangers, not people but two-legged beasts. Not people because people would not do such a thing. These could not be people.

			One stood tall, hand on the rudder, eyeing their course through oversize goatlike eyes. The fat one with a furry face, the one who had gored Tamar – it dozed now against planks, its bloated belly shifting with each wave. The sail was full; their boat was fast.

			

			This couldn’t be happening. Because she was good, and Tamar was good, and Leerit and the children were good and helpful. It couldn’t be real because they lived as they should. Offered every prayer in its season, sang every hymn to the Ancients, took nothing in excess. Such cruelty couldn’t be happening, not to them.

			And yet it was, undeniably, happening.

			While daylight persisted, Lilah fought the cage built to keep her from standing. Her struggles changed nothing. The bars would not break for her. She sat to fight the coarse rope about her wrists. Her flesh gave before the fibers did.

			Exhausted in the dark, she considered the point of living. Why endure even one day longer without them? Just deliver her to the mountaintop; let her join her mother and her husband; she could watch over her children best from the afterlife. To reach them now, she needed the rope to cut deeper and free a vein.

			By dawn, blood was dripping from her elbows but she was still alive.

			In that new light, she saw the others in the cage with her. She had never been alone, only blind with suffering. There was a little girl and her big sister and a young man of another family. Left-Coasters by the markings on their faces. Staring at this grown woman who had been trying to hurt herself. This most shameful act. Because if a mother gave up, what hope was there for children?

			Lilah saw the drought in their thin bones, the small sores gone unhealed, the empty look in their eyes. Children who had known only dunes and empty nets. The maiden was maybe seventeen. Smaller and frailer than Leerit. Her pigments were worn away, leaving a blue hue. Her little sister’s hair was matted and contained twigs and debris.

			

			The young man was built of hard corners of bone. One eye was swollen shut. His right fist was purple: he had fought the beasts too.

			Tamar was dead. And not just him. So many people were watching her now from the mountain, her mother and grandmother, all the mothers who had ever persisted. From their perch, they wanted Lilah to help these young people, to be the woman they needed. Endure, or how else will the children learn how?

			Lilah’s own voice no longer sounded familiar. ‘Who are these… animals?’

			The maiden answered. ‘They are demons.’

			The young man said, ‘If he comes closer, I’ll strangle him.’ Lilah turned to see one of their captors coiling rope.

			The maiden said, ‘They’ll only kill you. Like they did her husband.’

			Lilah sat straighter. She asked for their names. It was what a mother should do.

			‘Where do demons live?’ Kenta, the youngest, wanted to know. Her gaze remained aimed at the floor. She was hiding her eyes from Lilah.

			Rageer, the rough young man whose ribs could be counted through his flesh, answered. ‘What matters is why they took us.’

			The maiden’s lips were cracked and dried blood had become a scab at the corner of her mouth. Her name was Koneet. She must have noticed Lilah watching her little sister. She said, ‘She can’t see. She caught the blinding illness.’ Lilah knew the ailment but only among the elderly who refused to eat. Once the vision was lost, there was no bringing it back.
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